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PROLOGUE

She woke and the dream, uncanny, fled. 

But it left a lingering tail. 

She rose and went to the window, pushing up the sash, and felt the night air, cool upon her face, and her pulse began to steady. The moon was full, and in its pale light the orchard trees turned to silver, with the ings spreading either side of the river, ethereal and lovely. Somewhere a fox barked and was answered by its mate from beyond the garden wall, where the church tower could just be seen. The air blew gently through the open window, spring-scented, and she closed her eyes and went on standing there, still troubled by the dream, until she grew chill. Shivering, she opened her eyes—

And stared out upon an altered scene. 

She leaned forward. All was quite changed! The lawns and borders had gone, the brick walls and glasshouse had vanished, the orchard had become a woodland, and the trees, no longer arrayed in their spring finery, were shedding autumn leaves. She must be dreaming still for the moon, rising above the treetops, was now not a silvery orb but a huge harvest moon, and it hung there, blood red, in the night sky. 

She looked over to where the church tower should be and found that it too had disappeared. In its place was a small wooden building, encircled by a wall and, in the pasture beyond the wall, a pale horse stood, its head turned towards her. And then she saw them, shadowy figures gathering close, and knew that their coming was because of her, and was afraid. 





CHAPTER 1

That was the first time that Olwen’s odd dreams elided with reality. Until then they had been strange, haunting and disjointed, but they had at least remained within the boundaries of sleep. It felt as if she had been dreaming every night since the drowning – fractured images, desperate sequences and always a sense of urgency, a frantic striving to save a situation that was already lost.

This, perhaps, was what grief did. It took over the mind and paralysed the body. 

The fever and chill she had developed upon departing from Swindale Hall, her erstwhile home, had proved a godsend; it gave her a reason to stay in her own room for much of the day, keeping away from a household that had offered such a chilly welcome. Her room was at the back of the vicarage, and it became her refuge. She lay abed now and rolled over, tangled in the sheets, and stared vacantly at the narrow bookshelf that housed a handful of books hastily gathered up upon departure, the remainder left behind in her larger, more congenial room at Swindale. ‘There’s no space for more,’ her aunt had told her. ‘You must adapt to having rather less accommodation than you’re used to …’ and be grateful. The unspoken words had echoed through the hall of the vicarage that first day when Olwen had stood, forlorn and defeated amongst her valises. ‘Besides,’ her uncle had added with a genial, unconvincing smile, ‘we have books aplenty here!’ Collections of sermons, no doubt, or dreary treatises, not the novels and stories that Celia had brought with her to Swindale. 

Standing in the draughty vicarage hall Olwen had pleaded her cold, and been allowed to retire.

‘You will soon be well again.’ Her aunt’s tone brooked no other possibility. 

Celia would have known how to bring comfort, Olwen thought. Celia would have been resolute in the face of these disasters. But Celia was gone, along with all that was familiar. The drownings, so swiftly followed by Father’s decline had left her devastated, thrown completely off-balance, numbed by it all, too stunned to think. 

And alone, quite alone … 

She had not known that Celia would leave her, but her aunt had told her the day after the funeral when she was already gone, her employment no longer a necessary expense. ‘We’ve no room in the vicarage for a governess you’ve long outgrown,’ she had told her. ‘I can’t imagine why your father kept her on for so long.’ Because she was her friend, Olwen had wanted to wail, because she made things all right. Celia had been her mentor, and her rock. But the triple tragedy that had befallen her family had been beyond even Celia’s ability to mend and Olwen’s protests had gone unheeded. And it seemed that, with Celia’s departure, her misery was absolute. Her uncle no doubt meant to make her feel welcome but he stressed rather too frequently that he was now responsible for her, her legal guardian, and that he was fulfilling his Christian duty in a wholly laudable manner, consistent with his standing in the parish. Olwen suspected that her aunt’s welcome was grounded in avarice rather than empathy, and as for her cousins – Alfred seemed to watch her, like a predator biding his time, while Edmond guilelessly accepted her arrival with indifference.

Closing up Swindale Hall after the funeral had mostly been undertaken while Olwen tossed in her bed, fever-ridden and incapable of rational thought. Mrs Percy, bless her, had seen to it all, suffering stoically the curt commands of her aunt, who had taken it upon herself to play the mistress.

Which she was not, of course. Swindale Hall belonged to Olwen. 

And yet the thought of living there again was inconceivable. Olwen rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling. The place would be forever tainted by what had occurred there and she dreamed of it some nights, standing empty and hollow. In one such dream her brothers had sprung from under dust-sheeted furniture, dripping wet, shrieking with mirth at a prank well-played, ‘We knew we could fool you.’ And she had woken, daring for an instant to hope, only to slide back into despair as her reasoning returned. Sometimes in the dreams she heard her aunt’s voice: ‘There really isn’t space, you know …’ and it was not of books that she spoke. Or she would turn and see Alfred standing, framed in the doorway, staring back at her, his features too deeply shadowed to read. And yet, amongst the anguish and the sorrow, her dreams sometimes stirred in her a strange yearning, a longing, and she would glimpse a hillside, catching the scent of bluebells on the wind. 

But last night it had been different, and she was left feeling unsettled and disturbed. A waking dream … Did such a thing exist? Or had grief brought her to the point where dreams and reality merged at the margins of consciousness? Since arriving at the vicarage she had exaggerated her illness in order to extend her solitude, but perhaps she was fevered still … And yet today was the day she had been told that she was well enough to go for the first time to Sunday service, and she sensed that any special pleading would fall upon deaf ears. 

She dressed slowly, brushing her hair with care then twisting it into a knot at the nape of her neck and stared at herself. in the mirror, barely recognising the bruised expression and her dark-encircled eyes. And last night’s dream stayed with her … She went downstairs, troubled by it, and pushed open the door to the dining room where breakfast was being eaten. The vicar looked up, greeting her with bonhomie, ‘Ah! My dear child.’ His wife gave her an appraising nod, and Edmond offered a vague smile. There was no sign of Alfred, for which she was grateful. 

The scale of disquiet that the dream had engendered, however, was completely eclipsed by what she felt halfway down the aisle of St Helen’s Church an hour or so later. And it changed everything. The fear came from nowhere, unheralded and shocking. She had entered the church through the porch, noting how the spring sunlight shafted through the lancet windows, lighting vases filled with pussy willow and sweet-smelling jonquil before pooling on the stone-flagged floor, and she had only taken a few steps before it struck her. 

Fear without substance, all-consuming and real … 

Grabbing the polished filial at the end of the pew, she turned in distress to Edmond, clutching at his arm and trembling. Startled, he sat her down. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

She shook her head, bewildered.

‘Olwen? You draw attention to yourself.’ Her aunt, behind them, hissed angrily and thrust a bottle of smelling salts under her nose. 

Parishioners were flowing into the church as they did every Sunday but they came to an unexpected halt, their progress blocked, while those already seated craned their necks to watch the little drama unfold. The circumstances of Olwen Malkon’s arrival in the village had sustained gossip for the past fortnight and here she was, on her first appearance, behaving in such a diverting manner. The personification of youthful grief, the women thought, dewy-eyed and maudlin; how well black became her, their men decided, imagining how they might comfort her.

‘I cannot stay,’ she whispered up to Edmond. 

His mother answered for him. ‘Nonsense. We set an example, Olwen, it is expected.’

‘But I cannot,’ she repeated, her eyes still on her cousin. And it was a plain fact. She could no more take a step forward than she could fly up to the rafters or perch on the rood screen. People were squeezing past them, taking their seats then twisting round to watch as the organ’s welcoming melody faded to swell again in the opening chords of the first hymn. Her aunt, pink-cheeked with annoyance, hissed at her again, gesturing to their pew at the front where, by now, they should be seated, hands folded in dutiful attention. 

Setting an example. 

‘I need air.’ Brushing aside the smelling salts, Olwen got to her feet, meeting the woman’s outraged eye. ‘Forgive me, but I cannot stay.’ Her palms were clammy and her heart thumped alarmingly.

‘Nonsense!’ her aunt repeated. ‘You must—’ 

She broke off as a quiet voice spoke from behind. ‘Can I be of assistance, Mrs Malkon?’ 

The woman turned and gave a tight smile. ‘You’re very kind, Dr Osbourne, a passing faintness, nothing more …’ 

‘I need air,’ Olwen insisted, desperate now and gulping, hemmed in by Edmond and her aunt. The smelling salts had cleared her head enough to sharpen the sense of menace.

‘And air you shall have.’ The doctor’s tone was firm. ‘Make way, if you will,’ he said, then lowered his voice and cocked an eyebrow at her aunt, ‘or I reckon you’ll have a scene on your hands.’ 

The woman bit her lip, aware of the growing buzz of interest, and conceded the ground. ‘Edmond, you go too.’ But Olwen had already slipped through the gap the doctor had created and was half-running back up the aisle, head down, oblivious to the curious stares. The doctor strode after her and Edmond, delayed for a moment by his mother, followed. 

She reached the porch and stood there, gasping for air, her palm against the wall, while, behind her, the organ brought the congregation to its feet, and to order. 

‘D’you feel sick?’ The doctor stepped in front of her and studied her face. She shook her head. ‘Dizzy?’ Another shake. ‘Good. Take off your bonnet.’ She tugged at the ribbons and he took it from her, tossing it onto the close-cropped grass, his eyes still on her face. ‘I’d loosen that crêpe collar if I were you, it looks too tight.’ It was, and she did. ‘Good. Now breathe in through your nose, deeply and slowly, while I count to five.’ He counted. ‘Out through your mouth. And again. One, two …’ 

Edmond emerged from the porch. ‘All right now, coz?’ 

‘… three, four …’ The doctor waved him to silence. ‘Let it go. And again. One, two …’ Confident fingers took hold of her wrist and he stared ahead as he noted her pulse, then smiled for the first time. ‘Calming nicely. Slow breathing helps. Always remember that. Are your stays too tight?’

Edmond guffawed. ‘Is that all it was?’

The doctor gave him an even look. ‘In my view, tight stays account for much that bedevils their wearers.’ Turning back to Olwen, he gestured to a tabular tomb, dark with velvety moss. ‘Sit a minute.’ He shrugged out of his jacket and folded it for her to sit upon. ‘D’you have anything to drink on you?’ he asked Edmond.

The youth proudly patted his pocket. ‘Brandy.’ 

‘Excellent.’ He snapped his fingers for it and Olwen, now seated, had recovered enough to appreciate the expression on her young cousin’s face as he surrendered his flask. 

‘I don’t drink brandy,’ she remarked. ‘Nor do I wear my stays too tight.’

The doctor took the flask and sniffed its contents. ‘Pleased to hear it.’ 

‘Neither am I given to swooning and making an exhibition of myself.’ 

He handed it to her. ‘So what brought that on, d’you suppose? Take a drop, it’ll do you good.’ And while the brandy lit a fire in her throat, the hymn came to an abrupt end as if the congregation could suddenly see right through the nave wall and had been shocked into silence by the outrageous tableau they made. The vicar’s niece, in full mourning clothes, sitting, bare-headed, on a tombstone, sipping brandy, no less, with a stranger who stood there in his shirtsleeves, discussing her stays. 

‘That’s better,’ the doctor said; the little smile had not escaped him.

‘Mama said we should slip in at the end of the hymn,’ Edmond said, glancing back towards the porch. 

Olwen’s smile vanished. ‘No.’ 

‘No?’ The doctor explored her face. ‘Why not?’

‘I simply can’t.’ She looked aside, avoiding his scrutiny, and studied how the yew trees cast a dark shadow on the walls of the ancient chancel. Sentinels of the dead, someone had told her, heartwood red, sapwood white, the embodiment of Christ’s blood sacrifice. She swayed a little as the fog of fear came close. 

‘Oh no you don’t.’ The doctor reached her in a stride. ‘Head down, between your knees.’ He recovered the brandy flask from her limp grasp and passed it to Edmond. 

‘She went quite white!’ her cousin exclaimed. 

Olwen felt the doctor’s hand on her head, pressing it down firmly until her forehead was almost on her lap. Her stays bit in savagely and the pain dispelled the fog. She tried to straighten but he held her there. ‘Give it a minute. Blood to the brain. Best thing.’ He spoke in short phrases as if she was a simpleton. Again she tried to straighten and this time he removed his hand. ‘It would be unwise for her to go back in,’ he said, addressing Edmond. ‘I’ll stay. You go.’ 

Edmond looked uncertain. ‘I think Mama would want me to remain as well …’

‘By all means.’ The doctor sat himself on another gravestone and said nothing more, his attention apparently taken by two ring doves who were circling a small square stone water-filled trough, tails fanned out in courtship, cooing softly. 

‘You can both leave,’ said Olwen. ‘I shall be perfectly all right out here in the fresh air until the service has finished.’ 

The doctor gave her a brief smile. ‘I’ve a professional obligation to remain but –’ he gave Edmond a considering look ‘– there’s no need to deprive Mr Malkon of the benefit of his father’s sermon.’ 

Edmond grinned and pulled the brandy flask from his pocket again, offering it to the doctor, who waved it aside. ‘I get ’em on a daily basis.’ He raised an eyebrow in query, gesturing with it towards Olwen.

This amused the doctor. ‘Miss Malkon, would you find another drop beneficial?’ 

Olwen shook her head, meeting the humour in his eye. He was some ten years or so older than Edmond, darker in colouring, and an inch or two shorter, although her cousin was an unusually tall youth. The doctor was broad shouldered, having grown to full manhood, and had an assurance that, for all his posturing, Edmond, at eighteen, had yet to acquire. Like herself, the doctor was newly arrived in the village, having come down from Edinburgh to replace an ageing colleague, while Olwen’s home was less than ten miles away.

Except that it was home no longer, closed up and empty. The thought overwhelmed her again. Shutters at the windows, dust sheets on the furniture.

Home now was the vicarage. 

‘May I ask how long it is since your father died?’ the doctor asked after a moment, and she frowned, though doubtless the whole village was aware of her circumstances; it was only to be expected.

‘Almost three weeks.’

‘So little time,’ he said gently, then added, ‘Grief does strange things to us, Miss Malkon, to the body and to the mind, you cannot separate the two.’ 

‘And the boys just a few weeks earlier,’ Edmond said, furtively taking another nip from his flask. ‘Poor little chaps.’ 

The doctor looked across at her in enquiry, but she did not enlighten him, not trusting herself to speak of it. He made no further remark, but she was aware of his eyes dwelling on her a moment before his attention returned to the doves, whose courtship was progressing well. Male chest feathers were puffed out and cooing was now interspersed with courtly bows. The birds’ behaviour seemed to engross the man, allowing Olwen, in turn, to study him. Carelessly dressed, he wore his dark hair a little longer than was fashionable but his beard was neatly trimmed and there was a strange intensity to his expression as he watched the doves. In the short time he had been in the village he had gained a good deal of respect but also a reputation for bluntness and a contempt for well-loved remedies. He had expressed quite freely his reservations about his predecessor’s practices – medieval, he had been heard to call them – but the villagers had liked old Dr Thomas and opinions about his successor were divided. 

As if conscious of her scrutiny, he snapped back to attention. ‘Did you eat breakfast this morning?’

‘Yes.’

‘What did you have?’

‘A boiled egg and some toast. And tea.’

‘Hmm,’ he said, and then addressed Edmond again. ‘I expect your mother’s becoming concerned, you know. If you were to slip back in, as she suggested, you might signal to her that all is well.’

Edmond looked back at him. ‘How? I can hardly signal from the back to the front as she’ll be facing the altar.’

The doctor’s lips twitched. ‘Aye, that’s a difficulty. But if you were to wait until she turns, as she doubtless will, you could give her a signal. A nod will do. And a smile.’ 

‘And then come out again?’

The doctor shook his head. ‘You’d be better staying put. Though at the back of the church you’ll be well-hidden from your father if you choose to doze.’ 

Edmond, having all his life been told what to do by strong-minded individuals, could recognise an order when given one, even if it did run counter to an earlier, more formidable, one. ‘And you think that would be best?’

‘Your mother will be consoled.’

Edmond took a final swig from his flask and pocketed it. Olwen doubted that her aunt knew of the flask’s existence but, as in all things, Edmond aped his older brother. ‘You’ll be all right, will you, coz? With just the doctor here?’ She nodded, wishing they would both go and leave her in peace, but that seemed too much to hope for. On the path, in a spot of sunlight, avian courtship had reached its climax and the female dove crouched in submission while the male, triumphant, raised his wings and mounted her. ‘Oh, I say,’ Edmond aimed a boot at the pair, who flew off in a flutter of outrage. ‘I’ll go then,’ he said. 

The doctor grinned as he vanished inside the porch and he was smiling still when he turned back to Olwen. ‘Are your uncle’s sermons long?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know. I’ve not attended church here before, except once, some years ago.’ 

‘Well, I reckon you’ve maybe three quarters of an hour’s peace and while I’ll not pester you with questions, I wonder if you can explain what happened just now?’ 

Sitting here, in the dappled sunshine, it was hard to recall, let alone explain, the feeling that had come upon her. But he did not press her and, perhaps because of that, she made an attempt. ‘It was a feeling … an awful sense of dread, of fear almost …’ She stopped. ‘And I knew that I could not … must not … go any further into the church.’

‘Must not?’

She shrugged and said nothing more, having no words to explain.

‘Has it happened before?’ She shook her head. But she sensed again the deep unease that last night’s dream had engendered. He paused as if considering, then asked, ‘Did you attend your father’s funeral?’

‘Yes, but that was not here, it was in the little chapel on the estate.’ 

‘No such feelings there?’

‘No.’

He said nothing more but let his eyes roam over the churchyard before turning back to her, his head cocked to one side. ‘Grief can be delayed, you know, for weeks, months or even years and it takes many different forms. The mind puts up its own defence, producing a sort of numbness, until gradually it’s able to confront such sad events, but reaching the point of acceptance is never easy.’ 

He spoke gently but without the pitying tone that others used, and for that she was grateful. But she had had no thoughts of her father, nor of her beloved brothers, as she entered the church, for she knew if she dwelt on their loss, despair would overwhelm her. No, this sensation had been of threat, of danger targeted very directly at herself, and had been accompanied by that strange intense ache of longing. 

The doctor was awaiting a response but she had nothing to say to him. He had been so quick to make his diagnosis, so sure of himself. And he knew nothing of her dreams. ‘I suggest that coming into the church brought back the distress of the funeral,’ he went on, warming to his theme. ‘You had, perhaps, blocked it, delayed it, so to speak.’

‘Perhaps,’ she said, not believing him. 

He continued to study her. ‘Are you taking anything to help you sleep? Laudanum or some other potion?’

‘Only at first, my aunt gave it to me.’ 

He frowned. ‘Resist her! Dreadful stuff. Poison. And are you sleeping better now?’

‘It varies. I dream—’

‘That’s inevitable. And dreams reach deep. Are you taking any other pills or preparations, something for your nerves, perhaps?’

‘No.’ What of the promise not to pester, she wondered. 

‘Good. You can’t imagine how many ladies dose themselves with substances they cannot begin to understand, addressing some spurious or imagined ailment, and do themselves real mischief. I’d one patient in Edinburgh who thought nothing of adding several ounces of laudanum to a glass of sherry every night to help her sleep, then wondered why she was fatigued and bewildered during the days. Nothing I could say persuaded her that the wretched stuff was killing her.’

‘And did it?’ she asked, momentarily diverted.

‘It will, but for now she lives on in a serene torpor.’ 

‘Perhaps, then, laudanum is exactly what I need.’ 

He smiled a little. ‘Life’s adversities are to be confronted, not evaded, Miss Malkon. There’re no easy way past them, but given time they tend to resolve.’ His brow furrowed again. ‘Your cousin suggested you’ve suffered other recent losses?’

‘Yes,’ she said, and turned away again. To speak of the drowning would be her undoing … She focused instead on the doves, which had returned to the same spot of sunlight beside the hollowed stone and resumed their interrupted courtship. He had only to ask the local gossips if he wanted to know more. 

‘Then you’ve a great deal to endure and some disorder of the emotions is only to be expected,’ he continued, ‘and that can be every bit as debilitating as a physical ailment. They say the body rules the mind but the opposite is also true. Remember, deep slow breathing helps and putting your head down between your knees controls faintness by bringing—’

‘Blood to the brain,’ she finished for him. 

He raised his eyebrows, amused again. ‘Exactly,’ and the male dove, having invested sufficient time in courtship, cut short the nuptial niceties and briskly mounted the female. The doctor glanced at them. ‘Pregnancy can produce the same symptoms, of course?’ 

She almost gasped with shock, and her irritation vanished. How horrified her aunt would be! But the man, apparently unconcerned by conventions of polite behaviour, simply smiled back at her. ‘Not in this case, of course. Would you like to walk a little, perhaps, just around the church? You could take my arm.’ 
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