
part one

the chalk circle



Rachel came to with a start as the train compartment

door slammed. The clattering rhythm, the heat, and

the plush interior of the old train must have lulled her

to sleep for . . . seconds? Minutes? She didn’t know how long.

She’d caught a little sleep on the plane, but now the lag

was starting to catch up with her and she felt strangely floaty.

The reassuring bleeps and electronic melodies of Adam’s

games console were still there as they had been on the night

flight from New York, on the high-speed shuttle from

Heathrow, and on the 9:32 a.m. train out of Paddington. It

felt odd: such incongruous, modern noises as they rattled

along an antiquated branch line, deep into the West Coun-

try. Rachel couldn’t help but wonder what their next form of

transportation might be on this seemingly endless journey. 

Steam engine? Pony and cart? Donkey?

Rachel smiled wearily at her brother as he looked up

briefly from under the peak of his Yankees cap, eyes momen-

tarily off the game but ears still plugged with his MP3 Player
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and elegantly styled dark hair. The hair was still immaculate

but white in the more recent pictures, and though the

clothes were softer and in earthier colors, the bright red lip-

stick was still in place. It was difficult for Gran to get around

these days, though that wasn’t the only reason she’d never

been to visit. As she’d gotten older, Granny Root had devel-

oped a terrible fear of flying. 

Mom, on the other hand, enjoyed flying all over the place

but had never seemed all that interested in getting them to

England before now. She had told them that she hated the

place, that it was stuffy, class-ridden, and strangled by its

own sense of history, whatever that was supposed to mean.

Even if she’d wanted to go, her work had never seemed to fit

in with their vacations anyway, and so summers were mostly

spent on Cape Cod in a rented house near the beach. 

Now, though, with the stuff going on between their par-

ents, a trip to England had finally seemed like a good idea.

Naturally reluctant to see them go, but with no other choice,

their mother had announced that summer in a quiet little vil-

lage might be the best place for the twins to cool their heels.

Somewhere for them to chill out while things settled down

at home. 

Somewhere calm, stable, unchanging . . .

The old lady smiled at Rachel, and Rachel smiled back.

She was not the kind of woman Rachel was used to seeing in

the street or on the subway. In Manhattan most women were

either wearing shabby sweats or else were decked out in a
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white earbuds. Adam seemed happy enough in his self-con-

tained world, alone with his computer game and the thrash

metal pounding in his ears.

They had been alone in the train for the last hour, but now

they had been joined by someone else. As the old lady

perched a large wicker cat-carrier on top of the luggage rack,

Adam widened his eyes at his sister. The lady turned and

nodded at Adam, who shifted awkwardly to one side as she

shuffled her expansive bottom into the dusty red seat next to

him and took out her knitting.

The only other person Rachel knew who knitted was

Granny Root. Every year a misshapen sweater made from

scratchy wool would arrive from England. It would be five

sizes too big, with one sleeve longer than the other, or tiny,

with a neck hole too small to accommodate a human head.

When none had arrived last Christmas, they were almost dis-

appointed, but by then Rachel and Adam had grown out of

Gran’s sweaters in every way. 

Celia Root was the grandmother they had met only once,

when they were babies—Mom’s mom, who, in all the twins’

fourteen years, had managed to make only a single trip to

New York. They’d spoken twice a year on the phone, Gran’s

posh-sounding voice crackling down the transatlantic line on

Christmas Day and on their birthday, sounding like some-

thing from an old radio play. There were photos, too, and

Rachel had loved to look at those old black-and-white shots

of a trim, striking woman in lipstick, with tailored clothes

4 THE CHALK C I R C L E



The old lady nodded, equally uncertain of Rachel’s mean-

ing, and cast her eyes back to her knitting. 

The ice had been broken, but the heat in the compartment

was becoming almost unbearable. The air blowing in through

the open wedge of window felt like a hair dryer. Adam pulled

out his earphones and lifted his cap, revealing a mop of thick

brown hair plastered to his head with sweat. Rachel smirked,

causing him to urgently ruffle his hair into a semblance of its

normal, shaggy style, simultaneously pushing out his lower lip

with his tongue as a rebuke to Rachel.

“It’s terribly close.”

Adam almost jumped. The lady was speaking to him and

had turned her pointed nose in his direction, catching him

making faces. 

“Excuse me?”

“It’s terribly close,” she repeated, dabbing at her cheeks

with a tiny lace handkerchief.

Adam was stumped. What was close? Their destination?

Christmas? He looked at Rachel, who immediately devel-

oped an intense interest in the grazing sheep out the window. 

“Is it?” Adam asked the old lady.

“It is.” The lady nodded to Adam and returned to her knit-

ting. Adam felt the need to reply. He thought he ought to be

polite to this old-fashioned person who spoke like the queen.

“Um. Thank you.”

The lady nodded, and her needles clicked on in time to 

THE CHALK C I R C L E 7

couple of thousand dollars’ worth of DKNY and designer

sneakers. This lady was something else entirely. She wore a

small straw hat held in place with a long pin and brown

leather shoes that looked as if she hadn’t taken them off for

fifty years. It was a boiling summer afternoon, but she was

dressed in a suit of something thick and dark green (closer to

armor than clothing) with a dainty lace collar sprouting from

her neck, which made her look like she’d stepped out of

some historical portrait. Rachel tried not to stare, taking in

the details as the old lady concentrated on her knitting, her

needles clicking at a ferocious rate.

The cat in the basket mewled, and the lady looked up,

catching Rachel watching her. They exchanged another prim

smile.

“He has been to the veterinary surgeon to have his stitches

removed,” the lady said. She pronounced every vowel and

consonant with great care, as though she were practicing her

English.

“Oh. Right,” Rachel replied, really none the wiser.

“I have six cats,” the old lady continued. “This is Danny

Boy, like the song. Then there’s Ozymandias, Marmalade,

Mr. Kipps, Orlando, and Rum Tum Tugger—you know, from

T. S. Eliot?”

Rachel smiled and nodded, confused by the list and its

mysterious associations.

“We can’t have cats. It’s against the rules of our building.”

6 THE CHALK C I R C L E



TRISKELLION

the clatter of the train wheels over the track. Sensing the

conversation to be over, Adam pushed his earphones back in

and returned to his world where a thrashing guitar quickly

lulled him to sleep in the afternoon heat.

For the second time, Rachel was shaken awake by the crash

of the compartment door. Looking up, she saw that Adam

had dropped off too, but she knew it would take something

a lot louder than that to wake her brother. 

The old lady and her cat had gone. This must have been

her stop. 

Rachel looked out of the window at an empty platform

and craned her neck to see the name of the station. A little

way down the platform a red enameled sign announced

itself:

Rachel’s heart lurched. The name had so much resonance. A

place their mother had spoken of since they were old enough

to understand. The place where their mother was born, the

place she had left, but a place that Rachel and Adam had

never seen. 

She leaned across to shake her brother awake. 

Adam heaved his backpack onto his shoulder and

stood blinking in the afternoon sun, eyes still puffy

from sleep. Rachel watched the small train rattle

off into the distance, then turned and looked along the

empty platform. There was no sign of the old lady with the

cat, or anyone else for that matter. Someone must have been

there to pick up the old lady . So, would anyone be . . .?

“No one meeting us?” grunted Adam, reading Rachel’s

thoughts, as he often did.

“Let’s try the parking lot,” Rachel said. “Gran must have

arranged something.” She shouldered her bag, and they

walked along the platform toward the sign that said WAY

OUT.

“Way out,” Adam read, putting on a surfer accent, extract-

ing as much meaning from the two words as possible.

They walked past a waiting room with clapboard walls and

thick burgundy-and-cream trim. The etched-glass windows

and doors were detailed with an odd-looking symbol of some
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