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All stories have a beginning, but not all of them have an end.  

I still can’t see the end of this one; perhaps it’s just not  

mine to see. All I know is that this story begins with 

 a gap in the trees… 
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– 1 – 

My face rests in the mud, my head still ringing from the thump it took as I tripped over a tree 

root and fell. It seemed to take so long to reach the ground, all through my fall that distant 

rumbling – not really a sound, more like a feeling that something is terribly wrong. 

 I open one eye and see a line of forest sloping upwards in all different shades of green 

and grey, as though it’s hanging from the side of a cliff. Right at the top is a small bright 

space where I am sure something was there before.  

As the ringing in my head fades, tiny specks of light drift across the sky...and round, 

round, the trees now start to spin and hands pull at me as I am lifted up from lying in the 

mud into comfortable, friendly arms. 

“Hey silly, what were you doing down there?” 

A familiar voice dancing through the breeze, light and tuneful; then Merod is gently 

pushing me forwards as though I’m all better and still part of the running game, when all I 

really want to do is lie back down and look at that gap in the trees… 

 

 “You were moaning in your sleep, Caeleb.” 

Mam and I have been checking the fire; something we normally take turns do-

ing after first sleep, but she wants to talk so makes a play at walking to the wood 

store with me and sorting through the seasoned chunks we keep behind the lodge. 

 “You’ve been doing that a lot recently. Were you dreaming?” 

“I’m not sure. Sort of pictures...more sounds and smells, like that deep...” I stop 

myself before mentioning the rumbling sound that woke me so suddenly; we don’t 

scare people unless we have to, “...soil smell after it rains on dry ground. It’s noth-

ing.” 
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But it’s not nothing. There were stars in the sky where they weren’t there be-

fore. I know the sky well; we all do. You learn to paint pictures with your baby 

fingers, both in the mud and in the air, especially in the winter when the dark comes 

quickly. The pictures become your friends, barely moving, like they are watching 

you grow, just like they watched your Mam and Dad grow, and theirs before them. 

When something changes, we notice. 

“Can you pass me some of those old cuts, the beech? Colder tonight.” 

I help her to put a few chunks of beech in the basket, then a bit of the lime from 

the softwood, to keep the midges away. Mam knows more than me about most 

things wood, like where we can go to harvest the trees after a storm; which com-

munes need more greenwood; when it’s okay to cut rather than wait, that kind of 

thing. It’s good to be reminded that someone always knows a bit more than you. 

She walks ahead, while I stand by the midden and take a pee that seems to go 

on forever; then I go back into the lodge and onto my platform, pushing up next to 

my younger brother Bragen to take some of his warmth. Mam prefers the hammock 

topped up with fresh hay, she says it feels like Dad’s still with her, being snuggled 

by the sides of the netting. 

Bragen stirs, but then goes back to sleep again. He doesn’t wake for long be-

tween sleeps, being younger. I put my arm round him and he sighs. Mam is 

blinking, it’s that quiet I can hear the wetness between her eyelids break. 

 

I was sleeping when Dad died. It wasn’t really anyone’s fault. Someone did tell him 

not to take the back road in a storm, though when I heard I yelled that they didn’t 

tell him enough, and they should have helped him home. He’d been hard at the 
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ferment, Mam said, and that was all. She never told us why; people don’t have too 

much of anything, unless something is very wrong. 

The tribe wrapped us up, enclosed us, helped us grieve – ask, and you’ll find 

that everyone has lost someone, however distant, so we can all play a part; but when 

the loss is so deep, so close, then you really do need to float in others’ care for a 

while. Bragen screamed, a lot. He felt it raw, a limb severed. Mam was distracted 

pulling him through the worst, while others helped with the everyday things – 

cooking, gathering, cleaning, tending the fires. There’s always something to do. 

I can’t really remember what I did. Just sat by the burn, I guess, listening to the 

churning water and watching flies move in the light. It all seemed joined up, like 

little threads were holding everything together: the water in the burn, the soil on 

which I sat, the flies reflecting the light on their wings, even the sun shining through 

the treetops. I’m not sure what I was looking for, maybe nothing, but if I was looking 

for something then it wasn’t there in the sunlight – not that day. 

 

“Huh?” 

“Did you say something?” asks Merod, who is taking me on some new way 

through the forest that she seems so good at doing. 

“No, nothing; just got a fly in my mouth.” 

It was a different sound – the deep rumbling still, but with a tiny crackling in 

the air, so small that if you were to ask someone, “What was that?” you would 

probably get the answer, “What was what?” You know how some creatures just 

ignore you, like you aren’t there at all? I reckon you’re just unimportant so they have 

no way of picking you out with all their strange senses. The sounds are like that. I 
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feel them, maybe even hear them, but I have to really concentrate or they pass 

through my head and I forget. 

We’ve been heading away from the village towards the place where the sun 

leaves the sky. I think all the tribes call it the same: sunset. If you walk in the other 

direction you will be going towards sunrise. If we get lost then we can use the sun, 

along with rivers and streams, the way the land rises and falls and all sorts of other 

things, to get back safely. Even though we’re taught these things so young that they 

are almost part of us, I have still somehow managed to get lost. 

“Eoran, where are we going?” 

“Do you ever know where we’re going?” 

“Not usually – that’s why I always take someone with me. Can you ask 

Merod?” 

Eoran catches up with Merod and says something I don’t quite hear, then they 

both burst out laughing; I feel a bit embarrassed when Eoran turns and beckons me 

to join them. As I get closer, I notice Eoran has a blob of black on his nose – they 

weren’t laughing about me at all; Merod is holding a small piece of burnt wood in 

her hand, which she has been using to draw on trees, and also Eoran’s face. She 

brings it towards me, probably to do the same, and I pull back; my insides feel 

hollow. 

“What’s wrong, Caeleb?” she says. 

“Nothing…I thought it was something else.” 

The truth is, I don’t know what I thought it was; it just felt wrong. There’s 

something going on, but I can’t tell what. Dad would have known. 

 



Keith Farnish  Almost Gone 

8 

 

I’ve been told we’re not that different from the other people we know about. Every 

so often we get the chance to meet with one of the nearer tribes, and seem to get 

along fine, apart from the odd different word or custom – which herbs are best for 

sickness, the right times of the annua to seed the earth, that kind of thing. Familiarity 

keeps us connected, so when a family member or close friend settles with another 

tribe, the hurt isn’t too bad, usually. 

Across the annuas we might meet again, tell stories and share songs, though 

not so much that we lose our tribal identities. But I like to think there’s no reason for 

me to ever leave; feet in the earth, head in the trees, arms around the place I have 

known since tumbling onto the forest floor covered in goo not really very long ago. 

Those few annuas make me a younger: older than a bairn but still not a man. 

 I really like Eoran. It’s a bit embarrassing because he really is a good friend, 

but you don’t get to choose who you’re attracted to, do you? No one’s going to 

punish you for being born different or not wanting to have childer, some people are 

just made like that. But you do have to make yourself useful in other ways, and I’m 

not so great doing the communal uncle thing either. Eoran says it just seems right for 

him, part of the family while others are away doing what they need to. But I have 

this odd tic that distracts me; so when a bairn walks towards the fire and forgets it’s 

burning hot, my mind might be somewhere else. 

Who would want to tell someone not to trust them? 

Still, there’s plenty of other things that need doing, like looking after the shit-

pits, which I manage to do pretty well, most of the time. We’ve always known if you 

do it right then people don’t get sick, but if you do it wrong then...well, last lune 

there was the storm, and it took a lot of us to stop the shitty water pouring down 
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into Cold Burn, the one where the childer play. It could have been worse, but we 

prefer not to talk about the outbreak at Windash. 

What I think I’m trying to say, if this doesn’t get lost in the generations of tell-

ing, is that we tread all sorts of fine branches as we walk our lives, but there are 

always people around to help us keep our balance. 

 

Merod leaves today. It’s been a hard winter, but as the bright line of amber slips 

down the dark ridge, its glow lighting up the clouds above, the cold season sud-

denly feels distant. 

We lost a few people, as sometimes happens. It seems callous, but we know 

that if the weakest pass away then the rest can usually get through bad winters fine. 

Mild winters use less food, less wood, and take fewer people. A winter that cuts 

deep tests the tribe; we have to work hard and for longer, and there is less time to 

care for each other even though we want to. On the coldest days we huddle in the 

big spaces; we eat, talk, sleep and share the warmth. But people still die. 

Merod going away to live with another tribe, though; that’s different. Knowing 

she’ll be on the other side of the ridge, sharing the same luna, is a comfort I suppose; 

but when someone you’ve grown up with, shared everything with, goes away then 

it hurts. I’m being selfish, I think. It’s right for both tribes: she is young, vital, 

healthy, and we heard they had a tougher winter than us. It’s right, and she chose, 

no one else. 

The celandine marks the path to the crossing point; a bank of yellow vibrancy 

at either side, to match hers. Our hands are in each other’s, bound tight as if to make 

up for the annuas we’ll not be together, my fingertips white. There’s no need for us 

to speak. Then the embraces, the gifts from the welcoming party, and the formalities 
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are done with. I don’t want to watch her too hard as she walks on the raised way 

across the river, each stone that so perfectly keeps the leavers from being washed 

away gradually pushed aside to topple into the deeper pools beside the submerged 

shallows. It’s symbol of separation more vivid than any other we have. 

I look upwards and see the trees again. The gap is wider. 

 

I managed to hold it in until Merod and the others were out of sight. Maybe she 

thought my dropping to the floor was just a joke, but it wasn’t – the cramps were 

sharp and as real as the loss I felt. Of course they blamed my throwing up on 

something other than what I saw in that brief moment. 

“He’s only young; it’s his first parting,” they said.  

“He’s picked up a germ from the wastewater,” was another one. 

 But it wasn’t any of those. When something changes, we notice, so why ha-

ven’t they noticed? Don’t they want to see? 

It was a chasm. Where once the healthy pine trees climbed up the ridge there 

was nothing until the points where the smaller larches and birch mix and thin out. 

The forest probably had a name for Anwe’s sake! And now it’s gone, killing the 

name along with the trees that made up part of our living landscape. 

Loss upon loss. This isn’t how it was. This isn’t how it should be. 

 

I’m sitting by Cold Burn again, making patterns with my feet in the mud, like the 

young boy I once was; like the young boy I want to be again, before Dad was killed 

by fear. Clarity punches a space in my head and in that space I see Merod beside a 

vast clearing and something unnameable. 
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A buzzard cries and pulls me out of my vision. I see it through the tops of the 

trees, pursued by a pair of corbies, fighting for the life of their stolen chick. I know 

it’s a futile gesture: if they catch the buzzard then the chick falls; if they don’t then 

the chick is a raw flesh meal. But they do it because they must. 

“Caeleb!” Mam calls from above, and I scramble to my feet before noticing the 

shapes they have made in the mud. 

   

Whatever comes out of this, it has to be better than not doing anything. The tree is 

old and stripped of bark making it easy enough to push over and span the fastest 

part of the big river. It moans with the force of water building upstream and then 

holds fast. Carefully, my feet take me onto the pulpy wood and I stretch far out to 

reach the next branch. 

 

 


