


THE STORY COLLECTOR

EVIE WOODS



One More Chapter
a division of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street
London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published in Great Britain by HarperCollinsPublishers 2024

Copyright © Evie Woods 2024

Cover design by Lucy Bennett © HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2024
Cover photographs © Laura Ranftlery/Arcangel Images (briefcase); Shutterstock.com (all other

images)

Evie Woods asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work

A catalogue record of this book is available from the British Library

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work
of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is

entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the
required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the

text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, down-loaded,
decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval
system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter

invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008706678
Ebook Edition © July 2024 ISBN: 9780008706661

Version: 2024-06-10



The woods are lovely, dark and deep,  
But I have promises to keep,  

And miles to go before I sleep,  
And miles to go before I sleep.

 
Robert Frost
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Thornwood House

here Thornwood House now stands was once ancient woodland. It is
said that when Lord Hawley purchased the estate in 1882, as a marriage gift
for his wife, he ordered the entire site to be cleared before building works
could commence. However, in the middle of this site grew a gnarled old
hawthorn tree, a fairy tree, and ’twas said that misfortune would befall any
man who so much as scarred the twisted bark. A seeress from the locality
warned the Master not to touch it, saying that The Good People would have
their revenge on anyone who tampered with their dwelling place.

But Lord Hawley was an educated man from Surrey, England and held no
truck with local superstition. The plans were drawn up for his mansion house
and he paid the workers handsomely to get the job done. Yet the local men
still refused to be a part of it, and Hawley was forced to employ workers from
his own homeland to cut the tree down. The seeress foretold no end of
misery, but for the first few years, everything in Thornwood House seemed
perfectly content.

However, when Lady Hawley fell pregnant with twins, she did become
mightily sick and there was a fear for her life. Mercifully, she and the babies
survived, but the real horror was yet to come.

A few weeks after they were born, the Mistress began to act very
strangely and insisted that the children were not hers. A physician was sent



for and rumours spread that the woman was suffering from hysteria.
The seeress, on the other hand, knew that it was not Lady Hawley’s mind

that had weakened. She knew that when a mother did not recognise her own
child, it could only mean one thing: a changeling. The Good People had
finally exacted their revenge by taking the human children and replacing
them with evil, sickly souls. If they did not perish immediately, they would
live to become mischievous and destructive individuals, intent on creating
bitterness and hate wherever they went.

Before the Hawley twins ever saw their first birthday, Lady Hawley threw
herself from the top window of Thornwood House.



Chapter One

New York

25th December 2010

Were it not for that tacky ceramic sheep in the gift shop, Sarah would never
have even heard of Thornwood, much less got on a plane to Ireland and spent
Christmas there.

‘Have you got everything you need?’ Jack had finally asked, after an hour
of silently watching her reclaim all her worldly possessions.

‘Um, yes, I think that’s it,’ Sarah said, looking about her at all the empty
spaces she was leaving behind. Most of her belongings were already shipped
and boxed in suspended animation in a Massachusetts storage unit. ‘Well, at
least now you can have that snooker table you always wanted in here,’ she
added, trying to sound cheery, but regretting it as soon as she heard it out
loud. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean⁠ —’

‘It’s okay,’ he said, touching her lightly on the arm and giving her a
crooked smile. ‘I don’t know what to say either, but you don’t have to
pretend, Sarah.’

The easiest thing would have been to fall into his arms and bury her pain



somewhere neither of them could find it, but she’d tried that already and two
years later, it still wasn’t working. They were living in a house of unspoken
needs and muffled emotions.

‘Are you sure you want to leave today? I mean, it is Christmas, after all,’
he said, nodding towards the lacklustre tree that blinked optimistically in the
corner. ‘You could wait till New Year’s…’

‘What difference does it make, really? We’d just be delaying the
inevitable. I have to leave now or I never will. Besides, your family’s
expecting you for the big Natale Zaparelli, so you better get a move on too.’

He exhaled a long and weary sigh, stuffing his hands in his pockets. Sarah
wondered bitterly what bothered him more: her absence from the Zaparelli
family Christmas or him having to explain it.

‘I wish it didn’t have to be like this.’ Jack shifted from one foot to the
other. He didn’t know where to place himself and finally, like an unwanted
object in his gallery, he leaned against the nearest wall.

‘Come on, Jack, it’s taking all of my strength to do this. Please don’t go
soft on me now or I might just crack,’ Sarah said, reaching for her purse and
coat.

‘All right then, beat it, lady and don’t let the door hit you on the way out!
Better?’ he asked, with a half smile.

‘Much.’ She hugged him, briefly but fiercely, and turned on her heel,
dragging her suitcase behind her. ‘I’ll call to let you know I’ve landed
safely,’ she called behind her.

‘Maybe just a text message,’ he said, adding in almost a whisper, ‘I don’t
trust myself not to beg you to come back.’

Newark Airport had a sense of business as usual but with a halfhearted
nod to the holidays. It reminded Sarah of when she was a child and spent
Christmas in the hospital having her appendix removed. The worn-out
decorations only served to remind her of where she wanted to be, but wasn’t,
and now the airport felt the same. Where were all of these people going?
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