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Chapter One 
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It was impossible to read the map while driving. The alien landscape was a million miles from London, where she’d always lived. This was an island of land seemingly unaffected by time. After hours of going around in circles, up hills and down into dark valleys, Lucy’s excitement had turned to dread. If I don’t like it, I will have to sell, she considered.  

Frustrated, Lucy pulled into a layby on top of a hill. Enveloped in a shrouding mist, there seemed little division between the grey sky and the black and gold autumnal earth. Again, she checked her phone for a signal and regretted not investing in a working satellite navigation system. From her elevated position, the only sign of civilisation was the church in the sheltered valley below. It dominated the landscape and diminished the surrounding squat cottages of the village, its spire pushing up towards a strip of blue.  

Lucy stretched. “We will have to look for a shop and ask for directions,” she told her five-year-old daughter, Bella. “Sorry, sweety. I know you’re tired, but I’m sure we’ll find our new home soon.” She twisted around and saw her daughter, with heavy lids, gazing glassy-eyed at a book.  

“It’s okay, mummy,” she answered, yawning. 

Lucy started the engine and pulled back out onto the narrow-tarmacked road. When she arrived in the hollow, it appeared as though her car was the only one around. On the outskirts of Hawks Rise on the Moor, she turned down a side street and parked without any problems.  

“We won’t be long, and after, you can have a little nap,” she muttered, lifting her daughter onto the cobbled street. A home of her own was all Lucy had wanted from the moment Bella was born. Lately, her benevolent friend’s tolerance of the single parent living under her roof had thinned, especially as she was always short of money. When her mother Gail had phoned and told her of a letter addressed to Toby, Lucy reluctantly asked her to read it and, if it was rubbish, to throw it in the bin. She didn’t want to hear words addressed to her deceased husband. 

“You apparently own a property,” her mother said excitedly. 

“Mum, I know all about Toby inheriting a pub, but he said it was derelict and a waste of time. It would cost more than it's worth.” 

“You’re not listening to me,” her mother shouted. It’s a viable business.” Gail’s words poured out in an enthusiastic jumble, making the whole subject hard to digest. A man called Adrian has been looking after it and wants to know your intentions.” 

“I don’t know how to run a business,” Lucy had whined.  

“It’s a roof over your head,” her mother rushed in to reassure her. You will work it out, and there is a cushion of money to keep you going until you do. You’re jumping from lower class to middle class. Think no more food banks.” 

After her mother read the letter word for word, Lucy became excited but wondered why Toby was reluctant to talk about the place and refused to visit. With the hope of a fresh start, some peace, and the chance of escaping the twenty-first-century waves of destruction that were engulfing the world, she enthusiastically plunged herself into the idea of a new life. It would be good to avoid the compulsory DNA tests being rolled out in the major cities. All the fuss was because scientists had discovered a group of people still existing with a different genome from the majority of humans. The fundamentalists who ruled large parts of the world proclaimed them a danger – a virulent virus.  
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AS LUCY TURNED THE corner onto the main street, the church bells rang and startled her out of her daydreaming. The stench of animals stuck in her nose, and she saw men dressed in shirts and waistcoats, wearing caps and attending to a variety of animals, sheep, ponies and cattle. The sun had come out, and crowds of people bustled around mother and daughter. Standing amongst the milling bodies, she clutched Bella’s hand and glanced around, looking for someone to approach. Many of the women had severe hairstyles. Under the brim of their elaborate hats, she saw wide central partings; flat hair was pulled tight over their ears and curled into a bun at the back of their necks. She felt conspicuous of her long, straight hair woven into a messy single plait and noticed none of them wore a fringe in her style. They looked intimidating in their voluminous crinoline-like skirts, complete with fans and small hand-held bags. Others were dressed in dark, solid-coloured rags and hobnail boots. The only colour came from their bonnets adorned with ribbon ties and wool shawls. Lucy blushed in the heat and from the embarrassment of being out of place in her winter clothes of boots, woollen tights, skirt, and jumper.  

All the inhabitants of the village and surrounding areas were squashed into the small space between a row of houses, businesses and the church. She smelled meat cooking and saw there were market stalls where people were trading many unfamiliar items, such as iron tools, sweets, homemade produce, toys, and animals. When she glanced over her shoulder, she saw a tug-of-war on the green around the side of the vast gothic building, and a group of kids were playing toss pennies against the periphery wall of the church. In contrast to all the colour traders' attire was plain, waist-coated men and women whose bodies were covered by long skirts and lace blouses. Everywhere she looked, Lucy saw ornate hats and parasols protecting the marbled-skinned people from the now-searing heat. Self-consciously, she automatically placed her arms on her head in exasperation and relief from the heat and then chose to shade her eyes with her hand instead. An old man studied his pocket watch and stared over, regarding the strangers with hostility burning in his eyes. 

“Mummy, why are they wearing funny clothes?” Bella asked. 

“It’s one of those fairs where everyone dresses up as if it’s the olden days,” Lucy replied, equally bemused. Then she noticed more villagers turn to gawp in their direction. “They have seriously got into character. I feel quite out of place.” 

Standing at the church gate, Lucy spotted a girl holding the hand of a boy of about eight years. She appeared less threatening, as though she was waiting for a friend. Tightening her grip on Bella’s hand, she pushed past the young couples idling arm in arm, a man smoking a clay pipe and a group of shabbily dressed youths.  

The young woman was graceful and long-limbed. She was wearing a grey skirt and a white blouse, and on her head was a floppy straw hat decorated with flowers. She smiled quietly to herself, her full lips curling at the ends and her golden hair hanging loose and framing her buttery white face.   

“Excuse me,” Lucy asked uneasily. “I’m lost and looking for ‘The Jack Rabbit Inn’.” 

“You’ll be going the wrong way for that,” the girl said, twiddling her parasol. “It is on the highest point of the Moor. A long walk from hereabouts. Take the village road by the green and keep going straight until you get to the stones and turn right. Then, go left on the crossroads by Andrew’s grave. Head high, and you won’t miss it,” she spoke distractedly and took a glance towards a youth who was on one knee resting the hoof of a horse on the other while poking it and scrutinising the shoe. The boy glanced up, causing the girl to bow her head and blush. Then the girl smiled back at Lucy, and she saw a secret and fragile expression lingering in her eyes.  

The boy at the woman’s feet made Bella laugh, causing Lucy to glance down. The child was catching a cobweb hanging in the air. “I’ll be rich,” he said, opening his small fist and revealing a giant hairy spider in the centre of his palm. Bella reached out for the creature, and in one action, her mother brushed her hand away. 

“That’s not a money spider,” Lucy exclaimed, flinching at the sight. “Bella, I thought you didn’t like spiders?”  

The boy, with the pincer fingers of his other hand pinched a leg, held the scuttling arachnid high and dropped it into his open mouth. The crunching sound was disturbing. Lucy shivered with horror and made a mental note not to allow her daughter to play with the boy if their paths crossed in the future. 

Then, reacting to a popping noise, Lucy scanned her surroundings. She watched as the sound also drew the attention of the crowd, and a curious group gathered around a photographer standing behind a box camera on a tripod, a lens on bellows stuck out, and a black piece of cloth covered his head while he held up a light in his other hand.  

Lucy regarded the girl again, who was now calmly pushing a hairpin back through her hat and appearing oblivious to the boy grinning at her side and his alarming action. “Thank you for your help,” Lucy uttered. “That was very useful. I should be able to find my way now.” She turned her back on the scene, grabbed Bella, and, with her head lowered, rushed away.  

“Have a happy holiday,” the girl called after her. “The gentry will be holding dinner tonight with dancing and music.” 

The strangeness of their ordeal in the village only reached Lucy’s conscious mind once she was back sitting safely in the car. She clasped the steering wheel for reassurance while her heart thumped in her chest, and she reflected on the experience. How come she’d gone from autumn to summer? Why had there been no indication, sights or sounds of a fair until the church bells rang? The sun was lancing, but the figures had no shadows, she considered everything in silence, not wanting to appear crazy in her daughter’s eyes. 

“Mum, can we go now?” Bella whined, seemingly unaffected by the events. 

To the sound of bells, the car chugged up the steep hill leading back onto the Moor. As they passed, Lucy glanced over at the village green and saw that the people had vanished. The whole scene had crumbled away, leaving a dreary November day. Nearing the top of the ascent, she turned her attention to the even higher ground of the Moor and saw sharp, cold rain raking over the land. 

HOME
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Chapter Two 
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From the outset, her new home was not what Lucy expected. She parked her car just off the strip of the road under the pub sign, which swung back and forth in the breeze. She was surprised to see the picture was of a jumping hare with long ears and not a rabbit. Bella was sleeping, so she wriggled out of the car, leaving the headlights on. There was no moon and no stars. Glancing over at the Moor on the other side of the road revealed little. In the pool of light, a few sheep grazed near the edge, and then the water-logged ground curved down into the dense black pit of the valley.  

With the large keys in her hand, she approached the white-washed granite building. In the solid oak door was a rectangular black metal lock with a strip on either side of the hole decorated with three crosses. Behind this door was a porch with uneven stone slab benches for visitors to take off their muddy boots. She smelt wood smoke. Leaving the first door open, she examined the second. It was made from planks but with a similar decoration surrounding the keyhole above, which was a square window with four panes of glass set in a cross. Lucy lifted the latch, stepped into the thick darkness, and automatically reached for the switch. It clicked, but the room remained unilluminated. Lucy glanced to her right at the glow coming from the massive granite fireplace. Slowly, her eyes grew accustomed to the gloom. Pushed against the wall to her left was an upright piano. In front of her was a slab of oak making the bar, and behind this, on rickety shelves, bottles glinted.  

As she approached the bar, she sensed the silence wasn’t peaceful. The further into the room she went, the more she noticed something tugging at her mind, prompting her to want to leave and drive back to London. “This is my space – my home,” she whispered, wanting her voice to be heard amongst the many.  

On the bar, next to a vase of dead flowers, stood an opened half-bottle of red wine, a stack of black candles and a box of matches. She lit two of the sticks and, holding them in each hand, went back towards the ancient granite fireplace. It almost took up the whole width of the room, and she imagined how, in the past, it would have had a spit and a pig roasting, slowly rotating. Running across the top was a roughly hewn oak beam, and within the thick edge, words had been inscribed. The font reminded her of the marks on gravestones. She leaned in, running a flame from left to right. The walls be thick. This place it be cold summer and winter. Thy fire must burn eternally and never be extinguished. Next to this was a bench tucked under a small square leaded window and a long table with chairs on the opposite side. Lucy pulled one out and sat to regain composure. She examined the space and saw that at the other end of the long room, with its high-backed seats and rectangular tables, was another fireplace that was equally dominant, but its stone hearth was also smoke-blackened but cold and full of soft ash. Must have been two rooms once, she mused. To the left of this was another open door revealing another room beyond. Above the frame was a sign reading ‘family room’.  

Lucy rose, dripped some wax onto the wood, and stuck the candles on the table. She then went to her daughter, who was still snoring with her curly brown hair stuck on her clammy face. Carefully, she unbuckled the seat and lifted Bella into her arms. Walking over shiny flagstones in limited light with a heavy child was hazardous. Between the bar and kitchen was a narrow staircase, and assuming it would lead to bedrooms, she cautiously felt her way up. On the landing, she lifted the latch on the nearest wooden door and entered a sparse room. 

An antique sprung bed with an iron frame dominated the small space. It was made in an old-fashioned way with an eiderdown and blankets. Holding Bella in one arm, she peeled back the covers and unfurled the white cotton sheet. A stranger has slept in this bed, maybe died here, Lucy considered as she lowered the sleeping girl onto the smooth surface. I’m glad you didn’t wake to such a creepy place, Lucy thought as she tucked her daughter in and lightly kissed her forehead. 

Turning to leave, a bang from below interrupted her thoughts. She froze and glanced around to see if Bella had stirred and then with a thumping heart, rushed to the door. At the bottom of the stairs, she stood listening and breathing deeply. She had the distinct sense that others occupied the place, both dead and alive. Creeping through the pitch black of the kitchen, straining her eyes to make out the shapes, she made her way to the back door. To her horror, she found it to be unlocked. She twisted the key. Am I locking someone in or out?  

Lucy backed out of the room, desperate to reach the bar and the comfort of light. Resting her hand on the warm wood, she steadied herself and grabbed the bottle of wine and glass hanging above the bar. Placing her items of security down, she bent, threw a log into the dulling flames, picked up the poker, prodded the embers, and then returned to the same chair by the fire. 

To purge herself of her misery, Lucy poured herself a large glass of wine and, as the fire flared, rose again and pulled the curtains over the impenetrable black staring pupil of the window. She felt cheated, wrecked on the shores of a foreign land. She was sitting in a hollow emptiness with thousands from across the centuries who still insisted on sharing her hole. I can’t remember any of you because I don’t know you, she said in her head, addressing her husband's deceased ancestors as she hurriedly gulped down the wine, which was strangely still fresh. 

Lucy twiddled the ring on her finger. She couldn’t pull her mind from the memory of her marriage and the oozing wound of loss. Her husband Toby Finnley had been a vet, and they’d shared a passion for animals, but she considered herself as a nobody working in a pet shop on a minimum wage. All she’d ever wanted was to be a good mother. It was her beloved dog, Freddy, who had brought them together. She’d even told Toby she had no ambitions, went with the flow and mostly took the route of least resistance. ‘You mean like a river carving through bedrock, pushing stones and deadwood out of the way,’ he’d replied. ‘Please don’t put yourself down or question my love. I know what I want and what’s of value when I see it.’ He had a way with words and helped her to see beyond the narrow-mindedness of everyday attitudes. At that time, every moment had been exciting, a passion and a harvest of love. 

It was getting pregnant, which had finally strengthened their resolve to marry. Toby’s mother responded with genuine happiness, while her mother said she was aiming too high and that it would all end in disaster. ‘A good marriage only comes to the poor when you ensnare the ugly rich. He is too handsome.’ 

Bella was three by the time everything was arranged. Pure happiness and pleasure veiled their wedding day. It felt right, stepping together, standing side by side, eye to eye and hand in hand. She’d loved his mellow voice, the scent of the flowers and the warmth of his smile. They were bonded and bound tightly by a ring, and both of them excitedly anticipated a happy and fulfilled future. On the brink of a new life, they’d passed from the church's shadow into the light with their families, friends and Bella cheering and throwing confetti. 

The first week of her honeymoon in Cornwall was joyful. In passing, he told her he’d received news that he’d inherited an old pub on Bleakmoor, where he’d grown up. He seemed uninterested in exploring the place, reluctant to discuss it, and eventually explained it would be too much work to take on, so he would sell the ‘derelict hole’. The subject was quickly forgotten amongst the swimming and play.  

Their work and life were firmly established in London, and although they’d been living in a rented house, they were hoping to buy soon as their two salaries would just about make this possible. At dinner, they’d all enjoyed discussing the adventures they were about to embark on, the décor of the house and how Bella would like her room. Then, during the second week of their honeymoon, the phone call came. The force of the shock swept them into the darkest of places. With Bella between them holding their hands, they’d strolled along the seafront in a haze as the word Lymphoma struggled on their lips, and any alternative attempts to soothe came out wrong. Nothing made any sense. 

Toby’s ill health first appeared around the time of their wedding. They made all the usual excuses he had suffered from a virus and had discovered a lump in his neck, which they’d thought to be swollen glands. After the infection, he’d been fatigued but was looking forward to their holiday. Neither of them had given any thought to the emerging symptoms; the weight loss and lack of appetite were all put down to stress, which would dissipate once they had overcome a few obstacles. 

The heartbreaking news caused them to rush straight back to London. The diagnosis was grim. At first, they agreed to fight. Lucy had tried to convince him it would all be alright, but as time passed, she knew there was no comfort or solution. They spent most of the time pretending to avoid swamping emotions.  

On the day Toby left, Lucy was dwelling on the unfairness and random nature of death while making their bed. Her repressed rage simmered as she sobbed. It quickly escalated into howling and the thumping of pillows, throwing things around and kicking furniture.  

A door downstairs slammed, and realising she hadn’t been alone in the house, she calmed and went to the bedroom window. Toby was walking out of the gate. He turned his head and smiled up at her. Briefly, she saw solemnity return to his eyes. Toby lowered his gaze and shut the gate. Desperately, she rushed down the stairs and outside to explain that her venting wasn’t aimed at him, but he’d vanished. Toby had completely disappeared like an eagle into the distant sky. The subsequent investigation and searches drew a blank. Nothing more was seen of him since walking out onto the street. Eventually, after a year, the police assumed he’d taken his own life, and he was pronounced dead. Crushed and consumed by the guilt, she’d spent many lonely days wishing he would come home so she could explain and be redeemed. 

Now, two years later, still rising after being bludgeoned by circumstance, she was alone in a place with funeral flowers and candles. Could they flourish here and move back towards happiness? Would the struggle to get the site up and running be worthwhile? Tomorrow, back in London, everyone would be racing to work, crossing miles towards their goals while she only progressed by inches. 
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LUCY AWOKE FROM A NIGHTMARE. Now, in the daylight, she could only recall a box cart full of granite rocks rolling uncontrolled down a hill, racing in her direction. She’d only just managed to cheat death when she awoke. Leaving Bella sleeping, she entered the main room of the pub on edge, she stood by the fire, scanning her new surroundings. A bright light lanced through the two small windows, cutting a path across the flagstone floor. The walls were lined with mid-brown wood panels above, which were narrow shelves displaying old plates, coppers and brasses. There was no central light but Victorian-style double up-lighters, two on either side of the main entrance. The atmosphere was one of dark alchemy or that of an undertaker’s parlour. 

It must be late, she thought and, on consulting her watch, saw it was ten o’clock. I need coffee. Still in a daze, she made her way towards the kitchen but faltered when a humming sound interrupted her silent thoughts. Then, a knocking, and she was unsure if it was coming from her heart or the door.  

This could be the arrival of our doom, she thought as she turned the key and lifted the latch. I’m not used to being alone with strangers. On the stone step stood a tall, stocky man with a stubbly chin and cheeks and wearing a cap. He removed his hat and scratched at his grey hair. 

“Sorry to disturb you,” he said, his mouth widening into a toothy smile. “I normally come through the back, but it was locked. I’m Adrian.” He held out his thick, fingered hand. Lucy took it and briefly shook it. “I’m your neighbour and appointed fireman.” His beady eyes looked over her shoulder at the dark interior and then back at her, where he captured her expression of puzzlement. Lucy remained unmoving, blank. “The job has gone down the generations. We’ve been entrusted with keeping it ablaze for centuries.” He nodded towards the hearth. 

“Oh, yes. I read the engraving,” Lucy replied, smiling weakly. “Come in—I’m the new owner. My name is Lucy Finnley.” 

“I’m Adrian Carpenter, a sheep farmer and your neighbour of five miles, and I’m also a furniture maker.” He laughed, and Lucy relaxed. My potential assailant is treating me like a friend. 

“Sorry, Adrian. I remember now that you sent my husband the letter,” Lucy smiled broadly. So much has happened lately that it slipped my mind.” 

“I had to get the Vicar to help. I’m not great with modern technology. He wrote it on his computer. We were worried about this place being empty for two years and with only me to keep an eye on things. When you said about your husband's illness, it all made sense.” 

“It’s so good to meet you, and all your help is greatly appreciated,” Lucy said, happy with her new friend. “I was going to make coffee. Would you like some?” 

Adrian nodded and tilted his head down as he stepped under the frame.  

“There’s no electricity, but thankfully, I do have a gas cooker,” she said, leading the way. “I don’t seem to have a signal for my phone either.” 

“There’s no signal on the Moor, but there is a landline,” he added as they passed the stairs. “It’s on the kitchen wall and on the bar.” 

“Phew, that will be my first task of the day, phoning around the electricity companies.” On entering the large kitchen, Lucy shuddered and froze. She smiled stupidly up at the man standing at her side. “This isn’t me. I don’t know what’s happened and my daughter has slept since we arrived.” Together, they gawped at the unravelled ball of string which had been woven and wrapped around all the appliances through door handles and cooker nobs.  

“You’re not from around these parts, are you?” Adrian asked in a deeper voice. 

“Nope, we’re from the great metropolis. I’ve never lived in the country.” 

“The tourists come here and look around, but they don’t see the details. The truth lies just out of reach.” He stared at her sternly. These are ancient lands—some would say changeless since the Stone Age. You’ll get used to our ways,” he said, his face softening. 

“Well, I can’t explain this,” awkwardly concerned that he would think the new inhabitants crazy. She set about trying to pull away the ties but realised unless she found the end, it would take hours. 

Adrian hurried to a drawer, retrieved some scissors, and began to cut his way through the web. “It’s the boundaries of time—they’re fragile here,” he muttered and laughed strangely. We call it midnight vibrations.” 

“Do you mean we have ghosts?” Lucy said with alarm, not wanting to be involuntarily watched over by the dead. 

“Outside, the environment is extreme, hostile one minute and friendly the next, and time is bottomless. Inside is a shelter for the spirits. They’re playing you – none of them mean any harm.” 

When the coffee was made, Lucy quickly exited the room and returned to where she’d been sitting the night before while Adrian attended to the fire. 

“What about the previous owner – my husband's ancestor, Dylan Finnley?” 

Adrian grunted but didn’t reply as though reluctant to speak. He became silent and preoccupied with laying the logs in a particular manner. “Your husband, did they find him? You said in your email that he was missing?” 

Lucy’s heart went into palpitations as vivid memories flashed in her mind. The first few days had been a terrible waiting game. Then, since his disappearance, she’d tried to hook onto every minute and reel them in to prevent them from stretching into days. She took a deep breath and covered her inner turmoil. “In the end, he was declared dead,” she mumbled, lifted her coffee to her lips and listened to the usual sympathetic responses. 

Relieved, Lucy heard the rhythmic footsteps of her daughter descending the stairs. When Bella walked into the room, smiling happily, she reached out, and the girl spontaneously rushed into Lucy’s arms and then jumped onto her lap. 

“Where is the nearest village,” Lucy asked. “I will need to get my daughter enrolled for after Christmas.” 

“The school and church are at Hawks Rise on the Moor,” Adrian said, standing and slurping his drink. It’s the nearest village, and you will find the people there very friendly.” He paused for thought and then added, “As long as you attend church on Sunday—it’s sort of expected. We daren’t defy the old ways.” He chuckled nervously to himself. 

“This is all quite daunting. It's a new life, and I’ve not run a pub before,” she said, wanting to gather as much information as possible. Did Dylan and his wife have help? 

“Dylan's wife died young,” Adrian’s face hardened. “A girl, Minnie-Rose from Queenstown, worked here, and I’m sure she’d like her job back. She lives in the cottage by the prison and her details will be here somewhere. I’d get in touch with her – a real hard worker.” 

“Thank you. I will.” Bella’s adoring hugs had stopped, and she shifted restlessly, anxious for breakfast. “It will take a while, but I’ll get everything sorted.” 

“You will enjoy living here,” Adrian said, brushing ash off his hands. “Once you get used to it.” 

“Well, there is the fair,” Lucy mentioned, not daring to say what was really bothering her and unsure how she felt about the incident rapidly fading from her mind. It sounds fun.” Secretly, she hoped his reply would reveal some explanation and proof she hadn’t gone mad. 

“The fair’s a must,” he said, smiling broadly. “Every May, and all are obliged to attend.” Not wanting to chat more, he strolled towards the door. “Do you want me to come tonight? If it ever goes out, it would be a nightmare for the community.” 

“Yes, please. At least until I learn to do it myself.” She smiled warmly and rose, following him to the door. “Thank you for your help, Mr Carpenter.” 

“Call me Adrian,” he said, shaking her hand. “I’ll bring more logs in from out the back later.” Adrian slammed the door and disappeared. 

In the unbroken silence which followed Adrian’s leaving, Lucy decided not to be afraid and determinedly and with zest organised breakfast and started to clean. Bella seemed equally set on flipping their situation to a positive, and they both laughed and sang as they sent dust rising into the air. From the kitchen sink, she watched the clouds whip up, disperse and then sweep over the landscape. The bipolar scene seemed riddled with complexity and intriguingly alien to Lucy. She thought she should hate it, but when a group of ponies appeared on the hill at the bottom of her tiny garden, she lifted Bella onto the drainer, and they watched enchanted.  

Time passed. The electrician came and went, and by four o’clock, darkness climbed back through the windows. Lucy closed the curtains, switched on the lights and sat with Bella by the fire, playing Snakes and Ladders.

LORD HENRY MULBERRY (1850)
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