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15th March



 


 



The waiting room on the third floor was empty. While Connor cleaned the condensation off his glasses, Izzy tried to read a magazine, her eyes flickering between the receptionist and a long hall that ran to the left of the counter. A phone rang. Izzy started, and the magazine fell closed on her lap.


“Ready?” the receptionist said into the handset. She nodded
towards the hall. “Interview room twelve. Mrs Roberts.” She went back to her computer, and a mound of paperwork that leaned precariously to one side. 

“Come on, love.” Izzy grabbed her backpack, and hurried away. “Let’s get this over with.”

They entered a stark room, halfway down the corridor, where a woman sat behind a wide desk, leafing through a folder. She closed the file as Izzy shut the door.

“Please sit,” Mrs Roberts said, with a glance at her watch. 

Izzy checked her own watch, before offering a too-wide smile. She sat down on one of the chairs, the letter clutched between her fingers. 

Connor flopped on the other chair, grinding the legs back on the linoleum.

“Sorry,” he said, and half-grinned at his mother. 

“Ms Santana,” Mrs Roberts said. “You’re late.”

“Only by a couple of minutes…” Izzy said, her eyes wide.

“By several days.” Mrs Roberts opened the file on the desk. “We sent you the offer on the 6th of March.”

“I’m sorry – one of the other residents at the shelter took my post. I had no idea…” Izzy’s voice faded. She glanced at her son, then back at the council worker. 

“Your non-communication means we offered the flat to the next person on the list.”

“Already?” Izzy restrained
herself from jumping up and shouting. This was not fair!

“Rules are rules.”

“But I have your offer!” She thrust the letter forward.

“I’m very sorry.” Mrs Roberts closed the file.

Izzy searched the room for ideas on how to turn the situation around. “Have you sent the letter out?”

“Excuse me?”

“The letter – the offer – to the next person.”

“The letter is in the internal post, to be sent this morning.”

“Can’t you stop the letter – give me a chance to view the flat?” Izzy leaned forward, against the desk, and put her hands together. “Please?” 

“It’s most unfortunate, but…” Mrs Roberts sighed. “There are rules.” 

The housing officer’s skin was leathery from too much sun, but her eyes were
bright. Her glance fell on Connor, she continued to speak to Izzy. “The council will in due course provide two more choices.” Mrs Roberts spoke with an accent Izzy couldn’t place – eastern European? Perhaps Polish? “But sometimes…” She drew her gaze away from Connor. “…It takes a while.”

“For what?”

“For accommodation to become available.”

“How long do you mean? Days? Weeks?” Izzy turned to Connor who shrugged. “We’re living, together in a bedroom.” She leaned forward and dropped her voice. “I don’t think it appropriate that I continue sharing a room with a thirteen-year old.”

“I’ll have to see what I can do.” Mrs Roberts cleared her throat. “But I’m sorry to say, some time might go by before another offer is made.”

“Months…?”

“Yes. And it could be anywhere. We have a turnover of sorts in central Reading. You might even get a house, but here in town I can’t guarantee the respectability of the neighbourhood.”

“I don’t know Reading that well,” Izzy lied. “Are there some rundown areas?” 

Mrs Roberts smiled. “Much of central Reading…I would not walk through the town in the night time – unless I had no alternative. The offer you received last Monday was for a property near the centre.” She nodded, then added slowly, “I do, however… have one other flat, but it’s rather out of the way, located in a village. It has just been… redecorated. I could, perhaps…” She glanced again at Connor, “offer that to you.”

“It’s empty, though, and available?” 

“Most certainly.”

“Then I’ll take it now.” 

“Would it suit you? The village is too out of the way to suit most families.” 

“Yes, but…” Izzy shifted in her seat. How should she reply? Images of dilapidated council houses, gardens full of junk and long grass, kids half dressed, months of filth mottling their skin, filled her head. But none of that mattered, she wanted to say…If you were living in a woman’s shelter, with your kid, in one room, you would do ANYTHING to get out of there. Personally, I would cut my finger and sign in blood if you asked me to, without pausing to question why. Okay, a slight exaggeration – but even if we got out of the shelter today, I’ll never forget the crying, shouting – the palpable sadness that enters with every breath. It’s just…not a happy place to be.


Beside Izzy, Connor shuffled his feet, and she glanced at him. He raised his eyebrows and gave a slight nod towards Mrs Roberts. The housing officer, her hands resting on a folder full of papers, appeared to be studying Connor, but now she looked back at Izzy.

“Cedham is pleasant – I’ve been there,” she said. “I would class the place as a small village, and if you own a car, driving to the western edge of Reading will take you just a few minutes. Cedham is surrounded by fields and lots of open space…and a wood that encroaches onto the back of the particular building on offer.” Mrs Roberts pulled a biro from a drawer, and wiggled it between her fingers. The tip tapped against the desk. Her eyes, dark and unreadable, once more rested on Connor. “Are you familiar with life in small villages?”

“Not really,” Izzy said. “What do you think, Connor? The flat sounds lovely, much better than the place Shannon was offered.”

“Didn’t they have a drug factory or something a few doors down from her flat?” Connor opened his mouth to continue. “I heard the whole house was rigged for growing pot – “ 

“That’s enough. Stop!” Izzy said suddenly.

Mrs Roberts raised a hand. “It is all right. I read about the factory in the Reading Chronicle. Shame how the town is turning out.” Mrs Roberts flicked through the papers in the folder. “An offer of a house or flat outside of Reading is unusual.”

“Cedham sounds so much better than living in town. And we can sign for the flat now?” Izzy pushed a lock of hair behind her ear, the curls fighting back and falling over her face. “That’ll be fine.” She thought for a second, then said, “You’re not suggesting I wait for the next offer?”

“No…” Mrs Roberts’ dark eyes rested on Izzy. “But if you accept, I need to point out that you will drop off the housing list. You will no longer be considered homeless, and for a change of residence you would need to start at the bottom again. So you would need to stay in the village for a time, at least.”

“That seems clear, then – I should accept this flat…”

“Ms Santana, it is your choice entirely.” Mrs Roberts opened the folder quickly. “To secure the flat, sign here, here, and again on this one.” She pulled out some documents and laid two copies on the desk, the biro alongside. 

Izzy scratched her signature on the rental agreements. 

“Thanks for all the help.”

The housing officer balanced her hands on the arms of the chair, and pushed her body into a standing position. With a smile, Mrs Roberts stared across the room. Izzy glanced over her shoulder, unsure if someone was outside the room, peering in through the glass panel. Discovering no one, she turned back to find Mrs Roberts had extended her hand. Izzy grasped it, and they shook. 

“Thanks,” Izzy repeated. 

“You’re welcome,”  

“Come on, love.” Izzy turned and took two steps to the door before she realised he’d not moved. “Connor?”

He and Mrs Roberts appeared to be locked in a staring contest. A vacant expression had crept across Connor’s features. 

Izzy put a hand in front of Connor’s eyes. 

“Sorry, Mum.” He stumbled away from the intense gaze of the housing officer, and bolted from the room.

“Kids.” Izzy attempted a smile, but felt only half of her mouth curl up. 

The housing officer smiled again. “Keep him out of the woods.”

Izzy stopped, halfway into the hall. “What did you say?”

“Take care of the woods. That’s all.” Mrs Roberts picked up an ornate walking stick from behind the desk. She leaned heavily on the handle, which ended in two gems that glistened between her fingers. “I mean, let him make friends first. The woods need getting used to.” 

Izzy nodded cheerfully. “Umm, thanks.”

“Mum?” Connor waited at the other end of the hall. 

“Coming,” Izzy said, and left.

 



 


 



March in this area could be unpredictable, Izzy thought, noting that the temperature had plummeted. Silvery patches clung to the ground where northerly shadows cloaked the land. She drove slowly, studying the numbers on the houses. Two children emerged from a hidden space behind a large evergreen shrub, wandered into the street, crossed in front of the car, and disappeared down the side passage of one of the houses. 

“That old lady was strange,” Connor said.

Izzy nodded. 

“Why was she staring like that?” he asked, and shivered.

Izzy leaned over and turned the heat up. “Dunno,” she said after a pause. 

The car wound past clusters of identical houses in various stages of disrepair. A gnome sat near the gate of one garden, fishing pole in hand, a red Santa Claus hat on his head. A crack ran down the middle of his face.

“Did you notice her wonderful old cane?” Izzy suddenly said.

Three more kids stopped to stare at the unfamiliar car. She swerved past them, avoiding a football and a long line of miniature red cones. 

“What cane?”

“The one behind the desk. She took it out after you two did your ‘Who blinks first’ competition. What was that about, anyway?”

Connor ignored the question, saying instead, “Her eyes were all slanty. Reminded me of a cat. And I didn’t like the way she stared at me. Made me feel all weird. Spacey.” He circled a finger next to his head. “How old was she, anyway? Maybe she’s like this guy I read about on the web, he’s turned a hundred, and still working. Washes cars, or something.”

“She wasn’t that old. Anyway, you shouldn’t judge people by their appearances.” Izzy squinted at a small copse of trees between some of the houses. “And did you see how she had to force herself out of her chair? I bet she’s ill with arthritis or osteoporosis or something. Those types of diseases are painful most of the time – “ 

“Mum, we’re here,” Connor interrupted.

“Huh…That’s a block of flats?”

They drove towards what first appeared to be a large house, three stories high, with dormer windows to light up the attic rooms. Izzy examined the building as they pulled closer. Whoever designed the flats had done a good job of disguising them. To complete the illusion of a grand house, four mature oaks shadowed the building in a dappled winter shade. The trees were huddled together, as if trying to keep warm. Moss grew in the half-light under their branches. To the front of the building, there was a length of worn tarmac. Izzy pulled in, brakes squealing, piercing the winter air as she stopped between a rusting black Escort and a newish bright red Ka. 

They had arrived. 

Connor jumped out and stood back to get a good look at the building. Izzy leaned across and locked his door, staring up at the flats. This was an important moment to remember – a new beginning and a new place, and all hers. 

“Shall we?” She slammed the door.

“You tell me off for doing that.”

“Sorry.” She shrugged. “We’ve got a home, Connor, just for you and me.” 

Izzy switched key rings, and used the bunch with her old house key to lock the car. She switched again – now holding the new set in pole position – and strode up to the building.

“Ready?” 

The lock was unwieldy, but she jiggled the key inside the mechanism and it finally released with a soft click. She put her shoulder against the door and slipped inside the lobby before the self-closer activated. She opened the door a second time to allow Connor through, taking a moment to glance back and scan the street both ways. 

They climbed dirty concrete stairs to the first floor. On the landing were three solid, painted, council issue front doors, two on one side, a third on the opposite wall, dingy brass numbers screwed on the walls alongside. The card tag attached to the new keys read, “Number six”. Connor stepped up and rang the doorbell. A high-pitched buzz echoed inside the flat.

“No one home. We’d better go.” He laughed.

Izzy smiled and slipped the key into the lock. She opened the door, and Connor took a step inside. Izzy followed into a short hall with five doors leading to the rooms. All stood ajar, beckoning. Connor dashed past her and off down the hallway.

While he raced about, Izzy entered the living room and took a deep breath. The gaudy red and blue flower print on the peeling wallpaper was marvellous. The false chandelier with grubby crystals hung low enough to bump into, and would be easy to clean. Dirt-stained floorboards underfoot, she
counted five long strides along the length, and four to the width – much larger than the reception room in her old house. 

She spun in the middle of the room, breathing in the atmosphere. Nicotine stained the ceiling. The embossed flowers on the walls looked ready to fall off. The glass was sticky with mustard coloured film. She smudged it with her fingers, pushed a door open, and walked out onto the balcony.

The fields and woods swirled together with a nauseating effect. Izzy clamped her fingers down on the railing, and waited for the dizziness to pass.

“Come and look!” Connor yelled as he charged into the living room. He crashed into Izzy and grabbed her shirt, pulling her back through the flat. “This room’s mine.” 

Connor had picked the smaller bedroom. Stripy wallpaper peeled away from the walls and framed a wide window, which overlooked a balding patch of grass and the small car park. The Ka was gone, replaced by a blue pickup truck. Briar Lane wound back to the main road, trees lining the sides of the footpaths. Long front gardens, full of shrubs, led back to the houses, with sturdy council fences separating each property. To the left, dark woods covered the hill. Izzy could just make out where a lane emerged from the woods and transformed into a road as it passed out of the shadows. Then the side of the building cut off her view. So many places to hide, she forced herself away from the window. 

“I figured you’d want the larger bedroom.” 

“Thanks,” Izzy said, her eyes still fixed on the scene beyond the glass.

Connor reached up and pinched a corner of wallpaper between his thumb and forefinger. The paper fell away from the wall, and he let go, glancing at his Mum. “I thought the old lady said they redecorated?”

“Shall we see what the kitchen’s like?” Izzy backed into the hall.

“Don’t you want to see your bedroom?” Connor disappeared through another door. Izzy followed, entering a room nearly as big as the living room. Another large window looked out on the rear of the building. The lane widened and ran past emerging crops, towards the hill that led down to Pangbourne. Hedgerows and trees encroached on the tarmac for as far as she could see. And the woods, leaned over the lane and fields. 

“This is a good room. Imagine what furniture I might have in here, one day…”


Connor laughed, and ran off to the kitchen. 

Take care in the woods. That’s what that odd woman had said. The trees swayed in the wind, almost rhythmically. She turned away from the window, and followed Connor into the kitchen.

“Everything’s coated in
grime.” Connor wiped a finger across the counter and held it up to Izzy. “Yuck,” he said, and rinsed it under the tap. “I’m going back to my room.” 

Izzy forced herself away from the window, and started her own search of the kitchen cabinets. They weren’t as bad as Connor made out. The counters were dusty, but that’s what happened in empty places. She looked at the finger trail he’d made. At first she thought the countertop was grey, but it was pale silver, with copper and black flecks. Pretty, at second glance. She drew her hand across the surface, amazed at the depth of the dust. The flat must have been empty for a long time.

“Hey, Mum,” Connor called. There was a sound of ripping. “Come here.”

Izzy straightened up and clapped the dust off her hands. “Where are you, love?”

“In my room. You should see this.” 

Izzy wiped her palms on her jeans and hurried down the hall. 

Connor stood by the wall opposite the window, a sheet of wallpaper between his hands. Two lengths had been pulled off entirely. A third was still half-attached, and underneath, Izzy could see bits of scribbles, childish drawings of trees and what seemed to be a strange sun drawn in thick black marker.

“What on earth?” She walked up and tugged on the paper. It came away easily, and underneath, the sketches gave way to faint writing. Glue, and the last remnants of the wallpaper, partly obscured the words, but not completely.

“Mum, this is creepy…” Connor took a step back from the wall. “It’s like an evil omen or something.”

 



 


 



Don’t go in the woods


Where eyes hide between


And behind the trees


Waiting for you


Following


 



 


 



“What the hell is this?” Izzy tore off the sheet and crumpled it into a ball. “We’ll buy some paint tomorrow,” she said, and turned away. 

“But Mum!”

“It’s just some creepy words, and I’m not going to let them scare me. Are you?” She put her hands on her hips. “Come on,” she said, taking her keys out of her pocket. “Let’s go and get our things from the shelter.”

“What about the woods?” Connor grabbed her sleeve.

“What about them?” She wrenched away from his grasp, refusing to go near the window. Izzy jogged from the room, and down the hall.

Connor caught up to her and stood against the door. “Mum!” He put a hand out. “Why would someone do that?”

Izzy stopped and crossed her arms, hugging herself. “I don’t know. How would I know? It was probably some crazy person from a long time ago.” She glanced down the hall to his bedroom. “Maybe you should do what it says, and don’t go in the woods.” 

Connor put his hand down, and moved to the side, his mouth pursed. “I don’t like it.”

Izzy pushed past. “We’ll buy some paint, and fix it today. Okay?” 

He looked up at her, probably the last year he’d be doing that. A growth spurt beckoned, and this might be the year. He nodded, his eyes flicking back down the hall, towards his room. 

“Can I choose the colour?” 

“Course you can, love.” She pulled him gently from the flat and locked the door, pausing to stare, as if through the wood, down the hall and into Connor’s new bedroom. She could read the words from the landing. The thick black marks on white paint, a short while ago, unseen beneath magenta stripes and thin bands of black and white pinstripes. 

 



 


 



Don’t go in the woods


Where eyes hide…


 



 


 



A shiver ran down her back. “Maybe it’s best stay away from the woods,” Izzy said, her back still to Connor. “Keep to Briar Lane, just until we know a little more.”

 




Chapter 2

 



 


 



Izzy and Connor drove back to the east side of Reading without speaking, pulling in outside the shabby Victorian mansion that housed the shelter almost an hour later. Two suitcases waited by the door inside their room, along with a battered cardboard box and a roll of black plastic bags ready to be filled. Izzy managed to send Connor off to the common room to watch television before her tears began to fall. She emptied drawers and cupboards and cleaned the room,
dabbing at her eyes every few minutes. Everything was going to be okay… and certainly, peculiar words scribbled years before and hidden under wallpaper were no threat. She smiled, despite her inability to stop crying.



Izzy finished her search of the room, took one last look at the wild garden below, her tears drying as she stood by the window, fingers splayed on the glass for a few seconds. She pulled the curtains and placed the screen carefully between the beds and backed out of the room slowly, amazed they had managed to live in such a small space for five long months. She locked up and went downstairs to join Connor in the day room. 

“Time to go. Ready to have a bedroom of your own?”

“God, yes.” Connor flicked the telly off, and followed his mother down the hall. “Remember to stop for paint.” 

Izzy brushed the side of his cheek gathered the black bag into her arms, and headed down the hall. 

They left through the kitchen, with its gleaming stainless steel. A sign hung from one of the walls – A place for everything, and everything in its place. How many times had Sheila, the head carer at the shelter, sneaked up behind her or one of the other residents, and bellowed those words? 

Izzy ran her fingers over one of the two huge larder fridges. She opened the door of one and peered inside at her empty shelves, and slid her nametags from the holders. Jessica had almost thumped her, right here, with the door open, and the cold air leaking over her feet. There were so many arguments over food. Someone was always stealing – the staff called it borrowing. But there was a certain finality to foodstuffs disappearing, and with tight finances and stressed women, violence always seemed close by.

Sheila, all short red hair and bird-like physique, stood waiting by the door to the kitchen. “Is it a nice flat?” She took the last black bag from Izzy and walked with her to the car.

“It’ll do…” Izzy glanced at Connor and said, “It’s on a road called Briar Lane, in Cedham. Do you know the village?” 

Sheila shook her head. “I’ve heard the name, that’s all. Rural?”

“Yeah, half the place is woods,” Izzy said, as she carried the last bag to the car. “The other half seems to be fields.”

“Be careful, all right?” Sheila opened the door for Izzy. “And you – keep being good for your Mum.” 

Connor grinned. “As always.” 

Izzy thought again about the cane on the drive back to Cedham. Mrs Roberts, the housing officer, had used an odd walking stick. The image had stuck in her mind. The curve of the wood, the design of the handle – it was familiar. 

Izzy’s foot relaxed on the accelerator. “Ai, meu deus, that’s been driving me crazy – I’ve been trying to remember where I’d seen a strange cane before.” She sped back up. “Your dad had one. Maybe they bought them from the same shop.” There was silence for a few seconds. “You know, he was originally from around here.”

They pulled into the end of Briar Lane, both silent.

“Cedham?” Connor said abruptly.

“What?” 

“He lived in Cedham?”

“I don’t know. Funny if we got housed in the same  village.”

The bitter cold of the afternoon didn’t stop three teenagers from standing across the way. They watched as Izzy and Connor emptied the car.

“Is that all you own?” A girl with long dark hair walked over. She stood near Connor, her mouth slightly open. White gum flashed in and out of view as she chewed.

Connor spoke first, “The rest is coming in a van.” He shot his mother a look. Izzy pulled out a bag, held it in her arms and checked on the other two teens. They leaned against a fence, laughing and jeering. 

“Yeah right,” one of the boys called, and threw a handful of rotten leaves. Wet from the melting frost, they landed with a soft splat near the car. The two boys ran off, hooting and shouting.

“See you around.” The girl gave Connor a thorough visual inspection, then walked off after the others. 

“Well, at least the neighbours are pleasant.” Izzy watched them go, her expression solemn, before hauling another bag from the car.

“Bloody idiots.” 

“Take this bag up. I’ll follow in a second.” Izzy pulled out the suitcases and locked the car. She scanned the area, and seeing no one, picked up her things and went inside. They dumped the suitcases and black bags in the living room and went to Connor’s bedroom. 

They’d stopped at a hardware shop in Pangbourne, and she thought they had everything they needed.

“Shall we?” Izzy put the supplies down, reached up and grabbed the curled corner of the next sheet.

Connor went to the other side of the room. “Shall we see who can get more off?” 

“Sure,” she said, smiling, and pulled. 

The glue behind the wallpaper was old, brittle, and the paper fell away with little effort. Their initial playfulness evaporated, as they found more scribbled pictures, of animals, humans and violent deaths, like modern cave drawings. Eyes were a theme; they were everywhere, sometimes as a frame to other sketches. Under the last strip, they found a tally that counted to nineteen.

“Can I do it?” Connor asked, after they had sanded the walls, and wiped them down. He held a roller in one hand, turquoise paint dripping into the tray. 

Izzy nodded, and he ran the paint over the words first, rolling back and forth at a furious pace, until the faint black writing was gone.

 



 


 



Don’t go in the woods


Where eyes hide between


And behind the trees


Waiting for me


Following


 



 


 



The words echoed in her head. “Call me if you need any help,” she said, and left the room.

An hour later, he’d transformed the room. Izzy looked around, pleased. Connor had caught the skirting a couple of times and there were a few streaks at the edges of the ceiling, but otherwise, the colour was solid, darkening to a greeny-blue shade, like postcards she’d seen of the Mediterranean Sea.

“Scoop up that pile of paper, would you, love?” She pulled a black bag from her back pocket, left over from moving. 

They stuffed the paper in, scouring the floor on their hands and knees. When she bought a hoover, she’d vacuum properly. She put the rubbish in the hall, and came back with a different bag.

“You want to sleep in the living room, until the stink’s gone?”

“Nope, this is my room.” Connor opened the window, a cool breeze pushing back his hair. He took his glasses off and picked at a couple of spots of paint. “I’ll be fine. It’s healthy to sleep in a cold room. Didn’t the Victorians do that all the time, out on their verandas?”

“They also rarely washed, and wore clothing they were stitched into.” Izzy laughed, and emptied the bag of bedding
in the middle of the room. “Have it your way, just don’t blame me if you wake up with the sniffles.”

Izzy layered half of the blankets into a makeshift mattress, put his duvet and pillows on top, and placed his beanie toys around the ‘bed.’ 

“There. You should be comfortable for a few days.” She stood back, and surveyed her work. “You know, until we can find a couple of cheap beds. Okay?”

“Sure, Mum.” Connor knelt down, and started rearranging the beanies. 

Izzy was finishing her own bed when a knock sounded on the front door. 

She froze for a couple of seconds, a funny tingling in her limbs, her heart bashing against the inside of her ribcage.

“It’s just someone at the door,” she said to herself.

She stepped back, away from the door, and then forced herself across the floorboards, to the entrance of the flat. Izzy shook her head, and put her eye to the peephole. A tall man stood on the landing. The rounded glass distorted his face, like she was peering through a fish eye lens. He wore a tweed overcoat and a hat straight from the 1950’s, the rim almost hiding his blue-grey hair. Tufts curled out. Escaping, she thought with a smile, and her heart steadied to a less frantic pace. The old man leaned forward to rap again, his head swelling to bulbous proportions as he moved closer. 

“Hello?” Izzy asked, opening the door, the man’s hand poised in the air. “Can I help you?” 

He withdrew his arm, and bowed a little.

“I’m Charles Brown,” he shouted. “I live downstairs.” He pointed down. “Right below you,” he bellowed.

“Hi. I’m Izzy. Nice to meet you.” She put out her hand; he crushed it in his own. 

He put a hand to his ear and asked, “Sorry, young lady, I didn’t catch your name.”

She grinned. “Izzy,” she said louder. He frowned. “My name is Izzy,” she shouted.

“Ahh. Izzy. Short for Isabel?” He caught her nod. “That’s a pretty name. Old-fashioned.” He smiled and then said in the tone of something preciously confidential being imparted, “My grandmother was called Isabel.”

“It’s a good name. Mr Brown, I’d like to invite you in, but my furniture hasn’t arrived yet.” She enunciated her words carefully. Then her shoulders sagged. The furniture hadn’t even been purchased yet.

“Oh, no, Isabel. I don’t want to come in. I wanted to tell you something.” He paused. She tried to think of what she was expected to say. But he began again, “I have tinnitus.”

It was her turn to frown.

“I hear ringing in my ears. Sometimes, I think someone else is making the noise.”

“Oh.”

“So if I bang on the ceiling, and you’re not making any noise, it’s only my ears playing up.” He smiled at her and stuck his hand out again.

“Thanks for letting me know.” 

Izzy allowed the old man the privilege of crushing her fingers once more, and watched him shuffle down the stairs. She waited on the landing, a little befuddled, until she heard the door to his flat click closed, then shut her own. Almost immediately, faint sounds of music filtered through the floorboards. Did that mean she could beat on the floor to make him stop? She walked with a sway, in time to the waltz below, into the kitchen, rolled up her sleeves, and put a sponge under the tap.

 




 


 



Later that evening, Izzy stood by Connor’s bedroom door, watching as he rolled over under his duvet, clutching his teddy bear. Nearly thirteen years ago, his father had come home with it, and Connor had loved it ever since. It was missing an eye, and a small cloud of stuffing was escaping from a hole under one of the arms, but even at his age, he wouldn’t sleep without the bear. Maybe it was the smell.

Izzy closed the door with a soft click, and went to her room. She piled the clothes from her suitcase on the floor, and uncovered a bottle of cheap wine. She twisted the top off and went to stand on the small balcony, taking sips from the bottle. After testing the strength of the railings, she leaned against them, marvelling at her long and arduous journey to get to Cedham. This was her flat, perched on the edge of a beautiful village. 

A bat the size of a finch swooped by, inches in front of her face, and ducked into the woods. Another darted out from the fields, snatching moths from the air. As the bat flew away, Izzy noticed the stars. They glittered like fairy lights and seemed to whisper, “Look at me.” Izzy gazed upwards, swigging wine. With a large sigh, she began to relax. 

“Hello, you just moved in?”

“Meu deus…sorry…” The bottle almost fell from her hands. She clutched the neck with white knuckles. A man with a bushy blond beard peered around the wall separating her balcony from the next. Izzy put a hand to her chest where her heart pounded in audible thuds, and stepped away. She blurted, “God, you got my heart going!” and took another step back. He stretched further around.

“I try my best,” he said with a grin. “I’m Feathers, nice to meet you. And you are…?” He stuck an arm around the wall. She took a tentative step back in his direction, and grasped his hand. They shook, arms suspended above Mr Brown’s patio.

“Feathers?”

“You too, what a coincidence!” His blue eyes sparkled in the light from her balcony.

“No, I’m Izzy… but it’s not a normal name.” 

“No… I’ve heard the name Izzy before. I think.”

“Not mine, yours!” 

“You’re saying my name is strange?” He leaned further out – so far he should be falling. “What did you say when I first looked around?”

“What?” She took a step back.

“Those words, they were foreign, I’m sure.”

“Oh…I spoke Portuguese. Meu deus. Means: Oh my God.”

“You lived there?”

“No. My Dad’s Portuguese. He made me speak the language as I grew up.”

His eyes bored inquisitively into her.

Izzy shrugged and forced a smile, and found she couldn’t maintain eye contact. “Nice to meet you, Feathers.” She backed away, wine bottle clutched between both hands. She could use it on him, if need be.

“You should come over for a drink one night. When you’re ready.” His expression changed from curiosity to smiles as she bumped against the door.

“Oh, you wouldn’t want that. I have a son,” she said. 

“Really?” He raised his eyebrows. Izzy released one hand from her wine bottle and felt for the handle. “Bring him along. How old is he?”

“Thirteen and a major trouble. You wouldn’t want him in your flat.” She found the handle and began to pull the lever down.

“Thirteen…” he said, looking out towards the woods. “Has he started dating?”

Izzy blushed. “Not so far as I know…Feathers, I’ve got to go. I’ve got lots to do before I can go to bed.”

“Oh, sure…” He put a hand up. “If you require any assistance, feel free to knock.”

“Thanks.” The door finally swung open behind her. 

Izzy ran to her bedroom, collapsed on the duvet, and took a swig of the wine. Another gulp followed rapidly. She drained the bottle, and buried her face in a pillow. 



Chapter 3

 



 


 



6th March


 



 


 



Dear Mum and Pai,


 



 


 



Sorry it’s been a while. The council finally gave us a flat and I’ve been bogged down trying to find furniture. I wanted to tell you before someone else did. I left with almost nothing. I stuffed the car full and drove away. I left all the things you gave me behind. It’s my own fault. I should have hired a truck, taken everything with me. At the time, it was all I could do to think straight and leave. But most everything belonged to you. The guilt’s killing me. Hopefully one day, I can get some things back. I’m so sorry.


You’re probably wondering where I’m living now. But I don’t want to hand out my address yet. I will call when I’ve had a line connected. And I’ll write – short and sweet, but it’s the thought that counts, right? So, I am going to give you a big hint about where I moved to, but I won’t say the exact name of the village. It’s the place where Joseph grew up. How bizarre? Don’t tell anyone, and I mean it! George can be extremely convincing, and I don’t want to be found. So promise as you read this – do not mention to anyone where I am. Promise!


I visited Joseph’s Aunt’s house, the one he went to when he disappeared. That was strange. My back got all prickly, and I was sure someone was watching me. But the house is empty. I knocked on the door. When no one answered, I peeked through a window – there’s no furniture inside. It’s bare, right down to the floorboards. 


And Connor’s asked some questions. He still doesn’t know the whole story. I guess now fate has put us in Joseph’s village, I should explain to him what happened to his father. What do you think? 


Must admit, every time I’m in the next village, getting some groceries, or going to the post office, I search for him. Do you suppose he’s still here? 


Ja chegar. I’ve waffled on too much. Hope the weather is better than rainy old England. Wish I could be there, as the postcards say. Must be warm enough to go in the ocean. I miss the sun. I’m so pale now – I’m like you, Mum, all pasty. A real English beef! 


 



 


 



Gosto muito de ti, Pai.


Love you, Mum


Izzy 


Xxxooo



 




Chapter 4

 



 


 



27th April



 


 



“Ai, meu deus.” Izzy’s breath fogged up the windowpane as she stretched to see the car. “Que chato!”

“Who’s a jerk?” Connor called from his bedroom. 

They’d purchased an old set of shelves earlier that morning that he’d insisted on rebuilding on his own. Izzy fought the impulse to go in and sort him out. She ignored the loud bangs and the occasional cry of pain, and busied herself standing by the kitchen window, watching life on the street. 

“Hey!” she shouted at the window. The kids circled her car. “Get away from there.” She rapped on the glass. “Get away…” 

Connor stuck his head out of his room to see Izzy run out into the hall.

“What’s going on?”

“Those horrible kids, Kyle and Ritchie, they’re messing with my car.” She wrenched the door open. “And now they’re going to get a piece of my mind.”

“What’ve they done?” 

“Nothing…yet.” She stepped out onto the landing. “God knows what they’re planning. I certainly can’t afford to fix the car this month.”

“Don’t go, Mum. You’ll make them worse.” He rushed down the hall and put a hand on her arm. “When you shouted at them last week, they took it out on me in school.” He released her from his grip.

“Why didn’t you tell me before?” She came back into the flat, the door swinging closed as she let go. Izzy studied her son for a second, and then ran back to the kitchen. She got to the window in time to catch them streaking off down the road. 

“Right, they’ve gone,” she said to Connor as she strode past. “You won’t stop me going down now.”

Connor followed her to the car. They examined the windscreen for a minute before Izzy walked around to see if they’d done anything else. 

“I’m sorry, Mum.”

She ran a finger across milky white marks. “Naõ faz mal. It’s only soap. I’ll get a bucket and sponge.” 

“Get two sponges.” 

She plodded back up to the flat and filled her washing-up bowl with warm water, and carted it back to the car.

“They can’t even spell ‘weirdo’.” She nudged Connor. He searched her face with a sombre expression. 

“Are they that bad, love? Wouldn’t the teachers do something about it?” 

He grabbed a sponge and started rubbing the water into bubbles. 

“Should I phone the school?”

“The school’s good,” he said facing the windscreen. “It’s when we get on the bus, trouble starts. Worse once we get off.” He pushed harder. His fingers turned white with the pressure. 

“What can I do to help?” She started scrubbing on the other side of the car. 

“Nothing.”

They worked in silence until the soap graffiti disappeared. 

“Hey, Connor,” a boy called out on his way to the flats. Izzy took the sponge from Connor.

“Hi, Oliver.” 

She squeezed the suds from the sponges and walked to the drain with the dirty water. She emptied the bowl, discreetly searching the street for Kyle and Ritchie. 

Oliver walked up to the front door and rang a buzzer. Connor opened one of the car doors, and tried to appear busy collecting litter from the footwell. Seconds later, Feathers burst past the door, with an infectious smile.

“Hey there, Oliver. And hello, Izzy.” He patted the boy on the shoulder, by-passed him and came over. “How are you settling in? Do you need any help with anything?”

“No thanks, we’re settling in okay.” She flicked her eyes up at him and walked back to the car. 

“Have you met Mr Brown yet?” Feathers said, nodding at the ground floor windows along side them.

“Yeah, same day I met you. I haven’t seen him since. Heard him.” She chanced a smile.

“Jazz, right? I can hear it in my flat sometimes. Must be like a concert over at yours. Did he tell you to keep the noise down?” 

She looked up, properly this time, and then peered in Mr Brown’s kitchen window, which faced the car park spaces.

“Yeah…he did.” She put the tub down and threw the sponges inside. “Should we be talking about this here?” She thumbed over her shoulder.

“No worries, he’s deaf as a post.”

Izzy laughed. “Is that why he shouts?”

“And he’s terrible around people. His wife used to take care of the socialising. But she died a few years ago. He’s been a bit lost since.”

“Oh. How sad.” 

“Invite him round for a cup of tea when you’re settled in, and offer him some triple chocolate chunk cookies. He’ll be all yours.” Feathers smiled, and a warm glow came over her. Surprised into a blush, she concentrated on Connor, who was still fiddling in the footwell.

“Anyone else I need to know about?” she asked. The heat on her face had cooled, and she turned back. 

Feathers thought for a second, scratching at his beard as he considered what to say.

“You okay with gays?”

Izzy blinked. “I guess so.” 

“An old guy called Gilbert lives on the top floor, in number seven. He’s a bit of a recluse. He paints, mostly landscapes. Was better at his art, then he got obsessed with the woods. Now he hides up there and creates…mostly abstract, black, swirling landscapes.”

“The woods are kind of ominous, aren’t they?”

“Mmm.” Feathers winked at her. She frowned and walked over to Connor.

He peered into the car and said, “I have an arrangement with Oliver’s parents to take him out for survival training once a month. Would your son like to come along?”

She examined Connor’s face for clues. He had a smile growing, but she wasn’t a friend of Feathers, not even an acquaintance. March had turned into April, but she’d kept to herself. Time in the village flowed fast, weeks disappearing in a haze.

“What kind of survival training?” 

“Naming trees, making shelters, how to build a fire. It’s fun. Boys love that kind of stuff.”

“Thanks, but Connor’s building a set of shelves, I’m not sure if he’d want to go.” 

Connor got out of the car. “No, it sounds really cool. Can I?” 

“You sure you want to go? Don’t you need to finish putting those shelves up?” She shook her head almost imperceptibly.

“I can finish them any time.” He took a confident step towards Feathers.

“Connor, I really think you should stay.” Izzy turned away from Feathers. “We don’t know him,” she mouthed.

“I don’t care, I want to go,” Connor said loudly, and tried to push past.

“Connor, I’m not comfortable with you going.” Izzy took a deep breath and turned around. “Sorry, Feathers. Connor’s going to have to miss out on this one. Maybe next time.”

“Not a problem. He’s welcome any time.” Feathers patted Connor on the back as he passed by with Oliver.

“No. I want to go now.” Connor tagged along behind them.

“Connor!” Izzy said, ran up and grabbed him by the arm. 

Feathers and Oliver stopped, watching as Izzy leaned in towards her son, and said, “Please, you’re embarrassing me. I don’t want you to go.”

Connor stepped back. “No. You’re embarrassing me. I’m actually friends with Oliver – well, I was. Now he knows my mother’s insane…”

“Connor!” Izzy backed off, confused. “I was only trying to do the right thing.”

“Yeah, well, no thanks.” Connor leaned against the side of the Toyota.

Feathers cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, Izzy. I didn’t mean to start a family row. Connor will be welcome to come next time.” He cocked his head, his blue eyes twinkling. “Maybe you should come around for that drink, so you can say, ‘Yes,’ next time?”

Connor’s face was dark, a scowl over his features, his eyes squeezed into slits behind his glasses. “For God’s sake, Mum. We’ll only be across the road in the field. Isn’t that right, Oliver?”

Oliver shuffled his feet in the dirt at the side of the road, his eyes flickering up to Izzy’s for half a second before returning to examining his shoes. His blonde hair flopped over his face as he said, “Feathers never takes me very far.”

Izzy looked from one face to another, as they waited for her to say something. “I’ve stuck my foot in it, haven’t I?”

“I could cut the tension with a knife,” Feathers said. “But that’s okay. No one minds.”

“I mind,” Connor grumbled, and kicked at the underside of the car.

“Perhaps I was a little hasty…” Izzy began, faltering as Connor looked up, his expression already transforming from anger to a tentative smile. “You only go across the way?”

“Just the fields to the side of Coombe’s Wood,” Feathers confirmed.

“Well?” Connor asked. “Can I, Mum?” 

“How long will you be gone?” she asked Feathers.

“About three hours.”

“Three hours.” Izzy thought for a moment. “Seems like a long time for a bit of survival training.”

“Mum – “ Connor said, and opened his mouth to say more, but Feathers put up a hand to silence him.

“We’ll be trying to catch a rabbit or two. We’d be quicker if I owned ferrets, but I can’t keep them in the flat.” Feathers paused. “They’d stink the place up. We’ll be trying some of the techniques common in the 18th Century. If we catch any, we’ll go foraging for vegetables.” He scratched at his beard. “I’ve got a good idea, why don’t you come over around six? If we snare a rabbit, there’ll stew for dinner.” He smiled, and Izzy caught a scent of – what was that, lavender? 

“Stew?” she questioned.

“You’re not a veggie, are you?” he said.

“No.” She shook her head. “I guess…yes, that’ll be fine.” 

She pursed her lips, angry with herself for not being able to say no. That was how she’d got into trouble, too many times before. “Be good, Connor.” 

They were already gone. Oliver and Feathers paired off, chatting animatedly as Connor trailed. Her instinct was right, but maybe the source was not Feathers directly, but the awful time Connor would have while the other two joshed at in-jokes, maybe at her son’s expense. Then, as they crossed the road, Feathers told Connor to keep up, and said something too quiet for her to catch. Connor laughed, and Feathers stepped aside so he could walk between them.

 



 


 



With the washing-up bowl under her arm, Izzy locked up and strolled along the side of the building. As she walked past Mr Brown’s windows, she made a mental note to buy triple chocolate chunk cookies.

She climbed the stairs to the flat, stopping to stare at the innocuous door across the hall. Later, she’d be forced to knock, dinner prepared and waiting for her. Her stomach constricted at the thought. She didn’t want to be in a man’s house. He might be psychotic. He could be anything. 

She bolted herself in, and made a pot of tea. With no chairs or sofa, she sat cross-legged on the floor by the balcony, staring through the lower pane, past the iron bars of the balustrade, and out to the woods.

After she finished her tea, Izzy lay on the floor of the living room and timed five minutes, her head resting to one side as she watched the second hand moved past each number. Part of a nursery rhyme came back to her. What’s the time, Mr Wolf? She dearly hoped this Feathers character was not a wolf in sheep’s clothing. The time read ten-past-four. She got off the floor, her back aching from lying on the floorboards, and paced the living room. Then she re-washed the lunchtime plates. She examined the shelves in Connor’s room, took them apart and put them together properly. She opened all the windows. Then it was too cold, so she closed them. She dried the dishes. Another forty minutes had passed. 

A nervous shiver finished in an all-over sweat. She wiped her palms on her jeans and walked to her front door. She hadn’t heard them come back. With luck, they’d not caught anything. She’d say thank you from the threshold, and leave. She paced back through the living room, and out to the balcony. 

A bitter wind blew, and she wrapped her arms around her body. Night had fallen early and thick clouds blotted out the view, only vague outlines of the hills distinguishable. She wondered where they were, perhaps in those woods. Maybe Connor was in trouble, and there was nothing she could do about it. She had let the best part of her life out of sight with some strange man. 

She’d caught the scent of lavender on him earlier. Or thought she had. What normal man wears perfume? Certainly, no cologne she knew resembled lavender. Izzy paced back into Connor’s room, put the shelves against the far wall, and arranged his magazines and books on them. One of Terry Pratchett’s Discworld books slid down. She picked it up, leafing through the pages. Rincewind amused her, and for the first time that afternoon, her worries faded away as she entered the bizarre world of wizards and living luggage. 

A bang on the door sounded. Izzy jumped, dropping the book, and then jumping to her feet. She glanced at her watch, how long had she read? There was a second knock, followed by a woman’s voice calling, “Hellooo?”

“Who the hell?” Izzy muttered. She stayed in Connor’s room, not sure she wanted to meet anyone. Then the person rapped again.

“Coming,” Izzy called out, and put the book back on the shelf.

She opened the door to a middle-aged woman, a large bunch of colourful flowers obscuring her face. She peeked out between two sprays of gypsophilia. Pink lilies, carnations and chrysanthemums hid the rest of her face.

“Hi, hope I’m not disturbing you. My name is Cathy. I live in number eight, the flat above yours.” She held the bouquet out, exposing a skin creased by laughter. “Sorry it’s taken me so long to knock, but I lose weeks like some people lose socks.” She pushed the flowers into Izzy’s hands. “These are for you, a welcoming present.” Cathy grinned. “Hope you like them.”

“Thanks. I’m Izzy.” She took them, breathing in their perfumes. “I love lilies, and don’t they smell lovely?” She opened the door wider. “Would you like to come in?”

“Love to.”

“You’d best come through to the kitchen. We haven’t got much furniture yet. I can do tea, though.”

Cathy peered into the rooms as she passed by. “Reminds me of when Lou and I moved in. For months, all we had was a bed.” She giggled. “Didn’t need much else.”

Izzy glanced at the clock. Quarter-to-six.

“Milk and sugar?”

“Ooo, yes. Two spoons. I never did manage to give up the sweet tooth. You know, Lou and I put a spare sofa in our storage unit. Would you like it?” She took her mug, and leaned against the counter. “It’s almost new, but Lou found a half-price deal at a furniture shop in Reading. He’s always wanted a leather one, and couldn’t resist. We were going to sell the old sofa, but apparently if there’s no fire rating thingy, no one’s interested.”

“I couldn’t pay you much…”

“We don’t want money.” Cathy chuckled. “Lord knows. You’d be doing us a favour.” 

“You sure?” Izzy asked. 

“Yes. I’ll tell Lou to get the trailer out and bring the sofa around tomorrow night. That soon enough?” 

“Fabulous, thanks!”

“So, where’d you move from?”

“Chester. You been there?” 

The other woman shook her head. “Don’t travel well. How far away is that?”

“Took us five hours.”

“Must have been a big reason for the move – work?” 

“No. Personal.” Izzy shifted nervously against the counter.

“Bad break-up?”

“Something like that.”

“Shame.” Cathy put her half-full mug in the sink. “Sorry I can’t finish the tea. Lou’s back soon, and I need to get the tea on. You should come over, and we’ll have a proper chinwag, and a pot between us.” She smiled at Izzy. “Well, I’d best be off. Won’t forget about the sofa. And I’ll search around for any other things that might help.”

“You’re very kind.”

Cathy stopped halfway down the hall to the front door. “Don’t you have a son?”

“Connor. My very own shifty teen.”

“He’s quiet,” she said, smiling.

“He’s not here. He went out with Feathers and a boy called Oliver. Went on survival training.”

“He’s a strange one, Feathers. Harmless, but…different.”

“He is?”

“It’s nice to see the flat lived in again.” Cathy patted Izzy’s arm. “See you about, dear,” she said, and let herself out. 

Izzy stood by the door, thinking. She wanted Connor back. Agitated, she took up pacing in the living room once more, striding in time to the second hand. She stopped dead as it ticked over to six o’clock. She didn’t want to face Feathers. She didn’t want to talk to him. How could she do this, look at him, smile. Connor would be waiting. Maybe he was desperate, wanting to leave.

With a deep breath, she went to the front door, she even got as far as putting her hand on the doorknob, and then she walked away. In her mind, common sense told her: Feathers was just a man. No harm would befall them during a simple dinner. 

Cathy had said, Harmless, but different. What did that mean?

Seconds ticked by. She had to go.

 



 



 Feathers’ door opened at her second knock. Connor stood there with a giant smile and rosy cheeks.

“Hi, Mum. What took you so long? We’ve been back for ages!” 

He moved to the side, and a wave of tempting aromas tumbled over Izzy. 

“We caught four rabbits,” Connor said brightly. “The farmers let Feathers trap on their land, because it helps keep the population down. I got to gut and skin one.” He spoke fast, his excitement bubbling over. “All the insides gooed out in a slimy pile. And the skin came off easy, like peeling an orange.” 

“It did?” She took a step back, peering over her shoulder at her own front door.

“Come in, the stew’s almost cooked. We found the herbs as well, growing wild. Have you ever heard of alexanders? It’s a mix between parsley and celery. Feathers said it adds a peppery flavour. And there’s wild garlic growing in the woods.”


“Wild garlic? Hang on, you went into the woods?”


“Just near them. And nettles, he just threw them in the pot, they’re like a spinach or something. Lots of Vitamin A.” 

She couldn’t stay on the landing. She’d been invited. Connor stood with his back to the door as he waited for her to enter. 

“You’ve perfect timing,” Feathers called out.

“Go in.” Connor gave her a gentle push. 

“Your boy is a wealth of information,” Feathers said as Izzy walked into the kitchen. A thick stew bubbled and popped in a large pot on the hob. 

“Um, yes. He reads a lot.” She leaned against a counter on the other side of the room. “Looks good.” She nodded at the stew.

“Connor’s a natural. With a little more tuition, he’d survive lost in the woods for months.”

Izzy frowned. So much for the dangerous woods, then. It was clear there was some other reason she was being warned off.


Feathers sampled from the pot, ground in a mixture of spice from a tall wooden pepper mill, and threw in a handful of what looked almost like parsley. “You want a try?” He went to dip the spoon he’d sipped from back in the pot. She shook her head. She didn’t know what to say to this man. She concentrated. She could think of something if she tried hard enough. 

“Thank you for taking him out. He seems to have enjoyed himself.”

“No probs, he was a pleasure. Helped that Oliver and Connor get along so well.” 

“They do?” She tapped her fingers on the counter, examining the kitchen; unmarked pots filled with dried herbs filled a shelf. Underneath, fresh bunches of greenery hung from hooks.

“So, are you all moved in yet?” Feathers stirred the stew.

“Well, as much as we can be.”

“Why’s that?” He tapped the spoon on the side of the pot, and turned off the gas. To the right of the hob, a stack of large bowls waited. He began to ladle stew into them.

“Well, we don’t own much.” Her tummy rumbled. 

Feathers didn’t look up. 

“Actually, Connor has a bed.” 

Feathers stopped ladling. 

“I bought a set of shelves for his room this weekend. Oh, and a coffee table.”

“You don’t have anything else?” 

“Money’s a little short. You know how it is. Or, maybe you don’t.” She gave a sharp burst of laughter. “You probably don’t.”

“It’s okay Izzy. You shouldn’t be nervous.” 

She stared, unblinking. 

Feathers took out a stack of bowls. “How much would you like?”

 




Chapter 5

 



 


 



“Stew? Just a little,” Izzy said quickly.

Feathers’ eyes bored into her own, then he dunked the ladle into the pot and scooped up chunks of meat and vegetables. 


“It’s good,” he said, and handed her a full bowl. 

Not the little she’d requested, but the food looked tasty, rich…and
exotic. She gave a shy smile and sat down at the table, found in a space more like an alcove between the living room and the kitchen. 

The boys were sat at the table, tucking in.

Savouring the first mouthful, she tried to place the unusual flavours. One was lemon, but the other – aniseed? The chair next to her shifted back, and Feathers sat down. She should compliment the chef; be polite and say a word or two about the quality of the food. But comments would lead to questions – and necessary interaction.

“Would you like some wine?” Feathers asked.

She glanced over to see he’d carried more than just stew from the kitchen. A large bottle of Piat d’Or now stood on the table flanked by two wine glasses. She gave a timid nod, and he unscrewed the top.

They ate in silence. Izzy shifted in her seat, the lack of conversation a physical weight on her chest, nothingness ringing in her ears. She swallowed with difficulty, and took a large sip of the wine. She glanced up at her host. His eyes were closed, perhaps savouring a chunk of meat. The boys on the other side of the table uttered small noises, sounds of pleasure as they scooped the food into their mouths. They hardly stopped for breath, chewing, swallowing, then pausing momentarily between mouthfuls to appreciate the dinner. She scraped her bowl, the pendulum clock in the hall loud, marking the passing of time in
half-second increments. The boiler in the kitchen clicked, followed by a series of small ticks, and then flared into life. Izzy sipped at her wine, her eyes returning to Feathers.

“How did you get your nickname?” Izzy blurted, as he got up to clear the table.

“How does anyone get a name?” he said, and stopped by the door to the kitchen. “It was given to me by elves.” Feathers smirked, then disappeared into the other room. “But seriously,” he called out, “it’s such an uninteresting story, I wouldn’t want to bore you with it.”

“Elves?” Connor laughed.

“Don’t knock it,” Oliver said, pushing his chair back. “Why shouldn’t they be real?”

“Because they aren’t!” said Connor. “Only crazy people believe in things like that.”

“Don’t be rude,” Izzy said, spinning her wine glass by the stem. 

“What’s your flat like?” Oliver asked.

“Nice, I suppose,” Connor said. “Do you want to go over there? Mum, is that okay?” 

“I guess so.”

“Thanks for the meal, Feathers. It was really cool catching rabbits with you.” Connor said cheerfully, and walked to the door. 

 “Any time, my friend.” Feathers’ voice floated out from the kitchen. “Any time.” 


“Oliver, do you want to come over to mine?” 

“Sure.” Oliver patted his stomach and got up from the table. “That was tasty.” He gave a wave to Feathers as he passed the kitchen, and followed Connor to the door. “You got a Play Station?” 

“No.”

“X-box?”

“I haven’t got one of those, either.”

“What do you have?” 

“I’ve got some books.”

“Oh.”

Connor opened the front door.

“Why’s he called Feathers?” he said to Oliver as they went out.

“Sorry about that.” Izzy got up from the table as Feathers emerged from the kitchen, and followed him into the living room. There was a sweet smoky odour she couldn’t place, and she walked around trying to find the source, and looking for something to comment on. “You like Hendrix, then?” she said, pointing at a poster. 

A cocoon-like basket chair hung in the corner. The rattan creaked worryingly as Feathers sank into it and drew his legs up. He followed her with his eyes as she picked up a small wooden box and traced a finger along the carvings. She put it down and looked around. A ragged throw rug partly hid one of two sofas, and Izzy tentatively touched the fabric as she walked towards the window. 

“I’m kinda stuck in the 60s.” He swung back and forth, his forehead wrinkled in thought. “You know, some Apache Indians named my grandfather. He went out to America in the 40s to research the tribe for a historical novel he was writing. Apparently it was a big honour to be named by them. They called him Geronimo, because he just wouldn’t stop fighting for the truth. He liked the name so much, he changed to it by deed poll when he got home.”

“Mmm. You like growing things?” Izzy looked out the window, to the balcony. A bushy plant filled one end. “Hey, isn’t that a…?”

Feathers looked past her. “Marijuana plant?” He chuckled. “I certainly hope so.”

“Hmm.” She turned around and sat on the smaller sofa. “Do you work?”

“Why wouldn’t I work?”

Izzy grabbed a fake-fur cushion and hugged it. “I’m sorry. I suppose that sounded a bit rude. Because we’re in the middle of a council estate…” That comment was even worse. Pretty soon, she would ask something really gauche, and then he might feel justified to retort with something equally awkward.

“I work in London.” He swung gently in the chair. “I mix oils.”

“What? Edible oils? For cooking and salads?”

“Scented. For aromatherapy and the like.”

“Aroma – is that why you always smell?” She clapped a hand over her mouth. “I didn’t mean in a nasty way…”

“Cheers,” he laughed. “I’ll never be a proper man again.” He sat forward, the chair groaning as he moved about. “Try and guess what I was mixing yesterday.” 

“Easy, lavender.”

“You’ve got a good sense of smell. My grandmother couldn’t identify a scent to save her life. Got a hockey stick in the nose when she was at school. You could break a rotten egg right beside her, and she wouldn’t know.”

“Huh.” Izzy squeezed the cushion harder and forced a smile. What a klutz, couldn’t she ask a sensible, normal question? 

“You know, it’s essential in tasting food. There was this guy who had a job at a tea factory. His job was making sure the blends were mixed right.” Feathers climbed out of the basket chair and went over to a record player. “A group of scientists wanted to know what made him the best taster in the place, but found that he had an average amount of taste buds on his tongue.” He sat cross-legged and leafed through an enormous collection of LPs. “So some bright spark tested his ability to detect odours. Turns out he was off the scale.” 

A small knock sounded on the front door.

“Can you get that?”

“Sure, uh, okay. I can do that…” Izzy found Connor on the landing.

“Oliver got bored and went home. He said I didn’t have anything interesting in my room. I told him the rest of my stuff was coming on the truck.”

“Connor, you can’t keep doing that.” She ruffled his hair, and tried to throw an arm around him.

“Can I come in?” He dodged her, almost spilling the comics he had grasped under one arm.

“Connor, listen to this.” Feathers chose a hallucinogenic pink and baby blue, swirled record sleeve, and slipped the record out like a precious jewel. He placed the disc delicately on the turntable. “See if you – or your mother – recognize the song.” 

Feathers studied the fine ridges on the black disk before he lowered the needle down. The room filled with loud hissing, pops and crackles. Then the white noise swapped for a light hearted and simple melody, straight from the 60s. She recognised the tune, but shook her head as she tried to place the melodies. 

Connor flopped down on one of the sofas. Izzy followed him back into the room and climbed into the basket chair. The chair wobbled uncontrollably, she gripped the sides and tried to figure out how to make it swing. 

“It’s from The Lion King, Mum,” Connor said. He spotted a brown corduroy beanbag and got up, dropped the comics on the floor, and slumped there instead. After a few seconds of wiggling about, he flipped over, and kicked his feet in the air. He pulled a Beano off the top of the pile, and spread it out on the floor in front of him.

“You’re right. Is this the original? Sounds sort of… different,” she said, listening to the tinny tones. The song sounded plain and irritatingly uncomplicated to her modern ear. She pursed her lips and tried to find a redeeming quality. “Not sure if it’s quite my thing. I prefer layered, complex compositions.”

“That’s deep,” Feathers said, turning the volume down. “Did you just make it up?”

“I…” Izzy closed her eyes, suddenly sleepy. “I think I did. Never really thought that much about music…”

The melody whispered through the speakers now, barely audible, as she got comfy in the protesting basket chair. Her eyelids dragged – lead weights pulling her down to dreamland. She forced her eyes back open, and stared wide-eyed into the room.

“You gotta love it,” Feathers said. 

He closed his eyes and nodded slowly to the beat. His long thick hair swayed around his face – like hay in a field when the wind brushes past. It mesmerised her, golden locks, fields, flowers – woods with strange intoxicating scents. The lead weights came back. She blinked languidly, surfacing out of the beginnings of a dream.

She yawned. “I think I’d better get some fresh air.”

“Have a drop more wine, first.”


Leaning on the balustrade, with three glasses of white wine dulling her senses, Izzy scanned the fields. 

Night had fallen, but she could still make out the green of growing crops. She thought the one across the road might be a crop of rapeseed, for the brewery. Connor would be suffering once the little yellow flowers bloomed. 

“Never take the road that cuts through the woods,” Feathers called out behind her. “It’s bad luck.”

“What?”

“You could get lost….”

“And never be found again,” Connor added from the living room, with a sinister laugh. “You’d better teach me some more survival skills.”

“Big ears,” Izzy said.

She gazed past the fields, and into the shadows of the trees. Light patterns by the edge of the woods flickered. 

The words, hidden under the aqua paint in Connor’s room came back to her. Don’t go in the woods, where eyes hide between and behind the trees, waiting for you, following.



She shivered, and straightened up, unable to turn away. “Enough of the melodrama, though, Feathers. you’re scaring Connor.” 

 



 


 



Feathers gave Izzy directions to a second-hand furniture shop, located in an alley off Oxford Road, in Reading. She drove there on Monday, circling the area several times, until she gave up trying to find the place in the car, and parked on the main road. Eventually she noticed an old junk shop almost hidden between the back end of an Indian restaurant and the start of a long row of terraced houses that extended up the hill for half a mile. A weather-beaten sign above a dirty window read: Terry’s. 

A bell jangled as she opened the door and an old man appeared from a back room. He nodded a welcome and sat down by the till, watching Izzy over his reading glasses as she nosed around. To her left, chairs leaned in drunken stacks; to the right, sofas spooned. A row of wardrobes lined one wall, back-to-back, with just enough space to peek in and view the front. 

Hidden behind a tallboy, Izzy came across a beautiful rocking chair. She needed a chest of drawers, but none appealed. She could ask, in case there were more stored in the back. The man by the till, now reading an aged copy of Readers Digest would, no doubt, show her. But the chair needed to be on her balcony, pointed in the direction of the woods. She ran a finger across the wood, and pushed. It creaked back and forth. She listened, her thoughts drifting to Feathers until the old man appeared behind her.

“Will you be making a purchase today?” he asked. 

Izzy bought the chair, and squeezed it in the back of her Toyota. 

Somehow, she dragged it up the stairs without breaking its delicate runners, and pushed it out to its final position on the balcony. 

She sat down, the chair groaning and creaking. The runners ran over the tiles, creating a sound as they passed across grout lines of an almost silent train. The ‘chug-chug-chug’ effect had a lulling effect, and Izzy sank back against the wood.

The early summer sky glowed baby blue along one edge of the horizon, deepened into ruby-purple, and turned inky-black with a dose of silver sprinkles as the night arrived. She pointed herself in the direction of the woods, choosing to watch the bats come swooping out of the trees and hear the screams of woodland animals as they tried to survive another night. So many warnings issued, she brushed them like dust from her memory. The beauty of Coombe’s Wood nurtured fascination, fear vanished, words faded. ‘Don’t go in the woods.’ She chuckled quietly. Scribbles in a child’s hand – had she ever been scared? 

Izzy left the balcony and made her way to bed, only to dream of a liquid dark. The essence of the woods fed the nightmare, and a barrage of woody and earthy scents seemed to cling to the air long after she awoke. 

Drawn back to the balcony in the morning, she stared out again at Coombe’s Wood and the warm velvet trees growing there, as they reached out their branches in welcome. 

 




Chapter 6

 



 


 



10th July


 



 


 



Dear Alana,


 



 


 



I’m sorry it’s been such a long time, but when Isabel Santana makes a promise, she keeps it. So here I am!


I can’t tell you exactly where I am – I’m like a spy in a secret location.J You may think I’m being silly, but I worry he’ll rifle through your letters. It may be completely paranoid, but with his sort, you never know. I have a friend who works on the other side of ‘Town’. He’ll post this on Monday, so not even the postmark will pinpoint me. If I had a computer, this would be so much easier. But there’s never any money in this house. It’s all I can do to keep Connor in reading material Thank God there’s a library in the next village. I think he’d die from literary starvation otherwise. There’re a few old computers at the back behind the thrillers section. Once I’ve got my library card I’ll book some internet time. I’ll open a new email account – remember to look in your junk folder for the next few weeks.


I guess the most important thing is we’re both fine. Connor is settling into yet another new school, poor kid. Our first address here was all the way over on the other side of the town. When we got the flat, it turned out to be almost an hour from the shelter. Hopefully this will be the last change for him, three senior schools are enough for any kid.


But this is the news I am really excited about. I hate Income Support. You remember how at work, the boss used to make me call up when someone was sick, and make sure they weren’t skiving or something. You remember how much I hated that? Well, signing on is ten times worse. So I started a business, yup, made signs and everything, put them all over my village, and the surrounding three. I’m so excited about it!


Don’t get me wrong – I miss working at Morrison’s. It took me years of hard work to make manager. I hope they give the job to you, now I’m gone. I thought about starting again – there’s a small supermarket in the village with the library. But I’d need to start at the beginning. Apologies about the paranoia, but I can’t use Morrison’s as a reference – just in case. 


Here, it’s so fresh and safe, all the cobwebs seem to have been blown away, it’s like I can see clearly for the first time in years. I don’t actually need to earn a fortune. The rent’s low, and Connor and I don’t need much. We’ve got a telly now, and I know he wants a computer, but hey, beggars can’t be choosy.


I’m getting off track. I wanted to tell you about my new career. I searched around and scoured the papers for work. But everything I saw, needed me to work all the hours God gives, and I couldn’t commit to that. More than ever, Connor needs me about. 


Can you hear the drum roll?


I’ve started a pet sitting business! 


Setting up was so easy. I called the company Home & Away, and made a sign I liked. As I said, I stuck them up all over the place. I also took out a month’s advertising in two post offices, and pinned signs up in the vets and at the pet shop. It feels so good being my own boss – woo-hoo!


Three days after the signs went up, I received my first call. I couldn’t believe it! But summer holidays aren’t so far away. And, I priced out the competition – one visit costs the same as a day’s boarding for one cat in a cattery. Anyone with two or more cats saves money, and after you add in the fish tanks and hamsters, they really make out on the deal. I’m now grandly trawling around the countryside after Connor leaves for the school bus, tending to my small furry charges.


That’s reminded me. This is a strange village. It almost seems to have no heart. Lanes turn to trails because they’re disused, and most roads seem to be major routes, with the houses perched along the edge. 


The closest thing to a neighbourhood is right here, in the few streets built by the council. Once you leave the estate, nearly everything is detached and worth more than half a million pounds. Ouch! 


Because most of the roads seem to go in awfully circuitous directions, the easiest (quickest) way to get from one side of the village to the other is to crash over a rough old track through the woods – argh!


 



 


 



More later, 


Izzy


xxx


ooo


 



 


 



PS Love to Milo, tell him I miss him sleeping on my feet, and waking up with him purring in my ear. Thanks for saying you’d look after him. Once I’ve saved up the petrol money, I’ll come and fetch him.


PPS I forgot to tell you about my strange neighbour. He lives across the hall from me, and he’s… a bit out there. He talks about elves – can you believe it? But he’s really nice. Don’t say I’ve been taken in by him, because I haven’t. Honest! I’m just so relieved to be around someone who doesn’t seem to hate me.


PPPS I miss you. Wish I could let myself into your kitchen so we could drink pots of tea together, like we used to. Take care, and watch out for him.



Chapter 7

 



 


 



15th July


 



 


 



“I told you not to go use that road.” Feathers lay flat on the floor, his feet resting on the beanbag, a joint between his lips. 

“What on earth is going to happen to me?” Izzy said. “It’s a road. With potholes. I turn my steering wheel and avoid them. Did you know cars worked like that?”

“Ha-ha.”

“Tell me, what’s going to get me? Ooo…perhaps there’s a bear?” She grinned at him from the sofa. “It’ll hide behind a tree, waiting hours until I drive past. It’ll pounce on the car and rip the roof off the car. After the bear beats its chest, giant claws will reach in and spirit me away.” She tried not to laugh as Feathers handed over the joint. She pinched it awkwardly between her fingers and took a small drag. Her lungs burned, and she wanted to cough, instead she held her breath and handed the smoke back.

“Bears don’t beat their chests.”

“Nor do they live in England. Isn’t that the point?”

“Look, I’ve heard horrible things can happen,” he said. “Murders, even. And none of the old-timers will go into those woods, daylight or not.” 

Feathers seemed to think his words were final, stuck the joint between his lips, and sucked the end into a fiery orange glow. For an instant, an image of George flashed before her eyes, sitting in his smelly armchair, beer in one hand, remote in the other, and a fat cigar hanging from his mouth. Izzy curled up on the sofa and pulled a cushion onto her stomach.

“I may be more used to horrible things than you realise,” she said, “and murders can happen anywhere, obviously. Anyway, it’s not like you’ve been here all your life. You can’t know everything about Coombe’s Wood.”

The door onto Feathers’ balcony swung open on a breeze. She took the motion as an invite, jumped off the sofa and marched outside. Night had almost finished arriving and stars speckled the sky. It seemed like more light shone up there than black. In books, she’d seen skies like this, all patterns and twinkling lights designed to make you dream. Izzy stood and looked for a while, and calmed down. She searched for patterns and reminded herself once more to invest in an astronomy book, and learn the constellations. She identified the white splash of the Milky Way. It lit the fields with a little help from the moon. The woods were still dark, the night sky’s weak glow unable to penetrate. Only the very tops of the trees caught the light. They looked like black undulating clouds, clouds you might be able to jump right through and coast down to a faraway land.

Looking out across the dense black of the woods, she almost believed there was some sense to Feathers’ stories.

“What do you see?” Feathers sneaked up behind her, not even the sweet smell of patchouli emanating from his skin today warned her of his approach. “A bear? A pack of wolves? Or a swarm of miniature hell-bound monsters hiding behind tree trunks?”

“How do you do that?”

“What?” he asked peering curiously over at the woods. 

“Creep about so quietly?”

“The elves taught me to be stealthy.” He winked at her, dropped his voice to a whisper and said: “They live in the bramble and hawthorn at the edges of fields. And even they won’t go near the woods.” 

“You don’t say.” Izzy stared at him for a moment, her eyes half-closed. Above, the celestial mosaic called to her. “I have never seen so many stars before,” she said, once more with her head tilted back. Feathers didn’t come near enough to touch, but stood so close to Izzy, her skin tingled. She straightened, pulling in her stomach, and, unable to stop herself, flicked her head so her chestnut curls swayed across her back. For the umpteenth time, she wondered whether he felt only friendship between them. He wasn’t married, in a long-term relationship or gay. She thought he was nice, and so far not violent. And he could cry. Izzy had noticed tears in his eyes not two days before.

 



 


 



Her bed arrived from Terry’s. She’d been back to the eclectic shop since she bought the rocking chair, still searching for a chest of drawers. But this time, she came away richer one bed. The mattress seemed bug free, and the bedstead was solid. Terry must have thought her insane as she leaned and pushed against the wood, checking for creaks. 

The deliveryman arrived just after Izzy left for a pet-sitting visit. Mr Brown let them in, and kindly told the man: “Leave the bed in the lobby.” 

Izzy was testing the weight of the individual parts when Feathers walked into the building.

“Need some help?”

“God, yes,” Izzy said. “How could he tell them to leave the bed here?” She tutted, hands on hips. “Why not have them leave it upstairs?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Feathers said, and grabbed the edge. “I’ll give you a hand. Come on, grab the other side.”

They manhandled it onto the landing at the top of the stairs, panting from the exertion. With the frame balanced between them, they rested for a minute to catch their breath. A large bluebottle flew up through the stairwell, dipping and diving. It whizzed past her face, so close she felt a breeze.

“Blame the pig farm over the next field.” Feathers followed its flight. “They breed them as a by-product.” 

“But it’s huge – what are they feeding on? It’s…like, a bumblebee sized poo-eater!” 

She pointed as it buzzed past Feathers. 

“I never knew flies could be as loud as helicopters.” She grinned, and then swished at the bluebottle as it returned and got tangled in one of her dark curls. Without any warning, a pale hand flashed past Izzy. 

Her instinct was to duck. She was quicker than the hand, and jerked away. 

She dropped her side of the frame onto the ceramic tiles of the hall. The bed landed with a sharp wooden thunk, and caught Feathers’ feet as it fell flat. He let out a yelp of surprise. She backed up, three quick steps into a corner, collapsed onto the floor, one arm thrust up to cover her face.

Feathers also fell to the floor and sat there rubbing his feet, his blue eyes turning to water. 

She watched him, over the arm. Slowly, she began to control the tension.

“Sorry,” she whispered. 

She hadn’t told Feathers much about her arrival at the council flats. She’d only said she was a single Mum and she deserved the flat. She’d dropped in a question about who he’d slept with to land a flat, being male and single, he’d smiled and said he didn’t want to say, and the topic had been dropped.

“Why did you do that?” His voice low.

“I’m sorry,” she repeated. 

“Don’t be sorry,” he said. “There’s no need to be afraid now.” 

Feathers jumped to his feet, and came over, holding a hand out. She stood up, turned her face away, tears brimming, and pressed back into the corner. 

Slowly, Feathers raised a hand to her cheek. For a second he touched her, his fingers like a breeze on her skin. Then he withdrew, as if he’d burnt his fingertips. As swiftly as he’d swatted at the fly, Feathers turned and wiped his sleeve across his face. 

After a few seconds, he leaned over to pick up the fallen bed. 

“Shall we?” he asked, blinking.

 



 


 



A creeping chill from the balcony tiles pulled Izzy from her recollections. She curled her toes and pulled the sides of her cardigan around her body. The image of Feathers, distressed, a damp smear across his cheek stuck in her mind. She could almost believe he cared. 

The trees shook with a chill wind that swept out of the woods, and past the flats where it brushed against Izzy, laden with a musky scent. She filled her lungs with the breeze, trying to clear her mind of George, when Feathers bumped against her. For a few seconds, she froze, uncomfortable with the sensation of his bare arm rubbing against her own. There was heat in his skin, he felt feverish…then there was another sensation. Electrical, as if with his other arm, he’d reached down and pressed his fingers into a socket. Power jumped off his skin and coursed through the air and into her veins. Her body tensed, her scalp tingled, and then, the surprise, a heat kick started between her legs. Izzy shifted her weight to her other foot and moved over a few centimetres, and away from Feathers. The hair on the back of her neck prickled up, the electricity still darting through the air. She went hot and cold, her skin shrank, her head span, her nipples hardened. She couldn’t think. She shifted again.

“You got lots of business now?” Feathers asked, interrupting her discomfort.

“Yes, thanks.” 

She had discovered Feathers sent people her way. He knew people all over the village. Over pints in the pub, he’d promoted her business by handing out business cards, interrupting conversations of forthcoming holidays and mentioning her name whenever possible. She also cleaned, for now, the income from pet-sitting alone not enough to cover her expenses. Funnily enough, she earned more per hour scrubbing urine stains from toilets and bleaching kitchens than she ever had as a manager in a shop.

“Just don’t go down Coombe Lane, Izzy,” he said. 

“Why do you pronounce my name like that?” 

“Like what?”

“Like you’re from Scotland,” she said. 

“The elves speak like that. I suppose I picked it up from them.”

“So, when do I get to meet these elves of yours?” She nudged him and laughed.

“Oh, I don’t choose when and where, that’s up to them.”

She spun around and said, “Hey – does that mean you’ve been speaking to the elves about me?” Izzy prodded him in the chest.

“Don’t poke me!” he said, and clasped her hand loosely in his own. “The elves don’t like violence. They won’t want to meet you if you start beating me up.” He reached around and ran his fingers down her side.

“No, no! That tickles!” She squirmed under his grip. “Stop! I’ll do anything, just stop!”

“Okay,” he said, and released her. “Stop going down Coombe Lane.”

“For God’s sake. Enough about the woods. I’m sick of hearing warnings, and I promise you, I’m not going to be frightened by some ghost stories. They aren’t even stories, they’re just silly warnings.”

“But haven’t you seen what a terrible state the road is in? The work crews won’t go into the woods to repair the tarmac. Doesn’t that tell you something, when a crew of muscle bound manual labourers won’t venture between the trees?”

She thought for a moment as she waited hopefully for a shooting star. “It tells me they’re a bunch of over-sized pussycats. Anyway, not that it’s relevant, but how did the road get built in the first place, if not by labourers?”

“All right…” Feathers switched tone to conciliatory and reassuring. “Next Saturday, I’ll treat you and Connor to a lunch at the Red Lion. We’ll talk to Bobby and Stan and anyone else who’s at the pub, maybe even Whiskey Dave. You’ll soon understand about Coombe’s Wood.”

“Okay, whatever makes you happy. But you and your friends are going to have a hard time trying to convince me that the woods are haunted. And, frankly, I’m just about full of cautionary words.” She smiled at him. “But, yes, I would love to go to the pub for lunch. And I’m happy to pay my own way.”

“Oh, God no, this is absolutely my treat. On a side note, did you know a beer or two actually does make for a better game of darts? A bunch of students, in their third year of a medical degree, actually experimented with three test groups – sober, tipsy and outright, falling over, drunk.” He shrugged. “Be interesting to try their theories out, don’t you think?”

Feathers moved a little closer, so their faces were only inches apart, and ran his fingers down her arm. 

“It’s getting late.” She twisted away from his touch.

“It is?”

“I should go. I’ve work in the morning, you know.”

“Don’t go.” He grasped her upper arm.

“No.” Izzy shook free. 

Feathers let her leave, she closed the door on his flat, wondering if he was still out there, or if he’d followed, and was steps behind her. She stared back at his front door, smiled, and crossed the hall.

Resonating snores filled her place. Izzy went into Connor’s room and gave him a gentle push onto his side. He spluttered a last snore out, gasping in a quieter breath. Satisfied he’d stopped, she pulled his door closed, and went to her own bedroom. Tired and woozy from the earlier smoke, she collapsed into bed, her last thoughts a sleepy jumble of electric skin and stars.

She didn’t hear the roar booming out of the woods. A deep-throated snarl and a high-pitched yelp intermingled. Then, the final scream of a fox floated though the open bedroom window. Izzy muttered in her sleep and rolled over. Silence retook the night.

 




Chapter 8

 



 


 



20th July

 



 


 



Izzy drove towards the flats, and pulled up alongside the back end of a hire van. One of the back doors swung on its hinges, exposing the pile of brown moving boxes inside. Flicking the indicator, she turned into the next space and peered in the window. A badly folded map covered the dashboard. A
crumpled pack of cigarettes lay on the chair, and the footwell lay ankle deep in discarded food cartons. With no one in the drivers seat to welcome, she grabbed a bag with milk and bread out of the boot and locked up. Before she got to the main entrance, Cathy opened the door.

“What’s all that about?” Izzy thumbed over her shoulder at the van.

“Didn’t you hear? Someone’s moving into the studio flat next to Feathers. It’s been for rent for a while, you know,” Cathy said.

“Have you met them?” Izzy leaned forward and dropped her voice to a suitable gossiping whisper.

“Not a couple, just a man, and I only saw the back of him. Wait around long enough, and I’m sure he’ll be down for some more boxes.” She suppressed a laugh. “Bet he’s another gay. Gilbert’ll be knocking on his door once he finds out he’s there alone.” 

“How can you be so certain he’s on his own?” Izzy switched the milk to the other hand, and glanced at the rental.

Cathy thought for a couple of seconds, then said, “I guess I don’t. But he’s not got much. If he had a girlfriend – or a boyfriend for that matter, there’d be more boxes.”

“Could be she’s minding their child while he’s doing the hard work,” Izzy countered.

“Again, not enough stuff. Kids come with more things than their parents.” Cathy sneaked a quick glance up the stairwell. “I still think he’ll turn out to be gay.”

Izzy laughed. “Well, bring him a welcome bunch of flowers. Remember to take notes on how he accepts them.”

“Good idea.” Cathy nodded. “I’ll add in a trip to the florist to my list.” She chuckled. “And I’ll let you know what happens.” She tapped the side of her nose, and walked off.

Izzy took the stairs slowly, hoping to glimpse the new neighbour. The door next to Feathers’ was closed, and she disappeared inside her own flat, the faint sounds of a jazzy saxophone seeping through the floorboards.

“Connor?” she called out as she closed the door. 

“Hi Mum,” he replied from the kitchen.

“Try not to drink all this in the next twenty-four hours, okay?” she said, bending down to put the milk in the fridge. 

Connor sat at the table, an array of ingredients set out before him.

“Why aren’t you fat?” Izzy asked.

Connor shrugged, and spread peanut butter on a slice of bread. He sandwiched it, cut it in half and pushed it to the side. He got out another slice, and unwrapped the cheese.

“Maybe you’ll grow.” Izzy snatched one of the sandwiches.

“Hey!”

“Mum tax.” She took a bite. “Want to come on my rounds?”

“I’ve got homework,” he said, and cut the cheddar. “Think I’ll stay.”

“Okay. Later.”

Izzy drove slowly past the van, once again peeking in the back. There seemed to be fewer boxes. He must have been up and down the stairs while she chatted to Connor. Funny how life could be a series of mistimed events. 

 



 


 



Some of Izzy’s clients had caravans on the coast. One had a cottage on an unpronounceable hill in Wales. Another had poorly parents who required regular visits. Today, she needed to visit a retired and dedicated traveller-by-coach, for a key pick-up. 

“Hello, Izzy,” Mrs Grey said.
Her name suited her. A shrunken old lady with hair a dark shade of steel, she opened the door wide.

A little tabby, with stripes to match her owner in colour, ran out from the living room. He stopped to stretch, mid-bound. He took off again, then flopped onto Izzy’s feet.

“Hi, big guy.” She crouched and rubbed his belly. “Where’re you off to this time?” she asked Mrs Grey.

“Frankfurt for ten days with my friend Dora. Bit of a long journey – longest we’ve ever travelled in a coach.” Two keys hung from her fingers. “I’ll give these to you now, so I don’t forget. Oh, and I’ve moved the kitchen around a bit, so I’d better show you where everything is.”

Izzy followed her, passing dark wooden furniture, photographs documenting almost a century crowding the surfaces, and vases full of dried flowers that reached out to snag her clothes as she moved past. The house smelled musty, of old books and mildewed corners.

In the kitchen, Mrs Grey opened up the cupboards and showed Izzy locations of cat biscuits and tins of wet food. 

“Before you go, Izzy, I hope you don’t mind me saying.” She fiddled with the hem of her cardigan. “I understand you’re using the old Coombe Lane to drive here.”

Izzy clung onto the keys, so as not to drop them. Her lips pursed into a miniature ‘O’ expression.

“I’m sorry if this is a little uncomfortable, and perhaps unexpected. But I’m asking, please don’t use the lane. Will you promise me?”

“Why shouldn’t I drive there?” 

A stifling silence filled the kitchen. Mrs Grey, unable to maintain eye contact, grabbed the dishcloth and cleaned nonexistent dirt from the counter. 

Izzy forced back an unexpected anger as it grew inside her. Heat crept up her neck, surely colouring her face bright red. Her hands clamped into white-knuckled fists. The hand holding the keys pinched against the sharp metal edges. Izzy squeezed harder.

Mrs Grey cleared her throat, and said, “Many accidents occur out there. The route twists and turns, quite unexpectedly. We’ve lost dozens of locals over the years to that road. A group petitioned to close off the woods, but the council refused. They never seem to know what’s actually best for us residents.” She flicked a brief smile at Izzy, and left the kitchen. The old lady stopped at the front door. “You won’t use the lane, will you?”

Izzy stretched her mouth into the semblance of a smile and shook her head. 

“Here are the dates.” She pulled a scrap of notepaper from her pocket and handed it to Izzy. “I realise you’ve probably got them in your diary, but you know me, can’t help myself.”

“Have a fabulous trip. Hope the weather’s sunny for you.” Izzy backed away, bumping against a basket of trailing lobelia and rubbing against a fuchsia with enormous purple flowers. She couldn’t keep her balance, her gait was almost drunken.

“Don’t go down that lane,” Mrs Grey called out.

Izzy nodded, and then collided with a prickly rose bush covered with perfect pale pink buds. They’d probably open while she visited Smidgen. She rubbed at the scratches from the thorns, and pulled her keys from her pocket. With a sigh of relief, she fell into the drivers seat. Mrs Grey waved good-bye and receded from view.

Inside her car, Izzy watched the front door click closed. She started the car, and before driving away, with some apprehension, locked the door. 

Two roads later, she indicated for the turn into Coombe’s Lane. At the last moment, she changed her course, and kept going straight.
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22nd July


 



 


 



“I was at old Mrs Grey’s house the other day, picking up keys,” Izzy said as they walked down the lane to the pub. “And you’ll never guess what she said.” Izzy rolled her eyes, and added nonchalantly to Feathers, “‘Don’t cut through the woods,’ she said. ‘Don’t use that old Coombe Lane, when you come here.’ Really, can you believe the nerve?”  


Connor looked back from the hedgerow he was inspecting. 

“She’s at it, as well?” 

“Seems to be.” She watched Connor, skipping along like a much younger child, stopping every few meters to peer between the plants. She fancied he was searching for elves.

“Mrs Grey…” Feathers scratched his beard, fluffing it up. “Don’t tell me…one cat, a tabby, named – Smidgen!” 


He laughed, stroking his beard back into shape. When his hand fell, his fingers brushed across Izzy’s. 

She slipped her hand into her pocket, and replied quickly, “Yes, that Mrs Grey. But how on earth did you know about her cat?”

“I am a man about the village. I know things.” He tapped the side of his nose. “So, what else did she say about Coombe Lane?” He smirked. “Something along the lines of what I already told you?” 

“You mean, nothing of substance?” Izzy crossed her arms. 

“Okay… So what did you tell her?”

“Nothing, really. Shook my head at the appropriate moments, and got out as quick as I could, in case it was catchy.”

“What was catchy?”

“Insanity…” Izzy pulled a face. “Seems like the whole village’s infected. Connor and I don’t stand a chance.” 

The wind caught Feathers hair, and as it flapped in the wind, she realised it was as long as hers. He reached over, put an arm around her shoulders and gave her a brief squeeze.

“Don’t worry, the sickness doesn’t last long.” He grinned.

“She did say the road’s sometimes closed – because of the weather.” She shrugged. A heavy scent wafted off Feathers’ skin, still stuck from the day before, some mix of Jasmine. She breathed deeply.

“You must have said something, then?”

She stared at him, unsure why this was so important to him. “I said, ‘Isn’t that dreadful. I will never, ever drive there again.’” Izzy laughed, as Feathers’ mouth dropped open. “Of course I didn’t say that! What I wanted to say was, ‘You’re this side of crazy, just like my good friend Feathers, and I’ll drive where I like, thank you very much.’”

“Oh,” he said.

“Not that I think you’re crazy…” She cleared her throat. “Sounds really harsh…”

“You wouldn’t be the first to tell me I was loopy.”

“Why – because you believe in fairies?”

“Or because people think I am a fairy. Anyway, the haunted woods business might be a fairy story,” he said with a grin, “but the old road is sometimes closed, that’s true. Take my word for it.”

“All right. Fairy ’nuff.”

Feathers laughed. “Quite a wit, aren’t you.”

“Not usually,” Izzy said.

“Must be something in the air, then.” 

“It’s the fairy dust.”

“Elves. Oh, and they’re real, but maybe the haunted woods is a bit much,” he said, and nudged her with his elbow.

 



 


 



At the end of the road, down in a little valley, the pub came into view. It sat on the edge of the road, with a tiny lane at the side that wound back up the hill towards another part of the village.

“There it is,” Connor shouted, and ran off.

“Want to hear about the pub?”

“Sure,” Izzy said. 

“Look at that low part of the pub, the bit closest to us. That was the first part of The Queen Vic, built in 1789. It’s used as the dining hall now. The first extension was built in 1850, when the brick works were bringing in workers, and they needed somewhere to quench their thirst. That’s the main part of the building, there’re a few rooms up there, for bed and breakfast. Stan lives in the attic. Back there,” he pointed to the rear of the pub, “is the last bit, with the thatch. That was built in 1950. It’s the kitchen.”

“Stan?”

“He’s the landlord.”

“The different parts don’t match,” Izzy remarked as they drew closer. 

“And watch out for the ghosts.” 

“Ghosts?” She looked up at the windows. Didn’t ghosts like to watch the living?

“There’s a young boy dressed in rags who wonders in and out of the dining hall, and a young woman who goes up the stairs in the main building. Apparently, she lived there about 1890, and died during childbirth. She’s looking for her child.”

Izzy kept glancing at the windows as they walked the last few yards. The curtains didn’t even twitch. Disappointed, she walked up the path to where Connor waited for them, cross-legged on a grassy patch by the front door, watching a bumblebee dance around the clover. As they passed under a beech tree, Feathers bent to touch the petals of a plant that looked almost like a bluebell to Izzy, but with creamy white flowers.

“White Helleborine,” he said, “an orchid. Can you see the yellow markings on the lip?” He rested an open bloom between his fingers. “It likes the chalk in the soil, and the shade.” 

“It’s pretty, delicate. I didn’t know orchids grew in England.” She bent down and sniffed at another. “Connor,” she called, watching Feathers as he caressed the flowers. Connor jumped up off the ground, and jogged up to Izzy.

“Hi Mum.”

“You do like it here, don’t you, Connor?” 

She ruffled his hair. It had grown long, and curled into chestnut ringlets to frame his face. His glasses had thick lenses, which made his eyes seem even larger than normal. 

“It’s much better than where we were.” Connor looked up with a smile.

“Come along, then,” Feathers called from the door. “Roll up. Proper grub inside.”

The breeze sucked tendrils of smoke out of the pub. They wafted around in the air currents, swirling around Feathers’ head before fading to nothing. 

Inside, the main room was wide and dark. Great oak beams, that had been stained black, crossed the ceiling like giant caterpillars. Columns in awkward places blossomed like tree trunks from the ground, dividing the room. 

Connor ran across the uneven floor and sat down on an ingle-nook bench. He looked back and grinned. 

“What do you think?” A broad smile stretched across Feathers’ face. “Hi Stan,” he called to the hulking barman. “This is Izzy.”

Stan boomed, “I take it that’s young Connor, then?” He squeaked a tea towel round the rim of a pint glass. “Nice to meet you both.”

Her mouth dropped open for a moment. “Hi,” she said finally, the sound of her voice distant. “I see we’ve been talked about?”

“Yup, we’re all under instructions to recommend our local pet sitter. Here for some lunch?” Stan held out three menus. “Inside or out?”

As if on cue, Connor threw back his head and sneezed.

“Outside, please,” Izzy said. “More breathing space for my son.”

“Connor,” Feathers said. “Why don’t you go out into the garden? Find a nice table in the sun, and we’ll be out after we’ve had a drink.” 

“Sure.” Connor ran off out of the smoky room and through the back door that he must have spied earlier.

“Izzy, I’d like to introduce you to Dave.” 

Dave shifted along his bench into the shadows as they approached, then looked up through lowered eyelids, as if gazing at them from a far-off place 

Tufts of tobacco-tinted hair, highlighted with streaks of white, ringed his mottled pate. With one hand, he clung to a pint glass, a freshly lit pipe in the other. He took a draft, and then rested the pipe on a clay ashtray. 

“Nice to meet you,” he said, his voice rippling gently.

Dave’s hand was surprisingly dry and firm, and as Feathers took up the space next to him, Izzy slipped into the seat opposite.

“Well,” Feathers said. “I heard tell you know the story behind Coombe’s Wood. The young lady and I would like to hear it.” 

Stan leant up against the counter, squeaking at the rim of another pint glass. He stacked it in a space above the bar, and tucked the towel into his back pocket.

“Mind if I join you?” Stan said, and sat down on a stool at the end of the table. 

“How long will this take?” Izzy asked, turning in the general direction Connor had left by.

“I wouldn’t worry about your young man, he will have found Oliver, whose parents are over there.” He indicated to a young couple huddled at a small table, clutching glasses and deep in conversation. 

“Thanks…” Izzy nodded, uncomfortable in this crowd of new faces, all who seemed to know so much about her.

“I can tell you about the woods,” Dave said, knocking his pipe against the ashtray. “If you like. I heard it all, you know, from Harold, the old timer who used to live in Honeycomb Cottage. He was one of the oldest residents of the village, lived in Cedham all his life. Used to come in here. Before your time of course, Stan.” He waved a hand towards Stan who was on his way back to the bar. “Of course he’s pushing up daisies, has been for years. I was only a young man at the time. Got him drunk on gin, and the whole story came tumbling out as it does when the tongue’s been loosened.”

“What goes around comes around, eh Dave?” Feathers nudged the old boy with his elbow as Stan started filling glasses at the bar. Pints of lager appeared for Feathers and Izzy, then a whisky for Dave and a half for himself.

Izzy leaned forward and caught Dave’s bleary eye. “So what’s in the woods?”

“Not much now I suppose. Just a few ghosts of times past, but I wouldn’t go there alone.” He slurped loudly from his unfinished pint, his beady eyes firmly fixed on the tot of whisky.

“Why wouldn’t you, Dave?” Izzy asked, smiling. 

He swivelled around, emanating alcoholic fumes. “You drive through the woods.” 

He stated it. This was a fact he already knew. She waited, not sure if she was required to respond. Izzy cleared her throat. 

“It’s the fastest way to get through this village,” she finally said.

“So, you haven’t heard about the disappearances, then.” He paused dramatically, before taking a luxuriously slow drink of his beer.

“What disappearances?” Izzy looked at Feathers, then back at Dave. “This is all a conspiracy to frighten naïve newcomers to the village, isn’t it?” 

“Well, now,” Dave set down his empty glass, and proceeded to push it slowly to the middle of the table. “No conspiracy. But I am telling you, on my mother’s grave, there have been many uncounted disappearances. All of people who go through the them woods.” 

“In a car, on foot, on horseback?” Feathers prompted. Stan stood up, and returned to the bar, taking Dave’s empty with him. 

“Anyone on foot,” Dave said quietly. “Or not. It’s hard to say.”

He sighed, snatched the shot glass and swallowed the whiskey in one gulp. He slammed the glass down with a sharp bang. Dave stayed poised – one hand wrapped around the shot glass. Izzy looked him over, his puffy features, the way he’d squeezed into a cheap suit. Was there a Mrs Dave? Just as puffy?

After a slow shiver, he came alive again. He lifted his pipe and said, “The story started some time during 1865. This is the year that John Coombe came screaming and wailing into this world. He grew up to be what might have been called the village idiot, or maybe simple. Those that lived in Cedham tolerated him. They ignored his wandering around the village, and his examinations of the factory.” 

“Factory?” Izzy asked.

“They used to make bricks up on the hill, the village grew up around it, because of the work. Most regular folk were employed there. The ones that didn’t were the very wealthy, with horses and carriages to get them to town or beyond. For everyone else, there was a bakery and a general food shop on the main road, just up from here.” He waved a hand. “It’s all gone now. Converted into houses that sell for sickening sums. 

“Then one day during the year 1890, a girl disappeared. She was a daughter of one of the factory workers, and although a fuss was raised about Eliza, it wasn’t until the child of one of the upper class folk disappeared that the police sat up and took notice.” Whiskey Dave had not yet released the shot glass. He turned it slowly between his fat fingers as he spoke.

“The missing boy, Joseph, was searched for, but no one could find a clue as to where he’d disappeared to. Then a third person vanished. This time, it was the fourth daughter of the priest. Violet was apparently a stunning girl with waist long red hair and a voice that made the village stop fiddling with their bibles and listen. A lark, that was what Harold said, she sounded like a lark.”

“Old Harold couldn’t have heard her.” Stan was back, leaning against the customers’ side of the bar, and eyeing the shot glass.

“Apparently he was but a lad, maybe five at the time. He could remember her at the church opening her mouth, and how everyone stopped and listened. She was eighteen years old. Her father was remarkably forward thinking for the time and she was to be sent off to college. I think it was mathematics that she wanted to do. But it might have been music. She was apparently very good at any instrument put before her.

“With Violet’s disappearance, the whole village went completely crazy, houses were searched, gardens were examined, out buildings turned over. No one was beyond questioning. Neighbours eyed each other suspiciously and arguments and old grievances were loud and aggressive. Then one last person disappeared.

“Some of the men folk had taken it upon themselves to search methodically through the surrounding the land. There were less fields then, and they spread themselves thin throughout the woodlands.” 

Whiskey Dave finally released his glass. Immediately, Feathers motioned Stan for refills. Izzy found she had emptied hers. So engrossing was Dave’s tale that she hadn’t noticed. Shifting on the bench and ignoring an instinct to check on Connor, she waited for Dave to start again.

“Cheers, Feathers,” Dave said, raising his pint glass.

“Welcome.” Feathers leaned forward as did Stan. It seemed they were all eager.

Licking his lips, his glass already half-empty, Dave began again. “A man called William was searching alone, the next man maybe a mile away on either side. He was inside a particularly dense patch of trees, walking along an underused lane that was little more than a path. Although it was sunny that day, the rays could not penetrate the dense foliage. William didn’t walk out of the woods that day. 

“Fortunately, others knew where William had been searching. So when Doris, who was William’s wife, rang the church bell late that night, a mob rapidly assembled as the bell tumbled men from their beds. They went in force into the woods, armed with lighted torches and whatever weapons they could find.

“Doris didn’t sleep, walking from one room of sleeping children to another, watching the sun break into a blood red slash across the fading night. She prayed constantly, silently, eyes full of tears and a belly full of fear. She already knew that William was dead, she just didn’t know how. 

“The villages went in shouting, baying for blood, they came out quiet, tired, some with blood stains on their clothes. Eight of them had paired off and each carried what could be called a body between them. The corpses had been ripped to shreds by the attacker, so that it took a proper look to guess which body belonged to whom. They were laid in the church until someone with the proper authority could come and collect them. In the hall, the males of village collected and argued and presumed who or what could have done such a thing. The females meanwhile were drawn to Doris’ cottage, coming in twos and threes to offer sympathy.”

Izzy pictured poor Doris. Even in fiction she came alive, lost and alone despite a constant stream of visitors, holding her children until they wriggled in her tight embrace. One of those children had been Harold.

“It was then that Simple John wandered into the hall. He was covered in cuts, and his clothing was torn and bloody. A murderous silence fell over the assemblage, until John opened his mouth to explain. Even as they strapped him up to the tree, he shouted that a creature in the woods had attacked him, that he hadn’t murdered anyone. He wept as the stool was pulled from under him and then all was quiet.

“Even as he swung in his impromptu and illegal execution, children were collected and warned away from the woods. Later that year it was named Coombe’s Wood, so no one would forget what happened that summer.”

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” Stan whispered, nodding. “That’s a grand story.”


“Is any of it true?” Izzy put a hand to her mouth.

“As Harold told me the story, it’s all true.” Dave finished his pint in one long gulp. “But a few others whose parents were brought up in Cedham also know the story, I’ve asked about, the tale never varies.” 

“So, why am I not supposed to drive through the woods then, I mean this John Coombe died…?”

“1890.” 

“1890, so why do I have to be worried?”

“The hauntings, has Feathers told you nothing?”

She turned to Feathers – his face covered by the pint glass that he held tight to his face. He drank slowly.

“What hauntings?” Izzy started to wonder if there wasn’t a little inbreeding at work here.

“Tell her Feathers, I’m off for a piss.” Dave stretched and left the table, a short squat fellow, he staggered off towards the gents.

“Did you know all this?” she accosted Feathers. Stan grinned and left to arrange more glasses.

“Yes. Okay, I knew. It’s just that Whiskey Dave tells the story better that anyone I know.”

“What hauntings?” 

“The ghosts of John Coombe and his victims wander the woods. Boys insist on going into the woods on dares, but they never go alone. Apparently, Simple John is still looking for new victims. But, he’ll only attack a person when they’re on their own.”

“Ghosts? You’re all afraid of ghosts!” She laughed. “So that’s what this is all about.”

“Not just a ghost!” Feathers slid along the bench to the place Whiskey Dave had been. He grabbed Izzy’s hand, looking deep into her eyes with his pale wash of blue. “There have been disappearances in those woods since John Coombe was executed. Except no one else has ever been found.” He leaned in further, so that she could smell the beer on his breath. “That’s why the workmen won’t work there, if they are left alone, they see things, scary things that send them screaming for company. Enough years of that happening, and the rumours spread. Now they won’t work there at all.” 

She stared back, pulling away just a little, not sure now if her companion wasn’t more crackers than she had previously thought.

“Tell me you will avoid the woods.”

“Okay, I’ll avoid the woods.” She pulled her hand out of his clasp and clambered awkwardly off the bench. “I need to check on Connor.” She walked off, her head a muddle with the strangely fake ghost story Whiskey Dave had told them. One that was apparently familiar to all, except for her. 

Connor was happily prodding insects with Oliver. “Can I have a cheese burger with chips or something?” he asked. It was more of an order than a request. He leaned back against Oliver, shoulder to shoulder as they captured and tested the endurance of yet another many-legged beast.

“You all right?” Feather said. He’d followed her out to the garden, walking softly, as if his feet were shoed with air.

“Fine. It’s just a ghost story, with a village bogeyman added in the mix. It must stop the kids from wandering a little, if they think a murderer is stalking the woods in wait of fresh meat.”

“I suppose.”

“The missing kids probably just ran away or something.”

“Perhaps… Is it worth finding out?”

“Or maybe Simple John was telling the truth. Maybe there’s some other creature in the woods, and he was the only one that escaped.”

“Who knows, so long as you don’t go there any more. Look, I’ve got the menu. Do you want to have a look? Oh and the specials board has some corkers on it…” 

They wandered back inside to place their order. In the back of her brain, Izzy replayed the story over and over. She came to the conclusion that it was a damn fine ghost story, enjoyably creepy. Then she thought about what she’d said to Feathers. She had promised to avoid Coombe’s Wood. But that didn’t mean she could never drive through it again.
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The rain tore down in sheets, the wind howling as early autumn gales replaced the summer sun. Izzy pulled up to the end of Briar Lane and indicated right, and towards Pangbourne. A little way up, trying to shelter under a chestnut tree, Poppy and Romeo waited for the bus.

Izzy pulled up alongside, and leaned over to roll down the passenger window.

“You need a lift down the hill?”

“Ta, Iz. We’re gettin’ bloody soaked!” 

Poppy chucked the pushchair in the boot, while Izzy kept hold of Romeo. He cooed at her, then bunched up a fist and tried to stuff it in his mouth.

“He’s teething,” Poppy said, and got in the back seat. “That’s where we’re going, to pick up some gel and stuff. My mum said that’s what he needed. Really appreciate you doing this, Iz.” She buckled in, and put the baby on her lap. “Where’d all the sunshine go?”

“South!” Izzy said, and laughed. She could see Romeo in the rearview mirror. 

He looked right back and said, “Ma-ma-ma-ma-ma.”

“Did you hear that, Izzy? He’s not even eighteen months old, and he’s talking. My little genius, aren’t you?”

Izzy shifted her gaze to Poppy. She was small, stick-thin, with long silky black hair that fell about her shoulders and halfway down her back. It was wet now, and clung to her scalp, but that didn’t take away from her angular beauty. A few years younger, and she’d have been in the same school year as Connor. Izzy shook her head, thinking fatalistically, how everyone had a cross to bare. How very Portuguese. 

Izzy shifted into first and drove off, to the repeated singing of Incy Wincy Spider. She parked behind the supermarket, the rain slowing to a heavy drizzle.

“I’ll be about half an hour, if you want a lift back up to Cedham.” Izzy said, taking the umbrella from the boot, and popping it open.

“Ta very much, Iz. See ya.” Poppy strapped Romeo in the buggy and pulled the plastic rain-guard down. She walked off, singing London Bridge is Falling Down. Romeo clapped and laughed in time.

Izzy smiled and turned in the opposite direction. The rain slowed to a drizzle, and she took her time walking to the post office, lost in thought about bills, schedules, Connor’s need for new school clothes. She renewed her advert in the window, replacing the original ad with a newer, more colourful version. As she stuck it in place, a man with a wide brimmed hat walked past the window. He was tall, sinewy, and looking back at her with wide eyes.

“Joe!” 

Izzy ran out of the shop and tripped over a badly parked tricycle. She fell towards the road, still searching down the pavement. She could see him, head and shoulders above most folk, bobbing between them, heading for the park.

“Joesph!” she yelled, and charged through the crowd.

Izzy ran down the high street, across the zebra crossing, a Land Rover screeching to a halt, its bumper inches from her thigh. She put up a hand of thanks, but didn’t stop to meet the driver’s eyes, or, no doubt, their shaking fist. She tore around the corner, and realised she’d lost sight of him. He was too fast, already disappeared under the railway bridge, and around the corner to the Thames. Or down the road to Whitchurch. Or up the road to the roundabout, and then to either Streatley or towards Reading. Izzy wheezed, still running, searching. How could he just vanish?

“Hey Iz,” Poppy said, as she emerged from the pharmacy.

“Ai, meu deus, Poppy!” Izzy cried, as she narrowly avoided colliding with the girl, her momentum carried her to the edge of the pavement, into the path of yet another car, but she swerved in, and came to a stop by the bank next door. She leaned against the wall and tried to slow her breathing.

“Where’s the fire?” Poppy asked, peering around the corner, in the direction of the post office. “Or you been nickin stuff?” She giggled, and gave Izzy a playful punch on the arm. “Only jokin’.” 

“Thought I saw someone I knew,” Izzy said, panting, and stared under the bridge. “Someone I haven’t seen in years.”

“Guess he saw you first,” Poppy said. She laughed, and backed the pushchair out of the shop.

“Maybe…” Izzy resisted the urge to start after him again. “Probably wasn’t him…” 

“Ooo, I’ve got to go somewhere else, you ain’t got to go yet?”

“You’re all right, I still need to get bread and milk. I’ll wait by the car for you.”

They parted company, Izzy pausing to peer past the Chinese restaurant and down the road. There was another Mum and buggy heading away from the village, and an old lady walking slowly with an empty string bag coming towards Izzy, but no men.

She made her purchases, and waited looking out over a little stream that ran alongside the car park. A large trout darted upstream, picking bugs off the surface and leaving bubbles to mark his path. 

Memories jumbled about, starting and stopping. Joseph taking her boating, Connor’s birth, and the expression of total love on his face as he held his baby for the first time, Redecorating her house, and getting into a paint fight, the love they made after they cleaned up. Izzy pressed her index and middle fingers against her temples, and rubbed slowly. Meeting in Chester, the wave of love as their eyes met. They were drawn to each other, and sat on a bench under the clock, ignoring the tourists, and talking for hours. The day he was supposed to come back from here, from Cedham. She’d waited up all night and called the police in the morning. 

Izzy leaned against the wall that bordered the stream, and held her head. Just one image, she thought, not this jumble of shorts. 

“Izzy,” Joseph called from across the stream. 

Her head snapped up, and there he was, holding a little baby. Connor. Joseph was grinning, one hand under his son’s bottom, the other cradling Connor’s wobbly head. She was trying to take a photo, an artistic shot. They’d stripped Connor, and Joseph had taken his shirt off. Just as she focused the lens, a yellow liquid squirted out and ran down Joseph’s chest. After that, she was laughing so hard; she couldn’t keep the camera still enough for a photo. Why did he run away from her? Why did he leave with no explanation? She’d mourned him. Hands suddenly came down on her shoulders, and Izzy jumped, almost falling over the wall and into the water.

“Sorry Iz, you away with the fairies?”

“Something like that.” She held onto the wall for a few seconds, to try and regain her composure. “Don’t do that again, okay?”

“Thinkin’ about that man, weren’t ‘cha?” Poppy pulled some bags off the handlebars of the buggy, and piled them by the back of the Toyota. Romeo squinted as the sun broke through the clouds, and put his hands out to Izzy.

“Just thinking,” Izzy said, and went round to open the boot. “What did you get from the pet shop? You don’t own any animals.”

“Well, it’s a surprise for Romeo, a present for turning a year and a half,” Poppy said, leaning close. She whispered in Izzy’s ear, “Sarah, she lives in number ten, her dog had litter of puppies a few months ago, and she’s found a home for ‘em all, but one. He’s a runt, and ain’t no one that wants him, so she said she’d give him to me for free.” 

“A dog? You sure about this? There’s hardly any room for you and Romeo in that flat of yours.”

“The council are going to re-home me into a two-bed. They got to, it’s against the law, us in a one-bed.” Poppy put Romeo on the back seat of the car, and collapsed the buggy.

“So why didn’t you get my flat? Would have made sense, to simply move you up a floor.”

“Didn’t offer it to me. I’ve got my eye on number 18. Old Mrs Hanley is nearly eighty-six. And I heard from John, next door to her, he said she’s got a wicked cough, and she’ll pop her clogs soon enough.”

“Poppy, that’s not very nice!” 

“Well, it’s true! People get old and die. Sometimes, they just die.” Poppy slipped onto the backseat next to her son, and strapped in. “Ain’t no point in pretending it don’t happen, Iz.” She shrugged. “Hey, can we stop by Sarah’s?” 
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Dear Alana,


Rant Warning!


Sorry, Alana but I am so angry right now, I could blow, I really could. I was in the next village on Monday, renewing an advert, and guess who walked by the post office. Joseph!


I couldn’t believe it! I’m sure it was him. He was wearing one of his wide brimmed hats and, even though it was pretty hot that day, the long coat that he always had on. It hung on him, – he’s even thinner than he used to be. He saw me first, and ran off. God he’s quick. I didn’t stand a chance. He disappeared around the corner, and there was no way I could catch him. But can you believe the nerve! I’ve spent the last eleven years thinking him dead. And there he was, walking around bold as brass. Ooo, I could just spit. How dare he leave me like that, no explanation, no warning, not even a simple postcard saying, “Don’t worry, I’m not dead, just couldn’t hack having a kid…”


How dare he!


I’ve spent the last two days searching the next village. I guess he’s gone to ground. Maybe he didn’t know I’d moved to the area, and now he’s trying to figure out what to do!


But it’s dredged up all the old emotions. I thought I’d got over him, and now there’s this little flutter in my heart, all mixed in with the anger. It’s all so confusing. Why does life have to do this? I’ve just got away from George, and now Joseph somehow slides back into my life. I missed him for so long, Alana. I hate men!


 



 


 



ARGH!


 



 


 



Izzy x

 




Chapter 12

 



 


 



23rd Sept


 



 


 



Izzy paced her living room. Connor was out with Oliver, doing survival training under Feathers’ tuition, and she’d driven down to Pangbourne to get some dinner. 

She came out of Somerfield’s with a retourte pack of curry and pilau rice in her backpack, sparkling water in her hand. She took a sip as she scanned the streets, up under the railway bridge, along the high street to the left, and then to the right. She needed some stamps, and walked off, trying to spot Joseph’s head bobbing above the others in the streets. 

With the bottle still to her mouth, she stopped mid-sip. Bubbles tingled her tongue and reminded her to swallow. Her eyes widened. Then suddenly, she dropped the bottle to her side, and threw herself into a doorway.

Izzy inched backwards, and bumped into an old man.

“Sorry, so sorry about that.” She stared at him, frantically, then down the high street.

“Don’t worry, dear.” He took a step, and then turned around. “Are you all right?” 

“Sorry, I’m fine.” Izzy didn’t make eye contact, staring beyond him. Suddenly, she lunged backwards again, this time crashing into a rack of flowers. She steadied them, the water bottle dropping from her fingers. The plastic bottle rolled unsteadily towards the road, waves of water gushing out. She hardly noticed, her eyes back on the high street. She watched for a long time, clenching and unclenching her hands. People moved past her, old women, Mums and babies, school kids eating sweets and laughing at the world. A young man pushed past her and into the bookshop, whose entrance she hid in. Izzy ignored him, and took a step, turned and ran back to the car park. 

Izzy locked the car, and leaned against the steering wheel, trying to catch her breath. She jumped as someone banged a car door beside her. A woman pushed a screaming toddler into a buggy. The woman struggled to strap the little girl in. The child threw her stomach out so the harnesses couldn’t be locked. The woman yanked, and there was a click. The child, now secured, fixed Izzy with a baleful stare, tears on her rosebud cheeks. Izzy started the car, and sped from the car park. 

 



 


 



Izzy walked one more length of the room, then left the flat and went upstairs. She knocked on the door to number eight. Cathy opened the door, and frowned as she saw Izzy.

“What’s wrong? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Izzy looked at the floor. “I have, kind of.”

“Well, come on in. I’ll brew up a pot of tea.”

Izzy sat at Cathy’s kitchen table, wringing her hands. “I saw him down the village.”

“Who?” 

“George.”

Cathy stopped fumbling around in a cupboard, and looked round, then stood up; a packet of hobnobs in her hands. 

“You saw George?”

“No, it wasn’t him, but I thought it was. That man is etched on my brain. I’ll be searching for him until the day he dies.” She tried to smile at Cathy. “This man came out of the Little Ditty who looked just like George. I ducked into Madame Tulia’s, and watched him walk down the high street, towards Reading. And I still thought it was him. I couldn’t imagine he’d walked there, so I thought he must have parked his car on one of the side roads. I stayed in the entrance to Madame Tulia’s and watched him go.”

“You’re absolutely certain that it wasn’t him?”

Izzy nodded. “When the man was just about out of sight, he turned round, nearly giving me a heart attack. And he was nothing like George.” 


Cathy put the teapot on the table, along with a milk jug and a matching jar filled with amber coloured sugar cubes.

“The weird thing is,” Izzy continued, “I saw Connor’s real dad the other day. Except he saw me first, and ran off.”

“He ran away.” Cathy poured the tea, averting her face. A muffled burst of laughter escaped. “From you?”

“It’s not funny, I couldn’t catch him! He raced through the village…and I lost him under the railway bridge...I think, or up the high street…He was fast, I couldn’t tell which way he went.”

Cathy put a hand over her grin, and cleared her throat. “Sorry love, you’re right. Your ex running at the sight of you is very, very serious.” 

“It’s not funny!” Izzy said, laughing along with Cathy. She sipped at her tea, and then looked at Cathy, a mischievous gleam in her eye. “Maybe they’re all having an Izzy’s Ex-boyfriends’ Convention. I’ll see if I can spot any of my school boyfriends mulling about in Pangbourne!”

“Oh, don’t!” Cathy bent over double, laughing hysterically. “Maybe that mystery guy downstairs is one of them!” she said, and dapped at her eyes with a tissue. 

“I’ll be in the village, and there’ll be men radiating away from me!” Izzy shrieked, then clapped a hand over her mouth in surprise. 

“Oh, Izzy.” Cathy took a deep breath. “You’re good for the soul.” 

“Thank you,” Izzy said. “What did I do to deserve such a wonderful compliment?”

“You make me smile…you and your mysterious ex boyfriends, some which should be winning gold medals in the next Olympics!” 

“Talking about mystery men, did I ever tell you about Connor’s invisible friend?”

“No,” Cathy popped two sugar cubes in her cup, and stirred thoughtfully. “Another boyfriend trying to hide from you?”

“Ha-ha. No.” Izzy dunked a biscuit in her tea. “When Connor was five, he invented an invisible man.” Izzy munched at the soggy Hobnob. “Strangely, he was an old guy called Joey. Connor said this chap taught him how to move ‘superfast’.”

“They have great imaginations at that age.”

“Yes, well this old boy, Joey, was the apparent cause of most accidents in our house.”

“Really.” Cathy smiled. “How like a boy…”

“Precisely. So I didn’t pay that much attention. But the really weird part was this old boy’s appearance.” She sipped slowly. 

“Well…what did he look like?”

“Funnily enough, I never met Joey. But Connor reliably informed me he was incredibly old. Even stranger, he apparently dressed like some Lord of the Manor, in short old-fashioned trousers, pulled up thick socks, and smart walking shoes. And a waistcoat under a tweed jacket.” She looked away, thinking. “Oh, and a felt hat, I think.”

“I’ve never heard of invisible friends like that…My boy, Geoff, he had Pinkie. I had to set the table and Geoff occasionally hocked me out of a chair, because I was squashing this damn thing. I’d ask Geoff what he looked like, but the most I’d get was large, round and squishy.”

“Talking of kids, I’ve been meaning to ask for ages. Was there a family in my flat, before Connor and I moved in?”

“Now you’re asking. Number four stayed empty for years.”

“Years? Explains the dust…”

“There was a man downstairs when Lou and I moved in. His name was Donald…I think.” She sipped at her tea, her eyes distant. “Yes, I’m sure he was called Donald. Bit of a loner that one, nobody in the building really knew him. Then one day he disappeared.”

“Gone, completely?”

“He left his stuff, and puff, like a magic trick, he never came back. There were theories. Marg, Mr Brown’s late wife, she thought he’d gone down to Beachy Head, in Eastbourne, and jumped off the cliff. She thought that of anyone who moved on with any haste. I think her brother or someone topped himself there.”

“So what happened to Donald?”

“No one ever found out. After a while, the council came and cleared out his belongings, put some things in storage, in case he ever came back, and the flat’s stayed empty since.”

“Blimey. How long ago was that?”

“Oh, now you’re asking. Must be twenty-ish years ago. He disappeared the summer we had Live Aid, what year was that?”

“Nineteen eighty-five. I was fifteen, watched the whole thing, start to finish on the telly with a couple of friends. It was well worth watching.”

“Then he’s been gone for twenty-one years.”

“So why didn’t the council let the place to anyone else? Isn’t there a shortage of housing round here?”

“You’re asking the wrong person, Izzy. Why’d you want to know, anyway?”

Izzy spun her cup around on the saucer. “We found something in the smaller room.”

“Like what?”

“Connor started pulling the wallpaper off, and there were drawings and…words scribbled on the walls. Bit freaky. First room we redecorated.”

“Words?”

Izzy tried to take a sip of tea, but there was only the last gritty drop. “There were rough sketches of the woods in black marker, and he must have felt watched, because there were loads of freaky eyes everywhere. And there was a poem.”

“A poem, my goodness. What’d it say?” Cathy gave the teapot a slosh, and then got up to boil another kettle.

Izzy stared down at her fingers.
“Well, it wasn’t a real poem. I don’t remember.”

 




Chapter 13


 



 


 



6th Oct

 



 


 



A key slotted into the lock, and the front door creaked open a crack. Feathers poked his head in. 

“Hey Izzy, can I come in?”

“Sure. I’m in the living room.” 

Balanced on a stool, wet sponge in hand, Izzy wiped the wallpaper in long swoops. Dribbles of water ran along her arm, dripping off her elbow and onto the tarpaulin. 

“Meu Deus, I hate this job.” Mountains of ripped paper lay in piles around her. She peered down, searching for the scraper. 

Despite its curling edges, the flowery abomination clung unduly to the walls. Perhaps the nicotine behaved like extra glue. The front door slammed, and Feathers wandered in filling the room with a woody fragrance. He traced her profile down to her toes, lingering midway on the way back up to her eyes. She ignored his examination of her backside and concentrated on pushing the sponge about. 

“Can I help?”

“Thought you’d never ask. I’ve even got some aspirin in the bathroom cabinet.”

“Aspirin?”

“Yup. You’ll need some for your arms. A few hours of this, and you’ll be begging for mercy.” She stretched a little, curving her back, the rear of her hand pressing against the bones. 

“Hurts?” Feathers asked. Uninvited, he pushed his palms against her muscles. She braced on the damp wall, gasping with each manipulation. 

“Anyone would think you like this,” he said, laughing. Using his fingertips, he traced lightly down either side of her backbone. She shivered, goose bumps following his touch across her skin. 

“You want to start over there?” 

Feathers took his hands away from her, and stared morosely at the virgin wall. “Looks like fun.”

“You don’t have to. Anyway, shouldn’t you be at work?” She used the scraper to remove another piece of paper before it dried.

“Took a day off, was hoping possibly you and I might…” He petered off mid-sentence. 

She couldn’t help but turn around. Feathers stood facing her, hands deep inside his pockets, his blue eyes faded to a pale grey. Her heart skipped a beat, and the tingling sensation on her skin was back. 

“Might…what?” He made her excited, not like when she first met Joseph, but a deeper, intense fizzy sensation that left her light-headed and breathless. She clambered off the stool and sat, unsure of the strength in her legs. She looked back up, and Feathers moved closer, only two small steps, but now she felt the electricity, and the softening of his eyes suggested that he did as well. 

“We’ve known each other a while now. Six months if you’re counting…” He spoke in a whisper, kicking a foot against one of the wallpaper drifts. “And it’s time I told you how I really feel.” Feathers cheeks flushed, he made eye contact for an instant then looked away, closing the remaining distance between them with hesitant, shuffling movements. “I liked you the moment you arrived here, and almost dropped your wine bottle down onto Mr Brown’s patio.” The blush on his face lit his eyes, so the faded grey switched to a vibrant blue, so bright; she thought about closing the curtains, so she could see if they glowed in the dark.

“You did?” Izzy remembered her first night in Cedham, and how having a male so close invoked a sensation of terror, and not a little disgust.

“How could I not?” He reached forward, brushing aside a large curl of brown hair from her forehead. She held her breath, waiting.

Feathers leaned in, and for a moment, she thought he was going to hug her. A curious mix of relief and regret swirled together as she half-wished for a kiss. She grasped him as his arms wrapped around her back. But Feathers placed his mouth on hers – wonderful soft lips gently pressing against hers. He moved even closer, Izzy thrust her hands through his hair and pulled him forward. He parted her lips with his tongue; she touched the tip with her own. An image came to mind, of them together in her bed, how he would enter her slowly and tenderly, as he had with his tongue.

“No,” she murmured, “Not yet.” And gave him a little push. He resisted, leaving a trail of kisses along her jaw line. A sigh escaped, and she tilted her head. He moved down, towards the v in her t-shirt. She pushed again. He backed off this time, his hair dishevelled and a distant look in his eyes. 

“Got another scraper?” Feathers suddenly asked. His fingers crept to his lips, examining the moisture she’d left there.

“Yes,” she said, her voice echoed in her head. With dream-like movements, she brushed aside drifts of peeled wallpaper. She located the toolbox and handed a scraper to Feathers, the tool still in its wrapper. She dipped her hand into a bowl of water and squeezed out a sponge. 

“You’ll need this.” 

He raised his eyebrows and took it from Izzy. She mimed rubbing the wall. 

“It’s to make the paper wet. It comes off easier then.” 

Her mind ran the kiss in a loop before her mind’s eye. As they got to work on opposite sides of the wall, she played out a fantasy. She didn’t push him away, and he carried her off to bed.

 



 


 



Later, they sat in piles of shredded paper drinking tea and waiting for Connor to come home. Neither mentioned the unexpected embrace. She had just about relegated it to imagination when Connor came whistling in. He dumped his schoolbag by the door and walked first to Feathers, delight twinkling in his eyes.

“Hiya, why are you here?” Connor sat beside him, imitating the manner in which Feathers sat cross-legged. She realised with a silent gasp that Connor had become quieter, surer, not only in character, but in movements. How did she miss all these important events? Had she not seen the bond growing between him and Feathers?

Outside, the rain beat against the windows. Izzy sat on the floor, her arms around her legs, an empty cup in one hand. Feathers and Connor chatted while she watched rivulets of water stream down the glass. 

Almost a year ago, on a similar grey day, Izzy took the decision to disappear, to run from George. Had that man numbed her so much? Would a new relationship be a bad thing? ‘Seeing him’ in Pangbourne had frightened her badly, though it was a false alarm. But in that first second of fear, she’d expected him to turn and club her caveman-style, then drag her back to Chester. Once in the area, if he ever did track her location down, finding her would be easy. He would see the adverts for her business; they were plastered up on every notice board for miles. 

Then there was Joseph, the missing link. She could see more of him in Connor each day. Maybe she’d been mistaken about him… 


Now there was a closeness developing between Feathers and her son, a familiarity Connor never allowed with her ex. This made her more comfortable, and she guessed it was her turn to make the next move. Feathers didn’t leave any doubt in her mind, or on her lips, about his opinion of her. Confused, she pushed away the debate and went to the kitchen, switching on the oven on her way to the fridge and freezer.

“Would you like to stay for dinner?” she called over her shoulder. She spotted some yellowing greens and squishy tomatoes in the salad drawer. She shouted out again, much louder this time, “Do you want to stay…”

“There’s no need to shout, Mum, we’re right here,” Connor said. Feathers stood a step behind, near the table. 

“You’re both too quiet. I’m going to get jingly bells next time I’m in Pangbourne, and attached them to your ankles.” She looked back into the fridge. “So would you like dinner, or not?”

“Love to. What’s on offer?” Feathers leaned over her. His aroma surrounded her, spicy. Maybe sandalwood. Giddy, she glanced up. He wasn’t looking at the food, and she wondered what Connor might make of this. But then she realised he’d gone. 

“Um, roast wall paper?” she replied.

She ended up cooking omelettes, using some of Feathers’ dried herbs. She found a bag of chips in the freezer. They were coated in frost, but after a brisk rub in a tea towel, she judged them edible and added them to the menu. No one complained, so she assumed all the ingredients weren’t too far past their use-by date. 

Time skipped into the evening. Feathers appeared to be getting ready to settle in for the night. After dinner, he sat on the sofa, struggling with the corkscrew. 

“Bloody awful bottle opener you got here,” he said, and stuffed the bottle of chardonnay between his legs. “Lots of wines come with screw tops now.”

“Yeah, the cheap ones.”

“Actually, that’s a myth. You can get £200 bottles with them. The other myth is why. Some people think a bug ruined the harvests, and there’s a general lack of cork. But something like five percent of wine spoils because of natural moulds in the bark of the tree. It reacts with the bleach they use in production.”

“They use bleach?” 

“I’m sure it’s harmless.”

“Perhaps to be safe, I’ll get a screw top next time. Anyway, you best stop for now, Connor and I need to go on our rounds. Why don’t I pop by later, we can have a drink then, if you like.”

“Promise?” With a look of relief, he put the bottle down on the coffee table.

“Promise,” she replied. She wanted to give him a kiss goodbye. As if they’d been together for a hundred years and were ancient wrinkled beings grown old in unison, who couldn’t remember life before togetherness. But – what if somewhere, hidden beneath his smiles and friendly nature, a dark side lay waiting for her trust? But – what if she was over analysing… 

Feathers grabbed Connor as he trailed past in her wake, mussing his hair and working him into an impromptu headlock. “Wanna leave him with me?”

“Nooooo… help me Mum… I’m dying…”

Halfway to the floor, Feathers struggled to maintain his grip as Connor fought back. Grunts and oophs sounded behind her as she walked out into the hall and unhooked her coat from the peg. 

“Come on Connor, you’re with me tonight. You can stay with Feathers next time.” 

Connor limped out of the living room, faking a broken leg. “He got me Mum, he’s a brute.”

“Yup, our Feathers, definitely a brute.” She pushed Connor out the door as he struggled into his jacket, still wet from his walk home. 

Feathers brushed past Izzy, she caught the scent of his skin. “Sandalwood?” she asked.

Feathers stopped halfway into his flat.

“Musk, amber and sandalwood. Good guess.” 

“Isn’t musk used as an aphrodisiac?”

“Is it?” He grinned and shut his door.

Outside, the wind blasted into them,
pelting bullets of rain against their faces. Her hands dripping,
Izzy struggled to open the car. 

“Come on, Mum!” The wind picked up Connor‘s howl.


“Blimey.” Izzy dropped into her seat and slammed the door closed. “It’s a mess out there.” 

“No kidding.” Connor wiped his face, showering drops of water over the dashboard.

“Reckon the roads will flood?” She leaned over the steering wheel, peering through the rain. To the right, the woods, dark and wet, filled the windscreen. The wipers flicked across the glass, clearing the view. 

“Shall we go the long way?”        

Connor nodded. Izzy pulled away from the flats and down the road, around to the other side of Cedham. The further she drove from Coombe’s Wood, the better she felt. The car
splashed though deep puddles, coasting, and she prayed it wouldn’t stall. Silent, she hunched over the wheel, the only sound the swish-swish of the wiper blades and the rain drumming on the roof.

They parked next to a little complex of converted farm buildings. The Jamison’s lived in what had originally been a milking shed. 

“No need to water the plants today,” she remarked. With the engine switched off and her fingers on the door handle, she peered up at the grey wash of clouds to see if the rain would let up for a moment. 

“Can I stay in here?” 

“No.” She got out and ran through a cottage garden, key in hand. Connor sprinted up the path, and they fell in the back door. Inside, a fat black-and-white cat lay on a large rug, purring, her belly exposed for scratching.

“Don’t get everything wet,” Izzy said. She removed her shoes, stepped over the cat, and went about her duties. A few cat biscuits lay scattered on the kitchen floor. A half-buried pile of poo needed cleaning out of the litter tray. A bowl with dried lumps of cat food required a soak in hot water. Post lay on the mat. She picked the
letters up and placed the bundle on the hall chair, atop
a growing stack of correspondence. Connor did what he did best and lay on the carpet next to Bessie, running his fingers along the length of her white belly. 

Izzy tried to be subtle. “What do you think of Feathers?” she asked from the kitchen as she scooped chocolate-brown cat food out of a packet and broke the lumps apart with a fork.

“In what way?”

She sighed. “In any way.”

“You mean you and him.”

Silence. She should have realised there was no way she was going to sneak a question like that past Connor. He was a smart one, top of his class type of boy.

“What do you mean me and him?” 

“You want to know if I’ll think it’s okay.”

More silence as she tried to put some words together.

“Is it?” she asked, after thinking of several complicated and convoluted explanations to propose in a roundabout way that she liked Feathers.

“I’ve seen the way you two gawk at each other, like puppies in love. I didn’t think I’d be consulted. I figured one day, I’d walk in on the two of you in bed together.”

“Connor!” She came out of the kitchen to tell him off. He smiled up at her from the floor, Bessie cuddled at his side, purring in his ear. 

“Well, everyone else saw it coming,” he muttered, cuddling up to the cat.

“Who everyone else?” She leaned against the doorway, a jelly-covered fork in one hand and a half-empty packet of cat food in the other.

“Some of my friends have been asking when you guys were going to get together. Said their parents were talking about you and Feathers.”

“Jesus, this really is a small village!” She went back into the kitchen, the world having both shrunk and grown in the same second. Disorientated, Izzy finished what she was doing, and put the bowls on the floor. Bessie heard or sensed her dinner arriving, and left the caresses of her son. The cat slinked between Izzy’s legs and curled her tail around them, before trotting over to the food. 

“So, are you two getting together?”

“Connor!”

“You started it.”

She sighed. He was right. He was old enough to discuss her possible love life with his friends who were old enough to discuss it with their folks. She supposed he deserved to know any news firsthand.

“I enjoy his company. I might give Feathers and me a chance.” There. It was said. But before he could answer with one of his snippy, sarcky comments, she had more to say. “But no telling your friends. I would appreciate being able to…experience some kind of a relationship, with Feathers, without the village watching. Please.”

“Sure Mum,” he said, standing up. 

Connor was still a little shorter than Izzy, even at fourteen. He had grown fast all summer, stretching out into a version of the boy that was, and it wouldn’t be long before he stood eye to eye with her. He reached over and kissed her on the cheek, an act relegated to bedtimes with minimal fuss for years. 

“Home, then.”

 




 


 



Izzy locked up as Connor scampered for the car. She peered through the window to wave a quick goodbye to Bessie. The cat sat down and licked her paw, wiping behind her left ear. Her long tongue flicked out and cleaned her lips and cheeks. 

The rain beat down, blowing under the porch. Izzy turned and dashed down the pathway to the car. A slash of lightning lit the sky as Izzy jumped into the Toyota’s front seat. The underside of heavy clouds glowed shades of purple in the blue electrical light. 

“One-one-thousand, two-one-thousand, three…”

A rumbling crash rattled the windows of the car; cutting off Izzy’s counting.

“Cool, I love thunder storms.” Connor wiped mist off the inside of the window and pressed his face against the glass.

“Ever tried driving in one?”

She drove, once more in silence, confused by conflicting thoughts. Feathers filled her mind, his kiss, his embrace, the scent of his skin under all those oils. He was waiting for her. She’d be home five minutes faster if she took the shortcut along Coombe Lane. Suddenly Whiskey Dave’s voice spoke in her mind, “The hauntings, has Feathers told you nothing?” Then Feathers, “The ghosts of John Coombe and his victims wander the woods.” 

What rubbish. Ghosts didn’t scare her, even if she believed in them. And the missing people? This was a world where unhappy homes, financial trouble and violent partners existed. Drugs, mental illness, terminal relatives, there must be hundreds of reasons to want to disappear. Children ran away. Hell, adults ran away. She didn’t give a toss about ghosts and vague warnings. She wanted to get home. 

Along the main road to Pangbourne, a dip in the tarmac flooded each time it rained. On the outward journey, the water had sloshed along the underside of the car’s chassis. She slowed, when the fork appeared. The level did look deeper. She lifted her foot off the accelerator to coast through the water. Coombe Lane was coming up on the left. The water splashed the underside of the car and the engine made a choking sound. She looked at the lane, almost too late to turn. The water might stay at the same level, but it might get deeper, stall the car… she flicked the indicator and swerved into the lane.

“Mum, we’re not supposed to go down here.”


“Didn’t you see the flood on the road? And that noise in the engine? I certainly don’t want to walk home, not in rain like this, and – “ A flash of lightening and a rumble of thunder interrupted her. “Then there’s the electrical storm. Fancy getting zapped?” She flicked on the high beams, and concentrated on the condition of the road. “Besides, our poor old Toyota has terminal rust. Haven’t you noticed the freckles?”


“What are you gabbing on about, Mum?”

“The paintwork has freckles – from the rust. And underneath one of the wheels, I actually managed to put my finger through.”

“What’s that got to do with Coombe Lane?”

A wheel dipped into a pothole. The car bucked, jolting them about.

“The chassis will get too wet.” She sighed as Connor shrugged. “Increasing the rust…”

The lane turned sharply to the left. Izzy curled her fingers around the steering wheel and fought a brief skid.

“I don’t remember the road being that flooded…”

“The water was beginning to collect into something worrying…” she braced as the car crashed across a rut, “…so shut up so I can avoid the potholes.”

“But Mum, Feathers said…”

“I don’t care what Feathers said,” she replied sharply. “Just be quiet.” She adjusted her grip on the steering wheel, one hand firmly on ten o’clock, the other at two.

“But Mum…!”

“Shhh, I’m trying to drive.” She didn’t like the urgent tone in his voice. She didn’t think he knew much about the rumours concerning the woods, though maybe Feathers had been filling his head. Either way, he annoyed her.

“Mum! Stop! There’s a tree in the road!”

Izzy saw it. A dark shadow hovered above the road, held in place by a mess of bramble and saplings. She stepped hard on the brakes. The car skittered across the wet tarmac. Skidding left and right, she struggled against a spin. She pumped the brakes, turning into the pull. At last the car came to a halt. A single inch remained before her bumper cost money to repair.

“Filho da puta!”

Connor sat silent, still pressed into his seatbelt. She silently thanked the MOT guy who pissed her off last year. He’d insisted the seatbelt be repaired before she got her embossed stamp.

They sat in the car, engine idling quietly, headlights shining on the black log blocking the lane. All the while, raindrops fell like they might never stop.

“What do we do now?” Connor tried to lean further forward, but his seatbelt held him tight. He released the strap and pressed up against the windscreen. “It’s quite big,” he whispered.

“It’s okay, it’ll all be okay. We’ll back up, turn around – brave the…flood.” She contemplated both sides and finally noticed exactly how narrow the road had become. The edges of the tarmac had disintegrated. Huge chunks of split tar lay by the roadside, tangled in weeds.

Izzy turned to Connor, with a piteous smile. “Why did I insist on driving down here?” The rain beat down, adding to the misery of the decision she needed to make. “We’re going to have to move the tree.”

“What tree?” Connor squinted out the windows at the side and back of the car. He strained to see into the night to where the road widened marginally.

“That tree.” 

Connor followed her eyes to the long glistening shadow suspended above the road.

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope.”

Connor studied the downed tree.

“Why don’t you reverse?”

“Down the entire lane?” She glanced in the rearview mirror. “We’re at least a mile down from the main road. I’d never be able to reverse all that way. Although,” she muttered, “if push comes to shove, I might have to.” She stared hopelessly into the dark at the shape of the trunk and the curve of the road. 

“So we’re moving the tree.” 

“In the rain,” she added, peering up at the heavens where black drops mixed with black night. Before hitting the lane, they glinted yellow, as they caught the reflection of the headlights. She turned off the wiper blades, and a sheen of water quickly covered the screen, distorting the view of the woods.

“Let’s do it,” Connor opened the door, and a second later slammed it. He sprinted off, lit by the headlights. With no alternative, she jumped out after him.

The first thing she did was step up to her ankle in a deep muddy puddle. Cold water poured in over the top of her Doc Martin. It seeped along her foot, using the spongy material of her sock to creep along to the tips of her toes. She stood – halfway out of the car, annoyed at the rain, the state of her boot and the tree across the road. Izzy pulled her other foot from the car, and noticed the seat. Raindrops painted a dark blotchy patch on the fabric, the pattern growing as she watched. “God damn!” she yelled, and slammed the door.

“Connor?” She sucked her boot out of the mud and stomped after him. Shivering, her hair plastered to her scalp and streams of rain running down the contours of her face and neck, into her shirt, Izzy touched the downed tree.

Connor climbed over to the other side of the log and sized up the tree. Close up it appeared quite small, a stringy sapling. But the water reflected and mixed with the light from the car, and although thin, the tree resembled granite. Connor wrapped his arms around the wood and tugged. He braced his back and rose up until he and the trunk were six inches higher.

“How on earth did you do that?” 

“I’d bet it’s been dead for ages. It’s all dried out, Mum,” Connor grunted as he struggled to pull one end of the tree out of the brambles.

“Wait a second.” 

She pushed with his pull. With a guttural suck, the log came free from the plants. They began to rotate it to the side of the road.

A sound came through the woods. Izzy noticed it immediately, through the heavy thud of the rain on the road, on the plants, on the car. And a feeling filled her, like she’d been waiting for this, expecting something to happen. John Coombe limping through the forest with his merry troop of decaying victims. But she didn’t expect the loud and distinct sounds of something large, something charging at them, to filter through the trees. 

“Connor, did you hear that?” 

The tree was halfway to the ditch. Struggling to keep their hands on the wet slimy bark, constantly grasping and repositioning their hands, their progress was infuriatingly slow.

“What?” Connor was concentrating on where he placed his feet as he tottered in reverse. 

“The woods. Something’s moving in the woods.” 

She cocked her head to the side. Connor almost lost his grasp as half of the momentum stopped. 

“It’s probably a bear,” he said.

“Don’t be daft, bears don’t live in England.” 

Izzy looked around nervously, unable to see an inch into the woods, either side of the road.

“Could have been a wolf.”

“No wolves, either.” 

More cracking and popping floated out of the woods. Something was coming towards them, fast.

“There are panthers in England. I read about them on the web the other day. Near here, as well.” 

They were nearly finished moving the log. A bit more, and they could drop it. Squeeze the car past, didn’t matter about scraped paint. Just get locked in, safe from whatever was breaking branches as something moved in their direction.

“Didn’t you hear that?” A distinct crunch sounded, somewhere to the left.

“It’s raining, Mum. Dead wood falls from the trees and crashes to the ground.” He shot her a withering look. 

“When did a thirteen-year-old get smarter than his Mum?” She raised her hand and performed a mock slap. She started to smile, forgot, and twisted her head to listen.

Out in the dark, an enormous tearing crash echoed through Coombe’s Wood. Izzy turned best she could and peered into the dark. They had to get back to the car, lock the doors and get the hell home.

“Come on, Connor. Get a move on!”

“You try walking backwards with a tree in your arms.” He stumbled over a branch. Another crunch came from the woods. Connor stepped quicker.

“Something’s coming, move faster!” She shoved at the tree. “Ai, meu deus! Stop! The ditch!” she shouted into the dark behind him. 

“Make your bloody mind up.” Connor looked down, ducked effortlessly under the tree, and reappeared at her side. 

“Come on, chuck it on the count of three. One… two… three…” They heaved, and the log disappeared into the undergrowth as if it had never existed. Only mossy stains on their hands and clothes remained. A flash of lightning lit their dirty faces, and a belt of thunder followed two seconds later. 

“Back to the car, run!” Izzy rushed down the lane. Something was out there, hiding between the trees. Two slashes of lightning simultaneously cut the sky above them. Full and guttural, the combined noise reverberated through the woods. The blast hit her, vibrating within her chest. The pressure changed in her head, her eyeballs pushed out for an instant before the ground shook under her feet. 

Away to the left, Something crashed away through the woods. It shot back into the dark depths of the woods. Light seared the sky, and as thunder shook the air, a terrified cry sounded.

“Come on,” she called, reaching for the door handle.

“What made that noise?” Connor asked. 

Another flash lit up Connor, his face pale and his long hair pasted like papier-mâché around his face. In this strange blue-yellow light, his jaw line appeared strong, so male in the fleeting glimpse she caught before the dark pressed in once more. Throaty rumbles vibrated through her body a count of one and half later.

“Dead wood falling?” 

They fell in, soaking the seats and dripping noisily into the foot wells. They both locked their doors, grinning like nervous fools as she ground the car into first. 

She drove fast. The rest of the road ran almost straight. She flicked the highbeams on, concentrating on the lane as it rushed into the light.

“What do you think the noise was?” Connor asked. “Did you think there’s something out in the woods?” 

Connor sounded almost hopeful, like they might catch a glimpse of John Coombe’s ghost. Maybe he was searching for the eyes hiding between and behind the trees. The more she thought about those words, the scribbles on his wall, the more it stopped making sense. What danger would discorporeal eyes be?

“Honestly?”

“Yeah…”

“Something put my nerves on edge, like – something was coming through the woods towards us.” She drove out of the woods, and indicated into Briar Lane. 

“You were scared.”

“Yes. Actually, I was,” she said, wondering whether she should be saying this to him. She pulled into a space in front of the flats.

“I knew it! I knew you were scared!” Connor slapped his wet thigh. “Do you really think a creature was out in the woods?” He laughed. “There wasn’t anything huge and monster-like, just dead trees falling over. Oh, and here’s one thing you don’t know,” Connor leaned over conspiratorially, “The kids at school camp out in Coombe’s Wood all the time.”

Izzy stared at him.

“You never mentioned this before.”

“Yeah, well…” Connor shrugged. “I wasn’t sure if they were really telling the truth.”

“It’s those kids in our street, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“What do they say, exactly? Come on!”

“They just – well, someone was saying the only place to get away from their family is the woods, and they spread all those scare stories just to keep people out, and – and, actually, they asked me to go and meet them there tonight.”

“You mean – they dared you? When did all this happen?”

“Yesterday.” Connor looked back behind the car. “I – I said I would, but it was just to see what would happen.” 

Izzy laughed. “What did they say?”

Connor grinned again. “They said whoever turns up last gets barbecued.”

 



 


 



The log lay amongst a thick rash of weeds growing in the ditch, almost submerged in the green tangle. Bushes had half fallen off the slope of the ditch. Something sniffed the fallen tree and then the air, in the manner of one who had missed out. It glanced up and down the road for a last time before turning back into the woods. 




Chapter 14

 



 


 



“I am absolutely soaked.” Connor held his arms out and away from his body. With his legs bent he started up the stairs. 

“Oi! Look behind you.” Laughing, Izzy pointed to a slug-like trail on the steps. 

Connor glared over his shoulder, and clomped off. Each footfall squelched, and Izzy laughed harder.

“What a night!” she said.

“Just open up, I’m freezing.” 

She unlocked the door, snatching a quick glance at Feathers’ door before entering the flat after Connor. 

“Straight to the kitchen, please, love. And don’t soak all the rugs.”

“You’re going to make me strip in there?” He gaped, and took a step back towards his room.

“It’s not like I’ve never seen you naked.” She pushed him across the hall. “You can keep your undies on and I promise to face the wall. Oh, and don’t forget to tell me when you’re finished.” 

She waited in the hall, cold and wet, while Connor struggled out of his clothing.

“Done yet?”

“Don’t turn around!”

“I said I wouldn’t.”

Connor’s door slammed, and Izzy dared to peek. She undressed quickly, shivering as she added to the pile. A puddle grew slowly around the clothes, and dressed in only her bra and knickers, she ran from the kitchen and into the bathroom. 

The image in the mirror startled her for an instant. Scuffs of green moss, like war paint, ran down the sides of her cheeks. Her hands were worse. She put the plug in the sink and ran the taps. 

Izzy splashed warm water on her face, and scrubbed at her hands, taking a few minutes to pick out the dirt from under her fingernails. Her palms were left glowing pink, tender. She flexed her fingers for a moment, and then grabbed her dressing gown off the back of the door. 

Izzy went back to the kitchen and threw the clothes in the washing machine, mopped up the puddle with a tea towel and chucked that in as well. She started the cycle, and set about filling and boiling the kettle. After she’d set the mugs out, and taken the container of tea bags from the cabinet, she noticed the window. 

The curtains hung as she’d arranged them that morning, leaving a black square of night peering in at her. She closed them, but not before a sense of being watched came over her. Feeling silly, Izzy flipped off the light and tiptoed back across the room. She peeked between the curtains and out onto the street below. The streetlamps coated the ground with a harsh yellow light. Nothing moved, not even a bat swooped by. Maybe Joseph lurked behind the apple tree in Mr Smith’s front garden. The kettle frothed and bubbled, clicking off as the water reached full boil.

“Mum?” 

Connor spoke directly behind her. The edge of the fabric dropped from her fingers, and she spun around.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“Nothing.” Izzy walked around him, and switched the lights back on. She checked that the curtains were properly closed before going back to the counter. “Thought I heard something. Cuppa?” 

“Nah.” He slumped down on one of the chairs and stared curiously at the window. “It’s a flipping mess in the living room. When’s it going to be finished?” 

“Sorry about that. Feathers and I were shattered after stripping the first two walls.” She returned to the window, and peered between the curtain and the wall. “If the mess annoys you so much, you could try helping. I couldn’t close my fist properly, let alone scoop up the rubbish by the end of the day.”

“The wallpaper was fine. Should have left it as it was. Besides, I bet it’ll take you weeks to finish, and where am I supposed to relax? Fucking mess, this place.”

“Connor!”

“Sorry.” He crossed his legs and scowled, his eyes on the linoleum. 

“I’ve still got to strip the other two walls. Give me a couple of days and we can move back in,” she explained slowly, carefully. “The paper’s not peeling off like in your room.” 

Nor are there caveman drawings and cryptic poems hidden underneath, she thought.

Why did teens have these sudden mood swings? She’d been lucky with Connor. He was cheerful and entertaining most of the time. He slipped into these funks a few times a year. Maybe this was a precursor, and by the time he turned fifteen, she’d be regretting ever saying his teen years had passed uneventfully. But tonight, she didn’t have the energy to deal with one of his recalcitrant moods. 

Connor slouched on the wooden chair and pinched the top button on his pyjamas between his fingers, flip-flopped it, and moved onto the one below. The chair creaked as he shifted around. The sighs were irritating, though. She could take the abuse, the sullen expressions meant only for her. But when he sighed, or, to be more exact, took in a lungful of air, only to release it in an explosion of exhalation, she tired very quickly. Another blast of air belted out behind her, followed by what seemed to be an overly obvious and repeated shifting about on the kitchen chair. 

“Isn’t your tea over-brewing?” 

“Merde. I forgot all about it.” 

Her back to him, Izzy squished the tea bag around her mug. There was a collapsing sound onto the table followed by a prolonged groan. 

“That’s enough!” 

She turned, clutching the corner of a steaming tea bag between finger and thumb. Connor raised his head from the table.

“To your room,” she said, wet tea bag pointing the way. “Go on. Lie on your bed, read. Hey, maybe you could even do some homework.”

“What did I do?” He crossed his arms and stood up.

“I realise that losing the living room for a few days is an inconvenience, but having you bleat on, when you could pick up a scraper and help a little, is really annoying.” Her teabag swayed as she spoke. “Anyway, what made you so grumpy?”

“Nothing,” he grunted.

“Then why are you glaring at me?” She chucked the teabag. It bounced off the tiles and into the bin. Now she had to clean the wall. She turned to get the milk.

“I’m not.”

“Yes, you are,” she said, pouring milk.

“How can you tell? Your back’s to me.”

“Mothers are psychic. I’ve told you that.” She smiled into her tea as she stirred.

“I’m not five any more, Mum.” He shoved the chair out of the way too hard, and the wooden legs screeched across the floor. She glanced over her shoulder to see Connor throwing the door to the kitchen open, hunched and frowning. 

“Why don’t you drag your knuckles on the ground while you’re turning Neanderthal,” she called.

He muttered some jibe about scaring him in the woods, and slammed his door closed. They were both tired from their adventure in the rain. Perhaps she was a little grumpy, as well. 

Izzy splashed more milk into her mug, still thinking about Connor, the fallen tree in the lane, and strange noises, which now she came to think of it, could have been those schoolboys trying to scare Connor - why hadn’t she thought of that? A knock halted her stirring. Maybe Kyle and Ritchie were out there, camping in the woods and playing pranks on them. She dropped the spoon and went to the door.

“Feathers!” She stood back from the peephole, and half-opened the door. “Oh, Christ. Sorry, I forgot…You wouldn’t believe my night.” She pulled the terry belt on her dressing gown tighter, and tried to smooth her hair. The curls haloed around her head, and refused to be controlled.

“Hi,” he said. “It’s okay, I know I’m forgettable.” He stared into her eyes with a solemn expression. 

She leaned against the door, peeking around the edge, trying to hide her state of undress. “The rain soaked us…I had to change. Why don’t you go into the kitchen. I’ll follow in a moment.” She dashed off to her room, leaving Feathers to let himself in.

She tore through her wardrobe, searching for her favourite jeans. She’d found them in Oxfam – Gaps in near-perfect condition, and her size. In the middle of a pile of folded laundry, she located them, along with a t-shirt she wore for its figure-hugging qualities.

Dressed, she stood – for too long – and stared into the mirror on the back of her door. Wrinkles were appearing, and a few wiry grey hairs. But she was too youthful to be growing old.

While Feathers waited in the kitchen, he’d fixed himself tea, the mug steaming between his fingers. For a few seconds, she stood in the hall and watched him. His long hair fell in honey strips over his shoulders. In shadow, his frame appeared gaunt.

She entered the kitchen. “I wasn’t in the woods, all right?” 

“Who said you were?” Feathers sat down, and sipped from his mug. 

She slipped into the chair opposite, and tried to think of something distracting to say. 

“So why were you in the woods?” he asked when she didn’t respond. 

How could she say that she’d needed to get home as fast as possible, that his essence still clung to her skin? She licked her lips, and stared unblinkingly at Feathers.

“Yes, well,
I did go, then. The other road was flooded, and the car was making funny gurgling noises. There was something. In the woods.” She pulled her chair closer to the table. “I sounded like a large animal, I think. Anyway, not a ghost. It charged about, breaking branches.”

“You are so lucky.”

“Why?” Staring into his eyes, she could see the colours circling the retina, deep blues in a perfect
blend with the lighter pastels. 


He pulled his chair around, towards her.

“Something lives in those woods. It came for you.”

Feathers closed up the distance, and their knees touched.

“Whatever it was, it took off when this really loud peal of thunder crashed overhead. So the creature can’t be too scary.” She laughed. “No, actually, you’re all a lot of old women. A couple of the boys from down the road dared Connor to visit their camp out there tonight. I realised just now that the noises were probably just them being silly.”

“You’re kidding!” Feathers sat back, his hand covering his mouth in shock.

“What’s your problem?” Izzy asked, reaching to pull him closer again. “They’re just kids messing about in the woods. Anyway, after we left, the rain probably drove them back to their tents.” 

“You think it was kids out there? Want to stay the night in the woods, just to be sure?”

A silly image flashed through her mind: the two of them camping deep in the woods, using flashlights to scan between the trees for a strange and shapeless creature, as it sneaked up behind.

Then Feathers leaned forward and kissed her, hands in her hair, his touch gentle. She melted into his arms, her fingers teasing the bristles of his beard, finding the soft flesh of his ears, diving into his hair and pulling him closer. His hand crept down to her stomach and tried to work its way back up. She pushed him away. Not yet. Feathers’ beard tickled her neck as he caressed her ear with his tongue.

“Feathers,” she said, her voice a murmur as he worked his soft bristles across her skin. He kissed her mouth before pulling away. She yearned for more, but caught her breath and said quickly, “So now – if not kids, what’s in the woods?” 

“I’ve told you about the elves.”

“Yes…” She sat back fully, and crossed her arms. “But I mean, really.”


“Well, I’ve not actually seen the thing. But I can assure you that – something large and violent does live there.”

“If you’ve not seen a creature, how can you be so sure?”

Feathers remained silent for a few seconds, as if working up an answer. “The elves told me. Even they don’t dare go in those woods. Apparently, people have been dying there long before John Coombe’s time.”

She mulled this over, getting up to fetch her tea.

“So John Coombe was innocent?” She sat back down. “Is that what you’re saying?” She could taste Feathers on her lips and smell the woody oil that he’d rubbed onto her skin with moist kisses.

“Most likely. Unlucky, not guilty.”

“Wrong time, wrong place. Huh.” Whether she believed in elves or not, she decided to play along, for information’s sake. She realised she looked sceptical, but that was okay. “So a bear or something eats people in the woods, and occasionally some poor person gets the blame?”

“I’m not so sure it’s a bear.” He scratched his beard.

“Then what?”

“I don’t know. They refuse to tell me.”

“Would they tell me?” She batted her eyelids in what she hoped might be an attractive manner. 

“I’m not sure that would work on the elves,” Feathers said, getting up. He took her cup and placed it on the table, then grabbed her hands. He pulled her up so they were eye-to-eye, and looked deep and long, as if to hypnotise her. Eventually, he kissed her. “But seduction works on me.” 

He pressed down on her again, his hands wrapped around her waist, pulling her closer, his eyes dreamy and surreal. “Izzy, I have wanted you since the first day I set eyes on you.” 

“Shh.” She put her finger to his lips. 

“Hey Mum, hey Feathers,” Connor opened the fridge door 

Feathers raised a hand, and took a smooth step back to his chair. 

“Can I eat something?” 

“Um? There’s never food in this place.” She opened a cupboard over the sink. “As soon as I buy any, it vanishes seconds after I close the cabinet doors.”

“Well, it’s not me.” Connor sat down.

“Feathers, maybe your elves have a secret entrance and I’m feeding the clan.” She took a packet of pasta out. “Boil yourself some of this, and I think there’s a tin of your smelly fish in the cabinet. Just stay in here with that fishy stink, okay?” 

She sidestepped around Connor, grabbed the wine bottle from the fridge, bottle opener still savaged in the cork. “Get some glasses, Feathers.”

They scrunched back the plastic tarpaulin from the sofa in the living room, and within minutes cuddled together, drinking wine and watching telly. 

Connor came through trailing the smell of mackerel, and sat on the floor.

“Well, that’s all gone,” Feathers said, draining his glass. “I’d better go.”

Izzy followed him to the door.

“You sure you need to?”

He pecked her on the lips tenderly, and brushed the side of her face with his fingertips. 

“Yeah, I should.” He kissed her again, lingering. “Sleep well.”

She waited until he disappeared into his flat, and then closed and locked her door. Her body felt magnetised, and she leaned against the wood, enjoying the pull towards Feathers.

“I’m going to bed, too.” Connor traipsed out of the living room, hand over his mouth as he suppressed a yawn.

“Sleep tight. Don’t let the bedbugs bite.”

He rolled his eyes. “Night.”

A pleasant tingling filled her head. She tidied up, thinking about Feathers, the rain, the Something in the woods. Why wouldn’t he tell her what was out there, if he knew so bloody much about it? 

But more importantly, someone needed to give those bloody kids a piece of their mind, out there camping, kicking up a racket and scaring people for fun. 

Maybe the alcohol gave her the idea. All she knew was, before she could think twice, she was clumsily shrugging on her heavy jeans, buttoning up a fleece shirt and sneaking out the front door.

 



 


 



Izzy tiptoed out onto the landing, and pulled the door silently closed. She passed by Feathers’ flat, changed her course, and stopped beside his front door. With her hand poised above the wood, millimetres from a soft knock, she considered involving him in her midnight plan, Then after a second of hesitation, she decided this was something she needed to do alone – he would just talk her out of it. She turned away and descended the stairs. 


The communal door clunked shut behind Izzy, a barrier between her and safety. Izzy faced the street, and the wind battered against her, strands of hair whipping painfully into her face. At least the rain had stopped. She dug into her pocket for a hair band, and tied up a ponytail while staring at the dark windows across the way. She sensed the deep breathing behind the glass, wild dreams taking her neighbours away. The snores, the sleep talkers, even the insomniacs lying in their backs in bed, studying the cracks in the ceiling. Izzy shook her head, clearing out the images, and took a step from the shadow of her building. The streetlight blinded her for a moment – a wash of yellow light that shone on the gardens and the nearby houses, colouring everything translucent mustard. The world looked anaemic, bleached of any vibrant colours, a watered down version of life. She imagined pixies and brownies strolling from house to house under the cast of such a light.

She zipped her coat, checked the contents of her pockets, and hurried down the road. Halfway along the path, the glare from the streetlight ended. She didn’t like the look of the dark. She stopped and turned around, still bathed in the amber light. Where was she going, by herself, in the middle of the night? She inched back to the flats. Then an image came, more of a soundbite, really. A popping and tearing as the Something tore the woods apart. She needed to see for herself. Prove or disprove. Discover the truth. Her legs moved, this time away from home, propelled her over the tarmac, over the edge of the light, and into shadow. 

The road curled around, meeting Coombe Lane at a t-junction. She took a right, passing the rear of the flats. The dark here oppressed, and she struggled to draw breath. Izzy stepped forward, virtually blind. The night sky was overcast, not even the glow of the moon escaped the clouds. Creatures moved about in the hedgerow, the leaves rustled, twigs snapped. Droplets from the evenings rain fell through the foliage. Izzy put a hand to her mouth, and stifled a scream as a bat, she assumed, flew close by. She felt a breeze on her face, in her peripheral vision she caught the tip of a wing as it merged back into the night. Then her foot came down on something hard. It crunched under her sole as her weight shifted forwards. Izzy gasped, jumped back, and shoved her hand in her pocket. She pulled hard, but couldn’t get her torch out. She yanked, the material tore and the torch slipped between her fingers. It fell to the ground with an enormous clatter, reverberating in the silence. Izzy groped around on the tarmac, finding it before panic set in. Please don’t let it be broken,
she thought, and flicked the switch. A pale light shaped in a thick circle, the centre dark, lit her feet. Izzy let out a sigh, and stared up at the building. Surely somebody heard the noise? No one snapped a light on; no one flung a window open to shout, “Where’re you going?”


Izzy took a few second to gain control over her breathing, and focused the light on the road. Two steps up, there was a crushed snail. She gave it a look of distaste, and walked off. She had thought about bringing her rechargeable torch, the type that could bounce off low clouds and light the tops of tall trees like they’d been dressed for Christmas. But if something actually did reside in Coombe’s Wood, she didn’t want to announce her presence any more than she needed to.

“What on earth am I doing?” she asked herself. The sound of her voice sounded thunderous. She smiled uneasily as the woods drew closer. “I have to protect Connor,” she answered. Her voice made a mystical ghost or beast less possible. “Find their tents or fort or whatever it is, and sort those bloody kids out once and for all.” 

Once she got away from the buildings and firmly onto Coombe Lane, the world turned even darker…black. Not the watered-down black from her bedroom, when the light was turned out and grey outlines appeared after a few minutes. She could open her eyes wide then, use her peripheral vision – olive green faded into midnight blues. Not here. Not out in the countryside, with a rain heavy sky pressing down, and the stars and moon hidden away for another night. She touched the dark, manipulated the shadows into magical shapes that became nothing, but caressed her cheek and pinched her skin and made her twirl in fright.

“I’m crazy!” She laughed, her voice sharp and unnatural. But her feet kept moving, shuffling towards Coombe’s Wood, the sallow light of the torch cast ahead. She swung the beam about her, turning circles, until she was dizzy, and satisfied she was alone. She was nearly to the edge of the field, where the woods began.

Izzy imagined Kyle and Ritchie hiding in Coombe’s Wood, watching her slowly come closer. When she found them, she’d drag them home by their scruffs. How dare they scare her? 

Her thoughts halted suddenly, the boys forgotten. In the space of one step, the air changed, compressed. It got denser, colder. Ethereal fingers of damp formed a palm, pressed against her chest: a warning to turn back. She couldn’t remember the woods being this foreboding when she drove through in her car. Perhaps the ‘creature’ if one existed, became stronger at night. Or something was trying to stop her. But, still she had to know. Head down, shoulders rounded, Izzy pushed back at the viscous atmosphere. 

The air thickened again, into an almost impenetrable wall. Her steps faltered, the damp creeping around her, coating her breath. Izzy panted, breathless, and stopped. 

Then something new tore at the inside of her, willing her to go on, break though – get inside the woods. It whispered through the dark, Come find me. 

Treacle air grabbed hold of her legs, sticking them to the ground, a dream borne into a skewed reality. She gulped, light-headed, and forced her feet into moving again. Baby steps were all she could manage. The force inside tugged. In the shadow of the trees, a creature waited, to be discovered. 

She was in the middle of a tug of war. 

The air willed Izzy: Turn around and go home! Its desperation chilled her. Go back! Leave! The words screamed into her mind. 

Izzy ignored the warnings. They came too late, and she knew better. She should be sleepwalking, but she was fully awake, no longer scared… exhilarated. Her senses overloaded, she took a powerful stride though the wall of air, and fell out and into the woods.

The dark turned navy blue on the other side of the odd force field, and strangely warm to her skin. Bruised purple trees curled over the road, the weak beam from her torch not even touching hanging tendrils. Her steps faltered. Four paces beyond the barrier, past the air that had wanted to protect her, a thought finally crossed her mind. 

Why would an invisible force want to stop me? 


She listened into the woods. Leaves crackled, night birds landing above her, maybe. She noticed the lack of larger creatures. An owl swooped overhead, she didn’t hear it, but caught it gliding silently through the air with the light from her torch. But where were the foxes sniffing curiously at her heels? And those little munjac deer that stole into back gardens and munched on fallen apples and pears – more if left alone, where were they? There were no shiny eyes catching the glare from her torch as they chewed idly on tender shoots. Nothing lived here. Nothing but bugs and birds.

A strange thumping whooped up the lane, so deep, her chest compressed with each wave of sound. Four paces behind Izzy, the treacle air called, shouted, begged that she turn back. She ignored the panicked cries, and waited in the dark. Something raced through the night, bounded along the lane. Almost rounding the corner. Nearly there. 

Stuck, the torch forgotten by her side, the dim light highlighting a circle of the lane, her eyes grew round. She tried to read the purple shadows across the lane. Would she see the creature coming? She took a step back, the thudding growing closer, just about here now.

A dark shape leapt out of the shadows. Saucer sized eyes glowed blood red in the dark, too high. The eyes bobbed in the air as a colossal creature sprinted at her. They burned, two bowls of fire, hungry, and fixed on her. 

Each thump of its feet shook the ground. Each thump matched the beat of her heart. The creature snorted in her scent and speeded up, galloping past the trees. Low hanging branches ripped off against its hide, and were flung off out of the canopy. 

Someone shouted, “Meu deus! Meu deus!” over and over. Then they screamed, a high piercing shriek. Izzy closed her mouth, the person quieted. With that, her feet awoke.

She stumbled back, into the treacle air. Damp fingers wrapped around her and pulled her away from the beast. The force field was helping her, and threw her out of the woods, expelling her. She landed on her bottom and skidded back a few feet. 

Although she intended to turn and run, fast, back to the safety of her flat, she stayed, unmoving. Her eyes fixed on the creature. It tore up the lane, speeding up even more, and then launched off the ground, so high, Izzy tilted her head back to follow its shape against sky. 

“Merde!
It’s going to get me!” she cried and scuttled back, hands scuffing on the tarmac. A couple of meters remained, until a monster took her forever. She’d forced this situation with her need to know more. The insanity of leaving her warm flat, risking a confrontation with George, had her cowering, waiting for the belly of the beast to land on her.

As if in a trance, Izzy followed the ascent of the creature. It flew up, through the air, its jump taking it past the tops of the trees. Birds, shocked into waking, flew from the trees, squawking and chastising. The black shape grew, ever larger, the eyes burning, molten, furious. She thought she saw a flash of white, sharp teeth, an open mouth waiting to tear into her flesh. 

Then it landed against something, high above the woods. For a moment, the beast seemed stuck, suspended not quite above her. Then it slid down, in slow motion, grasping for purchase. Izzy searched the shape for definition, for identification, but its black fur blended with the scenery and the sky. 

Claws screeched down the surface of the invisible prison. The beast fell to the ground and roared, its breath hot and hungry. The stench sped time back up, awoke her from whatever spell had been cast on her. The creature rammed up against the force field, crying out in frustration. Its pained sound filled the night, deafening Izzy. Red eyes glowed brighter. It slashed at the air, shrieked, tried to battle its way through. The air bent as the creature pushed, giant furry paws flailing as they attempted to reach her.

Will the force field hold? Izzy thought. 

Without waiting for an answer, she jumped to her feet and ran. 

 



 


 



The night was thick and warm, and Izzy rolled around her bed, damping everything in a heavy sweat. Her dreams intermittent, she fell in and out of sleep, hearing that roar each time her eyes closed. 


A black bear pushed against the force field. The air flexed, held. He shoved, threw back his head and roared. Paws, the size of dinner plates, ripped at the air. Her scent lingered, he snorted it, and slashed harder. He crashed against his prison, snarling. The air tore, bleeding elfin magic. The bear fell through onto the tarmac, landing in a heap on the exact spot Izzy had hours before. He took a lungful of her odour. Back on all fours, he galloped towards the block of flats. 

Izzy woke up on the cusp of a scream. The kind that might make Connor wet his bed in fear. She lay in the dark, the thud of her heart filling her ears. Her skin pulsed along with it, tightening each time, until she felt like a giant drum. The dream seemed so real, the creature escaping, coming for her. She had taunted it, gone into its prison, entered and escaped. Had her adventure been real? Hadn’t she been searching for those horrible lads from down the road? She held her hands up and caught them in a sliver of streetlight. The palms were tender to the touch, red and scraped.

The sweat on her body cooled as she played the evening over in her head. The escape had to be a dream. She tried to believe it, she needed to calm down and sleep. The clock read 6:13. A black bear ran in the dark, in front of her red curtains. She blinked and the animal was gone. 

Just a dream, she thought, and allowed her eyelids to drift shut.

Bang. 


Sleepy dreams insinuated into reality. Obscure thoughts twisted into dreamscape and floated her over the woods.

Shuffle. 


Her eyes sprung open and then immediately closed. She squeezed them, tight enough to produce a sparkling crop of silver flecks inside her eyelids.

Scrape. 


Something was moving outside the front door, making a multitude of quiet noises on the landing. Maybe Feathers couldn’t sleep and wanted to talk. Although perhaps an indicator of a controlling mind, it was better than the thought of a giant black bear sniffing around the stairwell. 

Reluctantly she swung her feet onto the boards and tiptoed into the hallway and towards the door. The noises quietened, as if the beast on the other side knew she’d woken. 

On her tiptoes, she peered through the peephole. She strained to make anything out. She saw nothing, heard nothing. After a few minutes, she returned to bed. It was her dream. Enough substance had leaked though to leave eerie noises. Stop worrying,
she thought. Satisfied, Izzy crawled back under the covers, cold in her damp pyjamas. Sleep took her quickly, depositing her back in the woods. 

Day broke, and the sun came streaming though the canopy, turning the light jade. The danger departed, she strolled along the lane, her hand running through the cow parsley growing abundantly by the bushes. 

Out on the landing, there was a rustle, a scraping sound, the wiping of something sharp. Then it was gone…
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Izzy slept in, vaguely listening to Connor bump around in the kitchen. The door closed hard, and she listened to him shuffle down the hall to the bathroom. A trickle splashed into the toilet, and Izzy immediately felt the need to go. She rolled over and stretched, waiting for him to finish. He flushed the toilet with a roar of water and stomped to the living room. 

Curled up under the covers, her dreams flitted about, half-remembered, vague. Had she gone out? She put a pillow over her head and tried to piece together the day before. 

“Feathers left…” she said into the pillow. “Did I go out?” She drummed her fingers on the cotton cover. “And a monster…in Cedham?”

She flexed her hand, and saw the palm tender, rough lines of scabs forming where the skin had been scrapped off. She pushed the pillow aside, and stared. “It’s from scraping the wallpaper,” she whispered, and laughed. “Somebody’s been eating too much cheese.”

She forgot about the toilet, and dozed, the sour taste of nightmares disappearing as the sun blazed behind the curtains. The room heated up, deepening her sleep. Yesterday afternoon she’d checked her diary, and the weekend was clear for the first time in a month. Mr and Mrs Davis, who went away most weekends, were dedicating some time to their overgrown garden. Mr Cook, an elderly bachelor who still thought he could have any lady he pleased, had sprained his left ankle and was confined to his cottage. Izzy had passed Cathy on the street in the Pangbourne, and she’d told Izzy that Mr Cook had hurt himself chasing an unco-operative Mrs Johnston from Woodstoke Road. He’d tripped over a step in her garden. Cathy leaned in close to whisper, “He liked the attention he received from her as they waited for the doctor. Watch he doesn’t fake an injury next time you’re there.” 

Noises lifted Izzy from sleep. Car doors opened and closed, an engine roared into life and someone drove away. Children shouted. A ball smacked the road. Connor, on the move again, clomped back to the kitchen.

“Mum, we’ve run out of milk,” Connor shouted.

“If we owned a cow, we’d still run out of milk,” she muttered under her breath, rolled over, and climbed slowly out of bed. Would Feathers be awake by now, thinking of her? 

The sun bled in through a slight parting between the curtains and the beam created a golden path across her bed, and she followed it with her finger, a warm miniature yellow brick road. She got up and plucked her dressing gown off the back of her door, pulling it on as she made her way to the kitchen. Not much food was left after Connor’s breakfast feast, and she settled for fruit tea and a slice of toast. She wandered back out to the hall, stuffed jammy toast in her mouth, and opened the front door to pick up the newspaper. 

What lay on her threshold made Izzy drop the toast. It bounced to the floor, partially covering the thing that lay there. She stood, half leaning, arm extended, frozen with her fingers inches from the floor. Connor rushed out of the living room, and to her side. 

Apparently, she’d been screaming.

“What the bloody hell is that?” he shouted.

She didn’t reply, her eyes unblinkingly glued to the mat that yesterday read Welcome in bold green letters. 

Covering most of the mat was a carcass, most likely a rabbit – she couldn’t tell for sure, as the skin had been torn off. The animal was still wet, blood congealing, staining the brown bristles a dark rust colour. 

Perhaps a cat had dragged it upstairs, tried to eat the creature, and abandoned its meal. Eyes too big for its stomach or some nonsense. How else would a skinned rabbit find its way inside a security locked block of flats, drag itself up a flight of stairs – only to die on her Welcome mat.

She felt her legs wobbled and began to give. Feathers threw his door open, took two steps onto the landing, surveying the scene, and sprinted to support her. 

Darkness was coming, viscous, like the night before. The landing grew fuzzy, the edges of her door losing focus. Her sight was reducing, a macabre tunnel vision spotlighting the thing she couldn’t seem to turn away from. All she could see was the rabbit. 


Izzy heard another scream now – as if through cotton wool. Poppy, with little Romeo on her hip, ran upstairs. Her mongrel puppy followed, his little mouth working. Now open. Then closed. Barking, but she couldn’t hear. Poppy froze, terrified, her son, quiet and wide-eyed. Cathy charged down, her dressing gown half open, her hair wild. Behind her, Gilbert peered, detached, soaking in the view. They stared at Izzy, then the rabbit. Curiosity and worry changed to horror and disgust. Their mouths moved, shouting. Cathy gesticulating. She turned to Izzy – asking something? All were silent. 

At the side of the door, her newspaper lay. Piled on the paper lay a heap of flesh, like a freshly made fur-lined glove.

Her eyes swam around the hallway – to Feathers who held her, to Connor’s scared face. He stared at the rabbit and nowhere else. Neighbours gathered closer. Lou shuffled down the stairs, and stood next to Cathy, tartan slippers on his feet, his newspaper in hand. 

Scuffed blood surrounded the Welcome mat, hiding patterns she’d not noticed before. A finger pointed, tracing the shapes – her finger. On the tiles, a word hidden in partial footprints and crimson streaks read: 

You’re. 

Izzy frowned. Her eyes moved back to the rabbit, seeing the way a knife had split open its belly until the guts fell out in a heap. Seeing how the intestines completed the sentence in cursive script. 


Dead.


She tried to say the words. Certain only she had seen them, she felt the firm hands of Feathers support her as she sagged further. 

You’re dead. 

The message is: You’re dead.


She twisted back to Feathers, his blue eyes sadly connected with hers.

Mute, she mouthed, “You’re dead.
Can’t you see it? It says You’re dead!” 

She threw up, on the mat and the rabbit, splattering the newspaper and the inside out skin. The dropped toast soaked up liquids. A rain of silver flecks turned the world black and white. She struggled to stay conscious, and blinked furiously against approaching dark. The sparkles grew into a million lights, blinding her. The face of the rabbit, pink and wet, one glazed eye staring back at her – was the last thing she saw before she fainted.

 



 


 



“Izzy.”

“Mum.”

Whispered voices worked their way into her mind. 

“Should we call an ambulance?” Connor must be biting his nails, she thought – something he’d stopped the day they’d left George. She heard Connor tear at his nails and grind them to dust in his mouth.

“Give her another minute,” Feathers said. Then, “Go into my flat, you know where my oils cabinet is? Get the bottle with bug eyes on it.”

Connor ran off, hesitating after he swung open the front door, she imagined him leaping over the dead rabbit. Seconds passed, and he was jumping back through the door.

“Here.”

Feathers unscrewed the top and smeared a drop of liquid under her nose. Her eyes popped opened. The smell was brutal, a mix of fresh and wake-up-now scents. Connor and Feathers crouched low over her, Feathers threatening another drop. But the velvet black of her faint had receded. 

“I’m awake.”

Connor’s eyes clouded, he blinked hard and ran the back of his sleeve over his face.

Feathers helped Izzy up off the hall floor, took her back to bed and tucked her in. Connor appeared with the tea, still surprisingly warm. He sat, at the end of her bed. Her son. Scared into biting his nails. His eyes fixed to the ground and unable to look up at her.

At the end of the hall, Feathers sprayed disinfectant, and the tang of lemon drifted into her bedroom. Wet sounds and the rustle of a plastic bag, throwing away the mat, the newspaper – the rabbit. A whispered conversation between Feathers and the neighbours trickled along the hall. She couldn’t make out the words, only the occasional syllable amongst the wsh wsh sounds. Her imagination took a stab, hearing talk of insanity, a discussion of how to be rid of Izzy and her son, and the problems they carried with them.

Someone had parted the curtains and the sun lit the room, motes of dust dancing in nonsensical patterns. The heavy jeans and fleece shirt from the night before lay piled on the floor next to a metal rail where her clothes hung. Empty hangers jutted out at odd angles. Her bedside table, so ordinary, her mug with its images of cats, next to a copy of ‘Portuguese Soups’ from the library, and her old watch. Curtains from a boot sale, purchased for a pound – beautiful crimson velvet, the colour of rabbit blood.

When Connor finally looked up from the floorboards, she stared back unblinking. 

“Connor,” she said, “I’ve had time to think about it. I don’t think those boys were camping in a storm. Nobody would do that. You shouldn’t believe them.”

“I don’t, I’m not silly. They’re always just showing off. Mum?”

She didn’t answer.

Connor shifted position, trying to break her stare. Seconds later he got up and left the room.

 



 


 



Feathers stood in the doorway.

“I used to live in a house, you know” Izzy said, and plumped up the pillows. The bed creaked as she leaned back. “Not in a crummy first floor flat.” She sighed, and pulled the covers over her legs.

Feathers shrugged, and came into the room. He sat on the edge of the bed, and waited for her to continue.

“My house was minutes out of Chester city centre, in Upton, and up this pretty tree lined avenue, next to a park. My parents left it to me when they moved back to Portugal. I only had to finish off the last ten years of mortgage payments.”

“That’s a good deal.”

“I worked in Morrison’s. It was Safeway’s when I started…eventually they promoted me to a manager’s position. I met George there, on my second day as floor manager. I had schedules, all the names of the people working the tills, and I was getting in a flap trying to organise breaks and lunches, when George stopped beside my little desk.

“He said, ‘Hi Isabel, remember me?’ I must have looked blank, so he said he knew Marion, and he’d met me at her party last year. Said, ‘You’ve got a little one.’ 

“I couldn’t remember any get-together, or anything, Connor was only five, and I simply didn’t go to parties. He asked me out for a coffee, at the little restaurant at the front of the shop, and I’ve never been very good at saying no.”

Izzy stopped and grabbed a tissue, then dabbed at her eyes. 

“You don’t have to tell me,” Feathers said.

“I know, I want to…I need to, I suppose. It’s not like he was even my type, he looked…funny, strange, his hair receding in that hole-on-the-crown way. The shop lights reflected off the skin, and I felt unsure about him, with his scalp winking at me, right from the start. After we’d been together for a year, and my life had turned inside out, I realised his story had to be fake. No one calls me Isabel.” She sniffed, blew her nose, and said, “I tried to kill myself.”

Feathers drew back, his eyes wide.

“I did. Swallowed all these calming pills. Sat back and let sleep take me. I waited for death. George and I’d been together for six years, and I’d had enough. Over time, he grew increasingly violent, sadistic…beating me up turned him on.” She shuddered. “I wanted the world to go away, and it did, everything went black. I thought…no, I didn’t think, life for me ended, but then he bloody found me, got me to a hospital. I woke up as they pumped my stomach. I passed out, and then came round to him talking away, convincing the doctors to let me come home. Swore to take me to my GP. God, he was smooth as butter. 

“When we got home, he made me take these big pink pills, three a day, every day. I never found out what they were but I called them my zombie pills. Taking them made life with George easier. I became compliant. Then I missed my period.”

“Pregnant?” 

“Yup. I didn’t know what these pills would do to the baby, so I started flushing them. George didn’t suspect a thing. Then clarity hit. I’d been under the influence for such a long time. Seeing life in full colour made me realise how I couldn’t live in fear any more. And there was Connor, receding into a shell, not even letting me in.

“He’d come back from school with these salty marks on the inside of his glasses – slug trails, I called them. I could tell how bad his day had been by how dirty the lenses were. But they were never clean at the end of a day. Children aren’t supposed to cry that much.

“Eventually, I had to tell George about the baby, I was growing a bump. And boy, did he get angry. He yelled and screamed at me, when he picked up a chair and took aim, I ran to the garden. No one helps screaming women. Should have yelled “fire”. Isn’t that what they say to do in New York, and other big cities? I read it somewhere.”

Feathers moved closer, and took one of her hands between his.

“He remained so calm, dragging me back in the house, landing punches all over me. Kept saying that he ‘only wanted to talk to me,’ in this strange, calm voice.

“He took me to the hospital when he was finished, drove to the A&E Unit, and pushed me out by the entrance. I was bleeding by this time.”

“From the cuts?” Feathers asked.

“No…between my legs.”

“Oh God. I’m sorry.”

She nodded, and went on, “I gave birth that evening to a little scrap of a baby. I’d been pregnant for twenty-two weeks, and he was surprisingly big. Babies can survive at such an early age, but he couldn’t be resuscitated. Didn’t want to breathe. Can’t blame him. They say in Portugal, that the spirit of an unborn child floats around the mother during the pregnancy, and only enters as it’s born. I don’t think he liked what he’d seen.

“They placed him in my arms, wrapped in a blue blanket, his little face peaceful, like he was asleep. He was perfect, even had tiny fingernails, his skin paper-thin and soft, I spent the evening caressing him. 

“I released myself the next morning. The hospital didn’t want me to, but I hadn’t heard from Connor, and I was terrified about what I’d find when I got home.”

“Why not call the police?” Feathers said.

“Don’t know…just needed to do it all myself. I called a taxi, considered asking him to wait, like they do in the movies, in case I needed to leave, fast. But I didn’t have the cash. The driver was this burly, thick-moustached Jewish man. He’d spent the journey saying he was sorry about the bruises on my face. Men seem to need to apologise for the misdoings of other males. I’ve found that.

“I stayed in the road while the taxi pulled away, waited while he turned into the next street before I walked up the path.

“The door wasn’t locked, so I tiptoed inside and explored the downstairs. He wasn’t on the ground floor, and I went upstairs. I was getting scared now, real heart in my mouth, my blood pounding through my veins so hard I became almost blind. I wanted to grab some things, get Connor as he came back from school, and disappear. But I still didn’t know where George was.

“I searched my bedroom first, then the bathroom. I expected him to jump out from behind the doors, attack me. I kept turning around; so he couldn’t sneak up, catch me unawares. I went to Connor’s room last, thinking I’d pack some of his clothes.

“But he wasn’t at school. He was lying in his bed, hidden under the covers. The duvet shook as I closed the door. I avoided the floorboard that always creaked, and went to his bed. 

“I whispered, ‘It’s me,’ and sat on the floor. I told him I’d lost the baby, and he started crying, and all I could think about was whether he had slug trails on his glasses yet.” Izzy gazed at the curtains, and wished they were pulled closed against the day.

“I asked him why he’d stayed home. I realised the answer as I said the words, understood why he remained hidden under the covers, but I couldn’t take it back. It was said. But Connor didn’t reply, so I asked where George was. He held his breath for a moment, and then spoke abruptly from under the covers, blasting the words out. ‘I don’t know,’ he shouted. He was terrified, truly.”

Izzy fell silent, she’d been leaning against Connor’s bed, her back to him. She turned, in slow motion, one hand clenched over the sharp ache in her stomach, her other hand stretched out – reaching for the duvet, pulling it back and exposing Connor. Simultaneously, a glob of blood fell onto the pad between her legs, her milk came in, squirting warm liquid into her bra, and she rested her eyes on the battered face of her son.

“I told him we were leaving.”

“Jesus.” Feathers sat cross-legged at the edge of the bed. 

She curled away from him and stared blankly at the wall.

“That’s how I got here. Went to a shelter. Picked Reading with a map and a pin. Single women and their kids…the lengths they’ll go to,” she said ruefully. “So how’d you get a flat?” she asked.

“Well…I didn’t go to such lengths.” 

He smiled, humourlessly, his face sad, honest. With great gulping sobs, Izzy remembered her lost boy. She might have called him William. He would have had auburn hair and green eyes. He would have looked like her father, because she couldn’t live with a child that reminded her of George. 

Feathers stretched across the bed, beside Izzy, wrapped her in strong gentle arms and a scent of lilac. His fingers caressed her back, kneading tight muscles.

“Are you sure George killed the rabbit?” Feathers asked. 

“Yes.”

“But…why?”

“Control. He has a need to control. I just can’t believe he’s found me.” She pulled away from Feathers and held her hands out.

“I called the police,” Feathers said. “Apparently I shouldn’t have cleaned up. Sorry.”

“It doesn’t matter. Thanks for cleaning.” She remembered something, turned to him, her face pale. “Did you see the words?”

“Words?” Feathers grasped her hands. 

“Yes. The words? Did you see them?” She pushed at him, wanting to run to the door, but he’d cleaned the rabbit up. “There were words, one on the floor written in blood. The other was…written with the intestines.”

Feathers sat thinking, his hands dropping to his lap. “Words?” he finally repeated.

“George wrote ‘You’re dead.’”

“With rabbit blood and intestines?” 

“Yes.” 

His eyes drifted away from her face.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t notice anything.” He shook his head. He’d tied back his hair, and the ponytail flopped back and forth. “That’s scary.”

Izzy clambered off the bed, walked over to the window, closed the curtains until they were only slightly apart, and peeked out. She shivered and pulled her rabbit-blood curtains closed.


Chapter 16

 



 


 



“Oh sweetheart.” Cathy stepped over the threshold, and gave Izzy a hug. “When are the police coming?”

“Soon, I suppose,” Izzy said, walking off to the living room. “You’d think someone spray painted my front door, for the speed of the response.” She flopped down on the sofa.

“Oh poppet. Don’t say that.” Cathy turned away as the doorbell buzzed. “Bet that’s them now. I probably shouldn’t stay – but I’ll come back later?”

Izzy nodded. “Yes…please. I need all the comfort I can get.”

“Fine, that’s a date then.” The doorbell rang out again. “I’ll get it on my way out.”

“Cheers, Cath.”

Cathy strode off, seconds later opening the front door. Izzy listened to a brief, but muffled conversation. A policeman walked into the living room.

“Ms Santana?” 

“That’s me,” she said. “Would you like to sit?” 

He looked around, and sat carefully at the other end of Izzy’s sofa. He took her statement of the events, nodding and scribbling notes.

“Do you still have the bag?”

“Yes, it’s here.” Izzy got up and pulled a black bin bag out from behind the door. “So are you going to arrest George?”

“There’s a process, Ms Santana. We can’t just arrest him. To be honest, anyone could have dumped the animal on your mat. Have you had any quarrels with a neighbour?”

“No!” Izzy jumped off the sofa. “I’ve just moved here, to escape my violent partner, and I certainly haven’t gone around making enemies. Exactly what kind of person do you think I am?”

“We just need some proof before the investigation can move forwards.” 

“What the fuck more do you want? My blood instead of a bloody rabbit?”

The police officer sat bolt upright on the sofa, surrounded by piles of stripped paper, still not cleaned up from the day before. Izzy paced through the wallpaper, whipping the curled remains of gaudy flowered print up in the air. 

“Look, I’m sorry Ms Santana. There’s nothing more we can do.”

She kicked at the paper, unintentionally sending some the officer’s way. He, the Bastard, had left a note on her doorstep and they couldn’t do a thing.

“I’ve read in the newspaper, women like me end up dead, murdered in our houses for our children to discover. Or witness. And then you’ll claim to have done all you could,
to the camera with the red light above it. Meanwhile, my son will be an orphan. Are you sure there’s nothing else you can possibly do?”

“We don’t know where he is…”

“What about credit card statements? He must be staying somewhere.” she interrupted the policeman, a six foot six lug in a navy blue uniform. His cap sat at his side, and his radio burbled in the background. He listened more to the staticy conversations than he did to her. He had ‘more important’ issues to attend to, so she held him in the flat longer than she needed to.

“We can’t access his financial history without just cause. It’s illegal to just pry into someone’s…”

“And slaughtering a rabbit on a person’s doorstep, writing ‘You’re dead’ in the gore, that’s not enough?” she raised her eyebrows.

“No one else saw the writing, so no, that’s not enough.”

“Fine, then.” She stamped off into the hallway and opened the door, slamming it noisily against the living room wall. 

The officer appeared behind her, card in hand. 

“Here’s all the information you need – my name, the case number…”

“Thanks.”

She stood like a sentry, waiting for the officer to leave. 

“Ring us if anything else happens…”

“I’ll be sure to ask my ex to wait mid slash for me to call you. I might gurgle a bit though, from leaking lungs or something. No worries.”

The policeman left, chattering into his radio. Fuzzy crackles of static floated up the stairs until the door downstairs wheezed to a close. Across the hall, Feathers slowly peeked out. 

“I’m angry, Feathers,” she said. “I don’t get like this very often, best to let me cool down.”

Feathers stared at her through a slit in the door, about to say something. He snapped his mouth closed and shut the door. Apparently he didn’t need telling twice. She slammed her own door, shaking the frame, stomped into the living room, and paced back and forth.

Underneath, Mr Brown banged on his ceiling. Izzy growled, stopped herself from jumping up and down, and flopped on the sofa.

From the hallway, a tentative knock sounded.

“Feathers,” she called, “go away.” She rubbed her temples, where thudding pains had kept her company all day. On the second knock, she struggled to her feet. “Feathers,” she said walking down the hall, “please leave me…”

She opened the door, on the landing stood a small man, leaning heavily on an ornate cane. He could have been a young 90 or an old 70. At least he still had all his hair. As if aware of her thoughts, he pushed a white curl off his forehead.

“Hello?” she said 

“Izzy, nice to finally meet you.” He extended a gnarled and liver spotted hand. “I’m Joe.” 

She shook with the old man, surprised at the strength in his ancient digits.

“How do you know who I am?”

“It’s a small village, my dear. Besides, you look after Mr and Mrs Offenheimer’s cats. They live next door.”

“Oh. Have I met you before, Joe? You seem familiar.”

“Perhaps you’ve passed me in the village?” He gave an offhand wave. “May I come in?” She noticed now how reliant he was on the cane, like he could topple at any moment. All she needed to do was sneeze in his direction.

“It’s not really a good time for visitors. Can you come back another time?” She held onto the door, her fingers tapping on the wood.

“I’m afraid I do need to talk to you now.” He leaned forward. “About something very important.” 

Izzy looked down at the indent in the tiles, where her Welcome mat should be, then directed Joe down the hall.

“I guess you’d better come in.” 

They settled in the kitchen. Joe sat in a chair and straightened his spine, pressing it into the wood. 

“May I ask why you’ve come to visit?” She decided he was a young 90. His skin had thinned until his veins glowed iridescent blue-green, mapping out his features, framing watery grey eyes. She did recognise him, the shape of his chin – the cut of his cheekbones.

“I’m here about the woods,” he said simply. “May I trouble you for a spot of tea?”

She leaned back against the cabinets, her mouth agape.

“Sorry to be forward, should I not have asked?”

Izzy flicked the kettle on before he grabbed his cane. 

“No, tea’s fine. It’s just been a horrible weekend – there was a rabbit left on my doorstep yesterday…”

“I know, dear, the village sends its condolences for your misfortune.” 

“So why are you here?” Her words came out high-pitched, and tears gathered as she clinked mugs and sorted tea bags. She blinked, and found some biscuits in a secret place Connor hadn’t discovered yet. “Custard cream?” 

She began to offer the packet, but realized he would be accustomed to receiving them on a fancy dish, and his tea in a cup and saucer. “I’m sorry,” she said, emptying the packet onto a plate. She put the heaped pile on the table in front of Joe. She didn’t own cups and saucers, so he’d have to accept his tea as served.

She remained at the counter, clinging to the heat of the mug as it burned her skin, enjoying the grounding reality of the pain. 

“Izzy,” he said, his speech slow and controlled, as if every word counted, in a way that had to turn crowds silent so as not to miss a syllable. “You were in the woods last night.”

“How the bloody hell do you know that?” Her mind flashed to cameras hidden in secluded places, their sole purpose – keeping track of newcomers.

“There are little people in this village…”

“Now just hold on,” she said, slamming her mug onto the counter. “Feathers told me about elves, and it’s a load of bullshit. There’s no such thing. They don’t exist.” 

Her idyllic village life was falling apart. 

George had found her, and the locals were insane. An animal had been slaughtered on her doorstep, and she had seen a monstrous black bear with red eyes that glowed in the dark. 

“I’m afraid they are real. They keep the village safe from harm.”

It was no use pretending she hadn’t been out there, that she hadn’t seen the creature with her own eyes. “From the bear in the woods.”

“He’s no bear, my dear. Nothing so…tame.”

“I saw it, I saw a bear!” she shouted, flashes of the black creature came bounding towards her.

“What did you see?” the old man asked with infinite calm and patience. He sipped delicately from his mug, and took a nibble from a custard cream.

“It was very dark last night, I saw red eyes. It ran at me, attacked me. There was a funny substance in the air, like an invisible wall. It couldn’t get to me after I fell through.” She rubbed her back where bruises pricked her skin. 

“And you saw a bear?” he asked, picking up another biscuit.

“I saw a…” She thought back, saw plate sized red eyes lighting her clothes with a blood coloured glow. “I saw eyes, a shape, a black shadow. It galloped through the woods at me, down the lane, like it had been expecting me.”

“The force field acts like a web for Bodu. He knows when and where something enters Coombe’s Wood.”

“Meu deus,” she whispered. “If it’s not a bear, what is it?”

“I came here to tell you more about the history of Coombe’s Wood. Whiskey Dave did not necessarily tell you everything.”

“So Simple John was innocent.” She whispered the words.

“No, Simple John was guilty. He also had a talent no one else had. We think it might have been his retardation that helped – he could go into the woods without Bodu knowing. John watched the creature pacing about his prison, maybe went a little crazy seeing such an aberration. Simple John dragged the missing villagers into the woods. Of that, we have no doubt. But he didn’t kill them. He left them in a clearing – near the creature’s lair – to see what would happen. He watched the first, young Eliza, ripped to shreds by Bodu’s powerful claws.” 

“Bodu, this thing has a name – you’ve named it?” She gaped at the old man. 

He ignored her, and continued, “Then little John was next, he wasn’t more than a babe. He was only eight. Can you imagine that? What his mother must have gone through?” 

Izzy shook her head miserably. 

“When Violet was taken, as you know, the village exploded. People, normally wayward children, had been disappearing in those woods as long as spoken history remembered. Usually the disappearances were ten, even twenty years apart as children were told horrific bedtime tales to keep them away. To have three children taken so close together was extremely unusual. Simple John was called upon to find Violet, as had every able bodied man. He was discovered at the back of a barn gibbering about what had happened, what he’d done.”

“But, Dave said Simple John walked into the Village Hall, covered in cuts and blood.”

“Oh, yes. That’s the story we tell if we have to. That tale skirts the truth.”

“So how did William die?” She thought back the tale Whiskey Dave had told her. “Why would William wander into the woods knowing the beast…Bodu was there?”

“This is the worst part. William had a soft spot for Violet, all the men folk in the village did. But William’s was more than a passing interest.”

“Poor girl…” Izzy grimaced.

“He was what you might describe as blind with rage. The fool ran into the woods in the vague hope she might still be alive. He found her body and added his own.” 

“So what is the creature?” she asked finally. She sat down across the table from Joe.

“Izzy, we like you here in the village. We don’t want you to come to any harm. By that I mean…I don’t want you to go in the woods any more.” 

The old man reached across the scarred wood of the table and grasped her hands. His flesh was warm and dry, and covered in a dusting of custard cream crumbs. 

“You are fascinated by Bodu. That’s understandable. It’s new and strange, and it’s secret. But Simple John went crazy getting close to the beast. We don’t want that to happen to you, my dear.”

“Why are you so concerned about me?”

“Oh, my dear,” he said patting her hand before rising painfully from his chair. “All humans are important to us.” 

Well, that was an odd comment. 

“But maybe less so,” he continued, “for the bad men.” 

“Pardon?” 

Joe was leaving the kitchen, going to show himself out. He shuffled down the hall as she sat confused, trying to understand what he’d meant. As the front door clicked shut, Izzy jumped up and rushed after him.

“I really want to know what the beast is, if not a bear,” she called out as she opened the door, running out of her flat.

The hall was empty, so she rushed down the stairs. 

But the old man was nowhere to be seen. 

 



 


 



“Feathers! Feathers, open up!”

Izzy ran back up the stairs, taking the steps two at a time, calling his name. She ran to his door and started pounding. Inside the flat, she heard a bump, and the thud of something falling. Then Feathers flung the door open and stood there, rubbing the side of his leg. Izzy pushed past and stepped over a phone book and a pot of spilled pens. Feathers limped after her, picking up the directory as he passed, and placing it back on the hall table. 

“You’re not still angry, are you?” Feathers asked. 

Izzy strode into the living room, where Connor lay nestled in the beanbag reading, deep inside The Vampire Blood Trilogy. He looked up long enough to give his mother a nod.

“No, an old man came to see me, said his name was Joe, and that he lives next to the Oppenheimer’s…”

“Joe?” Feathers sank into the sofa, staring.

“Yes, told me a different story about the woods. What’s going on here? Will there be another version to the tale, an adaptation I’ll hear in six months time?” Who was she angry at now? Joe? Feathers? No. Someone else. She tried to remember that. “What is in the woods?” She gritted her teeth.

“Joe really came to see you?” 

“So? What’s your problem?” She paced back and forth.

“Joe doesn’t just visit people…”

Izzy stopped, curious. “What do you mean?”

“He’s an elf. He is the leader of the clan…like a king. He doesn’t mix with humans.”

Izzy started laughing. “He’s an elf? Are you kidding me?” She went over to Feathers, and leaned over so they were eye-to-eye. “He’s an old man, no pointy ears, not a dwarf, and he wasn’t dressed in leaves and petals.”

“Laugh all you want, but when he comes to visit, it means…”

“What, for goodness sake, finish a sentence, will you?”

“It’s very important when he calls on a human.”

Izzy turned, and started pacing again. “Okay,” she said, “Let’s agree, for now, that Joe is an elf. But I still want to know what the creature is. Joe said it’s not a bear. Apparently, it’s named Bodu, and it’s a male. Also, when I went in the woods last night…”

“You went in the woods last night?”

“Yes, I thought the whole village knew.” 

Feathers shook his head dumbly. 

Izzy rolled her eyes, and tapped her fingers against the wall she was leaning up against. “Yes, I was in the woods. I wanted to see what everyone was in such a flap about.”

“What did you see?”

“All I saw was the eyes.”

“The red eyes?” He sat forward. 

“Why are you so interested? I’m guessing you’re part of The Village Cover-up.”

Feathers looked away.

“Sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t be so sharp. I’m a little over excited; everything is too high on the strangeness metre. Do you know anything about the creature? The eyes I saw were glowing, like red embers, and huge.” Izzy held her hands up and indicated a large round shape. “They were saucer sized, enormous.” She paced away. “Like, the size of a dinner plate. Do you know what creature Bodu is?”

“No. I was hoping you might have seen more. I’ve spotted the eyes through my binoculars, when the animal patrols the edges of the woods.” Feathers picked at a seam on the sofa. “I’m sorry I didn’t say anything, I should have. Anyway, why are you so desperate to know?”

“I don’t know.” She sat in the basket chair and sent it into a spin. “It seems important. Especially as I keep being warned away.” She spun the chair anti-clockwise. Feathers, Connor and the room flashed by like an old movie, frame by frame.

“What did the policeman say?” 

She kept spinning, closing her eyes as the spin got too much for her stomach. “They can’t do a thing. Need more proof.” She tilted her head back, it was easier to stare up at the ceiling.

“More rabbits?” Feathers got out of his seat. She saw him in her peripheral vision, watching her spin. She kept her eyes on the ceiling, with its plaster swirls, layers of candle smoke defining the contours.

“No, I suspect they want more.”

“What more?” He took a step closer.

“Like my blood more.”

She stuck a foot out, and stopped the spin so she faced the corner of the room.

“Oh God, I’m so sorry.” His voice receded as he flopped back on the sofa. The springs squeaked and protested. “So what are you going to do?”

She rocked back and forth, pushing against the wall. 

“Wait for him to show up. Wait for him to do something terrible that will get him arrested.” 

She hit the wall with the balls of her feet, hard enough to start turning again. As the room came back into view, she only saw Connor. Still snuggled in the beanbag, book on his lap, his sad eyes meeting hers. She spun another few turns, her eyes firmly closed. She didn’t want to see helplessness or sadness or pity or any of the other emotions.

“Feathers,” she said. “Do you mind if I take some lavender oil or something? Thought I might have a bath, try and relax a little.”

“Sure. Help yourself.” Feathers said. “They’re in the kitchen.”

Izzy got up and found the old, homemade display cabinet that housed his oil supplies. She read the labels along the shelf: orange, geranium, cedarwood, marjoram, rose – she didn’t know which ones were calming. She peered at the labels, searching for the lavender. 

On the top row, there was an unnamed bottle, different from the rest. Not modern with a screw on top. This was blue green glass in a rectangular shape, with a tiny cork wedged in the top. On each side were four faces, all like gargoyles. Curious, Izzy reached up and plucked it from the shelf. The cork was completely wedged into the mouth of the bottle. She couldn’t get her fingernails into it, and the pads of her fingers slipped around it, rather than loosening it. She held it out, debating whether to use her teeth.

“No! Don’t!” Feathers yelled, running into the room. He snatched the bottle, but it slipped from his fingers, and he fell to the ground, hands outstretched. The bottle landed on his palm as he slid across the tiles. He stayed where he was for a couple of seconds, breathing hard.

“What the hell, Feathers?” Izzy said, holding out a hand to help him up.

“It’s precious, from my great grandfather.” He closed his fingers around the vial. Sweat beaded on his forehead. “I could never replace it.” 

He got up off the ground, refusing Izzy’s outstretched hand, and walked off with the bottle.

“I just wanted to smell it,” she called after him. “Goodness, what a panic.”

The bedroom door closed, and Feathers came back in the kitchen.

“Sorry about that.” He tried to smile. “If it broke, or was spilled, I’d never be able to replace it.”

“Great grandfather’s, eh? What’s inside?”

Feathers scratched his beard. “Water…from a well he dug with his bare hands.”

“His fingernails must have been a disaster!” Izzy took a bottle off the shelf. “Can I take this one?” She held it out.

Feathers peered over. “Camomile, yes, that’s fine.”



“I’m going back over to mine – you coming, Connor?”

Connor looked at his book, and then at Feathers. 

“I’ll stay here, Mum,” he said eventually, his book propped back in front of his face.

 



 


 



Feathers had done a stellar job cleaning around the front door, but that didn’t stop her from stepping over the place where the rabbit had been disembowelled. She didn’t bolt the door, Connor would need to be able to let himself back in. Izzy pushed until the Yale mortise lock clicked. Then she pulled at the door to make sure it was secure, pushing it one last time. Satisfied, she walked through to the living room.

Evening had arrived, and she sat in her rocking chair, staring out into the woods, watching the sunset. Izzy fancied she could see luminous red eyes, as Bodu stalked the perimeter of his prison. The words to the poem, hidden beneath two layers of aqua paint, came back to her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d thought of them. Somehow, seven months had rushed by since she arrived in Cedham, and she’d almost forgotten about the poem and the caveman drawings in Connor’s bedroom. The previous resident of the flat, Donald – he had seen the beast. He must have at least caught sight of the eyes. Now she knew to look for them, she could spot the burning orbs bobbing, as Bodu paced back and forth. Somehow, the beast had driven him insane, reduced him to scribbles on a wall.

“Don’t go in the woods, where eyes hide between and behind the trees. Waiting for me. Following.” Izzy recited the poem. Was she saying it for the benefit of the beast? He could be there at the edge, listening to the sound of her voice. Like a lover, desiring her. She shivered


But by then the cold evening air had given her goose bumps. She thought about grabbing a blanket and sitting outside a while longer, to see if she could again spy the red glow between the trees. 


But a flashing light on her answering machine caught her attention, and she locked the door to the balcony, and went to listen to the message. She expected a request for a pet sitting booking, perhaps even a new client. Since the whole village knew of the rabbit, somebody might have called to offer whatever you offer someone at a time like this. 

She pushed the play button, and listened to the metallic voice tell her the time and date of the call. She briefly wondered why these voices were always female. Then her message began.

“Rustle…rustle…You’re…rustle…Dead…sound of Sitcom audience clapping, laughing and hooting…Soon…”


Her blood ran cold. The words were recordings from TV shows – ones she’d watched. Jennifer Aniston from Friends. Dot Cotton from Eastenders. The third, Marge, from the Simpsons.

Her front door banged, Connor clattered his way to the living room. 

“Mum?” Connor came in.

She looked up, her teeth chattering and her face washed of colour. “It’s him,” she said. “On the phone. He’s got our number. He’s going to do something terrible, I can sense it. George will never let go, Connor. We’re never going to be left alone.” Izzy burst into tears. 

Connor stayed where he was, half into the room, then suddenly, he turned and fled. Seconds later, the front door slammed shut. 

Izzy couldn’t blame him. George was her fault. She’d fallen for every line, invited him into their house. Allowed him to take over, bent to his every suggestion. Now he was stalking them. 

It was all her fault. 

Seconds later, Feathers and Connor were in the room, staring at the machine beneath her outstretched hand like it might explode.

“What did it say?” Feathers pulled her away from the phone. “Connor, go back to my place. Wait for me there.”

Izzy gave a vague nod. With a face full of doubt, Connor left.

Feathers pressed play. His expression darkened as he listened. “Still could be bloody anybody, couldn’t it.”

She nodded. “I have to call the police back.” 

She’d thrown the policeman’s card into her backpack. She picked it up and rooted though the pockets.

The front door slammed, and Connor ran back in.

“Feathers, your phone rang, I picked it up. Sorry, it was automatic, my hand was there before I could stop it…”

“Connor, calm down, it’s okay. Who was it?”

“Tim Marshall rang, Billy Jenkins didn’t come home tonight. They’re getting a search party together. He said they want to look in the woods.”

“Now?” 

Feathers looked out the window. Only a deep purple edge to the west proved day was not long gone.

“He said you need to go down to the village hall now. They need everyone they can get.”

Feathers turned to Izzy. 

“I want to come with you,” she said. 

Before Feathers could reply, she went to Connor, put her hands on his shoulders and said, “Go and stay in Feathers’ flat, lock the door, and don’t let anyone in. Certainly don’t go confronting trouble.” They both knew what that meant. “Is that okay, Feathers? Only I don’t want him alone here with my ex messing about.”

“Of course,” Feathers said, frowning.

“Shall we go? Sounds like we should get there as soon as possible.”

“Izzy, I’m not sure it’s the kind of place a woman’s expected to be. Maybe you should stay here…”

“Hell, no. This isn’t the middle ages. Did you know that women are allowed to vote? Why the hell shouldn’t I be allowed to go hunting for the boy? Wouldn’t they want as many eyes as possible?”

“I’m not being sexist, just practical. You need to be here. For Connor. And I fully expect you both to doss down in my flat for the night.” He hugged her, too hard. Instead of struggling, Izzy allowed the crushing of his arms around her, his body tight against hers. It made her feel real. She needed that, to be grounded, put back where she could think. 

“I’m still coming.”

 




Chapter 17

 



 


 



Feathers handed Izzy a couple of powerful torches, although as they stepped out into the dark, the road peaceful and quiet, she didn’t know why he bothered taking one for himself. Sure-footed and quick, he kept his torch in a pocket, ready for Billy’s search. 

She directed her yellow beam away from Feathers, and flashed it over her car. She fished her keys out, and walked over.

“Shall we?”

“Drive?” he said, a laugh in his voice. “Let me show you something. Here, take my hand.” He grabbed for Izzy, interlacing fingers with hers. “Close your eyes.”

“Why?” 

“Just do as I say.” 

“You’re kidding,” she said, taking a step back. 

“Really.”

She forced her eyes closed, and felt a queer tugging on her arms. The breeze picked up as they took a few steps. 

“Open them,” Feathers said, standing close enough for her to smell the flowery scent that had been wafting off his skin since Friday.

They were standing in the village hall car park. She knew, from her rounds as a pet sitter, that the hall was 1.1 miles from her block of flats. But they’d covered that distance in a few seconds. 

Flabbergasted, she stared at Feathers. 

“Told you there were elves,” he smirked. 

He walked away, the gravel not acknowledging his presence. She followed, her footsteps seeming loud enough to wake the neighbours.

Inside the village hall, a crowd of men shouted and brayed. All tried to outdo the other with volume and perseverance. To Izzy’s relief a few women sheltered in the corner – as if, like her, wishing they hadn’t come.

“Mary…Hi,” she shouted over the din.

“Hello, Izzy. Why are you here?” Mary had no children. Perhaps she was there to support her husband. Izzy realised, looking around, that all the other women were either childless or their children had grown up, and left home. 

“I’d rather be here than at home.”

“Yes, I heard about your situation…” Felicity spoke from the back, her face full of false pity. Izzy hated that look. She didn’t much care for Felicity either.

“What situation?” Mary asked, glancing away from the developing brawl.

“My dead rabbit situation. I thought the whole village knew,” she said, perhaps too sharply. “My ex, the one that caused me to move south found me. He left an unsavoury gift outside my flat yesterday.”

“I’m really sorry to hear that, Izzy.”

“Yeah, me too.” 

She looked at the men at the front of the hall. They seemed to be agreeing on something. 

“What are they going to do?” Izzy asked.

“You mean to find my Billy?” Emily spoke from the back with an educated accent and tear stained face. “They’re going into the woods to hunt for that creature and put it down once and for all.” She buried a fist in her other hand, staring at the men. 

“Look, they’re going,” Felicity spoke up – her eyes sparkling in the bright light of the hall. Even tonight she had taken the time to perfect her make-up. 

The men began shoving their way out of the hall, as if off to find pitchforks and fire-lit torches to wave around. Whiskey Dave stood to the outside, seemingly sober. The crowd grew and shrunk, pulsing like a heart, as the men jostled and pushed forward, Dave and Feathers bumped against each other, then pushed forward, disappearing into the centre.

Emily turned away, and dabbed a tissue against her eyes. Hands touched her shoulders, her arms, rubbed at her back. Izzy stood aside, an outsider. 

Somewhere, deep inside, there was the sensation of being the hired help. She, Izzy, was the one that cleaned the toilets of several of the people here. Her clothes felt cheap, her shoes tatty, her hair a mess, and fingers un-manicured. She moved, like a ghost, in and out of their lives, clearing up their houses, and loving the pets left behind while the owners disappeared off on exotic holidays, exploring places she’d only ever see on the telly. For a second time, she wished she were at home, or in Feathers’ flat, with Connor, watching a movie, eating popcorn and snuggled up on a comfy sofa. 

“Stop!” 

Joe stood between the double doors to the hall; leaning two handed on his cane. The mob obeyed. Silence slowly descended over the men, until the hall echoed with the sound of breathing.

“Hey, that’s Joe,” Izzy whispered, peering over the stilled crowd. 

“You know Joe?” Felicity whispered. “How can you possibly know Joe?” 

Izzy winced at Felicity’s over-perfect pronunciation.

“He came to my flat today. He needed to talk to me. Insisted I let him in.” She stretched as tall as she could, puffing her chest out against this horrid woman.

“Why on earth would Joe come to your flat?” 

Izzy’s eyes pursed into slits. 

“I gave him custard creams and we discussed the weather.” 

“You gave Joe custard creams?” 

“And tea,” Izzy said. Her voice dropped. “With two sugars. He said he liked it sweet.” 

Across the hall, someone – possibly Felicity’s husband – shouted, “We’re not waiting here while that boy is ripped to shreds by the creature!” 

“What the bloody hell do you expect us to do?” Stan called, a tea towel hanging from his back pocket.

A round of comments, fired like ammunition at the elderly man, led Izzy to the conclusion that Joe had just ordered them not to go into the woods. Bodu was not to be harmed.

“Will you all stop.” Joe spoke deep and loud, his crumpled body straightening and growing with each word until he seemed to tower within the doorway. “We already rescued the boy, come outside and see for yourselves. He needs a doctor and some home care for a few days.” 

Joe shrank back down to his former hunched shape, turned and left the hall.

Silently the crowd followed, out into the car park and onto the dimly lit playing field, where a group of tall thin people huddled. Their dark clothes camouflaged them, and without Joe’s direction, the group might have remained invisible. 

There were eight of these people – elves? They parted as the crowd approached to reveal a small bundle on the grass. 

Wrapped in what looked like animal furs, only Billy’s face was exposed to the night air. His eyes glinted in the moonlight, his face calm and serene.

“Billy!” 

Emily broke away from the crowd, her husband Dave close behind. They crouched at their son’s side, not noticing as the eight who had surrounded him, blended into the shadows until they were gone. Izzy watched them glide away towards the woods that grew on three sides of the playing fields. 

No one else looked, she searched from face to face, and realised everyone had missed it. Her eyes fell upon Joe. He was watching her, smiling in an approving manner. Then he stepped away after the others. No one seemed to see this, either.

An ambulance siren pipped a few roads away, mobiles were out, and someone had called for help. It pulled into the car park, and the crowd finally began to disperse. Two men in green overalls rushed out, and one of them started talking to Emily and Dave. The other placed a large box at Billy’s side and began an examination. 

Feathers emerged from the crowd – the idea of chasing the beast in some kind of medieval witch-hunt had evaporated from his mind, and that of the groups. He came over to Izzy, appearing vaguely confused.

“What the hell’s going on here?” She grabbed Feathers’ arm, pulling him to the side of the hall. She pushed him into a deep shadow. 

The ambulance crew were loading Billy, now strapped to a hospital gurney, into the back of their van. The crowd of men were waving cheerful goodbyes, leaving in their Jags and Land Rovers.

“What are you talking about?” Feathers grabbed her around the waist. 

“Feathers, no.” She shoved him away, taking another glance at the emptying car park. “Why aren’t you and that crowd marching into the woods braying for blood?”

Feathers looked curiously at her. “What were we going to do?” he finally asked.

“Billy – remember Billy Jenkins?”

“What – that annoying little kid from Long Drive?”

“He somehow ended up in the woods – Coombe’s Wood – and the beast attacked him. Do you remember that? We were in my flat, I got a horrible message on my answer phone.” 

Cold dread settled as that episode replayed. With the mixed up events of the evening, she’d briefly forgotten the message on her phone.

“Yeah, I came in to listen…then it all turns dream-like. Connor came in, I’d got a phone call.”

“That’s right,” she spoke quietly, as she might a child. “All you men were going to go hunting.” 

Feathers frowned. 

“Hunting for the creature,” Izzy prompted.

“Wow, was that all real?” He scratched his beard. “There were these elves…in dark robes, in my dream. And an old guy, balancing on this wonderfully carved cane. It was like a snake, a black adder. The top, the knob where he lent was its head.” He looked off into the dark while he recalled.

“That was Joe.” 

Lights flickered through the bushes as the cars drove up the lane and away to million-pound mansions. 

“I must have been standing right next to him, then – if it happened. How come you remember, and I don’t?”

“I’ve no idea.” She cuddled up against him. “Take me home, please.” 

“Fine,” he said. He sounded lost. “Ready to close your eyes?” 

Dutifully Izzy nodded, wondering if he would remember even this, and held one of his hands tight.

Home was before her when she opened her eyes. 

In silence, they entered the building. 

Feathers rubbed at his temples, frowning. Was he trying to remember strange dreams, figure out which were actually real? Quiet thoughts of elves and how many times they’d turned an event to dreams, or dreams into an event? Izzy didn’t envy Feathers his confusion. She had her own preoccupations. Her head swam with answering machines, dead rabbits and the sad expression on Connor’s face.

Upstairs, as they rounded the last step onto the landing, Feathers mumbled something.

“What’d you say?” 

“I said, oh bollocks.” Feathers stopped on the last step, blocking her way. Her face fell. Obviously something else had been deposited on her doorstep.

“Feathers, whatever it is, I want to look. You shouldn’t stop me.” 

She pushed past to the landing, and stared at the ground. Nothing was there. 

“What the hell is the matter with you Feathers? There’s nothing bloody there!” 

Then movement caught her eye. She looked up, to the top of the doorframe. A thin rope had been tacked into the wood. Her eyes followed the rope down to where a tiny noose had been knotted. Inside the noose swung a cat. George hadn’t picked any cat off the street. This was the Parkers’ cat, she was sure. Theirs was a striking tabby with unusual yellow eyes, these now bulging from strangulation. It was impossible to miss their gold colour.

Izzy held onto Feathers, unable to turn from the swinging cat.

“Feathers…” 

He pulled away, placed a finger to his lips, and dashed up the stairs. He was back before she could drag in three painful breaths. 

“Sorry about that. I thought maybe he was still here. We must have missed him on the way in.” He gestured towards her door, miming that she should unlock it. She realized with horror that he suspected George might be inside. 

Numb with fear, she put the key into the door and turned. 

Feathers ducked under the hanging cat, and crept in. He closed the door behind, and Izzy waited, watching the cat swing slowly. 

Feathers’ blond head reappeared at the door a couple of minutes later. He had a pair of scissors, and he reached up to cut down the cat. It dropped into his arms.

“You should have left him there. They would need him strung up.” Izzy said. 

Feathers shrugged. “Didn’t seem right leaving him there.”

Izzy stroked the top of Button’s head, her vision blurring with tears. “He was such a lovely cat. What’s the family going to do?” She took the cat from Feathers’ arms. He was still warm. So warm she had to fight the urge to put her mouth to his furry one, and breathe life back into the little body. She cuddled him. “They have little girls, Feathers, two little girls. Charlotte and Ellie. They’re only five, what’re they going to think?” 

“Get inside the flat, we’ll figure it all out there, just get inside.” Feathers stopped, listened, and pushed Izzy inside, bumping her past the remains of the rope.

“Connor…I need to know if he’s okay…” She fell onto the sofa, still cradling the cat, soft tears wetting his fur.

“I’ll check on him. It’s late, I’m sure he’s asleep by now.”

Feathers left her stroking the dead cat. He was gone considerably longer than when he dashed upstairs or even when he searched the flat. She thought about going over, but couldn’t figure out what to do with Button. She didn’t want to leave him here alone, nor did she want Connor to see. Stuck like that, she waited.

“Hey,” Feathers said, coming back in. “He’s fine.”

“I need to call the police,” Izzy said. 

She wrapped the cat in a blanket, and placed him carefully on the sofa. She rifled through the pockets of her backpack, and pulled the policeman’s card out. The red light on the answer phone reminded her she had a saved message. She tore her eyes away, focusing on the card. 

Feathers hovered in the hall, turning to leave as the phone line connected with the station. She was forwarded to a central call centre, and gave her details and an explanation three times before someone ‘seemed to know’. 

A PC would be sent in the morning. Apparently, there was no immediate threat.
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She let Connor sleep in Feathers’ living room. It was easier than dragging him back where the dead rabbit was fresh in his memory, and Button rested in a small cardboard box. She’d have to deal with that at some point soon. 

It would be hard. She was going to be ostracised. The villagers could chuck her out of the council flat. She’d led a madman to their door, and if it had been her much-loved family pet sleeping the long sleep in a crisps box, she’d go berserk. 

Meanwhile, she flopped on her bed, and rolled up in the covers. Izzy really needed to sleep. She closed her eyes, picturing the cat, swinging gently from her doorframe. How long before another animal, another pet, fell victim to George? She screwed her eyes up, trying to force sleep. A bump filtered through the wood of her front door, through the flat, and to Izzy’s ears. Her eyes blinked open. A bang followed, and Izzy jumped. She peered out of her room, into the gloom.

Throwing off her covers, she climbed out of bed, and tiptoed out of her bedroom and down the hall. Before she got to the end, she smelled something wafting in under the draft seal. She stopped, breathing deeply. 

Someone, at 3 o’clock in the morning, was puffing away on a cigarette, immediately outside the front door. 

She couldn’t decide whether to shout for Feathers, call the police, or sneak back to bed and let her peeping tom sit on the stairs all night smoking cigarettes. She crept to the door and stuck her eye up to the peephole. The landing light had a timer switch, and at 3am, none of the residents had triggered the lights. Staring out was like putting a sheet of black paper against one eye. But the longer she peeped out, the more she noticed. Shapes took form, evolving, creating something different every time she tried to focus.

Then, on the periphery, she glimpsed a movement. The smoker wasn’t sitting on the stairs next to her front door, like she’d imagined. Whoever it was must be pacing up and down the stairs to the ground floor. A red-orange glow swung back and forth; paused in front of Feathers’ door, then swung back down the stairs. 

George was in the building! She stood back, her jaw slack. How had he got in? Was he expecting her to leave? Was he waiting for her? Her questions had no answers, so she stepped back to the peephole. 

She stared for a long time, watching the glowing end of the cigarette bounce around the hall, like a nicotine-addicted poltergeist. He’d stop occasionally, face the door, his Marlbourgh between his lips. His face would light up, his eyes slits, his face pursed as he drew on the cigarette. Then he would turn and start pacing again. 

She needed to leave her vigil, go to the phone, and ring the police. They could catch him red handed. He might go to jail, be ordered to stay far away from Connor and her. But she couldn’t. Frozen against the door, she waited. There would be a sign, an indication of what he might do. Then she could run to the phone.

Every ten minutes or so, George’s cigarette butt would fly across the hall, landing where the Welcome mat had been sitting not long ago. She pressed up against the door, the watched observing the watcher. 

Eventually, he did leave. She didn’t realise for a long time, the shuffle-shuffle as he climbed up and down the stairs had gone. Even then, she found it hard to leave the door, and her peephole into the black void outside her door.

She made her way to bed, and fell in. She lay staring at the ceiling until her alarm woke her. She couldn’t even remember turning the damn thing on. 

She had to visit three houses that morning: one bungalow and two houses. The bungalow was up the hill in Upper Basildon and the houses were near each other on one of the most expensive streets in Cedham. She checked and double-checked her diary, gathered up a handful of keys and left. 

A pile of burnt out cigarettes lay in the indent where her mat belonged. She stepped over the stubs, listening carefully for someone rushing up the stairs. She’d peeked out of the peephole first; to make sure he wasn’t lurking on the landing. But George had always been a night person, sleeping away the first half the day. He would be snoring away wherever he’d holed up. 

Morning rounds were slow. She hadn’t the energy to cuddle in her normal effervescent manner. The cats curled around her more than usual as she scraped odorous food from tins into the usual collection of cute designer food dishes. Little painted fish bones waited at the bottom of the bowls for the moggies to discover, having finished their breakfasts like good little cats. She leaned against expensive kitchen counters and scrubbed dried on cat food, stared into landscaped gardens full of plants with names she couldn’t pronounce, let alone recognise, but had to admit were worth a second glance. 

In the second house, her hands deep in warm suds, she played out a fantasy, ‘Owner of the house’. She lived here, with these glorious spoiled cats as daily companions, and Connor had not one bedroom, but two, as did she. They grew colourful poppies in manicured gardens, set up vegetable patches in the back, and painted watercolours in their spare time. The only stain on the tea cloth would be Felicity. She lived two doors away in a house – mansion – that she told all was worth in the region of 1.5 million pounds. She hired personal trainers to rid her of flab, lazed in her Olympic pool and bubbled in her Swedish hot tub. 

Izzy withdrew her hands from the suds. The dishes were washed, and she was in danger of rubbing off the ‘cute’ motifs or breaking something. She couldn’t afford to waste the wages from one pet-sitting on replacement chinaware. 

She slid to the floor, where the cat, Felix, with his magnificent long white coat with a chestnut brown face, sat waiting. He swished his tail gleefully over her mouth and purred like an engine. He flopped over her leg, half on the floor so his bum pointed skywards and his face cooled on the tiles.

“Felix, I wish I were a cat and lived in a house like this.” He purred his agreement. “And all I had to do was curl up on laps or sit in bushes because the sun was too hot that day. I think I could even eat a few birds. I’m sure the thrill of the chase would appeal to me.” 

Felix lifted his head off the tiles, and curled up in her lap. 

“Then I’d have none of this silly human baggage.”

She scratched Felix under the chin, his fur soft as pashmina. Maybe there was a market in it. She ran her fingers the wrong way into the cat’s fur. As if feeling her distress, he stretched up and nuzzled her, pressing his wet mouth against her cheek. 

Izzy settled down on the tiles, Felix turned around on her legs a couple of times, kneading as he went, then curled up and fell asleep, still purring. She watched his chest rise up and down, how his head slowly slid from the edge of her leg. As the cat slipped further into sleep, her own eyelids became heavy. She blinked slowly, her hand resting on the cat’s back. She tried to force them open, she should go home. Then her eyes closed, and she fell into a dream. 

She was walking down Coombe Lane, and Bodu was coming. Trees to her left crashed down to the forest floor, but she didn’t slow. She didn’t care. She wanted the beast to come for her. The trees were moving, and she looked about. No, she thought, not moving, growing. They closed in on her, until the lane was a path, and the overhead branches raked against her hair. And the beast was close. She heard him, picking his way through the undergrowth, keeping pace with her, out of sight within the scrub.

“I want to meet you,” she said, and stopped.

Bodu emerged from between the trees behind her. Izzy heard saplings bow and snap back, and then his hot breath was on the back of her neck. 

“Bodu,” she whispered. She should feel afraid. She knew she should. 

He nudged her, and the ground gave way, she collapsed into a dream fall that seemed to go on and on. Her legs twitched and she jumped awake on the kitchen floor. Felix opened his eyes and blinked at her, stretched sleepily and plodded off in search of a sofa or a patch of grass in the sun.

Her dream of Bodu clung to her, along with a feeling of desire, which she couldn’t understand. Izzy left the house, and climbed into her old Toyota, the suspension squeaking as she sat down. There was a strong smell of oil, which she ignored, and turned the key in the ignition. The car roared into life, and she pulled out of the driveway. 

Enveloped in her thoughts, a strange and unsettling mix of Bodu and Feathers’ kisses, Izzy hardly noticed, at first, the car behind, rapidly gaining on her, growing larger in the rear view mirror. 

This early on a Sunday morning, it was usually only elderly men in search of the Sunday Times and milk who ventured out. The large red car closing in on her rear bumper was a surprise. 

She didn’t expect the car to hit, either. Why should she expect such a thing? 

It approached fast, speeding up to her Toyota. She checked to see if its indicator was on, for overtaking. Maybe the driver would flick it on at the last moment. Izzy turned her attention to the man behind the wheel. He sat hunched over, and seemed angry…furious to her eye. His hair receded, like George’s. Her heart jumped, and she peered into the rearview mirror. 

Surely not, she thought, not him. 

She looked harder, no longer concentrating on the road ahead, holding her breath in as she waited for the light to change a little, so she could better see… The sun streamed between a gap in the trees at the side of the road, she blinked as the light momentarily blinded her, then focused on the man behind her. The red car filled with light for a second. It flooded over the steering wheel and the man’s hands as he gripped the leather, a white-knuckle hold. Like a dying man, she thought. The sunlight flowed along the arms, and for a moment that froze, but must have been only an instant; Izzy caught sight of George’s wild eyes. He stared back, a crooked smile playing across his face. Then his car hit.

BAM! 

She was thrown into the seatbelt, and smacked her head against the top of the steering wheel. Her foot hovered over the brake – in an accident, stop the car, and pull off the road. She pressed down hard on the pedal. 

Then she caught sight of him in the rear view again – what was left of his hair dishevelled and unwashed, his eyes glittering with insanity. He pulled up close again, too close and – 

BAM


– hit again.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she yelled. 

BAM! 

“Jesus Christ! Moloco!” 

She stamped the accelerator all the way down to the floor. The car jumped as petrol flooded into the engine, and she gained a few precious feet of distance.

With the car still in second, the engine revved hard, climaxing in a high tinny roar until she shifted. Third wasn’t enough, and the engine still complained. But, George loomed in the rear view mirror, a Marlbourgh clamped between his teeth now. One hand rested on the top of the wheel, one arm sat halfway out the open window. Behind a cloud of cigarette smoke, he sneered at her, matching her acceleration, and then catching up – too quickly. 

The main road ran long and straight. George’s car was newer, faster, and as her speedometer approached sixty, her car protesting in an ear piercing whine, he eased up casually behind. He grinned – as if bashing the rear bumpers of cars was accepted Sunday morning entertainment. 

A sound filtered through the scream of her engine, a pulsing of drums, the crash and thud of a heavy metal band. As if in agreement, George nodded his head to the beat.

Coombe Lane snaked off to the right, almost like a fork. The main road ran smooth and wide, but the lane started twisting from the start, a curving trail filled with potholes and missing chinks of tarmac. 

In desperation, she cut the wheel, and darted in between the trees growing either side of Coombe Lane – giant sentries keeping watch. She swerved around the first pothole and put her foot back down, racing deep into the woods. Her only chance was that he’d miss the turn, and she’d gain a precious few moments to escape. 

She’d drive down to Pangbourne, where they had a police station. They operated on a part-time basis, but perhaps someone would be there. She glanced in the rear view mirror, turning sharply as the road wound around trees. Under grey puddles, deep potholes hid. The car bucked as the front wheel bounced into one, and Izzy clenched the steering wheel, and pulled against a skid. The car bumped out, trees whizzed by.

George’s car glinted between the trees, behind the corner she’d just passed. She pressed her foot down on the pedal again, and concentrated on bumps and craters. 

Of course, the creature with the red eyes must be hidden somewhere within the trees. She tried not to think of him, concentrating as the road fell away almost completely in places, leaving little more than a dirt track, and her tires spun as she accelerated too hard. She lost a second or two as she pumped the pedal, and the car spun through a pit of grit and leaves. 

George drew up behind, flashing his lights. 

Was he warning her this was the end? Maybe he wanted her to pull over. Not a chance. Button, cold and stiff came to mind. 

Then the bloody scribbled words flashed in front of her eyes, you’re dead, and her answer phone with bizarre message. The audience clapped in her head, jeering and shouting her name. She knew what he wanted.

“Not today, you bastard!” 

The woods would peter out soon. Back on field bound roads, she could find someone, get the police in on the chase…

BAM! 

He hit her again, and she fell forward in the car. Her eyes widened as she spotted a tree that lay partway across the road. Both her feet slammed down, pressing clutch and brake simultaneously. 

Izzy forced the car into a skid; there was just enough room to squeeze by. His car was larger. Hopefully, he wouldn’t. She gripped the wheel and pulled desperately as her Toyota screeched across the lane, and towards the tree. She judged the gap at the end, and smiled. She could get away. The car skidded along the muck, and hit the trunk at an angle. A screech of metal assaulted the forest, as the Toyota scraped along the bark. The friction was too much, her momentum slowed, and then the car came to a prompt stop.

She shook her head, dizzy and disoriented as she hung from her seatbelt. 

She could hear heavy metal music. He must have pulled up behind her. Scratchy guitar solos would accompany her beating. 

George scrunched through the leaves and twigs on the lane, and was suddenly there, right next to her. His breath fogged the window beside her face. Izzy turned away, and bent over the seatbelt, trying to unsnap it. 

“Get out the car, bitch. I need to talk to you!” 

Those words said ‘business’. Memories flooded back, a hand across her face, a soup bowl dropped to the kitchen floor, the dish released in surprise at the slap. 

Izzy jammed her fingers against the red release button. She needed to get out of the seatbelt. What then? Izzy wasn’t sure. But first, she needed to push the button. It wasn’t going to let her go. She struggled, pulled against the seatbelt. The car would pin her here, until George opened her door, and reached in…Izzy kept her eyes down. She didn’t want to see him stretch in. 

“Bloody let me go!” she whispered at the seatbelt. 

George leaned against the window; she could sense him watching her struggle to get free. He cast a shadow across her. She closed her eyes, and pictured a grim smile on his face. 

Her fingers still pressing on the button, both hands jiggling, pushing, and hitting the seatbelt, she realised what was wrong. She took a breath and let go, leaning back in her seat at the same time. The tension lessened, enough for the mechanism to remember how to work, and the seatbelt unbuckled. Izzy finally looked up and focused on George. 

His breathed a slow laugh, a low ‘huh-huh-huh’ sound, and steamed up a patch of mist on the glass. He rested one hand on either side of her window to support his weight, a disturbing twinkle in his eye. 

“Little rabbit,” he said. “Come to me baby, you’re all mine now.”

She ignored him. Having solved the seatbelt issue, a sense of rationality had come back. Izzy turned the key and punched the gas pedal. The engine turned over, not quite starting. She turned the key again, to whirr-whirr noises and a stink of petrol. 

“Flooded your car? What a shame,” he said.

She tried again, and the petrol stench overwhelming the cloying odour of the oil. 

“Please start,” she said, and rattled the key. “Please, please.” She stopped pressing on the gas pedal, and counted slowly to ten. “Now. I want to hear you start. Surprise me, roar into life.” Izzy turned the key. The whirr-whirr sound was weaker. “Last time,” she whispered, hunched over the wheel. She ran a hand along the dashboard. “I’ll pay for your oil leak to be fixed. And I’ll put in the super-unleaded for a month. Just start for me.” She turned the key for the last time. The car whirred again, but didn’t turn over. Her hand fell from the key, and she looked up. George smiled back. 

Her mind raced into overdrive. The word, ‘Escape!’ repeating over and over in her mind. She searched about the car for possibilities, anything to help. The passenger door was flush against the trunk of the fallen tree. And with George hovering by her door, the boot was the only exit left. Tentatively, she fingered the lever that opened the boot, and added up in her mind how long it would take her to clamber over the back seat and out. George would take three steps, and be there before she even started pushing the boot open. Izzy collapsed back in her seat, letting the lever go, before she could trigger it by accident. 

George leaned over and peered inside. She could see now that he’d lost the last strands of hair from the top of his head, and how, in the past year, he’d grown one side long, and swept the hairs over the top. This flopped at the side, looking ridiculous. 

Her hands moved to her stomach. She closed her eyes, and tried to remember a prayer, and managed to drag The Lord’s Prayer out from her school days. “Our Father who art in heaven…”

Click-clunk. George pulled the handle. 

Her time felt short. Connor could live with Feathers. Or should she send him all the way to Portugal? Would her parents want the responsibility of raising another child? What about Feathers? But he might not want Connor. What if Social Services sent him to strangers after the police found her strangled corpse? The thought occurred to her that she wouldn’t be consulted. She would be rotting quietly in some grave. Perhaps on the hill, up from Pangbourne, under a tree – an oak. She’d always liked them. They were grounded, and grand at the same time. 

“Bitch!” George shouted from the other side of the glass. “Let me in. I want to talk to you.” 

His body hair always made her think of gorillas. He bunched up his hands, and pounded with hairy fists on the window.

“No, I won’t let you in! You want to hurt me,” she cried. Tears wet her cheeks. He banged on the glass, and Izzy jumped back, catching her lower back on the handbrake. 

He couldn’t get in. He might be able to frighten her, but locking the door had gifted precious seconds to her. 

“Think. There must be a way out.” Izzy looked around. Something had to help.

He tried the handle again. Her heart slowed every time he pulled. She hated feeling this way, this was why she left, took Connor, and drove across England to a town she didn’t know. How dare he invade her life again, threaten her, make her scared.

“Why would I let an abuser like you into my car?” Izzy shouted at George.

“I’m not like that. You know what’s true. Think back, carefully, I never did anything like that, you know I never hit you,” he said. He used to mould her mind like putty, manipulating the truth until it fit his particular skewed view of the world. She hated the self-assured nonsense he spouted to raise doubts, put her in the wrong. 

She shook her head; a cluster of brown curls falling down over her eyes, obscuring George’s face. 

“Yes, you did. You spent years smashing things into me,” she said. 

Overwhelming fatigue washed over her, and an almost uncontrollable psychological return to the dark days she’d escaped from. Attempted suicide. Constant pain. The times when she laughed with colleagues about how her son had ‘caused’ that bruise by playing rough. All the excuses and imagined versions of her life, used on anyone who cared to listen. 

George pounded on the car with his gorilla fists. 

“Where’s your evidence, little girl, where’s your God damn proof?”

“The proof was on my doorstep,” Izzy cried. “The proof is in the dead rabbit you left on my mat, and the cigarettes butts, and poor Button. How could you do that? How could you be so evil?” 

With a sleeve, she wiped tears from her chin. Death was approaching. He was going to skin her like the rabbit and set her insides loose. String her up to a tree and hang her there until she stopped twitching. This man meant to end her life today.

“What the hell are you on about?” 

He took a step back from the car. His face queried hers. She studied the wrinkles on his face for the truth. He’d lied so often, she assumed every word he said was questionable. 

“I know you did it!” she shrieked, slapping her palms on the window. “Who else would even think of doing such a horrible thing?” 

He took another step back from her, almost off the road and into the woods.

“Whoa, I can happily admit to the wrong things I have done. I might even admit that on a couple of occasions over the years, my fists might have collided with your face. But it was all six of one, half a dozen of the other. You gave as good as you got.”

Images of blood on her fingers filled her mind. She heard the hollow thumping sound of objects colliding with her skull, her reflection in a mirror as she tried to cover another bruise. The month she spent unable to hear from her left ear after he burst the drum. She could think of a dozen ‘scuffles’ in the last year they spent together, without having to go further back. 

She squinted, trying to force away violent visions. But, this was the closest he’d come to admitting anything at all. She wished she had a tape recorder. Izzy glanced back up at him. He appeared calmer, almost as if somewhere deep inside he cared about the truth. 

But if he hadn’t killed those animals, who had?

“Come on out, Izzy. We’ll get through this together. If some sicko is pinpointing you for an attack, I want to be there to protect you.” 

He smiled. She reminded herself that minutes before, he’d rammed her car into this lane. He had cornered her with the intention of inflicting pain. 

“I’m not coming out, George.” 

“But what about the weirdo who’s killing animals on your doorstep? I admit – I was angry that you left me like that and I did throw cigarette butts on your doorstep. But I didn’t come hammering on your door in the middle of the night, did I?” 

She nodded slowly, her eyes not leaving his.

“I’ve changed. I wanted to be near you, and the best way, so far as I could figure, was to loiter in the hall. When I got bored, I smoked.” 

He placed a hand on the glass, near her face. It seemed a caring gesture, not that of someone in the grip of insanity. 

Her fingers crept to the lock. Maybe she was being silly. He had overreacted on the road. But a little overreaction is a long step away from killing someone. 

“That’s right. Unlock the door, and we’ll take care of this together. You know what I am capable of, but how well do you know that hippy, Feathers?” 

“I’ve known him for a while, he’s a decent guy.”

“Let me guess, he’s a friend who is slowly sliding into your life. One day you’ll wake up with him in your bed, and your life taken over with hippy junk, stinking of flowery oil, and too stoned to move. Other than when you go down the social to pick up your cheque.”

Izzy shook her head minutely.

“And he’ll keep reminding you what a shit I was. And you’ll forget how adept he is in the forest, how he could skin a rabbit in seconds, if the urge took him. That he has a key to your building. He waited for Lou to go downstairs to get the papers that Saturday, watched him come back up the stairs, and chuck the Chronicle by your door. Then got to work.”

Izzy’s mouth fell open. It all made a sick kind of sense. Feathers moved so silently, she’d never hear him moving about on the landing. She trusted him. She’d let him into her life. She gulped, as she remembered he had a key. George was violent, but this was the work of a psychopath. He led her, fooled her with his show of searching for George when they found Button. He knew all along, he was the culprit. But they’d been together at the village hall. She stared up at George her finger still on the lock, thinking. Feathers knew how to do that magic fast-walking trick. He must have slid out the back while everyone was hollering for blood. He’d only need a few minutes.

“And stringing up the cat, that really was the work of a sick fuck.” 

A cold chill swept over her body, her fingers, suddenly slippy, slid from the lock. She repositioned them, and asked, “How do you know about the cat? I didn’t tell anyone except the police.” The keys weighed heavy on her fingers. “I didn’t even tell the owners.” She laughed, an unnatural sound that heightened her level of fear. “I was trying to figure out whether to tell them or not. Maybe they’d be better off thinking a fox took Button.” 

George ran a hand through his hair. “Someone must’ve said.” He cleared his throat. “Just get out of the car, okay?” He pulled at the handle again. “But I really didn’t do the rabbit.” 

“Enough. You’ve messed up, George. Go away.” 

Izzy let go of the lock, and swished with her hand. She grabbed the side steering wheel, and concentrated on making a plan. Something came to her. She checked on George, he had started to pace up and down outside her door. Holding her breath, she pressed down on the horn. It beeped into the woods, echoing around the trees. Birds, perched above them, took flight in a flurry of flapping wings and squawks of protest.

“Who’s going to hear you out here, you silly bitch? Get out the car. I’m losing patience with all your games.”

Izzy ignored him and continued to push the horn.

“George, go away. Do you really think I’m going to come out by choice?” She knew her speaking in a mocking tone was probably not the best thing to do, but no matter what she said, or how she said it, he’d get riled. 

She pressed the horn again to seal her words, and to irritate him a little more.

“Where you going? You going to live in your pitiful excuse for a car?” 

He laughed, and tried the handle again. 

“I did you a favour, this piece of shit is going to get crushed into a square lump of metal,” he indicated the size with his hands. “Then what’re you going to do? Can’t do your kind of work without a car.” 

He banged on the window, trying to get her to look. She stared away, into the woods. 

George’s arms fell to his side. In his anger, she could see he’d overdone bashing at the window. The sides of his fists glowed a bright red, the dark hairs on the back of his hand standing out. 

“Fuck this,” he said, and walked off.

She couldn’t believe he’d lost interest just like that. Not George. This rant was just beginning. She peered into the side mirror, leaning forward to watch him stride off. His middle had rounded over the last year, a firm tyre of fat jiggled over the waistband of his trousers. 

He walked around his open door, where the pounding base still disturbed the air. He bent down into his seat, and Izzy’s eyes widened. He’d actually given up. He was getting into his car, and he was going to back away down Coombe Lane, abandon her in the woods. She dared a sigh. Maybe he had started to change for the better. Her heart fluttered as he leaned further in. She could give her car a rest, let the extra petrol drain out of wherever it floods, and drive home. She peered up through the trees, and muttered a quiet thank you, and then twisted around in her seat, she needed to be sure – she might have a chance of leaving the woods alive, or at least unharmed. She stared between the seats and across the small stretch of lane. 

Behind George, the boot popped up. He backed out of the car, closed the door, and paused to grin at Izzy. He caught her by surprise, and she swivelled back, guiltily. She felt like a peeping tom, but unable to stop watching, she used the side mirror. 

George sauntered to the rear of the car, leaned deep inside the depths of the boot, and emerged with something long and thin in his hand. 

She couldn’t see exactly what it was. The dirt on the side mirror blurred the reflection. Izzy leaned forward and tried to make out what he was holding. As he came closer, the image focused, and with a gasp, she realised what it was. 

George strolled towards her carrying a long chunk of metal. He bounced the tire iron in his palm, a calm smile on his face.

“Oh, my God!” she shrieked, jumping to see from another angle. The tire iron remained securely in his gorilla fists. 

Suddenly, there was no time to wait. George was almost to the car, his arm raised loftily in the air, the metal rod colliding with low branches. She searched around the car again. She needed a weapon. There was an empty sandwich container, and the half-drunk bottle of Fanta that Connor had left. There was the Toyota manual in the glovebox, and a map of Berkshire. She would have her own tire iron in the boot, along with a spanner and the jack. But she couldn’t get to any of that. Her eyes alighted on the passenger seat, where her bunch of keys for the morning’s rounds lay. She hooked each bunch through a different finger. A homemade knuckle-duster, it would have to be enough. She could hit him, or slap the across his face. He was nearly up to the car. She hid her key adorned hand between her legs, crouched down on the seat, and waited. 

“Bitch, time to come out for our talk.” He grinned, his lips thin red strips. They glistened, and his tongue flicked out and around his mouth. One arm held the iron high, ready for attack. The other hand crept to the front of his trousers. She fought against nausea. He was erect, his left hand grasping the ridge of his cock. He had a plan to execute. Smashing her car window and dragging her out, only being the start.

“Please, George, just leave me alone,” she shouted. “I won’t tell the police if you just go away. Please don’t do this.” 

A shriek escaped her as his raised arm twitched. He laughed in his huh-huh-huh way, no tone, no inflection, no humour, and rubbed his left hand up and down his erection. 

“Go on, little girl, run away,” he said, laughing again. His arm twitched again, and this time she didn’t flinch. “I dare you. Open the door, and see if you can get away.”

“George, think about this. You will end up in jail. I’ve already spoken with them about the rabbit. They have your name on the file. My friends know you’re here in the area. I told the police I saw you in Pangbourne.” Her words tumbled out. Something had to make him stop.

“Why would they waste time looking for you?” His eyes rolled up for a second as he pinched at the tip of his penis. He rubbed along the shaft again, and then leaned over to peer in through the window. “You’re insignificant. No one cares. You’re just a lump of worthless meat.”

“Shut up!”

“Sorry, I didn’t hear that. Got something to say, bitch?”

“Stop! Please, what can I do to make you stop?” The keys dug into the flesh between her legs. She pushed her hand down further. She didn’t want his to see. 

George brightened. “There are lots of things you can do,” he said, a grin covering his face again. 

“You need to promise not to hurt me,” she said, looking around the woods.

“I’ve never hurt you. You know that. It’s not my fault you’re so clumsy.” He stood aside to let Izzy open the door.

“I don’t trust you, George, what’re you going to do to me?” She rocked in her seat. She wanted to be locked in her flat drinking tea and munching custard creams and spreading crumbs.

“Oh, come on, just get out of the bloody car!” he shouted, and pulled on the handle again. “Look, I’ll even throw this away.” He chucked the tyre iron to one side, but not far away. 

“No, George. I’m not coming out!” She pushed the horn again.

More birds took flight, too high in the trees to see this time. 

“There’s no one here. No one is racing through the bushes to save you. You really are a pathetic little girl, aren’t you? Did you think that Goddamn hippy would save you? What’s he going to do, throw essential oils on me? I’ll break him like a twig, into little pieces, and it’ll all be your fault. That’s where I’m going next, after I’m done with you.”

“Would you let me go if I…” She took a deep breath. “If I agreed to do some things to you?”

“What kind of things?” His hand dropped from the front of his trousers.

“You know…sexual things. I could…I could give you a blow job.” 

She swallowed as her stomach performed a sickening tumble, then closed her eyes for a second, and tried to stop herself from vomiting. She looked out the window. George was smirking. His thin lips stretched across his teeth, and the huh-huh laugh hiccupping from him, arms on hips, and the crowbar scarily close by. 

“That’s all?”

“Can’t we take things slowly, work up to more…another time.” A couple of tears escaped. She wiped at them. “I can’t lie, George. I couldn’t have sex with you now. Not willingly. I don’t get horny when I’m scared.” 

Slowly, he bent over and stared in the window, millimetres from her face, and drew a finger across his neck. Izzy put a hand to her mouth, her eyes wide and dry. Then, quickly, before she could think it through, she dropped her hand down, and twisted in her seat. With one swift movement, she unlocked the door, flicked the handle, and smashed her feet into the door panel. 

The door flew into George, knocking him off his feet, and into the bushes. The full force of the blow landed on the top of his shiny head. She jumped out, not sure what to do. George remained where he had fallen. She edged towards him, to see how badly she’d injured him. She had visions of blood pouring from him. An uncomfortable sensation of relief followed this picture. She took another small step, peering down. His scalp had ruptured. George lay there, unconscious, painting a small patch of the woods red. Izzy hesitated. Could she leave him to die? She moved a little closer. Maybe she should take his pulse. Suddenly, one of George’s gorilla hands balled up.

“Bitch!” he shouted, his voice slurred. 

He flopped over onto his side. She didn’t need to see more. 

She ran, feet pounding the lane. She searched the woods for Bodu, sneaked looks behind for George. Her lungs burned, and after a few minutes her side was racked with stitch. The exit out of the woods was just ahead; she’d crashed not far from where the green tinted shade of the woods gave way to blinding yellow light, only a few more steps to go.

From behind, she heard an engine rev. George’s car squealed into reverse, and headed back down the lane. But she didn’t slow, the woods still held the beast. Safety waited in the sun, where the elves force field sprang up from the ground. 

Each running step hurt. Her heart pumped in sharp painful bursts. Her face burned from effort, her skin prickled. She imagined the hot breath of the beast blowing down her back, giving her a last burst of speed into the force field. It grasped her and threw her onto the side of the road, out in the sun, where she lay wheezing for breath.

The whining of George’s transmission filtered out of the woods, the sound alternatively high and low pitched, as he negotiated the twists and turns of Coombe Lane. His sore head might be slowing him. Maybe he had double vision. As if in answer, a loud bang echoed from the woods, and a tinkle of glass. 

She climbed onto her hands and knees, and forced her body up. Her legs buckled, and she locked her knees, and stood facing the woods. How angry was George? Furious, she reckoned. He’d be planning to come looking for her as soon as he escaped the lane. She’d be safer behind the locked and bolted door of her flat. She forced one foot out, and then the other. With each painful step, she wobbled a few inches closer to home.

 




Chapter 19

 



 


 



“Feathers, Feathers, let me in!” Izzy shouted, banging on the door. “Feathers…”

The door opened, and a rush of scent hit her. Feathers’ pyjama bottoms poked out from under a long t-shirt that he’d put on inside out and back to front. He pulled his hair back and wrapped it in a hairband.

“Izzy? What’s wrong? Did he call again, is there…” Feathers peered past her. “What’s happened?” 

She didn’t talk, and staggered past him and into the living room. She paced the length of the room, and then collapsed onto a sofa. Connor looked up from the other, rubbed his eyes and gave his head a long scratch. He reached down for his glasses, pushed back the covers, and padded across the hall to the bathroom. 

Izzy waited until he closed the door, and said, “George chased me.” 

“What do you mean?”

“He caught me on my rounds this morning, hit my back bumper. I took Coombe Lane to lose him, but there was a tree down in the road, I almost ran right into it,” she said. Her eyes were hurting. She tried to slow down, to stop the tears before they started. “I did hit the tree, I actually, rammed one side of the car against the trunk. I thought I could get by.” She burst into tears. “He was going to kill me, Feathers! He got a tire iron out of his boot… I smashed the car door into his head. He fell down… I waited until he moved, then I ran out of the forest. Feathers, he was going to kill me!” She grabbed a pillow and cried into it, with big hiccupping sobs. “He was going to kill me!” 

“My God.” 

Feathers leaned forward and took her hand. She pulled him forward, and wrapped her arms around him. He held her for a moment, the warmth of his embrace drawing the pain out of her. Izzy shuddered against him, and then breathed deeply, trying to gain control. She pulled away, wiping her face, and curled back into the sofa.

“What happened to him? You said you left George there?” 

“Bodu didn’t come,” she said.

Feathers looked at her wide-eyed. He could say “What a pity,” and the look would be right. 

“The beast didn’t come. I kept George there best I could, considering the circumstances. Beeped my horn. He was shouting loud enough for the birds to fly off. I waited, but the damn thing stayed away.” 

“Oh.”

They sat there, silent. The toilet flushed and Connor came back in, still rubbing at his eyes and yawning. He dived under the blankets, staring at Feathers and his mother’s sombre expressions.

“Who died?” he asked.

“No one. Unfortunately,” Feathers replied with a smirk that didn’t reach his eyes. 

He leaned over to play-punch Izzy in the leg. Halfway through the motion, he changed his mind, but he stopped a little too late. He caught her leg with a gentle grazing blow. She flinched. Connor watched the atmosphere growing awkward, and sat up on the sofa.

“Should I go?” he asked. He climbed back out of the covers, and walked towards the door. “I’m not stupid. I know something’s going on,” he said. 

Izzy glanced at Feathers. 

“When you decide to let me in on what George is doing to you…doing to us, come and knock.” He frowned. “You could have talked to me as well. I live with you. I’m your son. When he comes at you, he comes for me too.” He grasped the living room handle. “Let me know when you’ve decided my life.” 

Connor walked from the room, slamming the front door on his way out.

Connor’s exit crushed what control she’d regained. 

Tears welled up, and she turned to face the corner of the room. She drew her legs up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. 

She sensed Feathers’ eyes on her back and she fancied that he felt unsure about her. Who could blame him? She came with a lorry load of fears, repression and sadness. Then there was George, still grasping at threads of control over her life. How did she get here? She escaped only to become a prisoner once more. 

Something touched her arm, and she jumped. She glanced around. Feathers had moved closer. He reached out and pulled Izzy close. She buried her face in the soft fabric of his t-shirt and wept. 

“Why me, Feathers?” she sobbed. “What did I do to deserve George? What did I do?” 

“I don’t know.” He rubbed her back and shushed in her ear. His fingers smoothed her hair. “You’ve done nothing wrong,” he whispered. 

 



 


 



“Life’s not simple,” she said much later, her face puffy and pink. She held onto a handful of tissues. She took one from the bunch and pressed it against her eyes, then under her nose. There was a rubbery feel to her face, like she was wearing a mask. She touched the skin on her cheeks, drawn by the lack of sensitivity. “Just when I thought I could see the light, he has to show up, and change everything back to grey.” 

“You’ve done nothing wrong,” Feathers repeated. 

“I allowed him to hit Connor!” she shouted, falling back from Feathers, pushing him away. 

“You couldn’t have stopped that,” he murmured, his voice closer, his breath sweet with aniseed. “Stop blaming yourself up.” His tone turned aggressive. “This man is not going to stop, not until we can get him thrown into prison. For that, we need to call the police, and tell them what he’s done.”

 



 


 



Because George had disappeared again, the police were slow to arrive. Eventually a pair of them turned up. Armed with her car keys, they set off to gather evidence at the scene. She had given a detailed report of all that had happened, and it sounded like they might actually be going to take the whole matter a little more seriously now. She stood waiting at the edge of the woods, refusing to go further in, as the two rugged police officers took slow and what looked like nervous steps into the shadows. A couple of minutes later, they returned, put their evidence boxes into the boot, and mumbled something about needing their squad car. With a great deal of care, the bigger cop reversed down into the lane.

Hovering at the edge of the road, isolation washed over her. She looked about. Where was George lurking right now? Nearby, in the field, under the waving ends of the wheat? Perhaps behind the fence of a back garden, at this moment watching through binoculars, waiting. 

She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself. 

Did she need to wait here for the police officers? She didn’t think so. She turned around, and started to head back to the flat.

The sound of motors inside the woods slowed her pace. The policemen had warned her they might be some time. Despite this, they appeared to have gathered all they needed in record time. They drove caravan-style out from the woods, with her smashed-up car in the rear. She could see them each register relief as they passed out of the shadows, and pulled up at the rear of the flats. 

Izzy cocked her head, and concentrated. Something had alerted her. She searched Mr Brown’s garden, and Poppy’s. Nothing moved, and there didn’t seem to be anything out of place. But George was out there, nearby. Izzy was sure she could sense him, with some psychic ability that told her danger approached. She wondered for a second whether she’d dredged up an ancient talent, from when humans were accustomed to being hunted by creatures with long teeth and sharp claws.

“Ms Santana,” one of the burly officers explained, “the evidence we found at the scene appears to support your account of events.” 

He spoke rapidly. His discomfort was a welcome distraction from the sensation of being watched. The officer couldn’t wait to leave the reach of the woods. Izzy took a couple of steps to the left, placing her body between the policeman’s and the woods. He appeared to relax a little, but still wasn’t going to stay long. 

“We will be looking for Mr Malley, and I will personally keep you updated.” He scribbled on the back of a police card. She waited for his dutiful presentation of yet another case number. Now she had more references to add to her collection. How many cards before she held a full hand? How many before a royal flush? How many before she was found dead, and they began to give them to poor Connor? She smiled like a dead person, and watched the two policemen race off. Izzy shoved the card in her pocket and went to examine the damage to the car.

Fortunately, sliding sideways into the tree had minimised the damage. George had necessitated the replacement of her bumper. He had struck the rear, no doubt with the tire iron, shattering the number plate into a spider’s web of shards. But, the car still ran. That was the most important thing, she thought, and dropped into the driver’s seat. She pulled around to the front of the building, and parked. 

Lunchtime had come and gone like the passing of a century. Normally, Sundays whizzed by. Today, time dragged out like her last minutes were being laid out in slow-motion Technicolor. She pulled all the curtains in the flat closed. She was on death row, her executioner waiting to administer the lethal injection. 

Izzy shook the morbid thoughts from her head. She knew the medicine needed. She strode into the kitchen, and pulled a bottle of white wine from a cabinet. She checked the curtains met securely down the centre, and then removed the cork. With a glass in one hand, the neck of the bottle in the other, she collapsed on a chair. She poured one large glass, gulping it down in urgent mouthfuls. Something more was needed, she couldn’t live like this. With that thought, she drank another glass, needing the sensation of numbness. The bottle already looked half empty. She smiled into the green glass, feeling the first woozy dimming of her senses. This was what was needed. 

Izzy drank a third glass. Her empty stomach absorbed the liquid, and she stretched until she was out of her seat. Drunk, she stood by the table, swaying back and forth, as if a wind rocked her in its embrace. She drained the last of the bottle as an afterthought. Her son was next door, she thought. But Connor couldn’t stay at Feathers’ forever. And just what kind of role model was she being? Running scared from the big bad ex-boyfriend. Plus, her son would be psychologically scarred from the rabbit. Thank God he didn’t see Button. But she’d emptied out one of her freezer drawers to store the cat, what if Connor went looking for an ice cream? She should make up her mind, and either bury the cat at the edge of the woods, or give him to the owners. Not store him below chicken burgers and chunks of frozen cod, and above bags of peas and corn. Izzy thought of Connor again, her boy who looked the spit of a man who deserted them, one she gave her heart to fifteen years ago. She put a hand to her chest. A rhythmic thud pulsed against her fingers. Did she have it all back yet? She didn’t think so. Connor should be with her, not abandoned with a man who was a few months past being a stranger. 

With difficulty, she negotiated her way around the table and made her way to Feathers’ flat.

“Hellooo, anyone there?” she called into the peephole, leaning her head against the wood of the door. “Feathers, Connor, can I come in?” 

The door swung open, and Izzy fell into the hall, landing in a pile on the floor. “What do you know, the world fell away.” She giggled, and looked up to where Feathers stood, hands on hips. 

“I’m not going to flip out or anything. I’ve jush had a little to drink,” she said, using the wall to drag herself back onto her feet. “Where’s Connor?”

“He’s gone over to Oliver’s house. Coming back tonight after dinner.” He eyed Izzy with a crooked eyebrow as she clung to the wall, trying not to fall over again. “Are you okay, Izzy?”

“I’m fine, thank you very mush.” She smiled at the fluid feel of her words. “Life ish so fucked up.” She staggered over to Feathers, landing against him. He grabbed her, so she wouldn’t fall back down, and they staggered over to the other side of the hall, Izzy pinning him to the wall. She savoured the feel of his body along hers, and pressed against him. He felt warm, smelt fresh, desirable. 

“Shall I get you back to your flat?” He tried to get her moving, and pushed against her. 

Izzy took a deep breath of his scent, and flopped her arms around his neck.

“No.”

“You’re drunk, Izzy. You need to be in your bed.” 

He pushed against her again. She pushed back.

“I don’t want to go.” She took a shuddering breath. “I feel so vulnerable and alone. I don’t feel like that when you’re with me.” 

She tried to stare into his eyes, three, four eyes swimming before her. She sealed her mouth over his, a sloppy wet kiss that after a moment of hesitation, he returned. 

“Don’t make me be alone,” she whispered as she kissed her way around to his ear. She took his earlobe gently between her lips, sucking and tugging. He groaned, grasping her butt with his hands, and pressing their bodies together. She kissed him again, a little more in control, then reached down and pulled his hands up, placing them against her rib cage. He caressed for a moment, his thumbs rubbing the firm underside of her breasts. In response, she ground against his body, feeling his excitement growing. His hands moved up, each now fully holding a breast. He massaged them, and then circled each nipple with his fingertips. She pulled back, grabbed his hand and pulled him towards the bedroom.

“Izzy, I’m not sure we should be doing this yet.” He held fast in the hallway, holding her hand between his two. She liked the feeling of warmth coming from him. She wanted more, but Feathers was refusing her. Tears rushed to her face, and she turned away.

“That’s fine, if you think it’s best.” She tried to turn back to the front door, without showing Feathers her distress. 

“It’s not that I don’t want you,” he said, tugging at her hand. “I just want it to be under different circumstances.”

“Sure, you’re probably right.” She wiped her sleeve across her face. She needed Feathers so much. She needed the sensation of being loved, cared for. She never wanted to feel someone’s arms around her so much. And he was refusing her.

“Izzy,” he said, pulling her closer.

“Don’t,” she said. “Don’t say one thing and do another. Either you want me or you don’t.” She took a deep breath.

“Izzy,” he said again, softly. “Please do not misunderstand me. I do want you, just not on a day when your ex is muddling so much up.”

“It’s fine. Really.” She tried to shrug off his hold. “I’m just a little drunk and emotional. I just needed some human contact. So sorry to have bothered you.” She spat the words out.

“You know that wasn’t called for.”

She stared at the back of the door, considering whether or not to open it and escape to her own flat. “Sorry,” she said finally. “It’s been a hard few days.”

Feathers reeled her in and folded his arms around her. She stood stiff for a moment. Then she sagged in a stream of tears. 

“We’ll make it through, just you wait,” he whispered. She buried her face in his neck, and they swayed as one in his little hallway.
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Izzy woke up Monday morning, tried to sit up, and fell back down onto the mattress clutching her head. Throbs of pain pressed against her skull, and her stomach lurched as she rolled onto her side. She dared to open one eye, and peered at the clock. Nine o’clock had come and gone. Hopefully, Connor had remembered to turn on his alarm, and if she was really lucky, he’d gone off to school. Otherwise, she’d be driving to Theale Green with the window open. Actually, she thought, she couldn’t even recall seeing him come back from Oliver’s last night. 

“Ai, meu deus,” she whispered. She’d drunk that entire bottle of wine, and gone over to Feathers’ house. She pressed at her head, as the throbs worsened. The pain receded a little, and she tried to remember what she did next.

“Oh no!” Her eyes sprung open as she pictured falling into his arms, trying to lead him to the bedroom. She threw herself at him. And he refused her. A chill swept over her, she’d stumbled into his bathroom, something fell to the floor and broke, but she’d not looked. Her head was already in the bowl of the toilet. She needed a rewind button to start Sunday afternoon again. Why had she drunk so much, anyway? The day played backwards – she’d called the police. Why? She screwed her face up, trying to feel her way through the foggy hangover. 

“George!” she called out. “Bloody hell.” Izzy threw an arm across her face. What a day. 

Her head cleared slowly, as she lay motionless on the bed. Thinking about her drunken antics made her stomach feel worse, so she dwelled on what happened Sunday morning instead. Second by second, the chase ran through her head. What if she hadn’t locked the car in time? What if he’d picked up a rock from near the car door, and she hadn’t had the time to think up a plan of action? What if her opening of the door had been miss-timed, and he’d been simply pushed out of the way? What if she’d killed him? She could have been thrown in jail, and then Connor would have no one. 

Her thoughts rolled and jumbled. She had escaped, but so had he. With a shiver, she stretched and rolled out of bed. She stood still for a moment, her stomach tightening. Izzy concentrated on quelling the nausea, and concentrated on the stream of bright light flooding between a slit in the curtains. 

She put an eye to the gap, and peered between her rabbit-blood curtains. A milky sky hung over the estate, the sun boring through. A patch of mist clung to the road, fading rapidly under the glare of the sun. No one moved about. The school children were in lessons, workers long gone. She shivered again as the feeling of being watched chilled her skin, despite the appearance of the deserted street below. Izzy closed the rabbit-blood curtains so the fabric overlapped, and went searching for clothes.

She had earmarked today for finishing the living room. More out of habit than desire, Izzy pulled her diary from her bag to check on the day’s appointments. She gasped. Three pet sittings for the morning, and four for the evening. They continued through the week and into the weekend. And she had a house to clean at eleven-thirty. She earned her best money hovering and scrubbing. Three hours blocked out, thirty-three pounds in the bank. Or, if she thought of it a different way, she’d earn enough money to feed Connor and her into the weekend. 

Before she thought further, Izzy grabbed the phone and dialled the number under the appointment. A phone rang, and an answer phone picked up. 

Izzy breathed a sigh of relief and said, “Mrs O’Callaghan, this is Izzy Santana…” She paused to listen. “Yes, I’m supposed to come over and clean for you this morning. I’m sorry to do this to you at such late notice, but Connor’s home feeling unwell…Can I cancel and rebook with you for later in the week? I’ll try you again later, to see if you’re home.” Izzy nodded at the phone, listening as her client spoke. “Sorry again for the inconvenience.” Izzy hung up the phone, and gazed upwards for a moment, mouthing the words, thank you.

Izzy grabbed the keys for the pet sittings, and checked the peephole before leaving. She tiptoed down the stairs, and ran to her car. She didn’t dally today. She raced from house to house, staying long enough to clean the essentials, feed as needed, and check on the animals. She drove with her attention on the rearview mirror. Less than 45 minutes later, she locked her front door, and stood leaning against the grain of the wood, gasping. 

Eventually she got going, tackling a list of chores, first checking the curtains remained securely closed as she moved through the flat. By the time Connor came home, later than usual, she’d stripped the third living room wall back to plaster. He popped his head around the door and said hello, and disappeared off to his room as she stood back to admire her productivity. Her last task was the clean up, and she tidied the scraps of wallpaper into a large black bag.

“You can use the living room, if you’re interested,” she called from the living room. His door was closed. She stood in the hall, staring down the hall. He may have had some problem at school. She knocked lightly and entered. 

To her surprise, a young girl was sitting on the bed next to Connor. Both kids pinked as Izzy froze, her hand clutching on the handle.

“Connor? Who’s this?”

The girl was familiar. Her long dark hair fell about her shoulders, she flicked at it, as she noticed Izzy stare. The girl revealed a long smooth neck, the colour of porcelain, and a scent wafted across the room. Sunflowers, Izzy thought. Then she started chewing something, and Izzy placed her from their first day in the flat.

“Um…Mum, this is Becky.” Connor jumped off the bed, and stepped away from the girl. “Becky just came in for some help…she’s in my maths class.”

Becky looked up, still masticating on the gum, and grinned. 

“We won’t be long.”

Izzy didn’t move, checking out first her son, then Becky, and then the schoolbags piled against the wall.

“Five minutes,” Izzy finally said, and left, leaving the door open.

She walked slowly back to the kitchen. Connor sneaked a girl into the flat. She shook her head. 

Becky giggled in the bedroom. Connor mumbled something, and the girl said, “Hush your gums!” Connor countered with, “Make me.” Izzy closed her eyes for a second and shook her head.

She retreated to the kitchen, in search of an introspective cup of tea, while she tried to figure out what to do. He really shouldn’t be allowed to have a girl in his room. God only knows where ‘make me’ could lead. She’d been completely blind to Connor taking an interest in the opposite sex. Now there was a girl, Becky, sat on his bed, flirting with her young son. But he wasn’t young. He’d turned fourteen in June. A fuzzy caterpillar was growing on his upper lip, and a crop of nasty looking spots was erupting all over his forehead. He kept his fringe long to cover them, even though she told him that would make things worse. She needed a male perspective. Feathers. But he wouldn’t be home until after six.

Izzy fretted in the kitchen, unable to sit comfortably, she paced the kitchen, tried to sip the tea too soon, and burnt her lips and tongue. She left the cup on the table, and stood in the doorway. 

Sounds drifted from Connor’s room. At least they were still talking. 

As the kettle clicked off in a cloud of steam and rumble of bubbles, she called, “Can you come here, love? I need some help with something.” 

Connor emerged with a blush, and closed his door with care. 

He turned towards Izzy, his eyes light and dreamy.

“What’s up, Mum? What’s wrong?” 

He stuffed his hands into his pockets, and strolled in.

“Connor.” 

She lowered her voice, and closed the door behind him.

“I don’t want to embarrass you in front of that girl – “

“Becky,” Connor said.

“Becky then, but sneaking girls into your room is not acceptable.” She grabbed her cup of tea, and ran her finger around the base. God, she wished Feathers was already home. “By all means, invite a girl over. You can watch TV and hang out in the living room. I will stay out of your way. I won’t tease you or embarrass you at all. I promise.” 

Connor dared to make eye contact. 

“But no girls in your bedroom. It could lead to…” she couldn’t think of words. “It just can’t happen.” 

She blushed. “I’m going to stay in the kitchen. And I want her out of your room. Whether that is out of the flat, or to the living room is up to you.” 

Connor stepped back to the door.

“One last thing, next time I get to meet her properly. I’m not having strangers hiding in my flat.”

Connor waited, a hand on the doorknob now. “Is that all?” 

Izzy nodded. 

She kept her promise not to appear, and listened to the two of them sneak out the front door. She took a deep breath, and let it out in a sharp sigh. 

This was the last thing she needed, on top of everything else.
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Dear Mum and Pai,


 



 


 



He’s found me. Bloody George has followed me. I moved Connor and me away from Chester – your house, away from my friends, everything familiar, all to get away from him.


Shame on me for telling you where I moved to. Shame on you for opening your mouth and spreading the news. This is your fault. You did this. You told Aunt May, you know exactly what kind of loose tongue that woman has on her. I bet all it took was one trip up to Edinburgh, one bottle of half-decent whiskey, and a sob story that twisted the truth completely out of perspective, and she gave him my address. You know what he’s like, and you promised not to tell anyone. You promised me.


The moment I got that postcard from Aunt May, I knew you’d told her. How else could she get my address? Alana only has a phone number and an e-mail address. Even she didn’t get my house number and street. You were the only one, my confidant, I thought you should know – you’re my mother!


And do you realise what that man has done? He’s killed a couple of animals and left them on my doorstep, like some sacrificial offering. He murdered one of my client’s cats, a beautiful tabby that belonged to two little girls. I still haven’t had the nerve to tell them their cat’s dead. They think he’s off roaming the woods, and he’ll be back any day now. How am I supposed to tell them Button’s death wasn’t really my fault, because my mum couldn’t keep her gabby mouth shut, and my insane ex-partner is quite keen on torturing me for the crime of leaving him? 


This was supposed to be a new start for my life. Everything’s going wrong, and Connor just settled in, and I’ll have to move again. He’ll have to go to another school. Have you any clue what it’s like living in a shelter? I don’t want to go through living side by side with weeping women and their damaged kids. Not a second time.


Stay out of my business.



You’re lucky I don’t hop a plane, and fly over to Portugal, and give you a proper piece of my mind. 


I’m scared. 


This man has me tiptoeing through my life. I’m going to spend my days peering over my shoulder, waiting for the moment when his ugly face is staring right back. 


 



 


 



Izzy


 




Chapter 22

 



 


 



10th Oct


 



 


 



Izzy marched down the lane, hands deep in her pockets. A crisp wind blew against her, pinking her cheeks and whipping her hair about in the air. A few locks stung her face, and she rubbed at the skin, her eyes on the sky. Dark clouds huddled against the horizon, the air below streaked grey, rain maybe falling over in Newbury. She strode up to a notice board and tore off one of her old adverts. A water marked and dog eared poster would not encourage new customers, she thought, and stuffed it in the front pocket of her bag. From a second pocket, she took a fresh laminated advert and pinned it up.

A chill gust of wind rushed over from the east. Izzy staggered on her feet, and pushed the last pin into place. 

She grabbed her bag, and slung it over her shoulder, and turned into the wind. Then she caught a movement in the corner of her eye. Izzy dropped down to the ground, swinging her bag into her arms, and reached inside in a practised and fluid movement. She pulled out a large torch, her hand wrapped tightly around the wrong end. The other end, heavy with four D batteries, she held back a little, ready to strike. She backed up, merging with a bush, her eyes on the trail to the side of her. 

She gripped the torch harder and waited. Seconds ticked past, and no one emerged. Maybe she’d been wrong. Seen a trick of the light, a will o’ the wisp, fooling her. A blast of cold air swept her hair off her shoulders, and away from her face. She shivered, the metal casing of the torch cold in her palm. Still nobody crept from the trail. A drop of rain hit her cheek. Izzy took this as a sign, and crawled out from within the bush. She brushed off the leaves, and picked a twig out of a tangle of her hair, the torch held between her legs.

“Hello Izzy.”

She dropped the torch, her bag, left the twig, and spun around, ready to run.

Behind her, next to the bush she’d just emerged from, stood Joe. He was dressed like a casual country gentleman, with a grey woollen cap securely pulled over his head.

“Oh my God, Meu deus! Jesus. Jesus! You scared me!” Izzy staggered back a couple of steps, a hand on her chest. “I thought you were George.” She gulped in a breath. “Thank God it’s you.”

“I think you might benefit from sitting down. You’ve gone an unnatural shade of cream.”

He took her by the hand and led her past the notice board, and to a bench.

“Have a sit down, dear.” He moved past her and sat as well. He leaned his cane between them, crossed his legs, and placed his hands together on his knee. “I came to speak with you. It’s been decided. The time has come for a few things to be explained to you.”

Izzy watched him, again surprised at how familiar the old man was, and still unable to explain why.

“I believe you saw Joseph in Pangbourne in September.”

Izzy stared at the old man. “How the hell do you know about him?”

“He’s my grandson.”

Joe looked out across the road, where a large house hid behind a thick frontage of trees. 

“But…if Joseph’s your grandson, that would make Connor…”

“My great-grandson. Yes.” He turned to her and smiled. “You’re surprised.” He reached out and touched her cheek. “Don’t go any paler. You risk turning into a ghost.”

“Your…grandson…” She felt dizzy trying to work it out. “Are you really an elf?”

Joe chuckled, and patted her knee. “I’m afraid I am.”

“But that would make Connor…He can’t be! Elves don’t exist, this is all impossible!” Izzy leaned over, and put her head between her knees. “None of this is possible,” she whispered.

“He takes after the paternal line.” Joe tapped on the end of his cane. “That’s why I looked familiar.” 

Izzy sat up, and looked at Joe. He winked at her.

“Okay, I can just about accept you are Joseph’s granddad. The resemblance is too great. And there was me trying to work out where I’d met you. Since you’re in the family, maybe you can explain why Joesph left me?” 

“He didn’t have a choice. I recalled him to Cedham. I sent word his Aunt Celia has passed away. I was furious, you see. We have unwritten laws. The first is to not have relations with humans. He thought he could hide from me, conceal his relationship with you. That I would not see so far as Chester. I did find him. But I didn’t see the child. I might have dealt with his indiscretion differently, had I seen Connor.

“I ordered Joseph back, and tied him to the land. I ruled that he could not again make contact, that the relationship would be severed. Then after three years passed, I felt your son.”

“I don’t understand,” Izzy said. “What do you mean felt?”

“We elves are now few in number. When the day is old, and the animals are quiet, I can feel our number. One day I felt an extra life. I travelled to Chester, and observed for a while. When I was sure young Connor was being well taken care of, I returned to Cedham.”

Izzy gasped. “He saw you – he knew you were there!” She pointed at Joe. “You were his invisible friend!” 

Joe smiled. “Joseph ran from you last month for many reasons. Possibly he feared my wrath.” He gazed off into the distance. “Or maybe he feared yours.”

“I wouldn’t have shouted at him…too much.” A blast of air hit them from the side, and Izzy zipped her coat to the top. “You could have let him write and tell me he couldn’t come back. I thought he’d died.” Tears welled behind her eyes, and her face flushed, hot, despite the wind. “For years, I searched the newspapers for anything. I went to the library everyday for at least a year, hoping there might be an article, something that might mention Joseph. I read the obituaries, the stories on unidentified bodies…all because you wouldn’t let him send a post card!”

Joe sat silently, his eyes on the approaching rain clouds.

“You seem to be a sweet old man, but you have a cold streak running through your veins.” Izzy reached in her bag for a tissue, and dried her face. “I’ll bet you orchestrated my coming here. It always seemed too much of a coincidence. Just keeping an eye on young Connor and me. Right?” Izzy sniffed. “Making sure I’m treating him right. Are you going to spirit my son away next?”

Joe waited a moment, then cleared his throat and said, “Celia kept the flat open for a long time, after Donald Jones left. We can see into the future with varying degrees of success, and Celia was sure the flat would be needed. When you walked in the door and sat down, she recognised Connor, and knew the flat was for you. Sometimes things are meant to be. Fate orchestrates, we elves simply massage it from time to time.”

“Celia? As in Aunt Celia?”

“Yes.”

“She works for the council?”

“Likes to keep busy. Besides, she can keep an eye on the humans from there.”

“So you didn’t make me come here.”

“Oh no. How could I possibly do such a thing?”

“I don’t know…” A sharp pain flared at the back of her head. This was all too much. “So what happened to Donald? Cathy told me he went missing and was never found.”

“Poor Donald. He developed an unhealthy obsession with Bodu and the woods. One day, he ventured within the prison, and never came out. They’ll find his bones one day, left at the tree line. They always end up there. Sooner or later.”

Izzy watched the old man, his hands resting on the handle of his cane, his attention on the wind as it blew through the trees. 

“What about George? You know so much of what goes on in the village, do you know where he’s hiding?”

“He’s closer than you think,” Joe said and put a finger to the side of his nose. He stood up, and moved the hand to the small of his back. “Those wooden benches play havoc with my back.” He took his walking stick, and leaned heavily on it. “Don’t go in the woods,” he said, and stepped down off the grass, and onto the road.

“Where is he?” Izzy asked.

Joe looked back over his shoulder, and touched a finger to the side of his nose again, and crossed to the other side.

“I want to know,” Izzy said, and jumped off the bench to follow as a lorry rumbled up the street. She stood impatiently, waiting to let it pass. Just as it started to drive by, it stopped with a deafening squeak of brakes. 

“Excuse me, love. You know where Chalk Road is?”

Izzy peered around the cab. She couldn’t see Joe.

“Sorry?”

“Chalk Road, got a delivery for domestic fuel.”

“Oh, yes. Keep going to the crossroads, and take a left, drive past three lefts, and take the fourth. That’s Chalk Road.”

“Cheers, love.” The fat man behind the wheel gave her a wave, and drove off. Joe was nowhere to be seen. Izzy picked up her bag, put the torch away, and set off for the next notice board, shaking her head as she went. 

 



 


 



The heavens opened three stops later, and Izzy decided the rest of the adverts could wait, donned her hood, and ran home. She arrived at the flats, soaked and miserable. Connor was half elf. This kept repeating, like a stuck record. Connor was part elf. Did that mean he could do special stuff like them? What if he figured out that ‘Make them forget’ trick? He’d get away with murder, and she wouldn’t have a clue. 

Connor, an elf. 


Izzy let herself into the lobby, and pulled down her hood. She had placed one foot on the stairs, when one of the doors burst open, and Poppy ran out.

“Izzy, I’m so glad it’s you.” Her face was red and puffy. As she spoke, fresh tears started to fall. “Sidi’s gone missing. I had him in the garden. Romeo was playing around inside, and fell over. I went to pick him up, and when I came back, Sidi was gone!” she wailed. “I can’t find him. Romeo loves him so much. I’ve got to find him. He’s only little, he’ll die out there. He could be on the road, and no one will see him. He’s only little!” She burst into tears, and fell into Izzy’s arms.

Izzy sighed. Some days it poured.

“Let me look.”

Poppy took her back through the flat, and into her garden. It wrapped around the side of the building, and all was contained within a sturdy four-foot fence. There were no gaps for Sidi to squeeze through, and he was still too small to jump over.

“Was your front door open?”

“Of course not! I ain’t stupid, Izzy.”

“And you’ve searched the flat.”

Poppy looked blank. 

“You know, checked under cupboards, under the beds, anywhere Sidi might squeeze. Sometimes puppies do that.”

“They do?”

“Yes.” Izzy gave the girl a hug.

“If you find him, come let me know. If you don’t, I’ll take you out in the car, and we can drive around, and see if we can’t spot him. Okay?” 

Izzy walked to the door, Poppy a step behind her.

“Oh, Izzy. You’re a star. I don’t know what I’d do without you. Ta.” 

Poppy slammed the door. Moments later, Izzy heard the girl rummaging about, calling over and over for Sidi. Izzy shivered, her wet clothes clinging to her skin. She climbed the stairs, already forgetting about the missing puppy, and thinking about Connor. He was half-elf.

 



 


 



Izzy stripped, towelled off, and redressed. Still cold, she climbed under her duvet, and picked up her book. She was reading Dolores Claiborne, by Stephen King. The husband gave her the shivers. Too much like her George. Maybe if she’d stayed, she’d be in the same place, trying to explain how George disappeared without a trace. 

Connor’s an elf. 


She read a few pages, and put the book down. Connor. She forced another topic into her mind, and thought of Feathers. She’d been avoiding him since Sunday. No doubt he’d be back tonight, pounding on her door. He hadn’t knocked for long yesterday. But he might think something had happened if she kept ignoring him. 

She groaned and got out of bed, warmed up now, and went to make a cup of tea. Feathers would be getting home in a couple of hours, and maybe she should go there, and apologise. Izzy sat down and waited. 

A knock sounded, and Izzy glanced at the clock. Connor was due soon, it was almost half three, but he had a key. Even if he forgot it, he’d have to be buzzed in on the ground floor first. Connor’s an elf. Should she tell him? Maybe not straight away, she needed to come to terms with the idea first. Someone rapped again. Izzy put her mug in the sink, and tiptoed out of the kitchen and down the hall. She put her eye to the peephole, and frowned. A man she didn’t recognise stood a pace away from her door. 

Izzy opened the door a crack, and examined him. He took a step forward as she appeared, and stood on the threshold, in the space where her Welcome mat had once sat. Tall and slim, he had shoulder length, silky blond hair, and was dressed as if for the woods, in khaki trousers and a waterproof green jacket. He clutched a wide brimmed hat between his hands, and glanced shyly at her. Then looked away. She thought he looked remarkably like her Joseph, but as she remembered him from years ago.

“Izzy?” he asked. “I am Amras. Joe sent me.”

Izzy stared unblinking, and opened the door a fraction wider.

“I’m also a friend of Feathers,” he said, jerking a thumb towards the door behind.

“Oh,” Izzy said. Her eyebrows furrowed. “Why did Joe send you here?”

Amras coughed, apologetically, and shuffled his feet. “May I come in? I can explain more easily inside.”

Izzy considered this, looking him over again. Then she stood back and waved him in. “Kitchen is on the right...” 

But before she finished speaking, Amras had walked down the hall, and ducked into the kitchen, as if he knew where to find it. 

“You are curious as to why I’m here,” he said as she entered the room behind him.

Izzy nodded and moved to the kettle. “Cup of tea?”

“No, thank you.”

“Biscuit?”

“No. We won’t be staying long.” 

Amras stood in a corner of the kitchen, turned towards the window. Izzy glanced casually over at him, as she waited for him to explain. She noticed the way his nose swept, like Joseph’s, long and slim. Also his ears had that slightly angular shape. Izzy froze. She’d always teased Joseph about his Spock ears, and they’d laughed when Connor was born, and his ears also ended in a gentle tip. The truth hit her hard, and she staggered into one of the kitchen chairs. Connor is an elf. Amras lifted one hand, and swept the hair from his forehead nervously. Izzy looked away at from him once. Had he read her thoughts? 

Trying to empty her mind. But she couldn’t rid herself of that single idea, the one repeating ad infinitum, it seemed. Connor is half-elf. She gave Amras a weak smile and gestured for him to sit down – and then his words sunk in.

“What do you mean we won’t be long?”

“I am to teach you some of the elfin ways.” He fiddled with the brim of his hat. 

“Why?” 

“Because you refuse to stay out of the woods, and Joe is worried.” He began spinning his hat again, round and round between his delicate long fingers. He kept his eyes fixed on the floor. 

“Just excuse me a moment,” Izzy said. She raced into the bathroom, and stared at herself in the mirror. She’d not really recovered her colour after Joe surprised her that morning. Now, with so many new ideas, new views of the world, she might never look healthy again. If there were elves, were there brownies, pixies, and other mythical creatures rubbing shoulders with humans? All unnoticed? What about the beasts, the scary legends, were they all real? Izzy splashed water on her face, and rubbed her skin dry with the towel. Elfin ways…She hurried back to the kitchen. “Where do we start?”

He glanced over with a brief smile, and then looked back at the floor. “Near the woods. Come.” 

He marched past Izzy, and down the hall. Izzy slipped on her trainers and followed, running after him down the stairs and outside, trying to catch up. He headed for the fallow field across the way. By the time she reached it, Izzy was panting. Amras turned, with an air of impatience.

He planted his hat firmly on his head, and grabbed her hands. Izzy baulked, but managed to not pull back entirely. Before she could open her mouth to query his need to hold onto to her, he spoke. 

“Close your eyes.” 

Izzy looked at him dubiously.

“No harm will come of you. You need to trust me,” Amras said.

Against her instincts, Izzy obeyed, and screwed her eyes shut. 

“Now imagine you are standing on ice,” Amras said. “Then imagine you are skating across the ice.” 

She moved her legs stiffly. Stubbly grass rustled beneath her feet, and she took a few sliding steps. He tugged on her arms, and she stopped. 

“Now look.” 

She looked around. They’d moved across half the field in the few seconds her eyes had been closed.

“How on earth did we do that?” she cried out, turning to Amras, and daring a smile.

“Want to do it again?” 

Izzy frowned, then whispered, “But how did we do that? Was that magic?” 

Amras’s laugh was deep and melodic. 

“What’s so funny?”

“No magic, Izzy. Merely concentration, and knowing what to do.” 

He still held onto her. 

“So anyone can do this?” Izzy asked, fighting the temptation to pull her hands away.

“Anyone. But unless a person is taught, they will never be able to accomplish such things.”

“Oh,” she said, fair enough. It all sounded like baloney, but she’d travelled right across the field. That was a fact. And her son was half-elf. Anything could be possible. “Can I try again?” 

Amras smiled. “Just close your eyes. Later, you can try it with your eyes open. Sometimes, a human can’t do fast-walk with their eyes open – their mind won’t allow it. It looks wrong to them.”

She closed her eyes and seconds later, opened them to find we were on the other side of the field once more. “What if someone drives past?”

“People only see what they think can be. Just as we elves live unnoticed, so too shall you fast-walk without comment.” 

Izzy frowned again. 

“They simply will not notice you.” 

Izzy shrugged. “Oh,” she said. “That explains everything. Excuse me, while I try to control my sarcasm, but…” 

“Again?” He cut her off, and pulled at her gently. She snapped her eyes closed and fought against a mild sensation of vertigo.

They traversed the field three more times, before Amras invited her to open her eyes. “Open them just as we start moving. It’s important that your brain realise this is possible. I understand a blurring of your vision might help.”

As instructed, the second they began to move, she lifted her eyelids and peered between her eyelashes. The trees and bushes that grew at the edge of the field flashed past. She no longer felt the stubbly growth under her feet. Instead, the ground acted like a sheet of wet glass, and she slipped across, held up by the tall elf at her side. Suddenly, panic flared. She dug her heels into the dirt, tripped a little, but kept going, Amras pulling firmly. Her heart pounded, and her head filled with static, she could not be moving so fast. She wanted to open her eyes, to see what was really happening. A vision came to Izzy, of a motorcycle-style crash, of her skittering across the field on her back. With this thought, she kept her eyes half-lidded, and forced a self-imposed fuzzing of the surroundings as they flew unnaturally past. 

The motion ended. Amras stood aside, watching.

“This time,” he said, “keep your eyes open right from the start. But remain unfocused.”

Izzy slid forward, still holding onto Amras. There was no build-up of speed. They were standing still, and then flashing across the grass. Izzy allowed her eyes to focus, and the feeling of unreality left as the world sharpened. Amras was directly in front of her, fast-walking backwards. And the speed was exhilarating. She drew a sharp breath. 

They sped in a long sweep across the field. Skating, he released one hand, and turned with the precision and style of a professional ice-skater, so he faced forward. He directed her along the edge of the field, near the hedgerow.

Izzy found the hardest part was separating the rapid movement from their relaxed, slow movements. She and Amras stood ramrod straight, holding hands, like lovers at a skating rink, their feet hardly relating to the speed at which they travelled. She thought she had it, when her stomach rolled, the movement suddenly became too much. She tried to catch Amras’s eye, but he was focused on their path along the edge of the field. She fought against nausea, and opened her mouth to ask Amras if they could stop, when the elf let go.

Izzy stumbled, hovering between throwing up and falling. Then she found stability, and a wonderful calm filled her, quelling the sickness. She slid across the field – until a rock underfoot reminded her of her inexperience. She stumbled to a halt, waving her arms out at her sides to try and regain her balance. With difficulty, she took a few tentative steps, to be sure she still could walk naturally. Her legs wobbled, and she over-stepped, like she’d just come off an extended bike ride. 

Fast-walk already seemed so natural, she could hardly believe she’d needed to be taught. 

“It’s a matter of over-riding learned behaviour,” Amras said. Once again, it seemed he could read her thoughts. “As a result of accomplishing fast-walk, you will now find that your everyday slow-walk is almost silent.”

“What do you mean?”

“Walk, and listen.” 

Izzy took a few slow steps, to test the theory. As he’d explained would happen, her feet did not even rustle in the grass. 

Izzy took a long stride.

She said, “It feels like baby steps.” 

“You’ve done well. Joe insisted you would be a good pupil.” He took a step back. “I will see you in a few days. Practice until then.” 

Amras glided into the distance. 

Izzy shook her head, took a few fast-steps, and arrived at the gate to the field a second later. A couple more steps and she found herself stood in front of the block of flats. She walked slowly up stairs, somehow not wanting to waste her new skill. She listened for the shuffle of her trainers, but her steps were silent. 

Feathers must have been watching out – he surely couldn’t have heard her coming – but he came bursting out from his flat, his face glowing with excitement.

“Feathers, oh God. I am so sorry about Sunday,” Izzy said. 

Feathers wrapped her in a warm embrace. 

“That’s all right, Izzy.’ He kissed her cheek, his bristles tickling her skin. ‘I totally understand. Everything will be fine. You’ll see.” 

He led her into his flat. 

This time, it was she who resisted.

“I need to go home, Connor seems to have got himself a girlfriend. I want to make sure he’s home. And alone.” She pulled away.

“Oh, okay. I just have to get something.” 

Feathers disappeared inside his flat, and returned with an old looking, leather-bound book. 

“Any sign of you-know-who?”

Izzy shook her head. “I’ve been worrying about him, but there was no sign. Bastard.” She opened her front door, and went inside.

“So you say.”

“But, you know who did visit me today?” Izzy locked up behind Feathers. “Amras. He showed me how to fast-walk, like that thing you did the other night when you took me to the Village Hall.”

“Hey, Mum,” Connor called from his room. 

“Hi, Connor,” Izzy said, and peered into his room. He lay sprawled across his bed, reading a book.

“Hey there,” Feathers called over her shoulder, and walked back into the kitchen. 

Izzy followed him in. 

Feathers placed the old book with care in the centre of the table. “So you met Amras,” he said. “What did you think of him?”

“Not very good around humans,” Izzy said, sitting down. “Or was it me? He couldn’t look me in the eye, and kept fiddling. He was a little better once we got outside. But I went so fast, Feathers, like the wind!” 

Izzy grabbed Feathers’ hands. Learning something so fundamentally against all taught beliefs, had lit a fire of excitement. She wanted to go out right then, and zip across the fields all night.

“It’s a high, isn’t it?” Feathers smiled, then released one of her hands and fingered the cover of the book. “I went to Madam Tulia’s today.” 

“Madam Tulia’s? Connor was there the other day, got the Dangerous Book for Boys. It’s because of that, he wants a fishing rod now.”

Feathers fingered the tissue thin pages, with their smooth golden edges. “I was looking at the sci-fi section. This was tucked behind some old magazines.” 

He pushed the book across the table. The book was so heavy, Izzy needed both hands to lift it. She sniffed the air as if the musty smell was that of a fine wine. 

On the inside, the title read, ‘The Life and Times of the People of Cedham’. 

“When’s the copyright?” she asked, scanning a dense page of information. “Is this right?” She looked up. 

“Yup,” he said. “And Sam let me have it for three pounds.”

“Three quid? But it’s two hundred years old!” 

“A little less than two hundred, but the interesting thing is…this.” Feathers flopped through the pages, stopping where a bookmark lay hidden. “Read that.”

Izzy began, but the text was tiny, and the style so dense the sentences were almost impenetrable. 

She looked up. “Tell me, what does it say?”

“This book is all about the life of the people of Cedham in 1817. I bought it weeks ago, I thought it would be fun to read. And it has been. But then they went through a little of the history, the myths and legends in the surrounding countryside.” 

He took the book back, found a few lines, and pointed. “It says that a beast inhabited a small wood, and that to walk there alone was to incur certain death.”

Izzy scanned the lines where Feathers held his finger. “Beast? Do they describe it any further?” 

“No, but I haven’t finished, either. At the time of print, they said a person hadn’t been taken in twenty-score years. The author said a murder was due, and that all children were to be warned, and that signs had been put up around the copse to warn vagrants away.”

“Well, we knew that the murders had been going on for some time, I think Joe told me that.” 

Izzy glanced up, and thought a flash of jealousy crossed Feathers’ face at the mention of the old elf. She should tell Feathers about her meeting him that afternoon. That Connor’s father was an elf.

“When was the last disappearance?” she asked. “Do you know?”

Feathers shook his head. “I’ll look it up at work tomorrow on the net, well, at least see if I can find anything.”



“Can you do something for me?” Izzy asked.

“How can I help?” Feathers closed up the book.

“Can you come with me on my rounds.” She ran her fingers along the leather binding. “I don’t really want to go on my own.”

Feathers gave her a hug. “Come on. I’ll keep you safe.”

 



 


 



After Feathers had left and Connor had gone to sleep, Izzy lay in bed, her eyes fixed on the ceiling. She’d checked the front door twice, to be sure it was securely locked. She had also tested each window, and the glass door to the balcony. But she had an image of George scaling the building in the dead of the night. He’d climb onto her balcony, and creep past her rocking chair. Then pulling down on the handle, his ugly face would register surprise as the door opened silently, and he’d creep inside. But everything was locked up tight. And yet she still couldn’t sleep. 

She rolled over, towards the wall, and closed her eyes. There’d been a note fixed to her door when Feathers and she returned from her rounds. Poppy still couldn’t find Sidi, her pretty script smudged by what looked like tear drops. Tomorrow she’d drive Poppy around the village, and see if they could find the pup. At a faint noise, probably cooling pipes, pulled her from her thoughts, and Izzy opened her eyes again. 

She caught sight of the shadow of someone walking past her bedroom door. There were no lights on in the flat, nothing to cause a shadow. She watched the shadow grow on her wall. Izzy rolled back over quickly, grabbed the torch from under her pillow, and searched the dark. She was alone in the room. She got out of bed, wielding the torch, and closed the door with a soft click. She should explore the flat, make sure George hadn’t found a way in. The torch moved as she tightened her fist repeatedly. She’d checked the flat three times. Sleep was more important. She tried again to close her eyes, this time facing the door. 

Half an hour passed before she climbed out onto the cold floorboards. She’d almost dropped off. A dream had been taking her away, when she heard a shuffle. 

Seconds later, she walked with sleep-tipsy steps down the hall, and peered through the peephole, expecting to see someone out there. She stared for several minutes, wanting to throw the door open and shout down the stairs, “Go away!” Finally, she walked back to bed. Her body was tired, and her head ached. She needed to rest.

Some time later, her eyes opened, and she gazed up at the familiar square of ceiling. She’d not noticed any sound. But she walked back down the hall, and again leaned up against the peephole. 

This time, she expected to see nothing. She just wanted to take a look; if she didn’t, she’d lie in bed hearing creaks and imagining monsters tip-toeing around the flat. 

As she peered around, she glimpsed the red end of a cigarette. As the person sucked into the filter, a face glowed a rich orange in the dark of the landing. Eyes looked straight into hers. She sucked in a breath, to stop herself from screaming. 

George.

He was just looking across the landing. He couldn’t know she watching him. A second later, he flicked the smouldering remains of his cigarette. The butt flew out of sight, and then bounced off her door with a soft whispering sound.

She thought quickly. Did he intend to stay for a long time, like the other night? She had the card in her backpack, with the phone number for the police. They were searching for this man. She ran to the living room, where her bag lay on the coffee table. The pockets were full of junk, or so it seemed in the middle of the night. She turned the bag upside down, the pounding of her heart loud in her ears, as she shook the contents out. A card fluttered under the sofa. She felt under the fabric skirt, and pulled it out. She picked up the phone, her eyes barely making the numbers out in the dark. George had to be there, so the police could catch him. Izzy tiptoed back to the door, and looked out.

The landing was dark. Izzy waited for a fresh flash of flame from the lighter. None came. She thought she heard a shuffle – George treading softly as he descended the stairs? She heard what sounded like a laugh. Then the communal door clicked shut. 

Anger boiled up, and she resisted the urge to punch the wall, or to slam doors. Izzy stomped into the kitchen. The clock said it was three in the morning. How could he! She wanted to shout and scream, she wanted to run down the stairs, with her torch in her hands, and beat him across the head. He had no right to be there, on her landing, stalking her, peeping in on her life. How had he even got into the building? Someone must have given him a key. She’d go round in the morning, and question all the residents. Somebody had helped him. 

Izzy took a deep breath, and tried to calm down. She had work in the morning, and investigations to begin. She stalked back off to bed once more, lay under the covers, and practiced some breathing techniques, a type of self-hypnosis to encourage sleep. Her eyelids grew heavy, and closed.

Thud. 

A loud noise drew her from the throes of a chase. George had been in pursuit, and wherever she ran, however she hid, he found her. His gorilla hands were grabbing at her leg, to pull her out. 

Vaguely pleased to be awake, she rolled over to see the time, unconsciously rubbing at her ankle where he’d grabbed her. An hour had passed. It was four o’clock. She lay half-asleep, drifting on a wave of semiconscious sensations. During the last few nights, she’d been disturbed too often, and the sleep deprivation had left her body needy. She clung to sleep as if it were a life raft. She closed her eyes, and fell straight back into dreams. 

Thud. 

The second bang forced her awake. She sat up, hugging her knees to her stomach. Not sure whether she’d indeed heard a noise, she crept from bed, and sneaked down to the front door. She stood quite still, her eye at the glass, watching. Nothing moved. There were no sounds, no floating cigarettes. Her calves began to ache. Maybe she hadn’t heard a noise. 

She walked back to her bedroom, peering into each room as she went. Satisfied she and Connor were alone; she closed her door and crawled back into bed. Sleep took her quickly. She slept with no dreams, but an instant of darkness, until her alarm woke her at eight o’clock.

“Bye Mum,” Connor called, on his way out. 

Izzy got up and parted the curtains. Connor stopped on the footpath to talk to Becky, then leaned forward and kissed her. Izzy closed the curtains, carefully overlapping the edges.

She had pet sittings in the morning. Her diary told her she had three for the morning, and another four for the evening. She needed to clean Mrs Foster’s house and Mrs Cook’s rambling cottage. Her eyelids drooped, and she let out an enormous yawn. She hadn’t had enough sleep for days. 

She walked around the flat, gripping a teacup. Time pressed on, and she needed to leave. But George would be waiting. Feathers couldn’t help her this time; he’d gone off to work. But she couldn’t stay holed up in the flat, and she couldn’t keep cancelling her cleaning jobs. How would they eat? How would she pay the rent? Who would feed the poor animals? 

She clutched her mobile and peered through the peephole. The hall appeared empty. She opened the door cautiously and tiptoed out, her keys in one hand, phone in the other. She stood immobile for a few seconds, listening for the sounds of someone rushing up the stairs. Or even the bored shuffle of a person waiting on the ground floor. After a moment, she closed and locked the door, and dared to leave the building. 

The car started with a gruff cough, and she drove off on her rounds with wide eyes, her foot ready to shift from petrol to brakes at the first sign of George. But he didn’t appear. Maybe didn’t want to risk further damage to his car, or he was sleeping off his night time sessions as he paced outside her door. Either way, she arrived back home relieved. She opened the door, surprised to feel a grumble of hunger in her stomach. A smile creased her face for the first time that day, and she trotted into the kitchen.


With a bowl of cereal, she wondered into the living room. After a search under the cushions, she found the remote and switched on the telly. She flicked through channels whilst munching on Cherrios. She found a decorating show. The hosts happened to be stripping wallpaper, with a view to painting the walls. She squinted at the screen, the curtains still closed, the room dim. She could flick the light on… Izzy shook her head, eyes on the telly, and crossed the room. She took a mouthful of cereal, and then grabbed one of the curtains, and threw it open. She took hold of the other side and pulled. 

Something was splattered all over the glass. She didn’t really notice at first, she was watching dishy Paul washing the wall with some solution. He scrubbed at the plaster, removing the sticky remains of the wallpaper paste. His muscles rippled under an undersized t-shirt. She glanced back at the window as she put another spoonful in her mouth. There was something red all over the glass. She stopped chewing, and looked harder. Crimson streaks, and now she could hear buzzing…What was out there? She leaned forward, peering over the window cill, and onto her balcony. 

She dropped her bowl. Milk and cereal washed over her toes. Her spoon skittered over the floorboards, and ceramic shards erupted in all directions as the bowl smashed. Open-mouthed, she stared at the smears on the glass. There was a wet mark on the tiles where something had been thrown up onto her balcony. It made a meteor-like trail, but instead of a lump of space rock, the trail ended with a lump of meat – two small legs and a tail – half of something. Swirls of flies buzzed. More flew up as she watched. Soon there’d be a swarm. George had hit the window with a second lump of meat, but not broken the glass. Eggs were already laid in there hundreds. Then she saw movement. Some maggots had already hatched. They wormed their way down into the flesh and wiggled, moving the lips, flickering the eyelids, as if the eyes might spring open. What was it? She tilted her head and tried to work out what the creature had been. A baby fox maybe.

Izzy gasped. Not just an animal, a dog. Sidi! The animal was Sidi. Slaughtered and left for the flies. Torn in two, not cut or sawn. His body looked deformed, squashed, and she pictured George stamping on the poor pup, until his bones shattered, and then ripping him into two. 

“Fucking George!” She banged a fist in the door, and stepped back over the mess of cereal on the floor. She had to do something. “You can’t keep doing this!” She burst into tears, and staggered out of the room. She wanted to leave, abandon everything. Get away from George. She pulled on her trainers, hardly realising what she was doing, as she wiped away the tears. She paced up and down her hall, still not sure what to do. The image of Sidi, his body destroyed and thrown onto her balcony, seemed burned into the back of her eyes. “I’m so sorry, Poppy,” Izzy said, and ran from the flat. 

Out on the fields, the air started to clear her mind. Izzy jogged across the stubbly grass and towards the woods. There was a murdered dog on her balcony. George had really flipped. If he could do that to Sidi, what was he going to do when he caught hold of her? She dried her face, swallowing the tears, and ran right up to Coombe’s Wood. Izzy reached out, and felt the magnetic-like repulsion as she pressed against the force field. Two positives unable to come together, she decided. Or was that two negatives. Maybe this was all her fault. Had she done something to George to justify his treatment? Some slur in the early years that he’d never forgiven? 

She walked along the tree line, her hand gliding across the force field. Would Bodu come find her? She was touching his spider web. How long before his eyes pierced the darkness? So entranced in her thoughts of the beast, she didn’t notice her speed increasing. Izzy stopped and looked around. She was about half a mile from the flats. The wind blew, a gust, which tugged at her hair, and rustled the leaves in the trees. 

“I fast-walked,” she said. “Me, all by myself.” She giggled, and turned away from home. She took a long sliding step, and then another. Three strides later, and she started to skate around the perimeter of Coombe’s Wood. 

Gaining confidence as she increased her speed, Izzy held out a hand against the force field that surrounded the woods, and dipped her fingers into the magnetic feel of the force field. Her palm bounced on the surface, and she skimmed across the ground. 

Concentrating, she didn’t see the creature stalking her at first. A faint growl grew slowly into a low sonorous rumble, and held until she glanced around. 

Izzy stopped dead at the sight of the glowing red eyes. Her momentum too great, her speed turned into a stumble. She tripped, and flipped over, bounced against the force field and fell head over shoulders. The creature closed in, as if waiting to see if she would fall though. He kept up as she tumbled – dodging trees, leaping over low bushes, all the while his burning eyes never leaving her descent. 

She skimmed the surface of Bodu’s prison. The treacle air surrounded her, and Izzy knew, if she passed through to the other side, her life would end. She began to slow, as she bounced between the ground and the force field. Then the air thickened sufficiently to bounce Izzy out onto the field. She came to a stop on her side, scuffed and sore but not mauled. She stayed where she fell, facing the woods, and peered between the trees. But Bodu seemed to have disappeared. She wanted to see what he was. Every chance of discovery was taken away. The beast would forever remain a mystery. 

For a long while she lay sprawled on the dirt. Her left leg throbbed in pain filled beats, along with her left arm and side. As she tried to wish the pain away, she caught a glimpse of red. The creature was lying in shadows at the edge of the woods, and from the angle of his raised head, Bodu almost appeared to be staring at her in curiosity. 

The creature was clearly a type of dog. A thick coat of jet-black fur covered Bodu’s body, and his great eyes glowed like burning cigarette ends. His winked at her, and drew his mouth back into a snarl, the whites of his teeth glinting. He growled, softly, just loud enough for her to hear. 

Izzy realised she was all alone, and no one knew where she had gone. 
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Izzy lay motionless on the ground, the cold earth sharpening the pain along her side. The creature was a dog, and no smaller than a fully-grown Jersey cow, by her estimate. She watched, as Bodu lay relaxed in the shade of an oak. The cold ground fed the ache along her body. Izzy sat up and edged closer. Immediately, Bodu raised his hackles, the volume of his growling increasing as she crept forward. After a while, he stood up and stretched, reminding her of a black Labrador she’d owned as a child. Bodu wandered back within the cover of Coombe’s Woods. 


As he stalked off, an idea formed. Blood drained from Izzy’s face as all the pieces clicked into place. She turned the idea over in her mind. 

There could be no alternative. 

With her nerves worked into a frenzy, Izzy got up to limp back to the flat. Before leaving the field, she tested her fast-walk once more. After a stuttering start, she moved smoothly. Satisfied with her skills, she went home.

The day passed slowly. She tried to strip the last of the wallpaper from the back wall of the living room, but gave up after half an hour, and boiled the kettle. She decided to read to pass the time. Dolores Claiborne would not suit, so she sat beside the shelves in her bedroom, pulling out novel after novel. She tried a few pages of a few, and almost settled for a Roald Dahl, and My Uncle Oswald. She opened to the middle, she’d read it a few times before, but the humorous promiscuity didn’t appeal, and she put the book back. The bathroom needed cleaning, but she took a shower instead, hoping the hot water might calm her nerves. She ended the day curled up on the sofa, sticking her toes in and out of the holes of a crocheted blanket. Sipping her fifth cup of tea, she stared out onto the balcony. She couldn’t see the meat, but the blood and gore on the window had turned brown during the day, and attracted a swarm of flies, just as she’d guessed. Out of sight, the buzzing was loudest. A true reproductive festival, she thought with a dry smile.

By the time Connor arrived home, Izzy had turned a pale creamy shade. Her fingers trembled as she grasped at her mug, and a pile of used tissues was strewn over the floor next to the sofa. She’d spent two hours alternating between tears and anger. How dare he. How dare this man terrorize her.

“What the hell happened?” Connor walked into the living room and dropped his bag at his feet. “Is that…? Is George at it again?” Connor approached the window and peered out at the balcony. “Be glad guns aren’t legal in this country.” He strode out of the room and slammed his bedroom door. 

She could have solved this years ago. When George first approached her in the Safeways where she worked, she could have said she’d never met him before, that he’d confused her with someone else. Failing that, if she’d refused the drink, or kicked him out the first time he hit her, or left when she fell pregnant. She should have told someone when he murdered her second child. She reached for another tissue.

Connor’s door opened and closed, followed swiftly by the front door. 

Izzy shook her head, and closed her eyes. She picked up her cup of cold tea and sipped, then with a deep sigh, walked hunched to the kitchen, and emptied the liquid into the sink. She stood beside the counter for some time. Eventually, she crossed the room to the window, and parted the curtains a little. A royal blue sky hung over the woods, and Venus shone out, all alone. Coombe’s Woods was deep in shadow, and Izzy spotted a pair of red eyes staring up. She’d won a new stalker. Great. 

A soft knock sounded on the door.

Feathers stood waiting on her threshold, smelling of roses and wearing a worried expression. “Connor told me,” he said.

“Want to see?” Izzy stepped to the side, numb, and then followed him to the living room, but didn’t enter. 

“That’s disgusting.” Feathers stepped back from the window.

“It’s Sidi,” Izzy said for the doorway.

Feathers frowned and shrugged his shoulders. “Who?”

“Poppy’s new puppy.”

His eyes bulged and he slapped a hand to his mouth. 

“You’re fucking kidding me?”

Izzy shook her head and looked across at the bloody smear. 

“Have you called the police yet?” he asked.

“Why bother? Besides, they already have enough reasons to find him.” She came into the room, and sat on the sofa. “There’s no point to all this anyway. He’ll be told to stay away from me, maybe get a few months in prison. Then he’ll bounce back, a psycho yo-yo.”

“He can’t keep doing it.”

“He will. You don’t understand. I figured it out. I’ve been sat here all afternoon, and this mess is all I’ve thought about. The conclusion I came to is that I insulted him by leaving. And the only way to end this is with one of us dying.” She pulled another tissue from the box.

“Well that’s not going to happen anytime soon, so you’d better give the police all the information you can. It might make a difference.” 

Feathers joined Izzy on the sofa, and tried to put a hand on her knee. She twitched, and his hand fall off to the side. 

“Lives can end at any time,” she muttered, and got off the sofa. “I have to go and feed some cats. I’ll see you later.” 

“Why don’t you fast-walk? It’ll be much safer.” Feathers got up and followed her.

“I’m not confident enough, I’d rather drive.” She picked up her keys and walked to the door.

“I’ll come with you,” Feathers said. “I’ll just tell Connor, he’s at mine.”

“Fine, Connor can stay with you. But I’m going alone.” 

“Stop, would you,” Feathers said, grabbing her arm. “What’s wrong with you? You’re acting so weird. If you think George is out there, I’ll come along. No problem, he might not attack if someone’s with you.”

“Just leave me alone. I’ve had a shitty day, and I want to be by myself.” 

Izzy shrugged off his grip, threw the door open, and started down the stairs before Feathers could argue. 

She turned back as he followed onto the landing and said, “Leave me alone,” making sure her voice came across with a tone of finality. 

She heard him slam her door shut, and then go back into his flat. Fine, she thought. Stay there.
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Izzy climbed into her car and locked the door. Her hands shook as she crunched into first and drove off down the road. 

The first three sittings were all in Upper Basildon. She raced into each house and dumped food into the dishes, leaving the cleaning for tomorrow, and raced back out. Her last appointment was located on the other side of Cedham, in a little cottage three roads away from the opposite end of Coombe’s Wood. A little old lady named Clara lived there. Clara took frequent bus tours. She’d gone to Normandy for the week, and needed Izzy to take care of little Tinker. Elderly cats were usually a pleasure, and Tinker was no exception. The cat made a beeline for Izzy’s feet, flopping over them as she speed-washed the bowls and put fresh food down. After serving the food, Izzy slowed. She cleaned the cat litter, scooping leisurely. Then swept the wood floor for stray granules. Inside, behind Clara’s locked doors, she was safe from George. 

Izzy lingered a while, longer than usual, stoking and cuddling the old cat. But eventually, even Tinker got bored with the fuss being made of her, and went to purr her way through the last of her meal. 

With a stretch and a nervous yawn, Izzy left the little cottage. 

She’d almost passed Coombe Lane, when headlights came up fast up behind. There was no time to find out whether the speedster was George. She spun the steering wheel and screeched around the corner, then sped away into the woods. 

Heavy clouds and the dense canopy above made the darkness thicker. The only light in the woods was that from the headlights of her car. Behind her, the world disappeared into a solid black mass. She slammed her fist against the steering wheel in frustration. Then her rear view mirror blazed alight. He’d turned in.

She sped around the curves, over and into the potholes. She bounced around under her seatbelt, not watching the road so much. But George couldn’t quite catch up, and his headlights stayed a few car lengths back. 

At the approximate centre of the woods, Izzy slammed on the brakes. Her car skidded to a halt, blocking the lane. She managed to stop it at an angle, the front tipping down into the bushes. She turned everything except for the headlights off, jumped out of the Toyota and stepped onto the lane. George raced towards her, his headlights highlighting her against the woods. She shielded her eyes, and waited. He didn’t slow as he approached. She suddenly thought he might intend to crush her between their two cars, and she leapt to one side. The other car screeched to a halt inches from her car’s bumper. 

“Bloody bitch!” He climbed out screaming. “What the hell kind of driving do you call that?” 

He was still several yards away, but closing the distance with long strides. “I don’t know how stupid people like you get licences. You should have been locked away in a home for idiots, then you couldn’t have come along and ruined my life!” His trousers snagged a bramble, and she took the opportunity. Nervous, stumbling, she began to fast-walk around to the back of him.

“I have never been stupid, and it was you that came and found me. I didn’t ask for an arsehole, but somehow I ended up opening up my home, my life and everything to you!” she screamed. “You ruin everything you touch, you always did, and you always will. Do the world a favour and cut your own throat.”

George spun round, tearing the bramble from his trousers and catching a finger on the thorns. He gasped, and stared behind. He blinked once, twice, but she’d moved back into the shadows. She could see his confusion. She enjoyed it. 

He half-turned back, searching for her. Izzy positioned herself in front of him once more, framed by the lights of his car.

“You have no idea how many times I dreamed you wouldn’t come home from one of your late night drink-ups. My fantasy was that you’d pick on some big guy in that demeaning way of yours, and he would take you out back and beat you to death. I thought it would be a fitting end for you. I dreamed the police would find you crushed in some alley. Those were good dreams.”

George lunged. Izzy closed her eyes and fast-walked back to her car.

“I wish you had died in your mother’s womb.” Tears flowed down her cheeks. “You made me want to die. That time you strangled me; you choked me to the brink of nothingness. I found out then, there’s no greater purpose for us, just a turning out of the lights. I wish there were something else. I wish you could rot in hell for the rest of eternity.” 

George spun around again.

“What the hell are you doing, playing with mirrors?” He lashed out with his arms, striking into the forest. “What the fuck’s going on?” 

“Your time’s up, George.” Izzy put a foot forward. “Your ticket is here, time to say goodbye.” She fast-walked away into the woods.

“What the fuck’re you on about? I always said you were insane. Look at you now.” George stood fixed to the spot. He swivelled to the rear, and then turned again, squinting into the dark woods to see where she’d gone.

“Coo-ee George, I’m over here. If you want me, you’re going to have to catch me. And you can’t even see me, can you?”

George took a step into the trees. He looked back at his car, as if he was changing his mind. 

“I never loved you,” Izzy went on. “Christ, far from it! You forced your way into my house. I never wanted you there. There’s never been anything appealing about you – you were too ignorant for a start. You’re an uneducated oaf.”

George shoved his way forward, a snarl on his face. “I will get you.” He stomped through the bushes, as if ready to pulp her. “Your mirrors will run out, and there’s no one out here to save you.” He laughed, a sickening sound. “Little whore, come here and let me show you how it works. I’ll make it less painful if you come to me now.” 

He patted the side of his leg, as if she were an obedient dog. He whistled. Not long ago, she’d have come to heel. No point begging for a bigger beating. Today, she skirted him, fast-walked to her car, reached in through the open window, and switched off the headlights.

“What the fuck you do that for, you stupid bitch?” George crashed about in the woods. She couldn’t see either, but had the security of a car beside her, and she stood there for a moment, adjusting to the dark. By looking for him on the periphery of her vision, she could make out a bulky shape that was George trying to get back to his car. She fast-walked to the other side of him and closed in. His clothes reeked of sweat. 

“Wrong way,” she whispered in his ear, and raced back to the car. George swung blindly into the woods, and connected with a tree. He cradled an arm and doubled up for a second. She took the chance, and opened his car door. He had left his keys in the ignition. She’d hoped, prayed for this. She took them out and locked the doors. Yellow lights flashed once, and with all her strength, she lobbed the keys into the woods. 

“Get away from my car,” George shouted. He picked his way through the woods, and back to the lane. 

“It doesn’t matter anymore.”

George tried the door. “Where are my keys, you bitch?” he yelled. 

Izzy stood on one side of his car, while he swayed on the other. 

“Wait until I catch you, you’re going to think you died and went to hell.”

“Catch me?” 

She danced from one end of the car to the other. A shaft of light bounced off the clouds and made it’s way though the canopy covering the lane. Her imagination grew wings and horns on George. This man still terrified her. Before he could dash around the car, she ran into the woods again. 

“You’ll never catch me,” Izzy called as she receded into the darkness.

“Want to bet.” He followed. “No more mirrors, Izzy. Just you and me, talking together.” He felt his way slowly, like a blind man.

“You should eat more carrots,” she said, plunging deeper.

“Where are my keys? I want my fucking keys.” The anger in his voice was being replaced by something else. Panic, and maybe fear. She’d made him frightened. She liked the idea of George being afraid. 

“What keys?” She looked about, searching through the trees. Nervous, she skirted George again. She wanted him further from the road. A large tree loomed out of the dark, Izzy slid behind the trunk and waited.

“What the hell are you doing now?” George roared, yards away. “And what the fuck’d you throw on me?”

Izzy peaked around the trunk of the tree. He was little more than shadow, his hands flailing about as he wiped something from his shirt.

“Christ, this stuff fucking stinks…it’s like fucking swamp water!”

George moved away to the left – deeper into the woods. He grabbed a handful of leaves from the ground and wiped his hands then moved out of sight. Izzy sagged against the tree.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” A voice said in her ear. She almost collapsed in fright, collected her senses and turned, ready to fast-walk. A hand gripped her arm. “Izzy, it’s me, Feathers.”

“Why are you here? How did you find me?” she asked. Her eyes searched the dark. She took a deep breath, her heart pounding within her chest.

“I followed you,” he whispered.

“How? I was driving!” 

“Fast-walk. I can easily go faster than a car.” He held her for a moment, and placed a tender kiss on her forehead. “I followed because you sounded so strange. Something was going on, and I had to know what.”

“Now you know.” 

“So you lure George out here. But what if the creature gets you as well? I mean, just what do you think you were up to?” He sounded angry now. “I only just found you. I can’t have you go and die on me. And what about Connor?”

She turned away. “I don’t know.”

“Come on, we’ll leave him out here. If he finds his way out, well, so be it.” Feathers hugged her.

“I just wanted to be sure. I can’t live not knowing what the bastard’s going to do next.” She started to cry, and buried her face in Feathers’ neck. “He could do anything – he means to kill me. I know this! And what if the police don’t catch him? What if he beats me to death? It’s the same outcome if I die in the woods. At least this way, I have a chance.” She pulled back, and tried to see the features of Feathers’ face in the dark.

“I know. I understand, I really do. But we still need to leave. The woods are not safe.” Feathers kissed her, his fingers cradling her face. She nodded. 

A twig snapped on the other side of the tree. 

“Found you!” Like a peek-a-boo toy, George popped out from behind the trunk, and grabbed Izzy’s arm. “Looks like you found a lover boy, and a hippy one, no less.” 

“Let go, George. And leave me alone!” she screamed, squirming away from him. “I don’t want you in my life, I just want to be left alone!” 

Feathers, didn’t try negotiation, and she ducked just as his fist flew into George’s face. With a gasp George let go. Feathers and Izzy ran off.

“What the fuck!” George shouted from the forest. “Come back, I was only kidding. I just wanted to talk to you. No pain, not this time.” 

Feathers and Izzy stopped on the other side of a small clearing hid behind a large tree trunk.

“He’s bloody delusional, isn’t he,” Feathers said. 

Izzy nodded, her eyes fixed on George, who turned in slow circles, trying to figure out where they were.

As Feathers and Izzy stared into the night, she felt a snort of warm air on her neck, followed by a low sonorous growl. 

“Oh shit,” she breathed. “Run, Feathers, we need to run!” Without waiting to see what Feathers did, Izzy used her fast-walk and dashed through the woods. She arrived back on the lane, and hid behind her car, and dug in her pockets for the key.

She could see red eyes scanning the woods. George had stopped hollering, and seemed to be standing perfectly still. Feathers wasn’t in sight. She couldn’t imagine the beast had got him. But where was he? With a croak not much louder than a whisper, she called, “Feathers?”

The beast’s head swivelled in her direction. Its red eyes shone like liquid fire. For a moment, she just stared, the shifting and changing shades of the creature’s eyes hypnotising her. She blinked, trying to break the trance. The creature had almost reached the car, was almost next to her. With a sharp breath, she moved, breaking straight into fast-walk as the animal bounded to a stop.

She ran away from the cars, through the woods, and back to where she’d been hiding with Feathers. There was still no sign of him. George was still transfixed in the centre of the clearing. She took another chance and shouted, “Feathers!”

“Shut up, you stupid bitch!” George hissed through gritted teeth. Bodu loped back, bounding between the trees with graceful ease, his eyes lighting the woods more brightly than the night sky. She tried to use the red glow to find a trace of Feathers. 

She watched the beast approach George, as he played statue in the clearing. The beast crept up behind him, and sniffed the top of his head.

She couldn’t help but watch. 

The giant dog nosed George, pushing him to the side. George dropped to the ground, and lay as he fell. Bodu nudged him again, this time flicking George into the air. The man flew a short distance, and landed with a crunch.

She jumped as a hand pressed into hers. Feathers didn’t speak, but turned her head away from the scene with his hand and indicated they should leave. She nodded, and tried to turn back, to see George and his fate. But Feathers pulled her in the opposite direction, back to the lane, and to the edge of Coombe’s Wood. 

The force field seemed furious with them, and threw them both out onto the tarmac. They landed separately, rolling to a stop meters from the edge of the beast’s prison. Something fell away from Feathers, and bounced along the road to where Izzy had landed. She reached over and picked it up, a rectangular glass vial with a tiny cork in the top, and four faces, all like gargoyles on each side. The moon peaked out as the clouds broke up, and she turned the bottle in the light. Empty. Feathers glanced over, and put a finger to his lips, and with the other he took the vial back. 

She sat on the tarmac and listened, Feathers stood behind her. He tried to pull her up from the ground, but she shook him off.


She was listening for George’s shrieks. When none sounded, Izzy took Feathers’ hand, and stood. Her leg had twisted in her fall out of the woods. She hardly noticed, and used Feathers as a crutch to make her way home.
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“…and in other news, a decomposed body has been found at the edge of a field. Police in West Berkshire have cordoned off the field and part of the adjoining woods following the discovery of human remains. 

“A member of the public made the discovery near Coombe Lane, in Cedham, on Thursday afternoon. Police said the body was in an advanced stage of decomposition, but has been identified as that of George Malley from Chester. He has been missing for over a year. 

“First indications are that the death is not suspicious. Sergeant Mike Davies said the body had clearly been there for some time.

“He said: ‘Scenes-of-crime officers were at the scene for most of the day making sure no evidence was lost before taking the body down to the mortuary. It does seem like the body has been there for a while, and possibly dragged there by a large animal, this has made the enquiry more difficult.’

“The body has been taken to the mortuary at the Royal Berkshire Hospital, in Reading, and the coroner has been informed. 

“Now on to the weather…”

“I can’t believe he turned up.” Izzy sipped at her wine. Milo stretched and changed position on her lap. She stroked him without thinking, and he responded with a deep purr. “I keep thinking about a dream I had after George threw poor Sidi onto the balcony. A strange sort of black beast caught George in the woods and killed him. First it played with him for a while, as if George was a mouse. Then feasted on his flesh. I woke up somewhere between relieved and guilty, because I’d been wishing him dead.”

“Had you?”

Izzy glanced down at the cat, his green eyes staring back at hers.

“Yes.”

“It’s a bit of a relief, isn’t it, though, especially after all that he put you through last year,” Feathers mused, running his fingers through his beard. “He must have died right after… well, that stuff he did.”

 



 


 



She had been surprised when the officer appeared on the doorstep. As she told them, she thought they’d found George, and taken him into custody for stalking her. Imagine her surprise when they said they had a body, and asked her to identify him. That had been hard. A severe-looking woman in a long white doctor’s coat directed Izzy into a viewing room, where a body lay on a hospital trolley. The shape beneath the sheets was distorted, no longer entirely human-looking. Only his head remained uncovered.

Izzy stared for a long time. Identification took seconds, but she lingered, visually tracing the misshapen lines of his body. Strangely, his eyes, although sunken, remained, along with the once shiny top of his head.


They said he died of a heart attack. They said they thought he must have been preparing another attack on Izzy when it happened. After they found his body, the police searched the woods and found his car in the lane. It’s funny his body hadn’t been found earlier, but then, no one uses the lane much, not with all those silly rumours of a beast.
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