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Part I






Elijah

Day 6

I

When they file back into the room, I’m no longer in the chair. Instead, I’m sitting on the table, bare legs swinging. A pink square of sticking plaster gleams on my knee. Weird, really, that I don’t remember injuring it.

They raise their eyebrows when they see I’ve moved, but nobody comments. The table is bolted to the floor so it can’t tip over and hurt me. When I was ten, I broke my leg running in the Memory Wood and nearly died, but that was two years ago. I’m much more careful now.

‘Seems like we’re all done, Elijah,’ one of them says. ‘Are you looking forward to going home?’

I glance around the room. For the first time I notice it has no windows. Maybe that’s because of the sort of people it usually contains – bad people, not like these in here with me now. They’re police, even if they don’t wear the uniforms. Earlier, the one who brought me a Coca-Cola told me they wear play clothes. He could have been joking. For a twelve-year-old I have a pretty high IQ, but I’ve never really understood teasing.

For a moment I forget they’re still watching me, still waiting for an answer. I glance up and nod, swinging my legs harder. Why wouldn’t I be looking forward to going home?

My face changes. I think I’m smiling.

II

We’re in the car. Papa is driving. Magic Annie, who lives on the far side of the Memory Wood, says that these days most kids call their parents Mum and Dad. I’m pretty sure I used to do that too. I don’t really know why I switched to Mama and Papa. I read a lot of old books, mainly because we don’t have money to waste on the newer stuff. Maybe that’s it.

‘Did they question you?’ Papa asks.

‘About what?’

‘Oh, about anything, really.’

He slows the car at a crossroads, even though he has right of way. Always careful like that, is Papa. Always worried that he’ll hit a cyclist or a dog-walker, or a slow-crossing hedgehog.

‘They asked me about you,’ I say.

In the front seat, Mama turns to look at him. Papa’s attention remains on the road. He holds the steering wheel delicately, wrists angled higher than his knuckles. It makes him look like a begging dog, and suddenly I think of the Arthur Sarnoff print that hangs on our living-room wall, of a beagle playing pool against a couple of rascally, cigar-chomping hounds. The picture’s called Hey! One Leg on the Floor! because the beagle is perched on a stepladder, which is cheating. Mama hates it, but I kind of like it. It’s the only picture we have.

‘What did they ask you?’

‘Oh, you know, Papa, just stuff. What kind of job you do, what kind of hobbies you have, that sort of thing.’ I decide not to mention their other questions just yet, nor my answers. Not until I’ve had a bit more time to think. In the last few days a lot’s happened, and I need to get it all straight. Sometimes life can be pretty confusing, even for a kid with a high IQ.

‘What did you tell them?’

‘I said you’re a gardener. And that you fix things.’ I make a dimple in the pink plaster on my knee and wince. ‘I told them about the crow you saved.’

We found the crow outside the back door one morning, flapping a broken wing. Papa nursed it for three days straight, feeding it bread soaked in milk. On the fourth day we came downstairs to find it gone. Crow bones, Papa said, mend much faster than human ones.

III

We’re coming to the edge of town. Fewer buildings, fewer people. On the pavement I see two boys wearing uniform: grey trousers, maroon blazers, scuffed black shoes. They look about my age. I wonder what it must be like to have lessons at school instead of at home. There isn’t a book in my house I haven’t read ten times over, so I’m pretty sure I’d do well. Magic Annie says I have the vocabulary of someone with far bigger shoes. There was a playwright, once, who knew sixty thousand words. I’d like to beat him if I can.

As we speed past, I press my palm against the window. I imagine the boys turning and waving. But they don’t, and then they’re gone.

‘Did you talk about me?’ Mama asks.

Her head is still sideways. I’m struck by how pretty she looks today. When the low sun breaks through the clouds her hair gleams like pirate gold. She looks like an angel, or one of those warrior queens I’ve read about: Boudicca, perhaps, or Artemisia. I want to climb into the front seat and curl up in her lap. Instead, I roll my eyes in mock-exasperation. ‘I’m not a complete witling. Just because I got lost this one time.’

Witling is my new favourite word. Last week it was flibbertigibbet, which is Middle English for an excessively chatty person. Everyone’s life should contain a couple of flibbertigibbets, preferably with a few witlings to keep them company.

Again, I glance out of the window. This time all I see is fields. ‘I hope Gretel’s OK.’

‘Gretel?’ Papa asks.

Immediately, I get a funny feeling in my tummy; a greasy slipperiness, like there’s a snake inside me, coiling and uncoiling. Gretel, I remember, is a secret. I look up and meet Papa’s eyes in the rear-view mirror. His brow is furrowed. My hands begin to shake.

I glance at Mama. A pulse beats in her throat. ‘There is no Gretel, Elijah,’ she says. ‘I thought you understood that.’

In my tummy, more of the snake uncurls. ‘I … I mean Magic Annie,’ I stammer, my words rushing out. ‘It’s my play name for her. A thing I invented. Just a silly thing.’

Papa’s eyes float in the mirror. ‘I think Magic Annie suits her better than Gretel,’ he says. ‘Don’t you, buddy?’

My mouth tastes sour, like I’ve bitten down on a beetle or a toad. I run my tongue over my teeth and swallow. ‘Yes, Papa.’

IV

Our estate isn’t like those I’ve seen on Magic Annie’s TV. There are no high-rise blocks or rows of modern homes – only woods, fields, barns, cowsheds and the mansion called Rufus Hall. Dotted about the land are a few stone-built cottages, including our own. Tied cottages, they’re called.

Beyond the Memory Wood lies Knucklebone Lake. That’s not the lake’s real name – I don’t think it has one. It’s just that once, in the reeds lining the bank, I found a tiny trio of bones connected by rotting ligament. They looked like they might form the index finger of a small child. I put them in my Collection of Keepsakes and Weird Finds, a grand name for what’s really a Tupperware box hidden beneath the loose floorboard in my room.

Not far from the lake is the place I call Wheel Town. It’s more of a camp than anything else, a ragtag collection of trucks and caravans that were driven here long ago and are mostly too rusted up to leave. I’ve never worked out why the Meuniers tolerate the Wheel Town folk on their land, but they do.

The Meuniers live up at Rufus Hall. Just the two of them, knocking about with all that space. Leon Meunier spends most of his time in London. On the days he’s at the estate, I see him zooming about in his black Defender with a face like he’s worried the sky’s about to fall. The house and its gardens would be an awesome place to explore, but Papa won’t ever let me go.

Our car jerks to a stop. I realize we’re home. In the front seat, Mama bows her head. I wonder if she’s praying. Looking down, I see my hands have stopped trembling. I pop my seatbelt and grab the door handle, but of course I can’t get out. My parents still use the child locks, even though I’m twelve years old.

I wait for Papa to open the door. Then I worm out of my seat. He lumbers up the garden path, shoulders braced as if he’s carrying all the world’s troubles. Mama and I follow.

Our cottage windows are dark, offering no hint of what lies within. The front door is a single slab of oak. There’s no letterbox. Papa rarely gets any post, and when he does it’s delivered straight to Meunier. Mama gets nothing at all. Our door has no number, because we don’t live on a street. If anyone ever wrote to me, they’d have to put this on the envelope: Elijah North, Gamekeeper’s Cottage, C/O THE RT HON. THE LORD MEUNIER OF FAMERHYTHE, Rufus Hall, Meunierfields. That’s quite a lot to write, which explains why Mama isn’t the only one the postman ignores.

There’s an upside-down horseshoe nailed to the lintel, put there to catch us some luck. Passing beneath it, I go inside.

V

I’m in my room, standing at the window. We’ve been home twenty minutes. I’m itching to escape, but I daren’t, not yet.

When I hear the back door clatter open, I step closer to the glass. Down in the garden, Papa looms into view. He tugs a packet of Mayfairs from his chest pocket and lights up. Leaning against the coal shed, he breathes a fog of smoke into the sky. I go to the hall, creep down the stairs and out through the front door.

From our cottage, the Memory Wood is a five-minute walk. I make it in half that time, jogging along the track beside Fallow Field. Overhead, the sky presses down like a steel sheet. The day feels heavy, as if it might crumple under its own weight.

I’m halfway there when I hear the screaming. Twisting around, I see a family of crows squabbling in Fallow Field. Something’s got their interest – likely the remains of a rabbit or pheasant that a fox has left. The collective noun for crows, I once read, is murder.

Pretty gross.

VI

It’s chilly inside the Memory Wood, which is strange because there’s barely any wind. There’s a steady drip of water, leftovers from this morning’s rain. Under my trainers the mulch is soft and wet.

With Fallow Field screened by trees, the screaming of the crows is muted. Ahead, I see a flash of movement. All sorts of things it could be, but there’s only one that I fear. My parents didn’t mention him on the way home, and I made a point of not asking. Sometimes I worry that speaking his name too often will increase his power over me – and with it, his cruelty.

Maybe cruelty isn’t the best word. Once, on the TV in Magic Annie’s caravan, I saw a Great White burst out of the sea and bite a baby seal clean in half. It looked cruel, but it wasn’t, not really – it was just nature. The shark was hungry and the baby seal was prey. The other youngsters stayed out of the water when they saw the shark’s fin cutting the surface, which shows the importance of good instincts. Good instincts are something I worry about quite a lot.

Now, in the Memory Wood, I slow my pace. I’ve seen deer among these trees, but their coats match the woodland so perfectly that often I only notice their eyes. The flash of movement I spotted a moment ago was no deer.

I think about running back to Fallow Field, and from there all the way home. But I came here for a reason, one far too important to ignore.

Bad instincts.

Even though my heart’s beating faster than it should, I allow myself an eye-roll. Three weeks ago my favourite word was melodramatic. Right now, it’s pretty apt. I don’t really know if I have bad instincts. One thing I’ve learned, growing up by these woods, is to think twice about trusting what I see.

Steeling myself, I take a forward step. No startled fawn or badger crashes out of the undergrowth. No owl or hawk swoops from the overhead canopy. I take a second step, then a third, twisting my head to check that nothing’s creeping up on me.

Minutes later I arrive in the clearing, and suddenly my mouth is as dry as the knucklebones in my Collection of Keepsakes and Weird Finds.

VII

It’s a mopey-looking spot. Not the best place for a cottage, which is probably why it was left to rot. Papa once told me that the estate’s head gardener lived here, back when Meunier’s ancestors needed one. What makes it so creepy is that it’s an exact replica of our own cottage, right down to the horseshoe nailed upon the lintel. This one is rusty, though. And it certainly hasn’t brought the place much luck.

Not a bit of glass is left in the windows. The branches of an ash tree poke out of what would have been the sitting room. Some of the tiles have vanished from the roof, plundered to repair other buildings on the estate. Papa’s work, no doubt – he hates to see useful things go to waste. Those that remain are streaked with bird mess and felted with moss, making the cottage look less like it was built by human hands and more as if it was raised from the soil by an evil wizard’s spell. There’s a toilety smell about the place, mingling with the stench of something even fouler.

I wish I’d worn my coat. It’s chilly in the Memory Wood, but where I’m going it’ll be filthy, cold and dark. Screwing up my eyes, I check the clearing one last time. I see dripping trees, tangled bracken, a metallic sky hanging like a guillotine’s blade.

Near the cottage’s front door there’s a lighter patch in the mulch, as if the dead leaves have recently been disturbed. Last time I was here, I’m pretty sure I saw a pallet box outside the entrance, filled with old tools. It’s not there now, but there’s no dink in the ground marking where it lay. Perhaps I don’t remember right. Perhaps it didn’t leave a trace.

A cry pierces the silence. From a tree across the clearing, a magpie fixes me with a glossy eye. I think of the old rhyme: One for sorrow. When I clap my hands, the magpie flaps its wings, but it doesn’t fly off. Moments later I hear an answering shriek. I look up at the cottage’s sagging roof and see two more birds perched there.

One for sorrow, two for joy, three for a girl.

Claws of ice climb my spine. I’ve never liked magpies. Once, I saw an adult bird drag three baby blue tits from their nest. It killed them all before I could frighten it off. I buried the chicks near our laurel bush, making a cross from two lolly sticks and a piece of wire. The worst thing wasn’t watching the chicks die, or having to pick their bodies from the grass. It was seeing the parents return to an empty nest, hopping around in confusion as they searched for their babies. One of them even flew down and perched on the cross. I cried and I cried, and when Papa came home and wanted to know what was up, I couldn’t even look at him.

Some stuff just isn’t meant to be shared.

Besides, Papa wouldn’t ever understand a thing like that.

Turning my back on the memory, I edge towards the cottage, avoiding its blank-eyed stare. Soon, I reach the patch of disturbed mulch a few yards from the entrance. The kicked-over leaves glisten like the whitish bellies of slugs. Has someone, I wonder, dug a trap to capture peeping Toms like me? Perhaps, under this shallow carpet of litter, a pegged sackcloth hides a steep-sided pit. Deadfall traps, they’re called, in the survival books I’ve read. Sometimes their floors are fitted with sharpened stakes to skewer anything that falls in. Sometimes they’re empty, forcing whatever’s inside to wait for the trapper’s return before discovering its fate. The worst option, I always think, would be for the trapper never to return at all, leaving the victim to die of hunger or thirst, knowing all the while that safety lay only a short distance away.

Magic Annie told me a horrible story, once, about a Daddy Fox who fell into a deadfall trap while hunting for his family’s supper. Mummy Fox tried to rescue him by throwing down a rope, but while she was hauling him up her feet slipped and she tumbled in too. The five children, when they learned what had happened, made a fox-chain to rescue their parents. The oldest son locked his jaws on to a tree trunk while his brothers and sisters lowered themselves into the hole. Mummy Fox began to climb, and she was halfway to the top when Daddy Fox began to follow her. All that weight was too much for the oldest son, and when his jaws loosened on the tree his entire family tumbled into the hole. He waited at the edge for five days, watching his parents and siblings die, and then he died too – not of hunger or thirst but of heartbreak.

I’ve never found that story in a book, which makes me wonder if Magic Annie made it up. Often, I’ve tried to imagine what would happen if I fell into a trap like that. Papa could hold on to the tree, but with only Mama to help him, how would they reach down far enough to rescue me?

It’s not something to ponder right now. There’s no deadfall trap beneath these leaves. I’m procrastinating, which is a word for putting off something you don’t want to do but must. Closing my eyes to calm myself, I count to ten, then backwards to one. I empty my lungs and take a long breath. Finally, my eyelids spring open.

Strangely, the cottage seems closer now, as if it slunk a tiny bit nearer while my eyes were shut.

Disgusted, I shake my head. ‘Witling,’ I mutter. ‘Melodramatic witling.’

Up on the roof, one of the magpies caws and shakes its wings.

I creep towards the entrance. The door, swollen in its frame, has stuck halfway open, revealing a narrow rectangle of dark. I mouse around outside for a bit, building my courage. Then I go in.

VIII

In here I use my nose more than my eyes, as if by crossing the threshold I’ve transformed into some kind of bloodhound. The cottage reveals itself in a jumble of different scents: mildew and rust, damp mortar and wet ashes, mouldered curtains, weeping plaster, rotten wood. Overlaying that are the smells from an earlier time that my imagination fools me into sensing: woodsmoke, hanging bacon, the yeastiness of fresh bread.

This far into the woods, there was never any possibility of electricity or gas. Water was fetched from the well near Knucklebone Lake. Light was provided by tallow candles and the burning of lamp oil refined from fish or kerosene or mustard. At least, that’s what Papa says.

Now, my nose tickled by old ghosts, I step deeper into the ruin. Its layout, identical to my parents’ cottage, is unsettling. It feels like I’ve catapulted myself forwards to some future date, seeing our home as it’ll look after a cataclysmic event: an alien invasion, a zombie plague or a worldwide nuclear exchange.

Paper has peeled from the walls like old skin, exposing plaster blotched with black fungi. A dresser of scarred hardwood stands beside the stairs, flanked by a row of rusted petrol cans. Tucked into one of its alcoves is a parcel of sticks that looks vaguely like a broken wicker doll, but is most likely the nest of some departed bird.

On my left looms the sitting room. Inside I see the ash tree, so strange and out of place that it hardly seems real. The uppermost branches press against the ceiling. It’s only a matter of time before they punch through.

As I move along the passage towards the kitchen, the thud of my trainers sounds disconnected, as if this is playing out on an old cinema screen and there’s a lag between the images and the sound. For a moment I wonder if I’m really here at all, but I’d have to be pretty crazy to dream up a situation like this and place myself at the heart of it.

Are you looking forward to going home, Elijah?

That’s what one of the policemen asked me in the interview room, earlier today. But this isn’t my home, just a dirty reflection of it. I step into the kitchen and tell myself that again.

This isn’t my home.

IX

This isn’t my kitchen. There’s no hum of a fridge, no tick of a wall clock. Ivy has invaded from outside, creeping across the ceiling like a rash.

Despite the broken windows and freely moving air, I notice a vague scent of something that wasn’t here before. It’s not unpleasant but it gives me major jitters. When a breeze stirs the ivy leaves and sets them whispering, the scent is flushed away.

To my right is the pantry door. There’s no horror-movie squeak when I turn the handle, no squeal of unoiled hinges when I swing it open. The darkness inside is that of a cave.

I take out my torch and switch it on. The beam – weak and yellow, flickering at the slightest movement – illuminates a cracked tile floor and cobwebs that hang like rags. Towards the back, past shelving that holds a few forgotten jars of preserves, lies a square of purest black that swallows my light completely, because it’s the entrance to the cellar where I found her, and where I hope she’ll still be.

X

This is the point where I do need my courage. Police stations and deadfall traps are nothing in comparison. For as long as I can remember I’ve had a fear of small spaces, a recurring dream of being trapped underground. These walls are solid enough, but the ash tree in the front room has deformed the ceiling above it. If the building collapses while I’m down in the cellar, who knows if I’ll survive long enough to be dug out? Papa would come looking, so I’m not worried about dying from hunger or thirst, but how much air would I need? And how would I cope once the batteries in my torch failed?

Shuffling to the cellar entrance, I begin to descend. The steps are stone blocks, slippery with damp. Halfway down they double back and the greyness behind me winks out. That aroma of something not-quite-right grows stronger, a cleaner smell amid all the decay.

Soon I’m at the bottom. The floor here is uneven, partly dirt and partly solid rock. In one corner lies a metal barrel so orange with rust it’s started to collapse. Passing it, I come at once to the barrier that separates this half of the cellar from what lies beyond.

XI

It’s constructed from the same boarding you see on the windows of abandoned shops – smooth and yellow, flecked with softwood chips. From here, I can’t see any of the timber frame to which it’s nailed.

Cut into the centre is a door. Two heavy-duty hinges extend in slim triangles across it. The metal glimmers, cold and bright. All around the jamb is a seam of black rubber. Three large deadbolts provide security. The one at chest height is usually secured with a padlock. I have the key in my pocket, but I won’t be needing it today. The padlock has disappeared.

In my dismay I fumble the torch, nearly dropping it. For a crazy second, light bounces around me. Shadows flitter from the walls like bats. I want to flee up the steps to the Memory Wood, but I have a responsibility here. I’m part of this. Whatever happened down in this cellar happened because of me.

A sick taste, now, at the back of my throat. I reach for the topmost deadbolt and slide it back. Pausing, I tilt my head. Did I hear something just then? Down here, in the gloom? Or from somewhere up above? I think of the ash tree’s branches pressing at the living-room ceiling and throw back the second deadbolt before I can change my mind.

XII

No sense in dawdling. Nothing beyond this door can hurt me physically. Of that I am sure. I worry, instead, that I’ll see something so awful I’ll never scrub it from my memory.

Putting my hand on the last bolt, I draw it back.

Pause.

Listen.

No sound breaks the silence. No whisper of a breeze.

I grip the handle, turn it clockwise and pull. The rubber squeals as the door releases from its frame. I step back, blinking into the revealed darkness.

The smell that wafts out is the same one I caught upstairs, but far stronger, so sharp it makes my eyes water. I recognize it, too: household bleach. Not the citrusy kind you sometimes get but the regular stuff, the sort that gets in your nose and feels like it’s stripping away the hairs.

The chamber didn’t smell like this before. I fear that during my time away something monstrous has happened. When I step inside and shine my torch around, I know it has.

XIII

Just like the rest of the cellar, the floor here is covered with nubs of sharp rock. They press through my trainers and hurt my feet. Three walls of rough-cut stone form part of the cottage’s foundations. The fourth, now behind me, is made of the same thick fibreboard I saw on the way in.

A great deal of care has been put into its construction. The open doorway reveals that the false wall is a foot thick, the cavity packed with PVC bags filled with soundproofing. Someone, at some point, has tried to damage the door from the inside. Deep scratches mark the wood.

I can hardly breathe, but somehow I manage to speak: ‘Gretel?’

The name rebounds off the walls. In here my voice sounds deeper, more throaty, as if the cellar has aged me fifty years.

‘Gretel,’ I repeat, and now my voice sounds more twisted than ever. The torch blinks furiously. I try to steady it, pointing the beam at the very centre of the chamber.

Through the bedrock, a U-shaped bolt has been sunk, trapping an iron ring. Previously, Gretel’s chain was attached to that ring. Now, both the chain and the girl are gone.

The bleach fumes are thick in my throat. My tummy flops and I gag. Aiming my torch around the chamber, I see that the pillow, the wash bucket and the makeshift toilet have also disappeared. The floor looks like it’s been scrubbed. I don’t want to think about what’s been scoured away, or the meaning of that antiseptic smell.

This is my fault. All of it.

It’s too much. My torch clatters to the floor and winks out. Blackness floods in. I lose all sense of myself, of what is real and what is not. I hear choked cries and can’t believe they’re mine, convinced, suddenly, that I share this space with something hostile, something with claws and teeth. I turn, run blindly for the door, misjudge its location and shoulder-slam the jamb, knocking myself to the floor. A sharp edge of rock cuts my knee. The pain is a bolt of electricity that races up my leg and explodes inside my skull. Crab-like, I scuttle from the chamber and keep going until my arms knock against the cellar’s bottom step. Blackness becomes grey. Shadow becomes light. I see an ivy-clad ceiling, a fungus-blotched wall. Then I’m on my knees again, outside this time, back in the Memory Wood and panting great lungfuls of air. Trees swarm around me like wolves gathered to a kill. There’s a shrieking in my ears. The magpies have returned: three on a nearby branch, four on the sagging cottage roof. I remember the old nursery rhyme and it chills my bones: Seven for a secret, never to be told.

I don’t know what to think.

I don’t know what to do.

Gretel has gone. And it’s all because of me.




Elissa

Day 1

I

It’s Saturday, which means it’s a chess day, although in reality every day’s a chess day because that’s all she ever thinks about. Still, this one’s particularly special. Exceptional, in fact. Because this is an English Youth Grand Prix event for which she has been practising, it feels, her whole life.

The £100 prize for the overall winner is small, but money has never interested her. She already owns a set of Staunton chess pieces hand-carved in Brazilian rosewood, the only thing her dad ever gave her worth keeping. They’re triple-weighted, gliding about on bases of soft leather. Apart from the Stauntons, all she needs is a board, and she has one of those too: a slab of solid hardwood inlaid with maple and anegre. Her mum bought it from an online shop soon after her dad stopped calling, eating tinned beans for a fortnight to afford it. The one thing Elissa wants in the world that she doesn’t have is a date with Ethan Bandercroft from her class, and that’s never going to happen, even if she wins the prize money.

No, she’s excited about the Grand Prix – so excited that each breath threatens to lift her from the ground and carry her clean away – because the winner will be invited on to the English national team to compete at either the World Youth Championship or the World Cadets. To land a place would be the culmination of years of hard work.

‘Lissy? Lovely? You OK up there? It’s time to go!’

‘I’m fine, Mum!’ she yells. ‘Just coming!’

She grabs the green velvet bag that holds her Stauntons. She won’t need them today – at the event they’ll use tournament boards and pieces – but she wants them, regardless. They go into her rucksack, along with the other items she’s packed. There are two chess books, the first by Jeremy Silman and the second – Chess Bitch: Women in the Ultimate Intellectual Sport – by Jennifer Shahade. Along with the books is a lunchbox containing a bottle of Evian, a cling-film-wrapped tuna sandwich, two satsumas, a packet of pineapple Yoyo Bears and a Marks and Spencer chocolate brownie. There’s also a roll-up chess mat, a notepad to record her moves and three gel-filled pens secured with an elastic band. Nestled on top is a knitted monkey wearing a tiny white T-shirt. He’s a freebie from a PG Tips box, along to masquerade as her mascot. At previous tournaments she’s seen similar totems: Lego figures, Pokémon toys, rabbits’ feet. It all seems a bit pointless, but she has no wish to distance herself from the other kids she might meet on the tour. As a result, Monkey’s been pressed into service.

‘But if you throw me off,’ she whispers, fixing him with what she hopes is a baleful stare, ‘if you do anything to bring disgrace on my family’s good name, when we get home I will take you outside to the garden, strap you to the barbecue, and then I will burn you.’

She stares into Monkey’s glossy black eyes. If he’s fazed by her warning, he doesn’t show it. Perhaps, like her, he suspects her words are empty threats. Zipping him into the rucksack, she throws one arm through a strap. On her way to the door she catches herself in the mirror and pulls up.

Her mum bought the dress. It’s bottle green, the colour of the ocean on a summer day. It’s not something Elissa would have chosen but she sort of likes it, despite how girly it makes her look. She could have worn her normal outfit – jeans, T-shirt, sweatshirt – but today she hadn’t wanted to be distracted by clothing choices, so she’d asked her mother to intervene.

The dress is sleeveless. Although she’s wearing a cotton vest underneath, her arms are still cold. Going to the wardrobe, she stares at the cardigans hanging up. There are various colours. To help her decide, she restricts her choices to black or white.

Immediately, Elissa realizes her mistake. Black and white are the traditional colours of a chessboard, along with the pieces that move upon them. Will her choice of cardigan influence her game? Her heart begins to jump.

Calm down. It doesn’t matter.

And yet the decision has paralysed her. She wants to call out to her mum, but suddenly her jaw feels wired shut.

Black or white? Black or white?

Blackorwhite, blackorwhite, blackorwhite?

It feels like an intricate set of cogs has seized up inside her brain. This happens sometimes. A decision, seemingly routine, will render her helpless. Her muscles freeze and she’ll remain in the same position, gently swaying, until something knocks her back into motion.

Black or white? White or black?

She blinks. The movement is involuntary, a reaction to dry eyes.

‘Lissy?’ Her mum’s voice, from downstairs.

Odd that in chess, a game all about tough decisions, she never experiences this. Perhaps that’s one of the reasons she loves it.

‘Lissy!’

And then, just like that, she’s back. Her jaw releases. She lurches forwards, almost colliding with the cupboard. ‘White,’ she gasps, dragging the cardigan from its hanger before paralysis can reclaim her. At the mirror, she allows herself a final glance. Her black hair is neatly brushed, held by a plastic Alice band the same colour as her eyes. She’s always wished her eyes were brown and not green. So many people comment on them. She’s never felt comfortable with the attention.

Downstairs, her mum is standing in the hall, clutching her car keys. ‘OK?’

Elissa nods.

‘Sure you’ve got everything?’

‘Yep.’

‘Notebook? Pens? Lunchbox?’

‘Yep, yep, yep.’

‘Monkey?’

She winces.

Her mum laughs, bends down and kisses her. ‘You’re going to be great. The important thing is to enjoy yourself.’

‘The important thing is to win.’

Her mum tilts her head, as if she’s in an art gallery assessing a particularly peculiar piece. ‘I’m so proud of you, Lissy,’ she says. ‘I love you so much.’

‘Love you too,’ Elissa mumbles. And it’s true. She really does.

Lena Mirzoyan pushes up her coat sleeve and checks her watch. ‘We’d better go. Do you need a wee?’

‘Mum!’

‘OK, sorry. Bad habit. Let’s skedaddle.’

II

They’re in the car, heading along the dual carriageway. An Adele song is playing: ‘Rolling in the Deep’. Elissa doesn’t know much about music but she knows Adele because her mum has her CD and plays it all the time.

The tournament is in Bournemouth, an hour’s drive. Registration is at ten, but they left the house at seven. The risk of getting snarled in a two-hour jam this early on a Saturday morning is almost zero, but Lena Mirzoyan lives in fear of letting her daughter down. As a result, they reach the outskirts of Bournemouth exactly two hours before the venue opens.

Examining the Fiesta’s dashboard clock, Lena winces. ‘We’re a bit early.’

‘A bit?’

‘Oh, Lissy, I’m sorry. I just didn’t want to take any chances. I—’

‘Mum, I’m kidding. It really doesn’t matter. Maybe we can get some breakfast.’

Lena nods, relief spreading across her face. ‘I could certainly do with something. I didn’t eat anything before we left.’

‘Why not?’

She shrugs. ‘Nerves, I guess.’

Elissa laughs. ‘Why are you nervous?’

‘Because I know how much this means to you. I want you to do well.’

‘Don’t you think I will?’

‘I think you’ll knock ’em dead.’

‘Then you’ve no reason to be nervous.’

Now her mum laughs too. They pass a sign: WIDE BOYS RESTAURANT! OPEN 7 DAYS, EARLY TIL LATE! ‘How about there? Want to try it?’

It’s not the sort of place they usually go. Elissa says yes quickly, before Lena can change her mind. As they drift towards the exit lane, she glances out of the side window and spots a silver BMW barrelling up the inside of them. Her mum notices just in time, swinging right to avoid a collision.

Horn blaring, the BMW shoots past. Elissa gets a split-second view of a face distorted by rage. The car cuts in front. Its brake lights flare. Gasping, Lena slams on her own brakes. Elissa’s seatbelt bites her chest. The BMW weaves left and right, toying with them. Then it accelerates away. Elissa stares at the shrinking number plate: SNP 12.

‘Stupid Nasty Prat,’ she hisses, through clenched teeth.

Breathing hard, Lena checks her mirror before taking the exit slip for Wide Boys. In the car park, she turns to Elissa. ‘You OK?’

‘Sure. Just some loser. Don’t let him ruin your day.’

‘This day?’ her mum asks. ‘Not a chance.’

III

Inside Wide Boys, another Adele song is playing. When Elissa rolls her eyes, her mum clocks her expression and grins.

The restaurant is decked out like a sixties American diner: chequerboard floor, red vinyl seats, framed prints of Elvis and Marilyn Monroe. It smells of lemon floor cleaner, fresh pastries and frying bacon.

Lena Mirzoyan grabs an empty table. ‘What do you—’

‘You choose,’ Elissa says quickly.

Taking out her glasses, Lena studies the menu.

A middle-aged couple sits down at the next table. Covertly, Elissa begins to observe them. She loves to people-watch, noting all the little choices others have made during their day.

This morning, the woman beside her decided to wear a jade necklace. She decided to put on make-up, too, choosing her violet lipstick from what was likely a collection of different shades. She chose to wear jeans rather than trousers or a skirt, and boots rather than sandals or trainers. The man decided to shave before coming out. Elissa knows that because there’s a smudge of foam behind his right ear. He combed his hair, too, presumably with some kind of product; it looks wet, and ever-so-slightly sticky. Dirt is trapped beneath the nails of his blunt-tipped fingers. While he studies the menu he runs a hand up and down his throat, as if checking for patches the razor missed.

‘Stop that,’ the woman hisses. ‘Always touching yourself.’

He lurches upright, hand dropping to his side. Elissa hides her smile by turning away.

At the smaller table to her right sits an older man. He’s wearing a turquoise jumper, mustard-yellow corduroys and toffee-apple-red shoes. A signet ring gleams on his pinkie finger. Against his teapot leans a battered paperback: The History of the Peloponnesian War by Thucydides. His mouth twitches as he reads, revealing a set of pointed yellow teeth.

A waitress appears then. She’s in her fifties, with blonde hair so glamorously styled she must spend hours maintaining it. Pinned to her T-shirt is a name badge: ANDREA. She’s at least four stone overweight, all boobs and bum, but she wears it so well it’s impossible to imagine her differently.

‘Look at them fabulous eyes,’ Andrea crows, flashing a red-lipped smile. ‘Always wanted green ones myself, but you can’t have everything.’

‘You have green eyes,’ Elissa says.

‘Oh, don’t you go believin’ everything you see or hear. I got my contacts in, is all.’

Elissa blinks, stealing a quick glance at her mum. ‘You can change your eye colour?’

‘Chuckie, you can change just about anything you want if you tries hard enough. Through these puppies I can’t see shitums, but at least I got my green peepers, even if I might bring you the wrong-flavoured milkshake because of ’em.’ Andrea winks conspiratorially. ‘You should see me on Hallowe’en. I wear a pair of eyes that’re bright orange, slitted just like a cat’s. Scares the bejesus out of people.’ She makes her hand into a paw and meows. They both laugh.

‘Well,’ the waitress continues. ‘I’m guessing you didn’t inherit those gorgeous greens from your mum. Should we be thanking your dad for ’em?’

‘Um … I guess.’

‘Is he joining you lovely ladies today?’

‘He doesn’t live with … I mean, we don’t …’

Elissa’s mum clears her throat. ‘I think, actually, we’re ready to order.’

‘Great.’ Andrea tilts her head. Her fake green eyes gleam. ‘What can I getcha both?’

‘We’ll have a couple of Hound Dog breakfasts,’ Lena says. ‘Coffee for me. Orange juice for my daughter.’

Hearing that, Elissa is a little disappointed. She was sort of looking forward to Andrea bringing her the wrong-flavoured milkshake, but she doesn’t correct the order; the thought of choosing which milkshake makes her shiver.

‘How’d you want your eggs?’

‘One set scrambled, one set fried.’

‘Coming right up.’

Andrea saunters off, buttocks swinging inside her tight black trousers.

‘Thanks,’ Elissa says.

Her mum raises an eyebrow. ‘For what?’

‘Ordering my food. Don’t think I could have done it.’

‘Too much choice?’

She nods sheepishly. ‘We probably would’ve missed the tournament.’

‘Can’t have that.’

‘Did she really say shitums?’

Lena rolls her eyes. ‘That’s why I don’t like bringing you to these places.’ Her smile shows she doesn’t mean it.

Soon, Andrea is back, plonking down coffee and orange juice. Five minutes later she returns with two huge plates. ‘Who’s for fried?’

Elissa raises her hand. There’s far too much food for a thirteen-year-old girl: bacon rashers, eggs, sausage, mushrooms, fried potato, grilled tomato, beans and a square of fried bread sparkling with grease.

‘Whoa,’ says the woman with the jade necklace. ‘Somebody’s hungry.’

Elissa stiffens, wondering if it’s a criticism, but when she looks over her fellow diner is smiling.

‘Growing girl,’ says the man with dirty fingernails.

Thankfully, another waitress appears then, ready to take the couple’s order. Spared from further attention, Elissa cleans her knife with a napkin. In the car, she hadn’t been that hungry, but now she’s famished. As she eats, her thoughts return to the tournament. Her mind becomes a landscape of black and white squares, populated by the carved shapes made famous by Nathaniel Cooke. Once she’s cleared her plate – everything except one egg, the mushrooms and the fried potato – she pushes it aside.

Her mum digs in her handbag for her purse. ‘Just popping to the loo. Will you be OK?’

‘Sure.’

Unzipping her rucksack, Elissa grabs the book by Jennifer Shahade and begins to read. She’s interrupted by a grunt from the next table. Looking up, she sees the man with shaving foam behind his ear examining the title.

‘Funny name for a book,’ he says. ‘What’s it about?’

She looks from the man to his partner, who smiles sympathetically, as if to say: Yes, sweetie, I know he’s a little slow. Just humour him for me, would you?

‘It’s about chess.’

‘Huh. Ain’t never been my thing. Used to like a bit of poker, before.’

Elissa nods. Her focus returns to the book. It attempts to settle there, but she can’t help herself. ‘Before what?’ she asks, glancing up.

Using his knife as a pointer, the man indicates his partner. ‘Before … you know.’

The woman’s smile broadens. If there’s a message, this one’s probably something like: See the kind of shitums I have to put up with?

Elissa blushes. The couple continue to stare, as if expecting something in return for their interest, so she says, ‘I’ve got a chess tournament today, in Bournemouth. First of a Grand Prix.’

When they offer her fuzzy smiles and drift back to their conversation, she sags with relief. Turning away, she sees the man in the turquoise jumper watching her. He shakes his head minutely before returning to his book. Whether he was expressing solidarity at the unwanted interruption, or distaste at her poor social skills, Elissa cannot tell.

A minute later her mum comes back from the loo. Then it’s her turn to go. They meet back at the service desk and settle their bill. When they pass their table on the way out, the couple who were sitting beside them are still eating, but the man in the turquoise jumper has gone. Steam curls from his abandoned teacup.

IV

The tournament is being held at the Marshall Court Hotel on Bournemouth’s East Cliff. Because they’re early, they have no problem finding parking.

Elissa’s stomach gurgles and pops. She wishes she hadn’t eaten the fried breakfast. There’s a strange taste in her mouth, as if her teeth have been coated with grease. An image pops into her head. She’s taking the opening move of her first game. When her fingers release the chess piece, they leave a sheen of bacon fat.

‘Have you got a wet wipe?’ she blurts. ‘It’s really important.’

Her mum nods, scrambling inside her handbag. She pulls out a sealed pouch. Elissa breaks it open and swabs her hands.

They sit in the car for a while, staring at the whitewashed building as seagulls circle overhead. Finally, Lena Mirzoyan taps the dashboard clock. ‘Ready?’

‘Ready.’

‘Game face on?’

‘What?’

‘I’m not really sure – I just heard it on TV.’

‘Oh, Mum.’

V

A giant whiteboard stands in the Marshall Court’s lobby. On it someone has written CHESS THIS WAY and drawn an arrow pointing left. Elissa follows it to a wide corridor carpeted in a busy geometric fabric. Along one wall, a draperied trestle table is piled with chess merchandise: T-shirts, mugs, travel sets, clocks, home-printed manuals and guides. A grey-haired woman in a fuchsia cardigan sits behind it, smiling as they pass. ‘Be sure to come by later,’ she says. ‘Good luck, missy.’

At the end of the corridor, a registration desk is staffed by a birdlike man with a prominent Adam’s apple. Dark hair sprouts from his skinny wrists, which emerge in turn from the frayed cuffs of a pink shirt. Behind him is the ballroom, where rows of tables have been set up.

‘Name?’ he asks.

‘Elissa Mirzoyan.’

The man drags an overlong fingernail down his list. ‘And who’ve you brought with you today, Elissa?’

‘Just my mum.’

He tuts theatrically. ‘I’d have said you deserve a much larger fan club. Got your ticket?’

Elissa winces. Turning to Lena, she asks, ‘Can I have the keys?’

‘You left it in the car?’

She nods, blowing out her cheeks.

‘Want me to come with?’

‘No. I’ll be thirty seconds.’

Taking the keys, Elissa sprints back down the corridor. Outside, a mud-caked white van has squeezed into the space beside their car. Sliding along the gap, she unlocks the Fiesta’s passenger door, leans halfway inside and flips open the glove box. There’s the ticket, just where she left it. When she climbs out, the white van rocks gently on its springs. Elissa glances through the driver’s window but she can’t see anyone inside.

A cloud drags across the sun, casting a sudden pall over the car park. A rash of goosebumps breaks out across Elissa’s skin. Clutching her ticket, she edges back along the gap.

On the van’s rear bumper – metal, not plastic – is a series of tiny indentations, as if it’s been the target of a small-calibre rifle. There’s a creepy sticker, too, of


VI
















VII
























Reading Group Guide

The Memory Wood is told through several different voices and perspectives. How did this structure affect your reading of the novel?

Were there any particular moments you found surprising or moving?

Consider how the balance of power between Elissa and Elijah changes over the course of the novel. Can you identify any key moments that disrupt the balance?

Was there a particular character you identified with, or felt more sympathetic towards? How did your perceptions of the characters change as the novel progressed?

Since the beginning, she’s had her suspicions of something not-quite-right, of a game being played with rules she hasn’t grasped. How is the theme of play and childhood explored throughout the novel, and to what effects?

What does it mean to be a ‘victim’? Discuss the ways in which Elissa breaks with the traditional idea of a victim.

Elissa’s case seems to become an issue of personal importance to Mairéad, as well as a professional duty. Do you think she handles her work-life balance well? Would you have made the same choices as her, if you were in her position?

Consider the final chapters. Did you have any different ideas for how the novel might end while you were reading? Do you think the characters get the endings they deserve?
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			When I spot torchlight cutting through the pines towards our caravan, I know it’s over. I remain at the window regardless, watching the December dark.

			Outside, the grass is hairy with frost. Across the clearing, close to the forest’s edge, stands another caravan just like this one. They’ll search it first. When they don’t find us there, they’ll look here. They’ll see the forced-open door. And that will be the end.

			Shrugging off my blanket, I touch the back of my skull, seeking out its unnatural depression. A doctor – one of the many who’ve treated me over the years – once told me that female skulls are thicker than male ones. Only by a little, but maybe just enough to have saved me.

			You were lucky, she said.

			I guess she hadn’t read my file.

			Sound explodes from the forest. I hear snapping branches, a ripping of undergrowth. Then a black mass crashes into the clearing.

			The stag is enormous, maybe two hundred kilos. It halts in a pool of moonlight, breath blasting in white gouts. Grabbing my Celestron binoculars, I dial in the focus wheel. Even now – knowing what’s coming – I can’t resist a closer look. Once a snoop, always a snoop; I think that’s what they say.

			As I watch, the animal swings its rack of antlers towards those dancing blue-white beams. For a moment it remains motionless, flanks quivering. Then it bolts into the night.

			Drawing the curtains, I unfurl my makeshift blackout sheet. Once I’m satisfied no light can leak out, I turn on my torch. It reveals the utter squalor in which we’ve been living these past few days: overflowing rubbish bags; crushed water bottles; discarded sippy cups; a battered copy of The Gruffalo; empty cans of Peppa Pig spaghetti; a vast sack of used nappies.

			The entire caravan should stink. And yet, when I breathe, my head fills with ghost scents: lemon, fried butter, bubble gum.

			Neurologists call this phantosmia, not uncommon in folk whose brains have pogoed around their skulls as hard as mine. My olfactory hallucinations can happen at any time, but mainly when life’s getting too much. That’s true for my vertigo, too.

			I stand, clench my teeth, wait for my surroundings to settle. Then, one hand braced against the cabinets, I edge through the galley kitchen to the bedroom.

			There he is.

			Two years old and perfect.

			He lies beneath two heavy blankets. Right now, only his head is visible. I see soft skin. Hair like pale silk. We might have been living in squalor, but at least I kept him clean.

			He frowns in sleep, flinches away from my light. Then he blinks his eyes open and squints up at me. ‘Mummy?’

			My breath goes. My throat aches. ‘Sorry, kiddo.’

			Three days and three nights – that’s all we managed. Seventy-two hours of cold misery.

			My plan failed. Thinking back, it was hardly a plan at all: a taxi ride, a train ride, another taxi; then a midnight hike through forest to this holiday park closed for winter.

			He sits up, rubs his eyes. I wonder if he senses it, too: our time together running down, running out.

			‘Are you warm enough?’ I ask.

			‘Cold.’

			It’s yet more evidence of my failure. Back when I was planning this, I assumed that these caravans, even in winter, would still have mains power. They don’t – and their gas cannisters have disappeared, too.

			I slump down beside him and rub his back. Through his pyjama top, his ribs feel hardly more substantial than chicken bones. Tomorrow is Christmas Eve. He should be warm, asleep in his bed and dreaming of Santa. Not here, in an unheated caravan, with a twenty-year-old loser incapable of looking after him.

			‘Listen,’ I say. ‘I know you won’t remember this. I know, when you’re older, you won’t remember me. You probably won’t even realize this happened unless he tells you – and I can’t ever see him doing that – but I’m glad we got to spend some time together. And read The Gruffalo.’

			He lifts his chin, frowns. Then I hear what he’s already noticed: voices, drifting out of the forest. Men.

			‘Daddy,’ he says, looking up at me.

			I grin. Mainly because I don’t know what else to do. ‘Close your eyes, kiddo,’ I whisper. ‘Go back to sleep.’

			Abandoning my perch, I switch off my torch and return to the window. Carefully, I lift a corner of the blackout sheet.

			A man steps out of the forest. No features. Just a silhouette.

			Fear curdles my guts, shortens my breath. I raise my Celestrons for a better look and see him gesture with two curled fingers.

			Three more figures slide from the trees. They move towards the other caravan, their torch beams like scalpel blades slicing open the dark. They examine its front door, shine light through its windows.

			I clench my teeth, wondering who betrayed me. The first taxi driver? The second? I tipped them both well, in the hope they’d keep quiet. Maybe they did. Maybe we were spotted on the train. Or by CCTV.

			A low, black shape separates from the treeline. It trots around the caravan opposite like something from a nightmare. I watch it sniff the entrance, lose interest. When it pads into the clearing, the moonlight reveals its breed: a black-furred German shepherd. It thrusts its snout into the stag’s hoofprints, snuffling and chuffing. Then it lifts its head towards my window. Its ears flatten and it growls.

			Immediately, one of the torch beams arcs across the clearing. I drop the blackout sheet just in time.

			I’m blind, now. Trapped in the dark.

			Our caravan’s rear window swings open from the top, an obvious escape route, should I dare to use it. But I don’t – not with a toddler to protect and a trained German shepherd prowling around outside.

			There are two large knives in the cutlery drawer – but that’s another thought best left alone. I’ve had enough of blades and blood. Closing my eyes, I recall a scene from two years ago: a lake house; a dead woman; a red baby clapping hands bright with her blood.

			Then, like now, I wasn’t alone long.

			Claws rake the caravan’s front door. My eyes snap open. I see torchlight bleeding through gaps in the damaged seal. The dog starts to bark: frenzied, savage sounds – as if our scent has driven it wild with hunger. I get to my feet, imagining the damage its teeth could do to young flesh. My legs press against the cutlery drawer. My fingers twitch.

			‘OK, now!’ a voice shouts.

			With a bang, the door bursts off its hinges. My eyes burn with light.

			‘Get back!’

			I try to stitch meaning from what I’m seeing: human shapes, moving fast, glimpsed behind the brilliance of their torch beams. A hand shoves me in the chest. I fly backwards. My skull strikes a cabinet, filling my head with sparks. I stagger into the lounge area and collapse on to a window seat.

			My assailant holds his torch high, brandished like a club. I want to raise my arms, protect my head from further trauma, but I daren’t give him another excuse to strike me. He’s hard-looking, grim-faced. Maybe he won’t need an excuse.

			I hear commotion behind him, from the direction of the bedroom – then a woman’s voice, scratchy with excitement: ‘It’s him. He’s alive.’

			In snatches of torchlight I see her squeezing his tiny arms, his tiny legs. She’s checking for injuries, signs of abuse.

			It angers me, that. Clearly, it upsets him too, because he starts to cry. His wails bounce off the walls.

			‘Keira Greenaway?’ demands the man.

			I shake my head. ‘Keira Greenaway is dead.’

			He blinks, stares at me hard, decides that I’m lying. ‘Keira Greenaway, I’m arresting you on suspicion of child abduction. You do not have to say anything—’

			‘I want to say something.’

			He sets his jaw. ‘You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if—’

			‘Don’t take him back there,’ I tell him. ‘Please, it isn’t safe.’

			He pauses, just for a moment. Then he steps closer, shining his light right in my face. ‘You’ve some fucking nerve.’

			
			

			
				Enjoyed the extract from The People Watcher?

				Click below to order the ebook!
					
SHOP NOW
				

			

			
		
	

TRANSWORLD

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Transworld is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in Great Britain in 2020 by Bantam Press
Corgi edition published 2020

Copyright © Sam Lloyd 2020

    Extract from The People Watcher © Sam Lloyd 2023

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover design by Jo Thomson/TW
Wood © plainpicture
Cabin © Offset/ Shutterstock

This book is a work of fiction and, except in the case of historical fact, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Every effort has been made to obtain the necessary permissions with reference to copyright material, both illustrative and quoted. We apologize for any omissions in this respect and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgements in any future edition.

ISBN: 978-1-473-56890-7

This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/images/banner.png
READ MORE





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/RH_Logo_Blank.jpg





EPUB/images/adCoverImage.jpg
SAM LLOYD

You can’t see her...

...but she sees you

‘Propulsive, ‘Original, creepy,

sinister, gripping’ utterly addictive’
ALEX MICHAELIDES ANDREA MARA ’é‘





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
B She's not the first to arrive.
B But will she be the first to escape?

‘Addictive,
and
- jaw-dropping’

. “Sam Lloyd





EPUB/images/logo.png
I

CORGI BOOKS






