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Judy Allen says, ‘For me, writing is not so much creating a new world as trying to understand this one – wondering what is behind or under things, wondering whether there are forces we know nothing about but which are as powerful and relentless as gravity or the struggle for life. In my stories the place becomes as important as any character – in fact it is one of the characters.’

Her AWAITING DEVELOPMENTS won the Whitbread Award and the Friends of the Earth Earthworm Award. Author of more than 50 books including THE SPRING ON THE MOUNTAIN, THE STONES OF THE MOON, THE DREAM THING and BETWEEN THE MOON AND THE ROCK, she also writes for radio.
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INTRODUCTION

Perhaps unsurprisingly, it was a bonfire that sowed the seed of an idea for this book.

Fire is dramatic and beautiful to watch. On the other hand it is the only one of the four elements defined by the ancient Greeks – earth, air, fire and water – that is always destructive.

The others can certainly be dangerous. The very earth itself can quake, and shake down buildings and change whole landscapes. When it has been burrowed into – for mining or to create tunnels or underground structures - it can collapse with disastrous results. Air in the form of hurricanes or tornados can devastate vast areas with terrible speed – and water can flood or rear up in massive and ruinous tsunamis. Yet these three can be, and usually are, benign and beneficial, and also essential.

Fire alone can only exist by destroying.

The destruction may not matter. Australian bushfires are essential for the regeneration of the vegetation (though they can be too fierce and too powerful.) A bonfire of old wood and dead leaves may not be eating up anything that matters or is wanted. A hearth fire is probably burning coal or smokeless fuel or dead twigs, all collected specially for the purpose.

It’s still destruction, though, which makes large fires exciting but something to be wary of.

I’m always aware of thoughts and images milling about, some of which will swiftly attach themselves to the seed of an idea, and in this case there were three that took root quite fast.

One was the realisation that the present is always shaped by the past, even if it isn’t obvious. In fact the past still exists in some form in the present.

Another, which I suppose was part of the same thing, was that houses have personalities – and memories.

Then - the power of the mind itself. Do magical artefacts work because of some inherent power they hold? Or do they work and have influence because the person handling them believes in them?

All this must have been with me at some level when, years ago, I went with friends to the annual bonfire at Chiddingfold in Surrey. It was a wonderful occasion. A huge bonfire had been piled up in the centre of the green and there were stalls and crowds and tremendous fireworks to finish with. At the beginning we, and everyone else, went to a farm gate a little way from the green, up a winding lane, and each bought a hefty wooden stick with cloth wrapped around its top (all money to charity). This was lit and then we all processed back down the lane to the green.

Quite unexpectedly everything seemed to change. In the dark, with the blazing light coming from the flames held above our heads, the great moving crowd of people, funnelling through the narrow lane, could have belonged to any time, past not present.

As we moved around a slight corner I could see the great dark mass of the as-yet unlit bonfire and I could see the effigy on the top. I knew it was just a large rag doll, possibly stuffed with straw or newspapers, dressed in cast-off clothes that had been handed over willingly. But all I could think about was witch-burning, the burning of Catholics by Protestants, of Protestants by Catholics, burning for heresy, burning for treason. Cruel burning, deadly burning, possibly even here, in the distant past …

The procession encircled the green and at a signal we all threw our fiery torches at the vast central heap, which caught at once. I snapped out of my time slip and enjoyed the fire and the fireworks – but an idea had taken root and eventually evolved into a book, set in the present and without human sacrifice, but in which most of the people and all the trees and houses still carried a damaged past with them.
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ONE

Imagine a house as a head. If it has windows for eyes, a door for a mouth, and walls which have ears, then the people who live in the house are the thoughts which move in the head.

If a house is a head, and the people in it are thoughts, then the people who have gone away are memories. And people, like thoughts, almost never go away completely – there’s almost always something that remains – an echo of past emotion, a faint charge of energy, the sense that someone has just left an empty room, or is just about to walk into it.

And the subconscious of the house, where the hidden things are, is in the cellar, or in the spaces under the floorboards, or in the cavities between inner and outer walls, or up among the roof rafters.

Whatever lies buried in the sub-conscious may sleep for one or a thousand years, or even for ever. Or it may not. Something may disturb it, and once disturbed it may begin to stir, to move – slowly and blindly at first but relentlessly – up towards the surface …



The sound of the motorbike came first and then the bike itself followed. It kept up a good speed through the dark streets of the straggling town, but the rider slowed as he approached The Green, which was the heart of the village. The town had grown outwards and joined up with it years before. A traveller going in the opposite direction would find it hard to tell where the village ended and the town began, but the rider approaching The Green could see at once where the town ended and the village began.

He braked and stood still for a moment, his feet on the ground either side of the bike. At this hour there was no traffic. Everyone had already arrived home, first from school and later from work, and few had gone out again that evening.

He lifted his feet back on to the pedals and made a slow circuit, anticlockwise, around the long rectangle of The Green. As he passed, he glanced at the little row of terraced cottages, their front gardens full of the dead sticks and tattered brown leaves of November. He noticed the cottages that had been converted into shops – a newsagent, a greengrocer, a gift shop. He noticed the name of the gift shop – The Witches Cauldron.

If it had been daytime he might have noticed the small pile of wood in the centre of The Green. In the dark, though, with the light from the street lamps barely reaching it, it just looked like a shadow.

Beyond The Weaver’s Arms public house, he turned left, along the top of The Green, and then drifted slowly down its other side. He passed the oddly misshapen chestnut tree; the church of St Mary’s with the strange dark staining on its west wall; the Memorial Garden; the entrance to Mill Street.

As he passed, his reflection glinted in the windows of the shops, the houses, the pub. No one chanced to look out as he made that first circuit. Only the empty windows watched.

There was nothing about the sight of a motorcyclist to arouse memories in an ancient cottage. Or almost nothing. The machine was unfamiliar, the leathers and the helmet were strange. But the rider wasn’t wearing his gauntlets, and his hands on the handlebars – thin hands with long fingers and a modest signet ring with entwined initials – were like other hands, hands of long ago, dead hands reborn.

He turned left again, along the bottom of The Green where the mini-roundabout linked Green Road with West Street, the road from town, and then began to circle The Green a second time.

Again his image slithered across an old cottage window, again the thin white hands were reflected briefly on the glass, and somewhere inside, in a dark quiet place, the smallest imaginable tremor moved the air. It was not like a full awakening. Not yet. But something that had lain in such deep peace that it might almost not have existed was now a little nearer the surface than it had been, just moments before.


OPS/images/cover.jpg





OPS/images/titlepage.jpg
o ‘rllg ,

JUDY ALLEN

L





