


2 3

Diane is a ten-year-old girl who moves away from the city 

with her mum to live in the countryside.

Unfortunately, life in an old country cottage is not as 

romantic and interesting as Mum thought it would be, and 

Diane struggles to make friends in the village, so instead 

she walks deep into the woods and discovers a hidden glade 

where she eventually meets a mysterious girl and her mother 

living an ancient life out in the forest.

Life in the wild looks better than dealing with school 

and bullies and homework and Mum’s erratic moods. As the 

spring goes on, she returns to the glade and learns their ways, 

fishing and foraging and living with nature. She falls in love 

with their simple and romantic life.

Meanwhile, living out in the sticks is too much for Mum 

and when the spring rains come pouring through the cottage’s 

leaky roof, real life starts to fall apart. Diane and Mum are 

at eachother’s throats, and Diane dreams of  running away 

to live in the wild with her new friends until she skips school 

to join them in celebrating the Equinox and reality comes 

crashing down when they hunt and kill a deer for the Feast 

of  Spring.

Life in the woods does not seem so simple and romantic 

anymore. But when Diane gets lost in the forest in the stormy 

night and Mum comes searching for her and nearly suffers a 

fatal fall, it is her wild friends who come to their aid and save 

both of  them.

Diane and Mum return to normal life and vow to make 

the best of  things together. They both make friends in the vil-

lage, and Diane says goodbye to the people of  the forest, who 

leave in the night in search of  new wild places.

SYNOPSIS
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CHAPTER ONE

When the van dropped them off  with their things, Diane 
thought, ‘Well, here we are.’

Mum was all movement. She put her hands on her hips, 
took them off  again, looked around, shook her head, huffed, 
puffed, tapped her foot, and finally looked at Diane. She gave 
Diane a weak smile and said, ‘Well it might need a bit of  
sorting out.’

Diane looked through the overgrown bushes and trees at 
the crumbling cottage. It looked dark. The sun behind it was 
low in the sky.

She stared up at Mum. Mum stared 
back and then said, ‘Don’t look at me 
like that. We aren’t rich you know.’
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Diane looked at the things piled up on the overgrown front 
lawn. She’d never thought they owned very many things, but 
now that they were all in a pile it suddenly looked like they 
had quite a lot of  stuff. She considered the pile for a second, 
then picked up a kitchen chair and started carrying it towards 
the cottage.

As she was struggling with the chair, Diane thought about 
how they used to have six chairs. Now they only had two. 
But that was okay, since it was only her and Mum, and they 
didn’t get visitors very often. Sometimes annoying Kate from 
Mum’s yoga class would come over, but she didn’t believe in 
sitting on chairs anyway.

‘I suppose we won’t be getting any visitors at all out here,’ 
she muttered as she entered the shadow of  the old house. Mum 
turned her head. She was distractedly searching through the 
many pockets of  her coat.

‘What was that?’ she said. Diane clunked the chair down 
onto the cracked concrete patio in front of  the house and 
shook her arms about: those chairs were heavier than they 
looked.

‘Nothing,’ she said. Mum carried on putting her hands 
into pockets and taking them out again. Diane looked up at 
the house. It looked dead. It was made out of  dirty bricks, and 
the windows were so dark that it was hard to imagine that 
it had an interior. She noticed she was starting to get cold, 
and looked around at the looming silhouettes of  the trees that 
surrounded the messy patch of  land. A gust of  wind blew in, 
picking up strands of  her hair and running ripples over the 

Diane wasn’t sure what she’d been looking at her like, but 
she decided not to say anything.

Mum bent down and picked up one of  the boxes from the 
grass.

‘No time like the present. It might rain in a bit. Come 
on.’ She walked off  towards the house with her box, wobbling 
on her high heels. Diane looked at the sky. It was starting to 
get darker, but she couldn’t see a single cloud. Some birds 
flapped their way over the trees a very long distance away. 
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long grass. She watched as a spindly branch bobbed about 
and banged against one of  the windows of  the house, as if  
knocking to be let in.

‘Are we going in then?’ she asked Mum, who looked up 
with a panicked expression.

‘Yes, yes, of  course, of  course we’re going in,’ she said, ‘I 
just need to find the keys. Why don’t you go and start bring-
ing things over to the door?’ Diane waited for a moment and 
then started walking back to the pile of  their belongings. She 
heard Mum muttering behind her, ‘ “Are we going in?” Silly 
question.’

She got to the pile. It sat next to the narrow road that went 
past the house. She walked to the edge of  the grass and leaned 
out beyond the trees to look up and down the road. The mov-
ing van was long gone. All she could see now was a tunnel 

of  trees stretching off  into the distance. It was silent out there 
except for the occasional sound of  a bird chirping, and there 
wasn’t a car to be seen in either direction.

She went to the pile and dragged the other kitchen chair 
across the grass towards Mum, who was now smiling at her 
and jingling the keys from her raised hand as if  trying to get 
the attention of  a cat. Diane watched her select a large key 
made of  brass, push it into the lock and turn it clockwise, 
then anti-clockwise, jiggling it around, until finally there was 
a heavy click and she stopped with a triumphant look on her 
face. She tried the door handle and it turned with a rusty 
squeal. She pushed the door, and it swung open into the unlit 
interior of  the house.

Diane watched the 
door open onto a narrow 
hallway, like a tunnel in a 
cave. Down in the dark-
ness there was a closed 
door on one side, and 
then, even further on, dis-
appearing in the depths, 
a closed door on the oth-
er side. Beyond that, the 
tunnel corridor was lost to 
sight, whatever lay at its 
end a mystery.

They stood in silence 
for a moment, and then 
Mum said, ‘Great! Well 
you go in and explore and 
I’ll start bringing some of  
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this stuff  over,’ and she walked off  into the gathering gloom 
in the direction of  the pile.

‘What?’ said Diane, and watched her as she went. Then 
she looked back at the open doorway. She stepped away from 
the house and then ran after Mum, ‘Wait!’ She caught up 
with her, ‘You can’t lift all that by yourself, Mum.’

‘Good,’ said Mum, ‘Let’s get on with it then. It’s getting 
dark,’ and began wrestling with a crate of  books.

‘Not at your age, anyway.’

‘Oi.’ Mum swung a playful kick at her with one of  her 
high-heeled feet and almost tipped herself  off  balance. Diane 
took the other side of  the crate of  books. They lifted it togeth-
er and began to walk. ‘We definitely don’t want it to rain,’ 

Mum said, looking at the sky. Diane threw her head back to 
look: the night-blue sky was still perfectly clear.

*

By the time they had carried everything into the house, 
stars had started to appear here and there in the sky. Diane 
was very tired. It had been a long day.

‘I’m tired too,’ said Mum. She pushed a bag away from 
the front door with her foot and then pushed the door closed 
with a heavy clank of  the rusty latch. The dim starlight that 
came through the window only lit up the edges of  things with 
a kind of  blue light. She patted the walls and then said, ‘Here 
it is,’ and there was a click, and a single ancient-looking bulb 
hanging from the ceiling on a wire came on and bathed the 
hallway in warm orange light. She looked around at all the 
boxes and bags and then looked at Diane standing on the bare 
floorboards in her muddy shoes. ‘I suppose we’d better get 



12 13

you some dinner,’ she said. ‘We can start unpacking in the 
morning.’

*

Mum fumbled out another wooden match between her 
fingers and struck it against the side of  the box. The head of  
the match burst into fire and she held it to the balled-up news-
paper in the fireplace. ‘You mustn’t do this yourself, Diane,’ 
she said, kneeling on the stone hearth.

‘Okay,’ said Diane. She was kicking her heels against the 
sofa and looking around the room with interest.

‘You don’t know what you’re doing,’ Mum continued 
as she watched the newspaper catch alight. It burned wildly 
for a few seconds and then sputtered out. She  frowned and 
grabbed a handful of  small twigs she had gotten Diane to 
fetch from the garden. She piled them on top of  some fresh 
newspaper and chose another match.

‘What about a horse?’ said Diane, looking at a grimy 
painting of  a sad-looking horse hanging on the wall.

Mum didn’t turn from the fireplace, ‘If  I said no to a dog, 
what makes you think I’d agree to a horse?’ Diane didn’t say 
anything. She watched the new ball of  newspaper flare up 

and then go out. None of  the twigs caught fire. Mum raised 
her arms, ‘I don’t understand,’ she said, and looked back at 
Diane.

Diane said, ‘Why didn’t we bring the oven from the old 
flat?’

Mum looked cross and said, ‘I told you. It didn’t belong 
to us.’

‘Oh.’

‘Anyway, I didn’t realise the oven here was a hundred 
years old and needs coal to run, did I?’ She massaged her 
forehead with her fingers. She picked up the saucepan and 
stood up, holding it out to Diane by the handle. ‘I’m afraid 
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you’ll have to have it cold, darling.’ Diane took the cold pan 
of  beans into her lap and started using the wooden spoon 
to dig up some beans and sauce. Mum went to the bag of  
food they’d brought from the city, pulled out a slice of  bread 
and handed it to her. She took the slice and dipped the whole 
thing into her beans to get lots of  sauce on it, and then tilted 
her head to take a big bite out of  the saucy bread. A drop of  
sauce fell on her jumper.

‘Tch. Diane,’ said Mum, frowning. But she didn’t really 
seem angry. She was leaning on the mantel over the fireplace 
and holding a glass of  wine in one hand. She watched Diane 
eating her bread and beans. She looked sad all of  a sudden. 
‘I’m sorry, love,’ she said, ‘I’ll figure something out tomor-
row.’

‘Aren’t you having any beans?’ said Diane.

‘No, I’m not really hungry,’ said Mum, and raised her 
glass to her lips.

‘You know what?’ said Diane, ‘I think they’re quite nice 
cold,’ and filled her mouth with another big spoonful of  beans.

CHAPTER TWO

In the morning, Diane woke up in a strange room where 
the ceiling sloped all the way down to the floor, so that the 
wall and the ceiling were actually the same thing. And in this 
ceiling-wall there was a window glowing with morning light.

She pushed the quilt off  herself  and lowered her feet to 
the bare floorboards, which squealed when she put her weight 
on them.
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She turned away 
from the window and 
looked at her new 
room. It was bare, and 
old, and at the moment 
it was quite cold, but 
despite this, there was 
something cosy about 
it.

She picked up her 
dressing gown from 
where she’d left it last 
night and put it on and 
left the room through 
the unpainted wooden 
door. As she carefully 
climbed down the rick-
ety staircase, she began 
to notice the smell of  
hot milk and oats com-
ing from below.

The stairway came 
out in the kitchen. Diane stepped off  the bottom stair and 
on to the solid concrete floor. It was freezing against the bare 
skin of  her feet.

Mum was seated at the wooden table that dominated the 
middle of  the room. She was hunched over her work already, 
with a huge white mug of  black coffee steaming gently into 
the cold air.

‘Did you sleep well?’ Mum said to Diane, without look-
ing up at her.

She walked to the window. The glass panes were all 
fogged up. She wiped one of  them with her hand and made 
a clear patch. Her hand came away wet, but now she could 
see outside. She pushed her nose up to the clear glass. The 
trees looked different from up here in the early sunshine. In 
the distance she could see a trail of  smoke rising from a place 
somewhere among the trees. She wondered if  there was a tiny 
cottage, like this one, hidden in the forest over there. Maybe 
it was a cottage where an old witch lived, like in a storybook.
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‘Mm,’ said Diane, rubbing her eyes and looking towards 
the pot on top of  the stove where the smell of  food was com-
ing from. Mum looked up.

‘Look, I managed to get it working,’ she said. ‘Just about.’

Diane went to the stove and peered into the battered iron 
pot: lovely thick creamy porridge simmered inside.

‘I actually found some coal in the bunker behind the cot-
tage,’ Mum went on. She looked very pleased with herself, 
and stood to come and look at the porridge. ‘Still hot,’ she 
said, showing a spoonful to Diane. She began to spoon some 
of  the porridge into a bowl. ‘What are you up to today then?’ 
she asked.

‘I don’t know,’ said Diane, watching the porridge as Mum 
moved it from pot to bowl.

‘Well, school doesn’t start for another two weeks, so you’d 
better find something to keep yourself  busy. Looks like I’ve 
just got lots of  jobs come in all at once,’ she nodded towards 
her small laptop computer, sat on the table among the tools 
and materials that she used to make jewelry and small trin-

kets out of  metal and glass. ‘So if  you could find a way to stay 
out of  my hair for a bit, I’d appreciate it.’ She put the bowl of  
porridge into Diane’s hands. ‘Wait,’ she said. She turned to 
pick up a jar and unscrewed the lid. She dipped a metal spoon 
into it and scooped out a quivering blob of  blackcurrant jam. 
She pushed the spoon, jam included, into Diane’s porridge.
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Diane took her porridge to the table and Mum picked up 
a pair of  pliers and continued to work at the table, occasion-
ally taking a sip of  her coffee while Diane ate quietly and 
swung her legs under the table.

*

After breakfast, Diane got dressed.

Then she unpacked her things.

She didn’t have very many things, so it didn’t take that 
long.

She took her clothes from the big black bin bag they’d 
brought them in and hung them up in the small wardrobe 

that was built into the wall. Then she turned to her box of  
books.

The box was so heavy that it had needed both Mum and 
Diane to carry it up the stairs. She didn’t really have any-
where to put the books, so she lined them up on the floor in a 
neat row under the window.

She ripped the tape off  another box and opened it. She 
put her hands in and started to pull out various small orna-
ments and trinkets. There was an old cuddly killer whale toy 
that she’d had since she was a baby. She placed it on her bed.

 She pulled some plastic toy horses out of  the box and set 
them on the wooden floor. She looked at them for a while. 
They looked rather sad standing there in the mostly-empty 
room, as though they didn’t know where they were.
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There were some other toys in the box: more animals, 
some dolls. When they were clearing out their old flat in the 
city, Mum had gone through her toys and held each one up to 
her: ‘Are you keeping this one?’

Diane thought about playing with her horse toys now. 
They’d brought them all this way after all. She picked one of  
them up and galloped it along the floor.

She tried to imagine that the floor was a great plain under 
towering rolls of  cloud, and that the horse was running to 
rescue a girl trapped in a ravine, while a gold eagle wheeled 
in the sky, looking down on the scene from above.

But she felt silly doing it. The girl and the plains and the 
sky faded away so easily, and the horse turned into a lifeless 
piece of  plastic in her hand. She put it back in the box with 
her other toys and pushed it under the bed.

For a while, she sat on the edge of  her bed and read a 
book about volcanoes. It was quite interesting, but she found 
it difficult to concentrate and after a few pages she closed the 
book and put it down next to her on the bed.
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She turned on her tablet and touched the screen. A mes-
sage appeared: ‘No internet connection’. She sighed with an-
noyance and tossed the tablet next to the book on the bed. 
She’d forgotten they didn’t have internet here yet. Mum was 
using her phone’s mobile connection to check emails and 
sales in her online shop, even though sometimes she had to 
go and stand out in the road to get signal. She’d told Diane 
that the cottage might not even be connected to a broadband 
internet line.

‘But the rent is so cheap!’ Mum had said.

‘No wonder,’ thought Diane.

*

Downstairs, she sat on the cold stone floor of  the kitchen 
and pulled one of  her boots onto her feet.

‘Mum, I’m going outside,’ she said.

Mum looked up from her work. She was doing some-
thing with plaited lengths of  silver wire and a soldering iron.

‘Where?’ she said.

Diane looked up at her from the floor and shrugged.

‘The garden?’ she said, unsure of  herself.

Mum looked up at her a moment longer and then turned 
back to the bits and pieces on the table.

‘Did you unpack your things in your room already?’

‘Mm-hm,’ Diane nodded up and down.

‘That was fast,’ said Mum, 
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squinting one eye shut as she poked carefully with her solder-
ing iron at the end of  the intertwined threads of  metal held 
complexly in her fingers. She joined the two ends of  the piece 
together, and suddenly Diane could see that it was the begin-
nings of  a very nice silver-coloured bracelet.

Mum pulled the soldering iron away and then leaned 
back to admire her work. She smiled slightly and said, ‘You 
can go further than the garden you know. These woods go on 
for miles. Why don’t you explore a bit?’

Diane looked at Mum and scratched her leg through 
her woolen tights.

‘It’s not like in the city you 
know,’ Mum went on. 

‘You can go and walk off  by yourself. You don’t need me to 
come with you.’

Diane thought about this for a little while. Then she stood 
up from the ground and walked across the kitchen to the back 
door. She looked through the glass. The sun was still shining 
above the trees. She looked back once more at Mum, bent 
over her work, then she turned the handle of  the door, pulled 
it open, and stepped outside.
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CHAPTER THREE

Above, the sun glimmered through the green canopy of  
leaves. Below, Diane watched the ground as she navigated 
hillocks, puddles, goopy mud, and the woody roots of  trees 
that rose above the ground in arches, waiting to trip you up.

She was following a kind of  path through the trees, but 
it was overgrown, covered in patches of  grass and young tree 
saplings. Sometimes the path disappeared altogether and she 
weaved her way between the trees until she found it again.

As she walked, she thought about their old flat in the city. 
Her memories of  it already seemed like 
they were from a different life.

In the city, there had been a busy road outside of  the build-
ing they had lived in, where traffic rumbled and car stereos 
played heavy beats that shook the windows of  the flat, and 
often an ambulance siren screamed. And in the city, Diane 
definitely wasn’t allowed out of  the flat by herself. There wer-
en’t any forests like this, but there was a park nearby where 
Mum would take her if  she asked nicely, with a slide and a 
roundabout and a big climbing frame that she was still a bit 
scared of, and other children, too.

‘I wonder where the other children are around here,’ she 
thought to herself  as she turned a sudden corner around a 
willow tree. She found herself  looking down a long green cor-
ridor and at the end, far away, standing in a shaft of  sunlight, 
a small deer with white spots was watching her.

The girl and the deer both stood very still for several mo-
ments. Diane took a small step forward, and in an instant 
the deer was gone, bounding away and disappearing into the 
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trees. Diane started down the green corridor of  foliage. The 
ground felt spongy under her feet.

There had been lots of  good shops and things in the city, 
too. It had always been exciting to go into the city centre with 
Mum and see all kinds of  different things: book shops, toy 
shops, beautiful dresses in the windows of  the clothes shops, 
there were buskers who played music in the streets, and food 
of  every kind. Mum used to take her out for real Italian pizza, 
or sometimes a box of  Thai noodles from the marketplace 
that she had fun trying to eat with chopsticks.

She wasn’t sure if  there was anything like that out here. 
She tried to remember the village they had driven through 
on the way out to their lonely new house. She didn’t remem-
ber seeing any Italian or Thai restaurants, nor any interesting 
shops.

She got to the end of  the tunnel, where the deer had 
stood. In front of  her was a clearing. She stopped in the sun-
light with green pollen floating around her like dust.

‘What if  I don’t get to do all those things anymore?’ she 
said out loud. For a second, she felt very sad.

Then she saw something.

On the other side of  the clearing, she saw a girl’s face in 
the bushes, looking at her with wide eyes, just like the deer. 
And just like the deer, in a moment, the face disappeared from 
the bush and the girl it belonged to shot away through the un-
dergrowth in a flurry of  leaves and feathers, which floated 
gently towards the ground in the silence she left behind her.
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For a second, Diane was too shocked to move. In the 
glimpse she had caught of  her before she disappeared, she 
could have sworn the girl had been carrying a wooden bow 
and a quiver of  arrows, like an ancient hunter. She looked 
around in the silence, and saw a statue in the middle of  the 
green clearing. She went to it. It was a very old-looking piece 

of  granite that had been carved into the shape of  a woman. 
Her features had been softened and worn down by time and 
weather. At the base of  the statue, mushrooms of  a strange 
bluish colour grew in a ring among the mosses and grass.

‘I have never seen blue mushrooms before,’ she said out 
loud, then looked nervously towards where the girl had dis-
appeared.

Looking all around her, Diane slowly stepped towards the 
bushes where the girl had been. She looked out over the thick 
scrub and thorny bushes that the girl had escaped through, 
but there was no sign of  any people. The only sound was the 
hooting of  a cuckoo bird somewhere far away. But when she 
looked down, she saw a few feathers of  different colours lying 
at her feet.

She bent down to touch the feathers with her fingers, and 
saw that there was also a short string of  wooden beads on the 
ground. She picked it up and worked it between her fingers. 
The beads weren’t perfectly smooth. They looked crude and 
hand-made, but somehow beautiful. She slipped the string 
into the pocket of  her skirt and looked up into the sky above 
the black branches of  the trees.
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It wasn’t as sunny anymore. White clouds travelled across 
the sky, obscuring and revealing the sun by turns.

Suddenly, Diane remembered the plume of  smoke that 
she had seen from her window earlier. She glanced once more 
in the direction of  the girl, and shivered. It was cold without 
the sun shining on her.

She turned to leave, and just behind her, saw a sharp 
wooden arrow stuck fast in the trunk of  a tree, wobbling gen-
tly, its flight of  feathers stirring in the air.

 Without another thought she ran 
past the statue and back into the 
tunnel of  greenery that would 
lead her back home.
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