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CORONET BOOKS Hodder and Stoughton Mary Stewart and ran the parish, as
one could in those days nore than half a century ago- with an iron hand

di sgui sed by no glove at all. She retained her dom nance, her vivid
personality, a hint of cruelty in her conplete |lack of synpathy for
weakness or inconpetence. | had, | think, a hard upbringing. And so,
| believe, nust she have had. | renenber a photograph of ny

grandmot her, her nother, whom | never nmet, but whose picture terrified
me through my chil dhood; scraped-back hair, piercing eyes and a |ipless
nmouth. She had lived in the wilds of New Zeal and and had shown all the
tough virtues of the pioneers of her day; she was a notable nurse and
heal er, who woul d have been classed in an earlier day as a wi se wonan
or even a witch. She looked it. M nother, a handsoner version of

her, had the sane abilities. Merciless to the healthy, disliking al

ot her wormen as a matter of principle, indifferent to children and

ani mal s, she was neverthel ess endl essly patient with small babies, and
was a splendid nurse to the sick. A couple of generations earlier she
woul d have been carrying jellies and soups to the ailing and deserving
poor in the parish, but those tines were past, and instead she presided
over village working-parties and made janms and jellies which she sold
("We need the nmoney, and besides, they don't val ue anything they get
for nothing" ) and when there was an accident at the pit she was there,
along with ny father and the doctor, and as useful as either

W lived in a bleak, ugly colliery village in the north of Engl and.
Qur house was well built, but hideous, far too big, and very col d.

The water was |inmestone-hard, and always icy; ny nother had never in
her youth known hot water laid on, and she saw no reason to waste noney
by using the danper at the back of the vast, extravagant Eagle range.

If we needed hot water for washing, we boiled it in pans on top of the
range. Baths were allowed once a week, two inches of warmni sh, hard
water. Coal was expensive at a pound a ton, but the vicarage and
church got their electricity free, soin ny small, arctic roomat the
top of the house | was sonetinmes allowed a



single-bar electric fire to keep the Thorny/sola cold at bay. | never
renmenber having hands or feet free fromchilblains; this did not count
as an ailnment, but nmerely as weakness, and was ignored.

The vicarage lay at one end of the village, isolated beyond the church
inits own |arge garden, where ny father, aided by the old sexton ("I'm
a powerful digger; | has to be" ) spent every hour he could spare from
his parish duties. On one side of our grounds ran the main road; on
the other three sides were graveyards.

"Qui et neighbours,"” we used to say, and they were. | never remenber
bei ng troubl ed by the thought of all the bodies buried so near at hand,
and our normal short cut to the village |lay through the ol dest field of
graves. But it was a grimplace for a solitary child, and | suppose ny
chi l dhood was as bl eak, as confortless, and even lonelier than the
Brontes' cold upbringing at Haworth. It had not always been so. | had
my own small Gol den Age to | ook back on; my brief span of dream days
that made the real days of chil dhood bearable.

Until | was seven years old we had lived in a small village of two
hundred souls or (hereabouts. It was an uninportant little parish, and
we were very poor, but the place was lovely, ny father's work was easy,
and the house was conpact and confortable. That vicarage was ancient,
low and white, with a white rose ranbling over the porch, and ivied
walls with beds of sweet violets beneath. There was a sunmmerhouse set
inalilac grove, and a tennis-court carefully kept by ny father, where
occasi onal Iy nei ghbours would come to play. The parish consisted
mainly of farm and, farnms scattered through a few square miles, wth
only one '"main' road through it. Cars were rare; one wal ked, or went
by pony-trap. There were no buses, and the railway station was two
mles away.

Only seven years. But even now, after a lifetine ten tines as |ong,
some nmenories are printed, still vivid and exact through the overal
snmudgi ng of tines gone by and best forgotten



The village green with its grazing goats and donkeys, and :, w ury
sivwan the grey church at its centre. Huge trees everywhere, on the
green, in the cottage gardens, studding the circling nmeadows, shading
the dusty road. The road itself, with the deep triple ruts nade by
wheel s and hoofs, wi nding between its thick borders of hedgerow
flowers.

Sunshi ne hot on the paving-stones of our back-yard, where hens strutted
and the cat lay dozing. The ringing of the snmth's hammer fromthe
forge next door, and the sharp snell of singeing hoofs as he shod the
farmers' horses.

The vicarage garden with its paeonies and viol as and the col unbi nes
i ke doves roosting. The clouds of lilac, the hops clinmbing over the
door of the school house at the foot of the garden, and the double

yel l ow roses by the steps that led to the tennis-Iawn.

But no people. Those golden nmenories, | suppose significantly, hold no
single person. Except one. There is no snmudging of the picture on the
day when | first met ny nother's cousin Geillis.

She was my godnot her, so presumably | had encountered her at the font,
but the first time that | recall talking with her was on a sunmer's day
when | was six years old.

It cannot have been mny birthday, because that is in Septenber, but it
was sone sort of special day, an occasion to which I had | ooked forward
with all the starved |onging of a lonely chil dhood, and which, when it
cane, was just like any other day. Which neant that | spent it alone,
because ny father was out on his parish visits, ny nother was too busy
to bother with me, and of course | was not allowed to play with the
village children

| doubt if |I was allowed to | eave the garden, either, but | had done
so. At the bottom of our vegetabl e garden, behind the school house, was
my own private gap in the fence. Beyond it stretched a | ong sl ope of
meadow | and, studded |ike a park with groups of great trees, and at the
foot of the slope, backed by a little wood, lay a pond. For no reason
except that its bright mrror made a point to aimfor, | wandered
downhill to the water's edge, and sat down in the grass.



| believe that | renenber every nonment of that afternoon, though at
first it was only a blur, a richness of colour Iike something in an

i mpressi oni st painting. There was a confusion of sound, bird song from
t he wood beyond the hedgerow and grasshoppers fiddling in the |ong

grass near at hand. It was hot, and the snell of the earth, of the
crushed grasses, of the slightly stagnant pond-water drugged the sl eepy
day. | sat dreami ng, eyes w de open, focused on the glinmer of the

pool where the lazy streamfed it.

Sonet hi ng happened. Did the sun nove? Wat | seemto renenber is a
sudden flash fromthe pool as if a fish had | eaped and scattered the
light. The dreany haze of col our sharpened. Everything, suddenly,
seened outlined in light. The dog-daisies, white and gold, and taller
than | was, stirred and swayed above ny head as if comnbed through by a
strong breeze. In its wake the air stilled again, thick with scents.
The birds had stopped singing, the grasshoppers were silent.

| sat there, as still as a snail on the stem in the mddle of a ful
and living world, and saw it for the first tinme, and for the first tine
knew nyself to be a part of it.

| 1 ooked up, and Cousin Ceillis was standing there.

She cannot have been much nore than forty, but to ne, of course, she
seened old, as my parents, in their thirties, were old. She had
somet hing of ny nother's | ook, the proud nouth and nose, the piercing
grey-green eyes, the erect carriage. But where my nother's hair was
golden-red, Cousin Ceillis's was dark, clouds of it, swirled and

swat hed up with tonoiseshell pins. | don't renmenber what she wore,
except that it was dark and vol um nous.

She sank down beside nme on the grass. She seened to nmanage it without
di sturbing the dog-daisies. She ran a forefinger up the stem of one
dai sy, and a ladybird came off it onto the finger and clung there.
"Look, " she said.

"Quickly. Count the spots.”

Young children take the strangest things for granted, a doubl e-edged



i nnocence that can be totally m sunderstood by the adult using the

guidelines of maturity. | saw nothing | odd about Cousin Geillis's
sudden appearance, or her greeting. It was part of the child s world
of magi cal appearances | and vani shings, tinmed inevitably as they are
for the child s | need. : | counted.

"Seven." ; "Seven-spot Coccinella," agreed Cousin Geillis.

"Now, hadn't you better warn her?"

Instantly, the need seemed urgent. | sang obediently: j

"Ladybird, ladybird, fly away home, Your house is on fire, your
children all gone, \ Al but one, and her nane is Jill \ And she's
quite safe on the wi ndowsill."

The ladybird flew | said, anxiously: "It's only a song, isn't it?"
"Yes. She's a very clever little beetle, and she lives in the neadows,
and gets all her babies out and flying before anyone can burn the
stubble or cut the hay. Do you know who | am Jilly?"

"You're Munmy's cousin Jilly. She has a photo of you."

"So she has. What were you doi ng down here?"

I must have | ooked apprehensive. Quite apart fromthe forbidden
adventure outside the garden, | was not supposed to waste tine
dreaming. But, fixed by Cousin Geillis's straight gaze, | told the
truth.

"Just thinking."

"What about?" M racul ously, she sounded not only unruffled, but
i nterested.

| looked round nme. The illum nated m ssal of grass and flowers was
di ssolving again into a form ess, inpressionist blur

"I don't know. Things."

It was the kind of answer that usually brought a sharp rebuke. Cousin
Ceillis nodded as if she had just taken in every word of ny detailed
expl anati on.

"Whet her there are tadpoles in the pond, for instance?"

"Yes. Ch, yes! Are there?"

"Probably. Wy don't we | ook?"



W | ooked, and there were. M nnows, too, and a couple of stickle
backs and then Cousin Geillis pointed to where, at the foot of a tal
reed, the surface of the water bul ged suddenly, rounded to a bubble,
then broke to let a brown, grub-like creature energe.

Slowy, laboriously, testing the strange element, the ugly creature
inched its way up the stemtill, parting with its reflection, it clung
clear of the water, exposed to the drying sun

"What is it?"
"It's called a nynph. Watch now, Jilly. Just watch."

The creature noved. The ugly head went back, as if in pain. | did not
see what happened, but all at once there were two bodies there on the
stem the split shell that had been the nynph, and, clinbing fromthe
enpty hel met of the head, another body, newly born, supple and alive, a
slimrer, bigger version of the first. It clung there, above the
wrinkl ed discard of its nuddy skin, while the sunlight stroked it,
plunmped it with liquid life, drew the crunpled silk of the wings out of
its hunmped shoul ders and slowy pulled themstraight, taut and shining
and webbed with veins as delicate as hairs, while fromsonewhere, it
seened fromthe air itself, colour pulsed into the drab body till it
glimered blue as a splinter of sky. The wi ngs stretched, feeling the
air. The insect's body lifted, straightened.

Then into the light, like light, it was gone.
"It was a dragonfly, wasn't it?" | found nyself whispering.
"It was. Aeshna Caerulea. Say it."

"Aeshna Caerulea. But how? You said it was an inmp, but was there a
dragonfly inside?"

"Yes. The, nynph not '"inmp' - lives at the bottom of the pond in the
dark, and feeds on whatever it can get, till one day it finds it can
climb out into the light, and growits wings, and fly. What you've
just watched," finished Cousin Ceillis cheerfully, "is a perfectly

ordinary mracle."
"You nmean nmagic? D d you nmake it happen?"

"Not that, no. Sone things | can nmake happen, but not that, apt though
it



was. Sone day, if I'mright, sonething very like that miracle will be
needed. Anot her nynph, another way, another day." A quick, bright
gl ance.

"Do you understand nme?"

"No. But you can nake things happen? Are you really a witch, then,
Cousin Jilly?"

"What makes you ask that? Have they said anything at hone?"

"No. Mimy just said you nmight be comng to stay and Daddy said you
weren't very desirable.”

She | aughed, rose, and pulled me up after her.

"Spiritually, | hope, rather than physically? No, never mnd, child,
we'd better get you hone, hadn't we? Cone."

But the afternoon was not over yet. W went slowy back through the
meadow, and it seened natural that we should conme across a hedgehog

wi th her four young ones, rustling busily through the grass, root |ing
with long, shining snouts. "Ms Tiggywinkle," | breathed, and this
time Cousin Geillis laughed, and did not correct ne. One of them found
a snail, and ate it with a cheerful crunching. They went close by us,
totally without fear, then nmoved off. Afterwards, on the way back
Cousin Geillis picked one flower after another, and told nme about them
so that by the tine we reached the vicarage | knew the nanes and habits
of some twenty plants. And sonehow, though I shoul d have been puni shed
for climnmbing out of the garden, ny nother said nothing, and all was
wel I .

Cousin Ceillis stayed for a few days. Mst of them | believe, she
spent with nme. It was hal cyon weather, as always in those far-away
sumers, and we were out all day. And during our day-long picnic
wal ks, as | see now* the foundation of ny life was laid. Wen she
left, the light went out of the fields and woods, but what she had
ki ndl ed in nme renained.

It was the last of the lovely sumers. The follow ng spring ny father
was nmoved by" his bishop to a new parish, a big ugly mning parish,
where the pit-heap and the smoke and the bl aze of the coke-ovens and
the noi se of



shunting engines filled the days and nights, and we settled into the
cold disconfort of the house anong the graveyards.

There were no dragonflies, no wld-flower neadows, and no hedgehogs.

| begged for a pet, an animal of any kind, even a white nouse, but

al t hough, like all vicarages of that date, the place boasted a stable
with stall and | oose box and outhouses in plenty, | was allowed
not hi ng. Gccasionally, when the cat caught a bird, or even a npuse,
tried to nurse the victimback to health, but wthout success. The cat
herself resisted all overtures, preferring a sem-wild life in the

out houses. Then one day | was given a rabbit by the curate, who bred
them It was an unresponsive pet, but | loved it dearly, until within
weeks ny mother insisted that it be given back. Next norning, when the
curate called, as he did daily to talk with nmy father, he brought ny
rabbit back, skinned and jointed, 'and ready for the pot.

| ran upstairs and was sick, while ny father tried gently to explain to
t he astoni shed and offended curate, and ny nmother, for once warnly
synmpat hetic, followed ne and nmopped up. By the tinme grief and horror
had subsided the curate, rabbit and all, had gone. The incident was
never mentioned agai n.

They say that the mind makes its own de fences Looki ng back now down
the years, | can recall very little about this part of ny chil dhood.

The occasional treat trips by bus with ny father, walking with him
round the parish, the kindness of some of the miners' w ves who called
me "Jilly' and treated me with the sane sort of fond respect they
accorded ny father, and then | ooked sideways and asked, with a

di fferent kind of respect, after ny nother. And the hours spent al one
in my cold bedroom draw ng and painting al ways animals or flowers or
standi ng | ooki ng out of the wi ndow over the graveyards and the sycanore
trees, at the red dusty sunset beyond the pit-heap, and w shing w shing
what? | never knew.



Then one day, without warning, she came again. Cousin Geillis, paying
what she called a farewell visit, before leaving on a trip to see her
and ny nother's fanmly in New Zeal and. She woul d, she said, take
nmessages or gifts, and she woul d be gone for sonme tinme. |In those days,
before air travel, such a journey took nonths, and a year was hardly
too long to reckon on for a trip which would take the traveller right
round the world. There were so many places, she said, that she wanted
to see. The names went by over ny head; Angkor Wat, Cairo, Delhi, the
Phi |l i ppi nes, Peru . She would conme back when she had seen themall,
and neanwhile. Meanwhile she had brought a dog for nme to keep

It was a collie, black and white, thin and eager and loving. A |ost
dog that she had taken in, and would not |eave to chance and man's
unki ndness.

"Here is the licence. It is Geillis's dog. She needs-" | thought she
was going to say "something to |love" , and went cold, but she finished
nerely, "conpanionship. Soneone to go walks with."

"What's his nane?" | was down on the cold flags of the kitchen fl oor
with the dog. It was too good to be true. | dared not |ook at ny
not her.

"That's for you to give him He's yours."

"I shall call himRover," | said, into the dog's fur. He licked ny
face.

"Un peu banal ," said ny cousin CGeillis, "but he's not proud.

Goodbye. " She did not kiss me when she went. | never saw her kiss

anyone. She wal ked out of the house, and a noment |ater the bus cane
al ong and she clinbed aboard.

"That's strange,"” said ny father, "it nust be an extra. The regular
bus went ten mnutes ago. | sawit."

My nother smiled. Then the smile vanished as her eye fell on the dog,
and on ne, down beside himw th both arns round him

"Get up at once.
And if you are going to keep that dog, he will have to be tied up.

What on earth Geillis was thinking of, saddling us with a dog when
there



wi |l be nobody here to look after himl do not know. " "I'll [ook
after him | can easily-" "You won't be here."

| gaped at her. | waited. One did not question ny nmother. What she
wanted to tell, she told.

She set her nouth till it |ooked very like the one in ny grandnother's
portrait.

"You are to go away to school. Cousin Ceillis is right. You need

conpani onshi p, and to be brought out of yourself and nmade | ess of a
dr eaner.

And since she-" "Don't |ook so stricken, darling." This was ny father
gently.

"You'll like it. Youwll, really. And you do need conpani onshi p and
friends. 1t's such a chance for us, we couldn't possibly afford it
oursel ves, but Cousin Ceillis has offered to pay the major part of your
f ees.

As your godnother " "She prefers to be called a sponsor,"” said ny
nmother, a little sharply.

My father |ooked grieved

"Yes, | know. Poor Geillis. But since she is so kindly helping us, we
must seize the chance. You do see, don't you. Jil

The dog was standing very close against nme. | stooped and put ny arns

around hi magain. Suddenly the bleak |lonely vicarage seened very
desirable, the neagre fields and the wal ks over the starved countryside
| ovel y and beckoni ng pl aces.

"Please," | said, "oh, please, need | go, Mumy?"

She was al ready turning away, no doubt with clothes-lists and schoo
trunks in her mind. And also, as | think | knew even then, the

del ect abl e prospect of eight nmonths of the year free of the presence of
a daughter. She did not reply. i "Daddy, do | have to?"

"Your nmother thinks it best." He let it slide, uneasy, but always
kind. A hand went to his pocket, and cane out with half-a-crown.

"Here, Jilly. Get hima feeding-bow of his own. Wod s shop has sone
with dog on them | noticed yesterday. And keep the change."

The dog licked my face. It seemed he liked the taste of tears, because
he licked it again.



The school that was chosen eventually was an Anglican convent, of
which Cousin Ceillis, safely out of reach on the Atlantic, would have
violently disapproved. M nother, indeed, nade her protest. Leaning

out of ny bedroom



wi ndow one summer evening, | overheard ny parents tal king beside the
open wi ndow of ny father's study just bel ow ne.

"My daughter to be brought up by nuns? Absurd!" That was my not her
"She is nmy daughter too."

"That's what you think," said nmy nmother, so softly that | barely caught
it.

| heard himlaugh. | said he was a saint, and he adored her, always.

It never occurred to himto interpret what she said as another man
nm ght have done.

"I know, ny dear. She has your brains, and one day she may have a
little of your beauty, but | have sonme claimto her, too. Renenber
what the old sexton used to say?"

My not her knew when she had gone too far, and never fought a rear guard
action. | heard the smile in her voice. " " Thee cannat deny thysel'
o' that one, Vicar. And neither you can, dear Harry. She's | ucky
there to have got your dark hair, and those grey eyes that | always
said were far too beautiful to be wasted on a man... Very well. The
convent does seem good enough, if the prospectus is anything to go by.
But there's this other one where's the booklet got to? This sounds
just as good, and not mnuch dearer."

"But much further away. Devonshire? Think of the train fares. Don't

worry, my dear. | know these places are not renowned for schol arship,
but-" "That's what | neant. They may try to turn 'her out
religious."”

My father sounded anused

"That's hardly something you can expect ne to condemn."

She | aughed.

"I"'msorry, | put it badly. But you know what | rmean.

One hears so much about religious teaching being enphasised at the
expense of other subjects, especially sciences, and | think that's
where Jilly's interests will lie. She's quick, and she's got a good

brain. She needs good teaching and hard work and conpetition.
shoul d know. That's the part of her that's like me. "



Her voice grew fainter as she turned away fromthe wi ndow. | heard

hi m murmur sonething in reply, and then a snatch or two that, craning
fromnmy window, | just managed to catch. Sonething fromny father
about "the county school"” and "only two stations down the Iine" , and
an enphatic speech frommy nother which | could not hear, but which
had heard so often that | could supply every word. Her daughter to go
to school with the village children?

Bad enough that she had to attend the primary, but to go to the |ocal
county school till she was seventeen or eighteen, to end up with al
the wong friends, and an accent |ike the mners' children? Never!

It was the protest of a |lonely woman sealed tightly in her own narrow
soci al sphere, an attitude which for those days was not outrageous, and
was i ndeed comon enough, fostered in ny nother's case by the isol ated
Col oni al upbringing with its dreams of 'hone' still coloured by the
standards of Victoria. It was also, as | knew even then, the voice of
frustrated anbition. M nother's daughter (never ny father's on these
occasi ons) nust have the chances which had been w thheld fromher own
gener ation; her daughter nmust have independence, the freedom that only
education could give her, to choose her own line of life. The higher
education, at that; a University degree, and a good one. A First? Wy
not? O that, and how much nore, woul d her daughter be capabl e.

And so on. | could guess at it all, and with it ny father's invariable
protest (he was as Victorian in his way as she) that a daughter, a
beautiful daughter, would surely get nmarried, and find in that way the
great est happi ness, the only happiness and true fulfilment a woman
coul d know.

IfJilly had been a boy, then a public school and University by al
means, but for a daughter, surely quite unnecessary?

My not her was back at the w ndow again, her voice clear and sharp
Too sharp. This was no |longer theory; the hope was about to be

realised, and in the heat of actual decision, she was | ess than
tactful.



"And if she doesn't qualify to earn her own living, and get out of
here, who will she ever neet that's fit for her to marry? Do you
really want her to stay at hone and becone just 'the vicar's daughter',
t he parish drudge?"

"Like the vicar's wife?" asked ny father, very sadly.

Looki ng back now, after a lifetine, | can see past ny own unhappi ness,
to what rmust have been ny mother's. Anbitious, beautiful, clever, and
with that spark of nanipulative magic that we call witchcraft dornant
in her, she nmust have been worn down, bit by bit, by poverty and hard
work and the |oneliness induced by ny father's absorption in parish
affairs, and by the whole world of distance between herself and her own
peopl e in New Zeal and. By di sappointnent, too. M/ father, contented
in his work, even in his poverty, would never push his way into the

hi gher clerical spheres which she woul d have delighted in, and adorned.
I did not think about it then; | just knew that some unhappi ness,
unexpressed, |lay between ny parents, in spite of their deep affection
for one anot her.

After a pause she said, in a voice | hardly recognised: "I have all |
want, Harry. All | have ever wanted. You know that." A short
silence, then she went on, but gently now "I hope Ceillis will have it

too, some day. But we have to face the fact that she may never marry,
and that we can | eave her nothing."

"Not even a honme. | know. You are right, as usual. This offer of
Ceillis's is a godsend yes, whatever she might want to call it, a
godsend. Well, what about it? Can you reconcile yourself to the

convent? Your fears may have no foundation. The entrance “exam nation
did look a pretty stiff one to ne."

"l suppose so. Yes, all right. But oh, dear, a convent!"
"I't's the cheapest,"” said ny father sinply.
And that seemingly clinched k, for to the convent | was sent.

It was a gaunt place, near the sea cliffs on the east coast, and ny
not her



hardly need have worried that the good nuns woul d have any undue

i nfl uence over nme. The good nuns, indeed, believed in what they called
'sel f-governnent' in the school, which neant nerely that a forml eader
was sel ected, the biggest and toughest and nost popular girl in the
form and that all discipline, including punishnent, was in her

control, and that of her 'second', usually her closest friend and
crony. As a systemto save trouble for the nuns it may have had
something to reconmend it; fromthe point of view of a shy and studi ous
child, it was the stuff of a lifetime's nightnares.

| arrived at school with a reputation for being clever, fostered by
that 'stiff entrance exam nation which | passed with ease, and was put
by the good sisters into a class of girls at |least two years ol der than
| was.

Schol arship not being a forte of the convent, | was soon head of that

cl ass, and, longing for approbation, and therefore working harder than
ever, | no doubt richly deserved the jeal ous dislike which was
presently neted out to me. | was eight years old, with no de fences
school becane a place of tornent and misery. The days were awf ul
enough; the nights in the dormtories were a hell of teasing and
torture. W, the bullied and tornented children, certainly never
dreaned of conplaining. The punishrment for that, in the unsupervised
cl assroons and dormitories, would have been too horrific. Each
evening, after conp line the silent file of nuns would pass through the
junior dormtory, heads bent, veils hiding their faces, arns in their

sl eeves, looking neither to right nor left at the beds where, still and
apparently asleep, lay torturers and tortured, waiting till the door

cl osed before the ni ght mare began agai n.

Even at home, | told no one. Least of all, at hone. M chil dhood had
conditioned ne to unhappiness, to not believing | was wanted; to
fear.

So | lived through termafter wetched term ny only resort being
books, and the security of the working classroomwhere of course | went
even further ahead of the bigger girls who bullied me. The only gl eam
of light and | ove



was the thought of the holidays. Not the bl eak boredom of the
vi carage, or even the gentle compani onship of ny father, but the
si ngl e-m nded | ove of nmy dog Rover

Too single-mnded. He |oved, obeyed and foll owed no one but me. M
nmot her put up with our joyous partnership for sonething over a year

VWhile | was away he stayed tied up; she would not wal k him so when she
rel eased himat all he vanished into fields and vill age, |ooking for

me. She was, she said once, afraid he m ght become a sheep-worrier. So
at the end of one term| cane hone from school to be told that he had

' gone'.

That was all. It may be hard now for nodern children to understand
that | did not dare even ask how, or when. | said nothing. | did not
even dare let her see nme crying. This time no one blotted ny tears.

The birds and mice, the rabbit, the beloved dog. | did not try
agai n.

| stayed within nyself and endured, as silently as |I could, until,

again, help came. It came in a strange and roundabout way. It was

di scovered (foolish and i nnocent as | was, | had confided in soneone)
that | believed in magic. | was young for nmy years still barely ten
years old and the nyths and | egends of the classics and the Norsenen,
the stories of Andrew Lang and Hans Andersen and Ginmmstill trailed
their clouds of glory through ny imagination. And it nust be admitted,
al so, that the church-haunted life I led, with its miracles and

| egends, and its choirs of angels, conspired with fairyland to make an
O herworl d both real and probable.

So it was runoured that little Jilly Ransey believed in fairies. It
was the senior girls, kinder than nmy own contenporaries, who hatched a
plot. Rather sweet, they said, and wote tiny notes for me fromthe
Fairy Queen, then they hid and watched nme steal out and pick these up
froma sundial which stood in a neglected part of the school garden. |
do not renenber now how it started, nor how nuch | believed, but it was
a happy secret and seened to nean ne no



harm | would take the little letter, then run off into the wood
(there was no privacy anywhere within doors) to read it, and wite ny

reply.

The last tinme it happened was in early June, about the niddle of ny
second sunmer term There was the note, tucked into the nossy stone.

The minute witing said nmerely: "DearJilly, In your last letter you
were wi shing you had a fairy godnother. | am sure you will be hearing
fromone soon. Your Queen, Titania."

What they had planned for me | was never to know.  Something, a sound,
a noverent, nmade me | ook up. Behind the bushes | saw the crouching
forms of the girls who had perpetrated the hoax.

| got to my feet. | cannot now renmenber what | felt, or what I
intended to do. But at that noment the voice of one of ny form mates
called ny nane fromthe edge of the garden

"Jilly' Jilly Ransey!"
"“I'"'mhere."”
"There's a letter for you!"

The stocky figure of Alice Bundle, one of nmy fellow sufferers, and as
such, something approximting to a friend, came running down the path,
waving a letter.

| did not |ook towards the bushes. | said, very clearly: "Thanks a
lot, Alice. OCh, yes, | knowthe witing. It's fromny godnother. |
was expecting it. She's going to take me away from here.”

| crunpled the Fairy Queen's note, threwit to the ground and ran back
into school. The senior girls straightened as | passed them One of
them cal l ed out something, but | took no notice. | was buoyed up by
the first defiance of ny childhood, the first deliberate lie, the first
don't-care attitude | had dared to take. | left the older girls
staring after ne. They nmust have thought that their false magic had
sonehow wor ked for ne.

It had. The letter, as | had expected, was fromny nother. It was the
day when her weekly letter invariably arrived. It started with the
nane she used for ne when she was pl eased about sonet hing.



Dear G llyflower, Your Cousin CGeillis is hone now, and cane to see us
on Friday. She was not at all pleased when she found out what school
you had been sent to. Since she is putting up nost of the noney for

your board we have to give in to her wi shes, and she wants you taken

away fromthe convent.

You will' have to sitforanotherentrance schol arship, but | have no
doubt you will get it. See that you do. The new school is in the Lake
District and | hope its record for scholarship is better than your

convent, since, as you know, you will have to earn your own living,
every penny of it. Blessed Cousin Geillis. O rather, since she would
have spurned that adjective, beloved Cousin Geillis. 1 could, and

woul d, start again.



Life could not be anything but better at the new school. | was stil
too clever for confort and not clever enough to hide it, but | had
learned to free-wheel a little, and to be content with second or third

pl ace in class.



| was fairly good at games, too, and ny talent for draw ng, an
accept abl e one, was admired. So, though |I remenber little in the way
of positive happi ness, the years went by snoothly enough

The school itself was beautiful, a big eighteenth-century house
surrounded by park and woodl and, where we were allowed to wander at
will in our free tine.

This only in theory; in practice we got little free tine, but | believe
| was, in fact, the only one who really coveted the privilege.

Accustomed to solitude all ny young life, | now craved it, and whenever
I could escape ny schoolmates | found ny way into the woods where stood
an abandoned sunmer house which | thought of as ny own. It was

dil api dated and dirty, and on danmp days the rain dripped through the
roof, but near by was the lime wal k snelling of honey, and if one sat
still enough in the shelter of the sumer-house the red squirrels would
cone right in through the doorway, and the birds fly to their nests
under the eaves.

And there, once again, it happened; the one menorabl e encounter of
t hose green and grow ng years.

It was half-term in the sunmrer of ny fourteenth year. Al npost everyone
had gone out with parents, so | was free for the day. M parents of
course never cane. | sat alone in the sumer-house, drawing. | had
found gl obe flowers and herb Paris, and | esser twaybl ade, and these
were in a jar on the rickety wooden table in front of ne.

A footstep sounded on the nossy path outside. Cousin Geillis said
cheerfully: "I thought I might find you here. Have you had tea?"

"Ch, Cousin Geillis! No, | haven't."

"Then come along. We'll go down to the river. 1've brought a picnic
with ne. Leave those flowers, you can get them when we cone back."

| don't remenber that | ever asked her how she had cone, or how she had
found ne. | suppose | still took her kind of magic for granted.

She even knew, without telling, that we were not allowed to go to the
river



in the normal way. Nobody saw us. W crossed the hockey pitches and
wal ked al ong the banks of the river under the oak trees. Beyond their
shadow was a |ong, sunny curve of water- neadow where, once, a bank or
causeway had been built to keep the river back in flood-tine. W sat
there, while belowus, as if it were a matter of course, a kingfisher
fl ashed down from a dead branch, caught a fish, and vanished with it
into his hole in the sandy bank

"Do you renenber the | adybird," asked Cousin Geillis, "and Ms
Ti ggyw nkl e?"

"Coccinella," | said denurely, "and Erinaceus europceusf O course
do."
She | aughed.

"Poor child. But you were a quick study. And | gather you've been a
qui ck study ever since. Those drawi ngs you were doing were quite
beautiful. How old are you now?"

"Nearly fourteen. | do School Cert. next year."

"And then? What are you planning to do with yourself, Glly?" (I
shoul d say here that when | reached ny teens | discarded the childish
spelling ofJilly, though ny nane was pronounced in the sane way. ) "Do
you know yet?" asked ny cousin.

"Not really. University, Mumry says, and then teach, but-" "But?"

"I"'mnot sure that | want to. What I'd really like is to be an
artist."”

| believe that for ne at that age 'being an artist' meant a kind of

pi cturesque i ndependence in a well-lighted garret, with a dash of Paris
and Burlington House thrown in. Mst inportantly, it meant having ny
own place, garret or otherwi se, and being al one when | wanted to.
longed to go to an art school, but there was no way ny parents could
have afforded it, and since Cousin Geillis was al ready paying for nost
of my schooling, | could hardly tell her so. Nor, even if she had paid
for me, or (as my teacher seemed to think was possible) | had secured a
schol arshi p, would ny nother have let ne



go. She had made that clear. So | knew | would have to go with the
tide, earn a University place, teach if | had to, perhaps sone day neet
someone .

"I'f that's what you really want to do, then what's to stop you?"
asked Cousin Geillis briskly.

"You have the talent. No need to be nobdest. You nust know it."
"Well, yes, but you see" | bit ny |lip and stopped.

She read ny thoughts unerringly.

"And don't give me any nonsense about 'not having the chance' or the
"l uck"!

Let me tell you sonmething. The only luck you have in this life is the
talent you're born with. The rest is up to you."

"Yes, Cousin Ceillis."
Her eyes tw nkl ed.

"Al'l right. End of sernbn. Have a sandwich, and let's tal k of
somet hi ng el se, shall we?"

"Yes, please."” | accepted both offers with relief. The sandwi ch was a
new roll, bulging with scranbled egg and cress, a wonderful change from
school neals.

"Tell me about the places you' ve been to. Have you really been right
round the worl d?"

So while we ate the picnic she had brought she told me about the places
she had seen, so vividly that now, when | renenber that day, | can see
some of those exotic |andscapes as clearly as the river bank with the
Eden fl owi ng bel ow us, and the kingfisher flashing to and fromhis
bough.

The chime of the church clock, striking five, floated across the hockey
pitches. Soon it would be tine to go. W gathered up the picnic
debris and stuffed it back into Cousin Ceillis's holdall.

I nterl ude over. Back to school . Back, in fact, to earth.
"It's a bit like that other tinme, isn't it?" | said.

"You just com ng out of nowhere, and a |ovely afternoon, and then
ordinary thyigs again. Like a fairy godnother. Once when | was
little, at the convent, | pretended you were a fairy godnother, and as
a matter of fact, | still think you are. It's such a nice thing to
have! And you did say one thing that |'ve always renmenbered. Wen the
dragonfly clinbed out of the pond and flew away. Do you remenber

t hat ?"

"l do indeed. What about it?"



"I asked you if you were a witch, and you said you could sonetines
make thi ngs happen. What did you mean? Was it true?"

She was silent. Then she reached into the holdall and brought out
somet hi ng about the size of a tennis ball, wapped in black vel vet.

Holding it in her palm she unwapped it, letting the velvet fall away
until the object |lay exposed, a ball certainly, but not a tennis bal

or indeed like any ball | had ever seen. It |ooked like glass, but not
ordinary glass, and | knew straight away what it was. A crystal ball

A small reflecting world of m sty green and gold, where the breeze in

t he boughs threw shadow and shine, and the sun on the water nade sparks
that dazzl ed the eyes.

My cousin was speaki ng.

"Whet her | can nake things happen or not | do not know. But | do
sometines see what is going to happen, and then whatever one does

appears as its cause." She sniled faintly.

"A

prerequisite for prophetic power? " | did not understand her. |
pl oughed on

"You nmean you see things in that crystal ?"

“In that, and in other ways."

"Then it's true it can be done?"

"Ch, yes, it's true."

| stared, fascinated, at the globe in her hand.

"Cousin CGeillis, could you could you | ook now, and see what's going to
happen?"

A direct | ook, grave and gentle.

"You mean to you, don't you? That's what everyone means when they talk

of "the future'. 1It's a very narrow channel, the future."

"I"'msorry. It was only you did ask me what | was going to do when |
grow up, and | wasn't sure" "Don't be sorry." She smiled suddenly.
"We're all alike. 1've peered down ny own channel already."

"Have you?" | suppose | was naively surprised that anyone so advanced
in years should have any future worth longing for. Life, for anyone of
Cousin Ceillis's age, was all in the past.

She had read nme with ease. She was | aughing.

"Vel | ?



Wul dn't you want to know when it was all going to end for you? " "N
- no. No!"

"You can't choose, you know. When you | ook, you may see what's near at
hand, or you nay see right to the very end. Wuld you want to do
t hat ?"

"I don't really know. Wuld you?"

"I have done. That's enough of mne, would you like to | ook for
your s?"

The gl obe in her hand was flickering with Iight and dark fromthe flow
of the river. | hesitated.

"How? Just | ook, do you mean?"

"That's all. Don't be scared, you'll probably see nothing except
what's there of the world right round us now Here, take it." She put
the crystal, still lying inits velvet, into my cupped pal ns.

"Now enpty your mind as best you can, and |ook. Wthout hope, without
fear, without nenory, and w thout guile. Just look."

| | ooked.

My own face, small and distorted. The running light of the river. A
flash of blue, the kingfisher. A shoal of black streaks, I|ike
tadpol es, but | knew fromthe screaming in the sky that they were
swifts, skimmng the treetops.

Anot her shoal, white, sailing, tilting, silent as a snowstorm a
flight of doves or pigeons, wheeling and dipping, like a cloud of snow
in an ol d-fashi oned paperwei ght. Then crystal, grey as nist,
reflecting nmy eyes and the crimson of ny school blazer and the tiny
trees behind ne.

| 1 ooked up, blinking. The sky was enpty.

"Well?" she asked.

"Nothing. Only what you said, the world that's here, the trees and the
river and the swifts and that flock of pigeons.” | |ooked about ne.

"Where did they go? Were are they?"
"In the crystal."
| sat up straight, and pushed the hair back from ny forehead.

"Are you saying they weren't real ? But they were!



Look, there they are again! as the swifts tore past above us,
shrilling |ike bosuns' whistles.

"Ch, they're real enough. But not the pigeons," said Cousin Geillis,
reaching to take the crystal from ne.

"Do you honestly nean there wasn't a flock of themflying over? White
ones and grey, quite | ow?"

"That's what | nean."

"Then," | drew a breath, "I did see somethi ng?"

"It seenms so."

| took another, |onger breath, and let it go on a sigh
"But why? And what does it nmean?"

She was wrapping the crystal and tucking it carefully away into the
hol dal I .

She took her time over the answer.

"Only that you have just told me what | wanted to know. That you are
your nother's daughter, and, for want of a better term ny godchild."

And that, in spite of ny eager questions, was all that she would say.

| gave up at length, and went back to sonething she had said earlier
"You said you had | ooked at your own future. D d you see it?"

"I didn't need to see that in the crystal.” W were wal ki ng back now,
skirting the edge of the hockey field. She paused and | ooked up, but I
got the inpression that she was | ooking clear through the branches of

the trees to sonething way beyond, and shi ni ng.

"Alittle nore travelling here and there, and learning a little nore,
hope.

Did you know | was a herbalist? 1 collect when | travel, and there's
al ways sonething newto learn in the out-of-the-way places. Then
horme." She | ooked down at ne.

"l have a hone now. | saw the house, and it seened made for ne, so
took it on. Sone day you will see it."
Not "you must" , but "you will" "Wat's it |ike?" | asked.

"A good house, deep in the woods, with a garden all around it and a
river flowng past it. Fruit trees, and flowers planted for the
bees.



A place to grow ny herbs. Silence in winter, and in sumer nothing
but the birds. Lonely as the grave, and every bit as restful. " To
me, at that age, rest was not sonething | wanted, and the grave was so
far off as to be uni magi nable. But there was one essential for any
worl dly heaven. | asked eagerly: "WIIl you keep ani nal s?"

She gave nme a sidel ong | ook

"Still? You poor child. Well, 1'll tell you one thing | did see in
the crystal, Geillis ny dear."

"What's that?"
"You and |I," said Cousin Ceillis, "and for all | know the doves and the
hedgehogs and the tadpol es and your poor |lost dog and all, will [ive

t here toget her one day."

W had reached the door that led through a high wall into the schoo
grounds.

Wth nmy hand on the knob I said, without |ooking at her: "I didn't

t hi nk such things ever really happened. The 'happy ever after' things,
I nean."

"They don't," she said gently.

"Not for ever. Happiness changes as you change. |It's in yourself. But
I will be there just as |long as you need ne, which won't be for ever,
or even, perhaps, for very long."

She reached over ny shoul der and pushed t he door open

"Go along now, and don't forget your things in the sunmer-house. |
won' t comne in.

' mgoing to Langwat hby to get a train. Goodbye. " The door shut
bet ween us.



we went home together, to find the |local policeman at the door and a
few people in the road, watching.

It transpired that ny nother had gone with the car to visit an old | ady
at the far side of the Deanery. On the way back she net with an
acci dent .

Anot her car came fast out of a side road, and smashed head on into her
of fsi de door. She was a good driver, but she cannot have had a chance.
The side road was no nore than a farmtrack, and traffic would hardly
be expected on it. The driver of the other car was the farner's young
son, who had only recently passed his driving test, and was going far
too fast. It was thought that he pressed the throttle instead of the
brake, but that was only a guess.

He was killed instantly.

Through all that followed, the inquests, the visits to the bereaved
farmer and his wife (nmy father saw their confort as his first duty),
the funerals, both taken by ny father, with a brief talk for the
bereaved, he noved with an air of sweet and gentle abstraction. He ate
what | put before him went into his study, from which no sound of his
typewiter came, went across to the church, cane back, sat in his study
al one, went to bed.

The norning after the funeral he did not appear. | found himstill in
bed and, for the first time that | renenbered, disinclined to get up

Del ayed shock, said the doctor, when | sent for him but | knew that it
was nore than that. M nother had been the spring that drove him

Now it had snapped.

O course it nmeant the end for ne of any thought of a degree and
training for a job away fromhome. Even if ny father could have

af forded to pay a housekeeper, nothing of the son could be thought of
until he was well again.

| wote straight away to the University authorities, conscious only of
a shamefaced feeling of thankfulness that it was nmy father I was called
upon to care for, though to tell the truth I doubt if my nother
simlarly bereaved, woul d have needed or even wanted nme to stay at hone
with her.



But now at honme | had to stay. The green years had gone, it seened in
a flash, and sonetines, in noments of weary frustration, it seened for
ever.

The Cunberland hills and | akes, still in those days |apped in
Wordsworthian calm the glories of Durham with its is | anded towers
and trees, and the precious solitude in which one could shut oneself
away and study, these | could have now only for menory. | was back in
the wi | derness, trapped by the ugly brick houses, the towering, snoking
bl ack of the pit-heap; and beyond those, alnpbst to the edge of the
county, and right down to the sea, the starved and meagre | andscapes of
the coal field

If | fretted, it was briefly. | was young, | loved ny father dearly,
and truth to tell the relief of my nother's death was so intense as to
make a new ki nd of happiness. | was surprised to find how nuch genui ne

sati sfaction there was in the managenent of the house and the parish
affairs that had been her domain. The only real worry was my father's
failing health, and sonetinmes not often, because youth cannot see an
end to vigour and life sonetimes in the night a msgiving about my own
future when he died. He nust have had the sane thought; he never spoke
of it, but he nmust have known the nagging fear at the back of the
clergyman's mnd; no hone after the work is done. Wat | think he

still clung to was the belief of his generation, that in tinme | would
marry, and so be provided with a home, and what used to be called 'an
establishnent'. Man-like, he never paused to wonder how, in our

isolated life, any such opportunity was to occur

There had, of course, been friendshi ps made in ny senior days at

school, but it is rare that such friendships go on into adult life, and
besi des, though | had once or tw ce spent part of a school holiday at a
friend s house, the return visit to our grimand isol ated vicarage was
never a success. So also during ny brief year at Durham friendships,
not carried over into hone life, could not persist. The sanme went for
any young nen | net; they soon gave ne up as too serious and too shy;
"wrapped up in her work" was the kindest



comment; so at the end of that university year | went hone
heart-whol e, and hardly even knowi ng what | had m ssed.

And so for a few nore years. The war cane, and its privations and
fears and exhaustions served to drive other fears for the future from
our lives. W had long since lost touch with Cousin Geillis; or
rather, she had lost touch with us. | had not seen her since that
strange interlude by the R ver Eden, and though | had witten to her at
i nterval s, she had never answered. There had been no sign from her
even when ny nother died, and when | wote to the only address | knew,
that of her solicitors in Salisbury, there was no reply.

She m ght be living abroad, having been caught on one of her travels by
t he out break of war, she night even be dead. W had no way of know ng,
and she gradual |y becanme one with the fading nenory of the green

years.

Sone three years after the end of the war ny father died. He died as
he had lived, quietly and with nore thought for others than for
hi nmsel f.

After the funeral was over, and everyone had gone, | went across to the
church again to lock the vestry after die officiating clergy, then

wal ked back al one through the graveyard to the vicarage. It was
August, and the path between the graves was matted with fallen
grass-seeds and petals. The trees hung heavy and still in the dead
air.

Sone of the village wonen, who had hel ped with the funera
arrangenents, were still in the vicarage kitchen making a cup of tea
for themsel ves when t he washing-up was finished. | joined them then
they finished clearing up, and went.

The house was enpty, echoing, no longer mne. | sat down in the

rocki ng-chair beside the grate where the fire slowy died fromflanme to
ash, and for the first time realised that | was alone, that the
night-tinme fears had materialised, that | had nothing, nowhere even to
go after the new appoi ntment had been made and the vicarage handed to
its next incunbent.

Bef ore that happened | would have to sell the furniture, realise
everything | could, then take nyself off and start | ooking around for
wor k.



Where? And what work? | was qualified, as ny nother would have said
crisply, to do nothing. A year at University doi ng botany, chem stry,
geol ogy not enough of anything to justify even the nost el enentary of
teaching jobs, and in the '40s jobs of any kind were hard to get.

| straightened wearily in nmy chair, stilling the rockers. In the
nor ni ng, perhaps, | would be able to think nore clearly, gather a snall
resi due of courage. Meanwhile, before the fire died right out, | nust
get nyself some supper. The ashes fell in the grate. Even that snall

sound had its echo in the enptiness.
The doorbell rang.

At the back door one of the wonen was waiting. She had a | ong envel ope
in her hand.

"Ch, Mss Glly, I forgot this. I'mthat sorry. 1t cane this norning,
and what with one thing and another | clean forgot to give it to you.

It's a letter. " | took it and thanked her. She hesitated, her eyes
on ny face.

"Are you sure there's nothing | could do? Doesn't seemright for you
to be all alone, not with your dad gone like that. Wy don't you cone
over the road and take a bite of supper with us?"

"It's very kind of you, Ms Geen, but I'll be all right, | wll
really.

Thank you for bringing the letter. You shouldn't have troubl ed.
Tonorrow woul d have done. "

"That's all right. Well, if you're sure ... I'll be up in the norning
to help you with the house. Good night. Mss Glly."

"Good night."

| went back to the cooling fireside, turning the envel ope over in ny
hand.

Thi ck, good paper, typed. The crest of sonme firm vaguely famliar to
me. | opened it. It held a fol ded docunent with an official |ook to
it; another, smaller envel ope; and a covering letter bearing the sane
crest. | read it.

Sat down slowy. Read it again.

It was from Martin and Martin, the solicitors in Salisbury.



They were forwarding a letter, they wote, fromnmy cousin Mss Geillis
Saxon, who, they regretted to informme, had died suddenly a nonth ago
on July 16th, of pneunonia follow ng influenza. Wth Mss Saxon's
letter they were enclosing a copy of her will, in which | would see
that she had named me as her sole beneficiary, |eaving ne her house in
Wltshire "with its entire contents" The acconpanying letter had been

| odged with them when the will was signed, and M ss Saxon had
instructed themto forward it, together with a copy of the will, to
reach me on August 12th, 1948. She had presunably neant the copy of
the will "for information only" , but by a sad coincidence (they wote)

her death had occurred shortly before the specified date. They were
sorry to be the bearers of such sad news, but they hoped to be of
service to me in the future. If | would |let them know when | would
like to travel down.

My fingers seened stiff. | opened the other envelope. | had never
seen Cousin Geillis's handwiting, but sonehow, characteristically, it
spoke of her. My dear Geillis, | have never given you ny address,
because | live very much to nyself these days. But if you like to cone

now to Wltshire, the house is called Thonmyhold, and is on the edge of
Westennain Forest. The train stops at St Thorn and the taxi knows the
way.

There is no such thing as coincidence. The house is yours whenever you
need it, and when you read this letter that is now Don't leave it too
| ong before you cone down. You will find everything here that you have
nost wanted. Take it and be welcone, my child. Look after Hodge. He
will mss ne.

Your Cousin Ceillis.
The last of the ashes fell in with a soft puff of grey snoke. | was

staring at the date of Cousin CGeillis's letter. It had been witten
nore than six nmonths ago, on Decenber 9th, 1947.



to be like. The reality is always very different froma nental
forecast, and inevitably w pes out the false imge. | believe | had
envi saged



somet hing of the pictured40 postcard variety, sonething ronmantic,
rustic and picturesque, an ancient thatched cottage cosily nestling in
flowery woodland, with briar roses thick in the garden hedge, and
lilacs crowdi ng beyond the chi mey pots. Sonething, in fact, conjured
up fromthe country nmenories of chil dhood.

The nane itself should have suggested that Thornyhold was not in the
least like that. It had, as | discovered, once been the agent's house
on a big estate long since broken up into several farns. A tinber

vill age had been built some mles away, where the Forestry Conmi ssion
had bought its acres and planted its regi mented softwoods. Two |ong
driveways ran through anci ent woodl ands, to neet at their centre in a
space where once the great house had stood. Here, there was now only a
pil e of huge sandstone bl ocks, with balustraded steps rising to an
enpty doorway, and one wall still standing with its w ndow franes
rustling with the boughs of trees. The balusters, the carving over the
wi ndows, and beyond, the ruined archway andweedbl anketed cobbl es of the
stable yard told of a once-stately CGeorgi an nansi on. But everything,

i ncluding the last scion of the famly, had | ong since gone.

Apart fromthe foresters' village, which went by the name of
Westermain, all that remmined was the gatehouse, a tiny structure split
intwo by the main gates, and the forner estate agent's house, deep in
t he woods, where Cousin Geillis had |ived.

| saw it first on a dam pi sh day of Septenber, alnpst a nmonth after ny
father's death. All was settled, his sinple will read, the main part
of the vicarage furniture either sold, or left in place: sonme of the

| arger pieces had gone with the house for the las™ two or three

i ncumbents, and | left others, knowi ng that Thornyhold still held al
Cousin Geillis's furniture. |1 had saved the few pieces that ny father
had treasured, and these were in store and waiting till | saw what room

there was in my new hone.

I went down by train. Qur old car had |ong since begun to cost too
much in repairs, and besides, | would no |l onger be entitled to the
petrol allowance my father had clai ned.



So it was sold with the rest. For all |I knew, Cousin Geillis had had
a car, and this would be mne along with Thornyhold itself. But that
could wait.

Al 1 wanted now was to get away. The sale of ny effects had gone
t hrough nmore quickly than | had expected, so, laden only with a couple
of suitcases, and the ring of keys | had asked the Salisbury solicitors
to send me, | set off for St Thorn and that taxi that knew the way.

It did. Wen | gave the driver the address he paused with one of ny
cases half lifted into the boot.

"Thornyhold, is it? Mss Saxon's house? The old |lady that died a few
weeks back?"

"Yes."
He shut the boot on the cases, and opened the back door for ne.

" A
relation of yours? |'msorry about that. " "A cousin. M/ nother's
cousin, actually. You knew her, then? May | sit in front beside you,
pl ease?"

"Sure. You'll be nore confortable there anyway." He saw ne seated,
shut me in, and took his own place.

"No, | wouldn't say | knew her.

But she always took my taxi when she came home fromtravelling. A
great traveller she was till the last year or so. Used to tell ne
about it. Al over the world she'd been. " A sideways gl ance,
carefully incurious. " N ce for themthat can do it. But she never
did look all that confortably off, even. " "I wouldn't know, "

sai d.

| would, though. Cousin CGeillis had by no neans left a fortune, but
she had left me what would, along with ny father's few hundred pounds,
keep ne nodestly for sonme time. Very nodestly. Al | wanted, wealth
abounding. | |ooked out of the taxi wi ndow as the houses dw ndl ed back
and the road began to wi nd between hi gh, banked hedges full of ivy and
holly glistening with recent rain, and the red berries of honeysuckl e
twi ning through pillow fight drifts of traveller's joy. | hesitated
But | was going to live in this part of the world, and people night as
wel I know what, in any case, they would soon find out.



"I haven't seen M ss Saxon since | was a child, but | was her only

relative in this country, so she left the house to ne. I'mgoing to
live there."”

"Well," said the driver, and | could hear the reservations in his
voice, "it's a nice part of the world. A bit |onesone, perhaps, down
there in Westermain. You got a car, | suppose?”

"Not at the nonent. Did Mss Saxon have one?"

"Never saw one, but | wouldn't know. Only ever saw the old | ady when
she cane hone by train. Folks fromthat side of the forest do their
shoppi ng at Anside. But if you should be | ooking round for sonething,
m ght be able to put you in the way of a good second-hand car
Hannaker's garage, other side of the cinema, next to the Wite Hart. "
"Well, thank you. It depends a bit on whether | can get petro
coupons. "

"You ought to get those easy enough, living right out there, and I'd
see you all right, no problem™

"Well, thank you," | said again.

"My nane's Ransey, by the way.

You're M Hannaker? " "Yes. Call nme Ted."

| sat back.

"You spoke of the forest. That's Westernmain?"

"Yes. W're coming into it now"

| knew, of course, that 'forest' did not necessarily mean woodl and, but
some tract of unfenced land, a wild uncultivated space which had
formerly been wooded. The road now | eft the hedges and farnms of the
tilled countryside and ran, narrow and white, across moorl and where
rusting bracken conpeted with straggly heather and w de patches of
reedy green where cattle grazed. Cdunps of fir trees, with their rooks
circling like snoke, stood up agai nst the sky.

The driver pointed. On the horizon half a mle away | saw the
delicate, trotting shapes of deer. Rabbits scuttled for cover into the

t hi ckets of gorse

There were copses of birch, with their |eaves round and gol den as
sequi ns.

Not a house in sight. Then the road dipped gently, to thread a
hunpbacked bridge over a smooth river

"That's the Arn," said M Hannaker.



"And is that Arnside beyond those trees? | thought | saw a building
of some sort."

"No. Arnside's a few nmiles yet, right beyond Westermain. Wat you saw

was just the old abbey, St Thorn. It's a ruin, nothing |l eft now but a
few pillars and some broken walls, and naybe a couple of fallen
arches." He laughed briefly at his own joke.

"Not hi ng worth keeping up, but it nust have been pretty once. Here we
are now. Westernain woods."

The road curled upwards fromthe bridge to run between ranks of trees.
These were huge and seened very old, standing back fromthe road anong
the tall autumm bracken. They were mainly oaks, wi th beech and el m and
smal ler trees like holly interspersed. Where trees had fallen they had
not been cleared, and lay in thick tangles of creeper and fern. Fifty
yards or so in fromthe road' s edge the forest |ooked as inpenetrable
as a jungle. So for perhaps another nmile. Then we were running

al ongside a high, crunbling wall, built of stone in nore expansive
days, with broken gaps where the great trees had grown through them and
where encroaching ivy, eating the nortar fromthe joints, had pulled

t hem down.

"Thornyhol d," said the driver.

He sl owed, and the taxi turned in through the nassive ruinous pillars
of the main gate.

To either side of this crouched a tiny house. The eighteenth- century
passion for symmetry had split the gatehouse into two. The pieces were
twins, mrror imges. There were lace curtains in the wi ndows, a

subur ban touch which | ooked oddly out of place in the country.

In the window to our left, as we passed, the curtain twi tched slightly,
then fell back into place. In its twin window on the right the |ace
hung still, but behind it, vaguely, could be seen a novenent, as of
someone rocking to and fro, to and fro.

Then the taxi was past, and gathering speed up the |ong w nding
avenue.



"Funny sort of house that, |'ve always thought," said M Hannaker

"Looks as if there's only one roomon each side. Sone old-tine
landl ord's idea of a joke. Do you suppose they live on one side and
sl eep on the other?"

"Goodness knows. Do you know who |ives there?"
"Nanme's Trapp. She's a widow woman. All the old | ady ever told ne.

Keep thensel ves to thensel ves, the fol ks over this way.
driveway, isn't it? Is it far now?"

"It's a long

"Anot her quarter mle, naybe. There's a road off soon, but you won't
see it till you're right onit... Here we are."

He swung the wheel as he spoke, and we turned left into a narrower
dri veway.

"There's the gate. You expected?"
"Not that | know of."

The car stopped. He canme round to open ny door, and jerked his head
si deways.

"Reason | asked, there's snoke fromthe chi mey."
"I's there?" | straightened and | ooked.

The driveway here cane to a dead end, with a smallish turning circle
for the car. The surface of the drive was pitted and green with

di suse; the marks made by the taxi were the only signs that a vehicle
had ever been this way.

On either side the woods crowded in, to nmeet where a hugely tall thorn
hedge barred the way. Set deep in this hedge was a snall wi cket gate
that had once been white. The quick thorn met over it, and had been
cut and trained to forma thick green archway. Beyond the hedge
not hi ng coul d be seen of the house but a roof of grey slabs patched
gol den-green with lichen, and rosy with thick tufts of housel eek
huddl ed bel ow the tall chi mey-pots.

Froma chimey on the left a faint veil, of heat rather than snoke,
slowy clinbed towards the boughs of the beeches that towered beyond.

"The | awyers must have arranged for someone to come down and open up
for me,"

| said.
"Well then, that's all right," said M Hannaker, "I1'll just see you in,
t hough. Your heavy stuff coming later, | reckon?"

"Yes. That's very kind of you. Thank you."



He pushed open the wi cket gate for ne, picked up ny cases and fol |l owed
me up the path.

The path was straight, brick-paved, and only about ten yards |ong.

This was the north side of the house, and the strip of garden between
hedge and house wall would get very little sun. Even so, the garden
was sonet hing of a shock. Though | had | earned fromthe | awers that
Cousin Geillis had been poorly for sonme weeks before her death two
nmont hs ago, | had sonehow still expected the place to be as she had
described it to me, but at that tinme of year a few weeks' neglect can
soon transforma richly flowering garden into a mass of weeds and
seed- heads, and the tidiest brick path into a slippery ribbon of npss
and al gae. To ny dismay the house, which should have held up | onger
agai nst the | ack of care, had something of the sanme dil api dated | ook

There nust have been a stormnot |ong ago, for the w ndows were hazed
with leaf-blow fromthe encircling trees, a roof gutter sagged under a
tangle of fallen twigs, and fromthat and other places dripped the

wat er of a recent shower. Everywhere were the danmp drifts of autumm's
first leaf-fall. At the wi ndows the curtains hung crookedly, as if
pul | ed back by a careless hand, and on the sill of what was presumably
the kitchen window to the left bel ow that snoking chimey | could see
pots full of dead and dying pl ants.

Smal | things. |Inevitable things, soon to be put right by an owner's
care.

The air of depression and negl ect that hung over the place could not

hi de the fact that the house was handsone. It was stone-built, and,

t hough not |arge, was well proportioned, with an attractive door and

| ong- sashed wi ndows. No doubt the south face would be better still,
and certainly nore cheerful, with the 'best' roons overl ooking the main
garden, where the trees stood back to let the sunlight in.

There was a knocker on the door, a lion's head nobuthing a ring. It
shoul d have been bright brass, but now showed a dull olive-green. |
had the key in ny hand, but that snoking chi mey nmade me hesitate. |
put a hand to the doorknob



Before | could turn it, the door opened. A wonan stood there. About

ten years older than | was; | guessed. (I was twenty-seven. ) Not so
tall; fresh-faced, blue-eyed and brown-haired, with snmooth rosy cheeks,
and the wong red too thick on a snmall nouth. |In spite of a stocky

figure and thick ankles she was pretty, with dinples at the corners of
a nouth very ready to smle.

She did not smle now Her gaze went straight past me, with scarcely a
pause, to the driver, and the cases which he had dunped beside me on
the step, then to the open w cket beyond which the taxi waited.

"Good afternoon," | began.

"Good afternoon, mss." Her voice, with its country accent, was soft
and breathl ess.

"It's Mss Ransey, is it?"
"Yes. And you are ?"

"I'"'m Agnes Trapp, fromthe gatehouse. | was cleaning up. | wasn't
expecting anyone today." She sounded flustered, and all the tine she
was speaki ng her eyes flickered fromme to the driver, to the taxi by
the gate, to the two heavy suitcases, then back to nme again.

"They said the | awers said she'd be coning soon, but they never told
me the day, and they never said there'd be two ladies. She's in the
car, is she, the old lady? |I|'ve only readied one of the roons, but if
you're staying just now | can easily sort another one for you. |If
they'd told me But you'd better bring her in now, and not keep her
waiting in the car."

"Look, don't worry," | said quickly, "it's all right. There is only
nme. No one else. |I'mMss Saxon's cousin, CGeillis Ransey."

"But | thought they never said | just thought" She stopped, and
swal | owed.

Her hands plucked at the apron she wore, and she flushed vividly. The
red began at the neck of her bl ouse, then rose, smooth and swi ft as the
first wave of the tide, right up to the hairline.

"I"'msorry if | startled you," | said unconfortably.

"The solicitors didn't say anything about getting someone in to open
t he



house for ne, and I wasn't sure which day | could get away, or |'d
have | et them know, and they m ght have got things clearer. They did

send me the keys, so of course | just canme down as soon as | could."
Enbarrassed, | was tal king too much and too quickly. As if, | thought
with acute disconfort, | had caught the worman out in some di shonest

act, and was myself feeling guilty in consequence, as one does. As |
had al ways done. The feeling was famliar, and so was the placating
note in ny voice: "So please don't worry,.

Ms Trapp. |'msure everything will be lovely, and I'mso grateful to
you for com ng al ong."

"Well," and now she smled, a charnming smle full of relief and

pl easure.

The flush had gone, as quickly as it had risen. "How silly of nme. But
when they said her cousin, | was |ooking for an old an ol der |ady, that
is.

You're very welcone, mss, and it's good you were able to cone so soon
It's been kind of lonely with no nei ghbour here in Thornyhold. W' ve
been | ooking forward to you coming. |'ll take the cases in for you
now, shall 17?"

She lifted them and stood waiting while | paid M Hannaker. He thanked
me, repeated his pronise about a car, nodded at Ms Trapp and took
hi nsel f of f.



same time as the great house; there were the graceful proportions of
the eighteenth century, scaled down to the hunbler requirenents of the
squire's



agent. The hall was square, with doors opening off it to left and
right, and beyond the |l eft-hand door a staircase with wi de shall ow
treads leading up to a broad landing. At the rear of the hall was a
shal | ow archway through which a kind of mnor hallway could be seen
with a tall w ndow showing a glinpse of trees and sky, and to the right
of this another door which |led, presumably, to a draw ng-room The
floor was tiled, and felt gritty underfoot, and the rugs were clearly
in need of a good shaki ng.

So much | saw before Ms Trapp set ny cases down and hurried ahead of
nme towards a door covered with faded bai ze which was set back under the
rise of the staircase

"This way. Wit a minute while | put the Iight on. The passage is a
bit dark if you don't know the way. Mnd that rug, it's a bit torn

It'Il be cosier in the kitchen. If I'd 'a known you were coni ng today
| could have got the sitting-roomdone out, but first things first, so
the bedroom s all done, and | nust say it needed it, with your aunty
being in bed there for a bit before she went to hospital. " "It's very
good of you " | was beginning again, but she cut nme short.

"As if we could let you cone all this way, and to a strange house, and
not have a fire lit and the bed aired! As soon as we heard there was a

M ss Ransey coning to live, | said to Jessany, he's ny son, we'd better
get straight up there and get things sorted out a bit for her, poor
soul, or she won't sleep easy, the way things have been left. | nean,

M ss Ransey, the place is clean enough, that goes w thout saying, but
it's been neglected lately, and you can see it.

Here we are, the kettle's just nicely on the boil. " The kettle,
| ooked, indeed, as if it had been on the boil for sonme time, but
what ever the tea was like, | would be grateful for it. They say that

to travel hopefully is better than to arrive: on the way down in the
train | had been drifting in a dream or rather, towards the fulfil ment
of a dream A house of my own, a garden, a wood to the very door; the
pi cture Cousin



Geillis had drawn for nme years ago, lighted by sunshine, and filled
with flowers. | had not paused to consider that the reality, on this
sunl ess Septenber day, would be very different. | was only thankfu
that the solicitors' forethought had sent Ms Trapp to nake some ki nd
of preparation for my coning.

She was busying herself with pot and kettle. There seened to be
supplies; she lifted an ol d-fashi oned caddy down fromthe mantel pi ece
and spooned out the tea. A mlk bottle, half-enpty, stood on the
tabl e.

"Soon be brewed," she was saying.

"Wuld you like a biscuit, or a bit of toast, maybe? No? Then you
won't mind if | have one nyself? | brought a packet in."

Beside the mlk bottle was a quarter-pound of butter, still inits
wr appi ng, but partly used. A bow full of sugar, a l|oaf, also
hal f -used, and a packet of biscuits, lay beside them She took a
bi scuit, and, munching, began to pour tea.

"There now, if | didn't forget what | should have said straight away,
how sorry | was about your poor aunty..."

"My cousin."
"\N]at ?II

"She wasn't ny aunt. M ss Saxon was ny nother's cousin. | always
cal l ed her Cousin Geillis."

"Ch. Well, yes. There now. A very nice |lady she was, and al ways very
good to me. | did what | could | ooking after her. They say you need
good nei ghbours in the country.” A snile, as if | should understand

her readily.

She had very pretty teeth. She chatted on, munching biscuits. She
took three spoonsful of sugar in her tea. | drank mne, and | ooked
around rme.

It was a big kitchen, old-fashioned but well enough planned, and, after

the vicarage kitchen, a delight. Instead of our vast black Eagle range
there was a creamcol oured Aga, nestling under the old mantel pi ece as
if it had been built with the house. This would not, | guessed, be the

original kitchen; no eighteenth-century servants woul d have been
panpered with this Iight and pl easant room One w ndow the one with
the dead plants faced north.



Anot her gave on the woodl and beside the house; | could see little
beyond a tangl e of elderberry and rowan overhangi ng what | ooked Iiked a
shed roof and a tall chimey. The old wash-house, perhaps? Possibly
the original kitchen lay that way, conceal ed by bushes, and functioning
now as scul l ery and out bui | di ngs.

Opposite the fireplace was a tall dresser with rows of pretty plates in
white and powder-blue, with cups to match hangi ng al ong the front of
t he shel ves.

The new fashion for built-in kitchen units and work tops had not
reached so far into the wilds, it appeared. The big table in the

m ddl e of the room gave all the working space necessary, and there was
anot her | ong table under the window, cluttered, now, wth various boxes
and jars, and a pile of books which had presunmably been lifted down
froma hangi ng shel f beside the w ndow

"I was just cleaning sone of the bookshelves down. [It's funny, isn't
it, howthey do collect the dirt?" Ms Trapp set her cup down and got
to her feet.

"And now you'll want to see your room"

Wth all the air of a hostess, she ushered ne out of the kitchen and
back al ong the passage to the baize door. She swung ny two cases up as
i f they wei ghed nothing, talked down ny protest, waited while

gat hered up handbag and coat, then led the way upstairs. She trod
curiously lighffooted on those thick | egs along the w de | anding that

ran the width of the hall. To either side of the |anding, at the head
of a shallow rise of three steps, was a door. She opened the one on
the right. Beyond it lay a small, square | obby, with a wi ndow facing

us, and doors to left and right. She opened the door on the left, and
showed nme into a bedroom

After what | had seen downstairs, the bedroomwas a surprise. It was a
big roomwith two tall wi ndows giving on the back, or south side of the
house.

In each was a wi de wi ndow seat, set in the depth of the wall. The
firepl ace



was delicate, with pretty flowered tiles. A bowfronted chest did
duty as a dressing-table, and a deep cupboard beside the fireplace

st ood open, show ng the hangi ng-room of a big wardrobe. The bed was
doubl e, and high. The carpet was a soft green, linking the room as it
were, with the woods outside. By one of the w ndows was an easy

chair.

A lovely room True, the carpet was faded near the w ndows, the
curtains had shrunk a little, and the fabric had begun to go rotten
where the sun had caught it. There was a patch of danmp in one corner
just below the cornice, and the faded wal | paper had begun to pee

there. But the roomwas clean. It snelt fresh, and one of the w ndows
was open at the top.

"The bat hroom s next door," said Ms Trapp

She crossed to the nearest wi ndow and gave the curtain a twitch. | was
rem nded of the lace curtain at the | odge, and wondered who was there
in her absence. But she was eyeing nme, so | gave her what she was

wai ting for.

"It's lovely," | said, warmy

"I know | shall |ove being here. Thank you very much for getting it so
nice for me, Ms Trapp."

"I told you, we couldn't let you come in, the way it was. Not nuch
done downstairs, there wasn't time. But the bed's well aired and the
bat hroonli s done, too. Want to see it?"

"Later, thank you." | was wondering and wondering how to ask what
paynment she expected for the work she had done. Possibly, if they had
asked her to clean for ne, the solicitors night have seen to it.

| put a harm ess question.

"If you live at the lodge it's an awmfully long way to come up, isn't
it? Do you have a car?"

"I"ve a bicycle, but there's a short cut through the woods. | cone
t hat way, usually."

"I gather you've been keeping an eye on the place since nmy cousin was
taken ill? Did you work for Mss Saxon?"

"OFf and on. She liked her |onesoneness. But conme spring | usually
gave her a hand with the cleaning. Do you want to see the rest now?"



me where all the kitchen things are, and how to cope with the stove? "
"Al'l right, mss. But you don't need to bother about the stove.

That's all set for the night, and 1'Il be up in the norning. And you
don't need to worry about your supper, neither. There's sonething
cooking in the oven, and I'Il |eave the bread and that for you, no

bot her, no need to worry about the rationing, there's always plenty to
be got hereabouts, when you've known the folks as long as | have, and
your aunty wasn't one for letting her cupboards go enmpty. " "It's
terribly good of you. | did bring as nuch as | could, but until | get
to know about shops and registering for rations and so on " "l can tel
you where to go, and you can be sure you'll get treated right, when

t hey know you' ve got M ss Saxon's place." She foll owed nme down the
stairs.

"That's it, then, miss, I'll let you get yourself sorted out now, but
["lI'l be up first thing tonorrow, and I'll fetch the m |k, and sonething
for your dinner, too, so just you rest easy, and we'll soon get the
house readi ed up between us."

"You're very kind." | hesitated. But it had to be said. | neither
want ed, nor could afford, daily help in the house. "Ms Trapp, it's
terribly good of you, but you really nmustn't bother about me. | know

"Il need all the advice | can get, about shops and rations and things,
till 1 get nyself organised.

But as for helping with the house, | well, |I plan to | ook after things
myself. 1'mquite used to it, and in fact, honestly, | prefer it. Like
my cousin, | like ny |onesoneness.” | gave her a snile

"But I'mreally very grateful for what you've done, and of course Il
be very glad if you'll help me out fromtine to tine, the way you did
M ss Saxon."

It happened again, the scarlet flush rising swiftly up her neck and
right over her face. And this time, with a curious inner lurch of
nerves, | recognised it, and knew why it had so di sconcerted ne, and
why mny deal i ngs



with her so far had been timd to the point of misgiving. | had seen
someone blush like that before. M chief tormentor at the convent, in
anger, or in contenpt when she had managed to make nme cry, had | ooked
l'i ke that.

And the blue eyes, fixed like a doll's eyes in the suffused face, had
| ooked just the sane.

Through it she smiled, the white teeth fl ashing.

"Well, of course, it's just as you like, Mss Ranmsey. But alnpbst the
last thing your aunty said to me before they took her to hospital was,
"Agnes dear, this being such a big, roony house and all, wouldn't it be

great if you'd nove in with nme, and |l ook after me right here.”
" The flush receded. She sniled again, charmngly.

"And that's just what we was planning to do, Jessany and ne, when she
took ill and died. But it's all different now, isn't it?"

I was not, repeat not, eight years old, and this was not the Fuhrer of

the third form | was the owner of Thornyhold, standing in her own
front hall talking to the hired help. But | had to clear ny throat
before I could say, cheerfully and | hoped firmy: "Yes. It's al

di fferent now Thank you again, Ms Trapp, and goodbye."



Back in ny bedroom and alone, | heaved a case on to one of the w ndow
seats, and started to take out the things. | was thinking hard, and
not very confortably. The first thing | nmust do, | thought, was get in

touch with



Martin and Martin, Cousin Geillis's firmof solicitors, and find out

if- and how much | owed Ms Trapp. At least, with the firm s backing,
there could be no trouble there . Trouble? | took a pull at nyself.
In the face of an angry flush, a passing resenblance, | nust not
regress to the fearful, bullied child | had once been. And why shoul d
there be trouble? | was not an elderly, sick |lady who needed a
housekeeper. | was young and strong, and had kept house nyself for
years. Kept it successfully in a nmuch less attractive and conveni ent
house. | was quite capable of telling Agnes Trapp, thank you for past
services, and here's the noney, and I'll let you know when | want you
again. As for her preposterous suggestion that she should nove in with
me. And there was the reason, surely, for the dismy and anger she had
shown? It had been a shock, and a dash to her hopes of a confortable
future, to find a young and vigorous co using on the doorstep. She had

expected an elderly woman, Cousin Geillis's contenporary, who woul d

possi bly wel come the offer of a live-in housekeeper and a man-about

the-place. Cousin Ceillis, who "liked her |onesoneness" , nust have
felt pretty ill before she could have made such a suggestion. If,

i ndeed, she ever had.

That was ridicul ous, too. O course she had. What need was there for
the wonman to lie? Agnes Trapp was a good nei ghbour, country-style,

whi ch neant that she was used to letting herself in and out of her

nei ghbour's house at will, and giving a hand if and when it was needed.
One didn't lock one's door in those days in the country.

And that was another thing. Surely, after Cousin Ceillis had been
taken, to hospital, the house would be | ocked up. So presumably Ms
Trapp had a key.

Sonething else | would have to be firmabout. It seened, | thought, as
| heaved the first arnful of clothing fromny case to the bed, as if it
was going to be nore difficult than | had i magi ned to have nmy own
house, and to have it to nyself.

| did not hurry over ny unpacking. Perhaps subconsciously | was hoping
t hat



Ms Trapp woul d have gone before | went downstairs again, and that
anything el se that needed to be said could be said tomorrow. And it

m ght well be, | thought to nyself, as | folded ny clothes or hung them
away, that | would be very glad of her help with the rest of the house.
She had done this roomquite beautifully. There were clean papers in
the drawers, and on the base of the wardrobe cupboard. The sheets were
linen, inmracul ately ironed, and snelling of |avender, and a coupl e of
bul ges showed where the hot water bottles, now al nost cold, had been
put to air the bed. (For the old, sick lady to take to? ) There was a
candl esti ck beside the bed, with matches laid near. | smiled as | saw
it; the feeling that | had stepped back in tine was very strong. But

t he bed-head |ight worked when | tried it. The candle was a
precauti on, no nore.

The bat hroom next to the bedroom took nme straight back into the
twentieth century. It, too, was spotless, white and gl eam ng, and
out si de the wi ndow the cl ouds had packed away to show a cl ear sky of
eveni ng beyond the trees.

| opened it and | eaned out, but before |I could do nore than get an
i mpression of colour in a flood of green, and the renote glimer of
water, | heard frombelow ne and to one side the sound of a door
closing. | craned further

Away to the left | caught a movenent. There was a path skirting the
house, | eading presumably fromthe back door to a side gate that gave
on Ms Trapp's path through the woods. Ms Trapp herself came into
view. |In each hand was a bul ging carrier bag. She hurried down the
path and out of sight.

Peace had come back and with it pleasure. | went lightly downstairs to
the kitchen. Any nore exploring could wait till norning. It had been
a long day. | would have supper early, and go to bed in that |ovely
room | |ooked, but briefly, into the kitchen drawers and cupboards,

| ocated enough in the way of crockery and cutlery for my evening neal,
then lifted Ms Trapp's casserole fromthe oven and raised the Iid. It
snel l ed very good. |



took a spoon and tasted in foil. Yes, a good neighbour. W should
see.

"Well, Cousin Ceillis, thank you for everything," | said, and sat down
to ny first neal in ny own house.

Afterwards, country or no country, | |ocked up

I found I had been right about the old kitchen. The back door opened
straight out of it, through a small porch where coats hung, and sticks
and unbrellas stood with a row of shoes and gum boots The ol d kitchen
was a square, flagged room dismal in the weak |ight of an un shaded
el ectric bulb.

Two small wi ndows, blurred with cobwebs, would even by day give very
little light. One wall was alnmpost filled by a vast, rusting range. No
furniture beyond a couple of tall built-in cupboards and a deal table
covered with peeling oilcloth and | aden with piles of old newspapers
and cardboard boxes and other forgotten debris. An earthenware sink
under one wi ndow. A couple of buckets and a chi pped enanel jug. A

wat eri ng-can and a stiff garden broom

There was no key in the lock of the back door. Presumably this was the
one that Ms Trapp held. But the door had a couple of very adequate
bolts. | shot themhome firmy, and went to bed.

The silence woke ne. At first, when | opened ny eyes on bl ackness,

t hought | rmust still be asleep, so used had | becone to nights lit by
the dirty orange gl ow of sodiumlanps and the intermttent snarling
glare of the pit's traffic. Now even the wind had died. There was no
sound of rain, no nmovenent of the trees. Slowy, as | lay with open
eyes, the' darkness dissolved into shapes of varying bl ackness; the
roomwas a cave of blackness with the faint oblongs of the uncurtained
wi ndows showi ng indigo. | could see no stars. A long way away a train
whi stl ed, enphasi sing the enptiness of



the night. From sonewhere nearer, but still far enough, canme the
whi ni ng bark of a dog; not the steady bark of the chai ned watch-dog,
but some dog, | thought, urgently asking for something; to be let in,
to be let out, to be fed, to be freed. It stopped abruptly and the
sil ence returned.

To be broken by a much nearer, nmuch fainter, and nore disturbing sound
even than the dog's msery. Just above nmy head | could hear a
scrat chi ng, scrabbling, tapping noise that rmust mean sone smal |

i nhabi tant of the roof.

| lay quite still, listening. Bats? | knew nothing about them but

i magi ned them as silent creatures, hanging in their shelter. 1In any
case, surely they would be out in the night, and flying. If swifts or
starlings or other birds nested in the roof, they would be gone | ong
ago. Mce? Too spasnodic, too faint. It could not, | told nyself
firmy, be rats. It could not. | loved animals with all my soul, but

I did not desire a close acquaintance with rats.

It was not busy enough for rats. |In fact, it was an oddly confortable
sound.

It was conpany. | slept.



I went exploring next norning, as soon as | had finished breakfast.

It was a strange experience. Nothing in the house yet, apart fromthe
few



t hi ngs di sposed in the bedroom seened to belong to ne. | felt as if
| ought to knock on the doors.

As | had guessed, the door at the rear of the hall led to the

draw ng-room which was | arge enough and wel|l enough proportioned to
deserve the name. Ms Trapp had done no cleaning here, and it was
apparent that Cousin Geillis had not used the roomfor sone tine; dust
| ay everywhere, and the cretonnes of the arncthairs were crunpled. The
roomwas confortably furnished, with easy chairs and sofa, a couple of
occasi onal tables, a big breakfront bookcase and a baby grand pi ano.
There were pretty china ornanents on the nmantel pi ece, and in a shel ved
al cove beside the fireplace. The pictures were water-colours, rather
faded, since the roomfaced south and on good days the |ight would be

brilliant. French wi ndows opened on the garden, and another w ndow
faced west. The roomwas directly bel ow ny bedroom and slightly
| arger; | guessed that nmy bathroom had been taken off the recess bel ow

whi ch Cousin Ceillis's piano stood.

Next to this, at the front of the house, was a di ning-room apparently

little used. It held a |ongish pedestal table with chairs for eight
peopl e, a sideboard, a couple of side tables and a tall plant-stand
with a sick-1ooking fern. In the drawers, a glinpse of silver in need

of cleaning, and linen yellowing with tinme and di suse.

A severely functional roomwhich had outlasted its function. | shut
the door on it and crossed the hall to the roomnear the foot of the
st aircase

This had been lived in. It showed the confortable clutter of a den; a
big roll-top desk, a couple of deep |l eather arnthairs, shelves with
nore books, a wireless set. This roomhad been used recently; the desk
was not dusty, and stood open. There were papers in sonme of the

pi geonholes, and in the drawers. Well, they could wait; they were
presunably neither private nor inportant. Wat was inportant was the
tel ephone. | looked for it, but it was not in this room | went back

to the kitchen to look for it there

There was no tel ephone in the kitchen. | gave it up, and went upstairs
to finish exploring.



| went first to the side of the house opposite my bedroom Here the

| obby, with its end windows and its doors, was the mrror-inage of

m ne. The south-facing bedroom too, was alnost a twin of ny own, and
was obviously the main spare room It snelled stuffy, as if |ong

di sused, and there was dust on all the polished surfaces. There were
twin beds, and the white coverlets laid over themwere creased and not
quite clean.

oposite, and set over the den, was another, smaller bedroom wth a
single bed, a chest of drawers and a narrow cupboard for clothes. A
secondary spare room or possibly a bedroomfor the 'help', in the days
when one was kept? A sinple, pretty room with white painted
furniture, a couple of bent-wood chairs, sprigged curtains and a
frilled window seat. | walked over to [ ook out of the w ndow

My foot struck a soft object, which lay half hidden under the

wi ndowseat. A slipper. | picked it up. Downtrodden heel, dirty
orange quilting torn at the toe and sides. As clearly as if it had
been |l abelled in marking ink, | knew whose it was. Agnes Trapp's.

| drew the coverlet back fromthe bed. There were no sheets, but the
bl ankets were crunpled, as if the bed had been hastily stripped.

pul | ed open a couple of drawers in the chest. The linings were
crooked, and on the chest surfaces there were a few hairs from brush or
conb, and a sprinkling of powder.

It brought things clearer, and with a kind of relief, f knew now why
Ms Trapp had left so pronptly, and w thout protest |ast night, and
what she was carrying in those bul ging bags. She had not been making
off with any of Cousin Geillis's ny property, but hurriedly concealing
t he evidence that she had been sleeping in the house.

For how long? | knew that the solicitors would have sent people to the
house after Cousin Geillis's death, to make or check the inventory and
attend to such things as electric neters, water and so on, before
aski ng anyone to come in and cl ean up



If, as she had inplied, they had asked Ms Trapp to cone in, they
surely woul d not have asked her to stay? |If they had done so, they
woul d have told me. So, indeed, would she, who had seened so set on
"living-in" that, when she reacted so sharply to ny rejection of
regul ar service, she would surely have quoted Messrs Martin and Martin
at ne.

And why shoul d she want to stay? |If she had been living in the house
for nore than a day, or two at the nost, she had certainly done very
little in the way of cleaning. The bedroom and bat hroom that Cousin
Geillis had vacated, that was all. She nust have known, she had

adm tted knowi ng, that | was due to come, so she had prepared for ne,
but even so ny coming had taken her by surprise. Her staying in the
house accounted for the lived-in ook of the kitchen, and the warnth
everywhere fromthe Aga which nmust have been Iighted sone days ago

Wl |, she had gone. And since | would alnost certainly be needing her
hel p and goodwill in the future, I would let well alone. | dropped the
sl i pper back on the floor, kicked it under the w ndow seat, where

m ght have missed seeing it, and went on with my tour.

Br oom cupboard, another bathroom |inen cupboard. A view fromthe

wi ndow over the |ow roof of the old kitchen, where | could see the side
gate and the path into the wods. The sun was high, and a light breeze
had set the boughs dancing. | would hurry through the rest of ny tour
and then go out.

One final thing | had to investigate, and perhaps the nost intriguing.
The third of the spare rooms, the one opposite ny own bedroom was
locked. | had tried the door this norning. Above the old keyhol e was
a new, brass nortice |lock, and there was no sign of a key. M handbag
was in nmy bedroom with Cousin Geillis's ring of keys init. As |
picked it up fromthe wi ndowseat | heard the squeak of the side gate
and, a few seconds later, the opening and shutting of the back door

I went quickly downstairs, to find Ms Trapp in the kitchen



"It's the mlk. Here. He's stopped coming up here, but | told him
you' d be wanting sone, and he'll bring it till you set your nilk
coupons. And you needn't bother too nmuch about them either. Any tine
you want a bit nore you've only to ask."

"Ch? It sounds too good to be true. Actually, half a pint's quite
enough for me, normally, but-" | hesitated.

"Ms Trapp, are there mice or something in the roof? | heard sonethi ng
in the night. O bats, perhaps?"

"That | don't know. | never-" She stopped. | thought she had been
going to say, "l never heard it myself when | slept here,"” and had
under st andabl y thought better of it. She added: "The food she used to
put out there was always birds and such, and anything could get in.

| used to say to her-" "
bl ank.

Didn't she keep a cat? " "A cat?" She |ooked

"Isn't Hodge a cat? Wen | heard the sounds in the night | thought of
mce, or even rats, and this norning | remenbered Hodge. |It's a cat's
nane, and she particularly asked me to look after him And in the big
spare room it |ooked as if a cat had been sleeping on the beds. Do
you know where he is?"

"I really couldn't say. | dare say he'll be about sonmewhere. Did you
enj oy your supper?"

"I certainly did. It was delicious. Thank you."
"Don't nention it. Well, | nust be off. Shall | tell the mlk,
t hen?"

"Yes, please, and if Hodge does cone back I mght be glad of a bit
extra when he has it to spare. |f he doesn't come back, | think I"l
get a kitten. Do you know anyone who's got kittens, Ms Trapp?"

"No, | can't say | do. And call me Agnes, do."
"Al'l right. Thanks. Look, then, Agnes, | wondered... Wat with you

doing all that work here, cleaning ny bedroom and cooking, and
everyt hing, how nuch do | owe you?"



"Ch, nothing. Call it neighbourly. 1'll ask for pay next tine."

"Well, thank you. Thank you very nuch. But the supplies you' ve |eft

here, and anyway, the milk-" "That'll be on his bill at the end of the
week." A gesture brushed the rest aside.

"And 1'lIl bring the sheets back as soon as they're washed. | stopped

the night in the little bedroom you see. | neant to stay till | got

t he house cl eaned right through, but then you came back." That pretty
snmle, showing a smear of fresh lipstick on a front tooth.

"I'f you want the truth, the casserole was for me. Didn't you
wonder ?"

"Do you know, | never thought about it? | guess | was a bit tired, and
just thankful to find the house so warmand welcoming. | can't say |I'm
sorry | ate your supper, because it was delicious, but what did you
have yoursel f ?"

"Ch, there's always plenty, and you were welconme. Did you finish it?

"Il take the dish, then, shall I? " "Yes, of course. | hadn't
realised it was yours. | put it away in the cupboard. Here."

"Thanks." She dropped it into her carrier bag.

"Well, 1'lIl really have to be off now, and |let you get on | ooking
around the place. | reckon you'll be dying to. Don't let the dust get
you down.

There's nothing a bit of el bowgrease won't cure. |If you'll just let

me know when you want nme to cone and help..."

As easy as that. She had succeeded in making ne feel thoroughly
ashaned of ny suspicions and distrust. | said, genuinely, warmy
"You're very good.

O course I'll let you know. Just one thing... The | ocked door on the
| andi ng upstairs. \Were does it go?"

"Ch, that one. What she called her still-room A kind of pantry, |
reckon.

She dried her herbs and nmade wi nes and nedi cines and that, and | reckon
some of them nmi ght be poisons, so she kept the door |ocked. 1've never
been in, nyself. | did ook for the key, to give it a clean along with
the rest of that landing, but I couldn't find it. Maybe it's on that
bunch you had in your hand when you got here."



"Ch. Yes. Well, I'll have a look later on. One other thing | can't
find the telephone. 1Is it in a cupboard somewhere that |'ve not
noti ced?"

"There isn't one. Never would have it put in. Very old- fashioned in
some ways, was M ss Saxon. Never had a car, neither. Used a bike,
sanme as ne

Vell, I'll be off. Let me know if there's anything nore you want."
"Do you have to go? Wn't you have some coffee?"

But she declined, and took herself off. | nade coffee for nyself,
then, looking round at the clutter in the kitchen, decided that first
things cane first. | would go on finding exactly what had conme nmy way
before | began to do anything about it. The garden was calling, and it
was a lovely day. | had noticed, in the back porch, a pair of

Wl lingtons that | ooked nmy size. | tried them and they were. And
above them hung a padded wai st coat of forest green, the son worn by
every countrywonan from Cape Wath southward. It fitted, too.

zipped it up and went out to see what there was to see.



-,"s" | have said that the house lay at the end of a branch of the
dri veway.

Around it the woodl and had been cut back many years ago, to nmake a
cl earing where the sun could get in, and grass grow. This sunny
encl ave was shaped



like a blunt wedge, or better, a half-opened fan, with the house at

its narrow point, and the garden stretching down to the bank of a river
whi ch here wound its way through the forest to form Thornyhol d's

sout hern boundary.

The property, open to the river, was otherw se conpletely encl osed by
its high hedges of thorn, backed by the crowdi ng woods.

At the wi dest part of the garden could be seen the curve of a wall that
protected the vegetable plot, and opposite this, planted as if to
preserve the symetry of the place, stood a grove of fruit trees, in
effect a miniature orchard. No fruit was visible, but the |eaves of
cherry and apple trees were already showi ng the reds and gol ds of

aut um.

The garden nust once have been carefully cultivated, but it was
apparent that Cousin Geillis, through time, had adapted it to the kind
of care she could give it. Now it consisted mainly of grass not shaven
[ awn, but nossy turf kept short and pleasant to walk on with a few
trees and bushes is |anded here and there, and to either side a wde
flower border, backed with roses that clinbed and fountained up the
hedges. Al that remained of the original' plan was the broad fl agged
wal k that ran straight fromthe house, bisecting the lawm, to a

bel vedere at the river's edge. This was a paved hal f-nmoon, edged with
a | ow balustrade, holding a pair of curved stone benches. Between
these a shallow flight of steps led down to the water where just bel ow
the surface could be seen a row of stepping-stones that would, in
sunmer or at |ow water, be uncovered.

On the opposite bank willows trailed their hair in the shallows, and
gol den fl akes of fallen |l eaves turned idly on the current before
floati ng downstream Coppi ces of hazel framed the entrance to an
overgrown forest ride stretching up through the trees.

There was a wrought-iron gate set in the wall of the vegetabl e garden

| pushed it open and went through to find a smallish encl osure
surrounded by a high old wall thickly covered with ivy and bristling
with self-sown saplings of ash and rowan. The vegetabl e beds ran right
round the perinmeter under the



wal I, and were already beginning to succunb to the autum squal or of
weeds and rotting haul nms of cabbage and potato, but the centre of the
garden was still neat, and was, indeed, sonething beyond ny
expect ati on.

It had a nmedi aeval | ook, like the jewelled, out-of- perspective
illumnations in a tale |like The Romance of the Rose. Wthin the
irregular circle of walls and vegetabl e plot someone, a long tinme ago,
had made a garden within a garden. At its centre stood a well, ancient
and canopi ed, and knee deep in bushes of |avender and sage and

| ad' s-1 ove. The broken paving that made a ten-foot ring round it was
al nost hi dden by creeping plants, sone of them in that sheltered spot,
still flowering, canpanula and wild thynme and the rose-purple of sedum
with saxifrage and wild strawberry and | ate gentians; the plants of
garden and woodl and at home together. Raying out fromthis carpeted
paverent, in regular sectors edged with clipped box sonme nine inches

hi gh, were the flower beds. Few flowers there, but the autumm sun
falling warmy after yesterday's rain on | eaves of green, of grey, of
silver and rusty gold, sent up a cloud of scent which told nme at once
what sort of place this was. A herb garden, planned and planted as
some Elizabet han gardener mi ght have nmade it, in the days when herbs
and spices were as essential in the kitchen as flour and salt.

Bet ween the sections ran narrow pathways. | wal ked up one of these to
the well-head. The coping, in spite of its arras of greenery, |ooked
as if it had been pointed fairly recently, and was safe. | approached
cautiously, and peered over the edge. Not very deep; | saw the flat

gl eam of water at about six feet. And certainly safe; a grille covered
the shaft, a foot or so bel ow the coping. And over the grille was
stretched sone small-nmesh wire netting

It had been put there the day after a foolish blackbird, deceived by
t he gl eam of water, had perched on the grille to reach for a drink and
had fallen through and drowned.

It was like a flash photograph taken on a grey day. For a split
nonent



everything was outlined with Iight, then, the lightning gone, the
trees, sky, bushes and shrubs were normal once nore. Like a dreamthat
is recalled, still vivid and noving in one's waking nonments, but as one
tries to remenber further, it is gone, and further gone with every
effort nade.

It was not even a dream certainly not a nenory. Trivial, in any case,
not worth remenberi ng.

But | knewit was the truth. Even stranger than the flash of know edge
sent to me out of nowhere, was ny cal macceptance of it.

Because, with it, came a nenory that was conpletely ny own; the nonment
besi de the pond in the vicarage neadow, when ny Cousin Ceillis first
came to ne.

And with that, another noment beside the River Eden, and ny cousin

maki ng me a prom se, which, at the tine, | had m sunderstood
"You and | will live there together ... for as long as you need ne,
which won't be for ever..." | looked up across the ivied wall at the

chi meys of her house, ny house, and | thought | understood it now.

| let nyself out of the herb garden, and, noving in a kind of dreany
contentnent, started back up the flagged wal k. Halfway along it, |
paused to | ook at the house again.

It was beautiful. Even the prisoning hedges were beautiful, protective
with their rusty thorns, their bastions of holly and juniper, and at
the corners, like towers, their thick colums of yew.

Yes, it was beautiful. Still floating, euphoric, | walked on. Nearer

| could see how the sun showed up the shabbi ness of the paint and the
stains where water had spilled from bl ocked gutters, but nothing could
detract fromthe el egance of the |l ong windows and the roof with its
tufts of rosy housel eek and the spreading gilt of the lichens, and the
charm of the three gabl ed wi ndows peered out below the tall chimmeys.

| stopped short. Gabled wi ndows? There had been none on the north
side of the house, so | had not known, till now, that there nust be a
third fl oor.

Attics? So those nighttinme sounds had cone, not fromthe roof spaces,
but



froman attic which, | could see now, lay directly above ny bedroom

Back now, nyself, on ground level, | thought rapidly. M first thought
was Hodge. Could he have been | ocked up there? Wth relief,

di sm ssed the idea. The wi ndow above nmy roomwas open. |If a cat had
been shut and starving there since Cousin Ceillis had left the house,

he woul d have scranbl ed out somehow, down the roses and clematis that
reached alnost to the roof. O he would be sitting outside on the
attic sill, making his troubles known.

Not urgent, then. But | would certainly Iike to find the way up there
as soon as possible. Since | had seen no sign of an attic stair, it
was to be assuned that the way up lay through the | ocked still-room

If | could not find the key to that roomtoday, then when | went into
town to register for supplies and to do ny shopping, | nust call on
Martin and Martin's agent there, and ask about it. About Ms Trapp's
pay, too. And about getting the tel ephone put in. And the priority
for all these plans was to find Cousin Geillis's bicycle and see if it
was road worthy

There was a tool shed near the side gate, and the bicycle was there.

wheeled it out into the daylight and examned it. It |ooked sound
enough, but the tyres were soft. It was years since | had been on a
bicycle; was it true, | wondered, that one never really forgot howto

ride? At least | could practise on the driveway before | reached the
main road. Any humliating noments would, with luck, be private
ones.

There was no punp on the bicycle. | went back into the shed to | ook
for it.

There were the garden tools, spades, forks, rake, hoe, a scythe and
sickle and (1 was thankful to see) a notor mnower.

Pl ant -pots on the shelves, along with a stock of enpty jamjars, an
oil -can, sone tattered packs of bone nmeal and potash and ot her garden
preparations.

Sacks of peat and sand and charcoal. But no bicycle punp.

It had to be somewhere. The porch? The old kitchen? It mght take
days to find it, and neanwhile | was marooned. Now, | thought, was a
conveni ent nonment for that flash to light ny nmind again. |If | could
remenber a bird



that had drowned itself under Cousin Geillis's eyes, surely |I could
renmenber where she had | ast put her bicycle punp?

Where the hell woul d she put the bicycle punp?

"Mss Ceillis?" said a voice just behind ne, in a kind of startled
squeak.

| spun round.

It was a boy of perhaps ten or eleven years old. He wore shorts and a
tattered sweater, and dirty sand-shoes with holes in the toes. He had
dark hair and eyes, and he was as thin as a garden rake. He was

hol ding a fawn-col oured ferret in his arns.

He hadn't much colour at the best of times, | guessed, but now he was
quite spectacularly white. H's mouth was a round 0 of shock, and his
eyes were twice too big for his face. The ferret, perceiving a | ack of
attention, gave a quick wiggle which brought the boy back to his
senses.

"You're wearing her clothes."

He spoke abruptly, alnmost accusingly, and it made things plain. Seen
from behi nd, and stooping over the bicycle, in the old green

Vel lingtons and jerkin I nust have | ooked very nuch |ike the Mss
Geillis he had known.

"Only the gardening things," | said apol ogetically.
"M ss Saxon was my cousin and |'ve cone to live here now |I'msorry it
gave you such a shock seeing ne here like this. M name is Ceillis,

top. Ceillis Ranmsey. \What's yours?"

"Wlliam WIliamDryden." A pause. Another wiggle fromthe
ferret.

The colour slowy crept back into the boy's face. "You did |ook just
like her fromthe back. And I - | was at the funeral, you see. |
didn't expect anyone to be here at all" | see. | considered him

"Then forgive me for asking, but Thornyhold is so far from anywhere if
you didn't expect anyone to be here, why did you cone?"

Ahalf |lift of the ferret in his arns.
"Hm She used to |look at themfor ne."

"My cousin | ooked after your pets, you nmean?"

"Not pets. They're working ferrets."



"Sorry. You nmean she used to doctor themfor you?"

"Cured them [I'mnot so worried about Silkworm because | know what to
give him but if anything el se goes wong, with the others, or with the
rabbits... You aren't a witch, too?" Wstfully.

"A what ?"

"Awitch. Curing things. It's what " "I heard you. | was a bit
shocked.

She was not a witch. Just because she was a herbalist, and used plants
and so on to heal with-" "I know |I'msorry. It was only a joke. She
used to laugh, and say it was a bit |ess arrogarrogant than calling
herself a wi se worman. "

The [ ast words were spoken, nuffled, into the back of the ferret's
head.

| spoke gently.

"It's all right, Wlliam | was joking, too. M ss Saxon was certainly
wi se, and she did have a kind of magic. 1've net it nyself. I'msorry
if you miss her so much. And | do hope you'll still come and visit
here whenever you like. But I'mafraid |I'mneither w se nor nagica
nmyself. | wouldn't know what to give to Silkworm Isn't there a vet

in the town?"
"Not enough pocket mponey," said the boy shortly.

"My father says | can only keep what | can | ook after nyself, and it
doesn't stretch to vets. Mss Geillis would have done it for nothing,
because she loved themall, but ny father said | had to earn it, so
used to cone and help in the garden, and cut wood and cl ean things.
could do that for you if you like?"

"I"l1l probably be very glad of your help, once |I've found ny way about.
But 1'Il have to pay you in other ways, Wlliam Al | know about
medicine is a kind of elementary first aid."

"But | do!"™ He said it eagerly.

"I know whi ch medi ci ne she gave Firefly, and this one's just the sane.
It's just a tonic. Couldn't we give himsone, just to try?"

"I don't know where it's kept. | only canme yesterday evening.
haven't really explored yet."



"That doesn't matter." M/ mild objection was swept aside. "I'll show
you.

| know where everything is."

"Do you? Well, there's a door upstairs, over the dining- room Ms
Trapp called it the still-room |Is that where the nmedicines are
kept ?"

"That's right. Opposite Mss Geillis's bedroom"”

"Then I'mafraid it's locked, and | don't know whether the key's on the
house ring. | haven't had tine to try yet. Perhaps-" "Ch, she always
kept that one |l ocked. | expect," said WIlliamcheerfully, "that it's
chock full of poisons. But it's all right. The key's not with the
others, but I know where she kept it."

"Do you indeed? And the back door key, too, or has Ms Trapp got that
one?"

"I don't think she has a key, but she'll know where it's kept. It's
usual | y hanging on a nail under the jasm ne beside the back door."

"I see. And you intended to go in, otherw se you woul dn't have brought
Si | kworm over/ since you didn't know | would be here. D d you really
intend to go into the house, WIIlianP"

"She woul d have let ne." He added, a little stiffly: "I don't think
she thought of me as a child. O course | know where the keys are.

She told ne. " "I see. Well, then, lead on. You can show ne, and
we'll see if we can find sonething for Silkworm"



| disposed of ny Wellingtons by the back door, then the boy |ed ne,
not upstairs as | had expected, but into the den. | thought he would
make for the desk, and perhaps even disclose some secret drawer, but he

crossed the roomto the firepl ace.



This had not seen a fire for a very long tinme. The pretty mantel pi ece
framed a chi mey that nust have been bl ocked of f from above. It was
dusty, but there was no sign of soot. On the wi de hearth stood an
electric fire.

Before | realised what he was doing WIlliamhad put the ferret into ny
arms and was reaching forward and up into the chimey. | had never
handl ed a ferret before, and if | had been given the choice, would have
refused to touch it. Sonething about the pink eyes and nose, the
ferocious reputation, the whiplash strength of the hot little body,
inspired wariness. But the little beast nestled confortably into ny

ha'. ds, and without thinking | cradled it close to ne. |Its skin was
like smooth silk, its body all slender nmuscle, and very warm It |ay
still as a sleeping kitten and watched with ne as Wlliamturned from

the fireplace with a key in his hand.
"There it is."

"Way on earth did she keep it there?"

"I expect she didn't think anyone would | ook there. | nean, if Ms if
anyone wanted to hunt for a key, they'd |l ook in the desk, or the
drawers, or something like that. She didn't want anyone going into the
still-room when she wasn't there.”

"Except you."

A si deways | ook.

"I told you, | helped a lot. | helped pick themand dry them too. The
herbs and things. | even hel ped make sone of the nedicines."
"It's all right, Wlliam |I'monly teasing you. | can see that |'m

going to rely on you a lot. Perhaps you can even teach ne sonething
about the herbs.

Let's go upstairs now, shall we?"

The still-roomwas the sane size as the dining-room bel ow, but was much
lighter. The furniture was sinmple. There was a big table in the
centre of the room and another under the wi ndow. They were plainly
made, |ike kitchen tables, and were obviously worki ng benches. 1In the
al coves to each side of



t he boarded-up firepl ace were shel ves ful

of books. Against the inner wall, alongside the door, stood || a big,
ancient dresser, with a | ocked cupboard below, and H on its shel ves,
i nstead of plates, rows of jars and bottles. 1In j| a corner, where

possi bly a washbasi n had once stood, was ;J a small sink with an
electric water-heater above it.

"Here," | said, "take Silkworm wll you?"

WIlliam who was already | ooking along the rows of bottles, turned
qui ckly.

"I say, | quite forgot! I'mterribly sorry. You don't mnd ferrets? A
lot of ladies don't like them | never thought, because of course Mss
Ceillis could do anything."

"I"ve never net one before, to tell you the truth. Here. He's
certainly got very nice manners or perhaps he isn't well enough to
bi t e?"

"That might be it. But he likes you, anyway. | say, should | run down
and get his basket? It's strapped on to ny bike."

"I think that's a good idea."
He ran off with his ferret, and | | ooked about ne.

The room was very clean and very tidy. The books were all in place,
and | ooked, fromone or two titles, to be in order. The wood of the
tabl es was scrubbed white, and nothing stood on them except, on the
long table by the wi ndow, a pair of scales and a biggish nortar and
pestle. Fromthe absence of all the things | had expected bunches of
herbs, sacks of roots, and so on it |ooked very nuch as if the room had
been scoured and everything put away.

As if Cousin CGeillis had tidied it all away at the end of her life to
leave it ready for me. Apart fromthe orderly rows of bottles and jars
the only sign of herbs was a big bow of potpourri which stood on the
end of the dresser nearest the door. It was nostly of rose petals and
| avender, with geranium | eaves and wild heartsease scattered over, but
there was sone strange fragrance about it that | couldn't place. |
stooped to sniff, just as WIliam cane running back into the room wth
the ferret nowin its carrying-cage



"Trefoil, Jobn's-wort, Vervain, Dill, H nder witches of their wll,k"
he chant ed.

| straightened.
"What do you nean?"
He pointed to the potpourri

"They're all in there. | helped her nmake it. She told ne about it.
It's an old charm or something."

"CGoodness. Well, now, what about Sil kwornP"

He set the cage down on the table and reached for a bottle fromthe
dresser shelves. The label, in my cousin's neat witing, was in Latin
and neant nothing to ne.

"Are you sure?"

"Yes, quite sure. Anyway, it can't do any harm |'mallowed to touch
any of the bottles except the ones with red | abels, and all those are
| ocked in the bottom cupboard. This is the one. Look at the
instructions."

He handed nme the bottle. Underneath the Latin inscription were the
words: "Small a. onep.d.for 3 d."

"That's small animal. It was one a day for Firefly."
| opened the bottle. In it were sone small, blackish pills. "Wll
it's your ferret. |If you're really sure " He nodded.

"Then | suppose we'd better have a go. Do you know how to do it?"

"Just open his nouth and pop it down." For the first time, he | ooked
uncertain. He eyed ne.

"It |ooked awfully easy when Mss Geillis did it."

"I"'msure it did. Well, we'd better start by getting himout of the
basket .

W can't get at himlike that. Put himon the table and hold him
That's right."

| tipped a pill into my hand and | ooked dubiously at the ferret.
WIIliamswall owed.

"Wuld you would you like ne to try? It's ny ferret, after all, and if
anyone has to get bitten it ought to be ne."

| | aughed.
"I never heard a braver word. No, I'll have a go. |[|'ve got to start
some day, that's for sure, and you did say it was easy... If you'l

just stop himsquirnmng like that... Aah!"



The 'aah' was one of sheer surprise. It was easy. | had done it a
hundred tines. Swiftly, expertly, | cupped nmy |left hand over the

ferret's head, squeezed the cheeks gently till the pink nmouth gaped,
then dropped the pill in, far back, and held the jaws shut till it

swal lowed. As | lifted the little animal and settled it back into
Williams arnms, | got the sharp inpression that if it had been a cat it

woul d have purred.

| went across to the sink to wash ny hands while WIlliamput the ferret
back into its cage. Wwen | turned, it was to see the boy regarding ne
with what | ooked |ike awe.

"What is it?"

"You said you'd never touched a ferret before. You did it just the way
she did. How did you know?"

The brush of gooseflesh along the skin. The nonent of suddenly clear
si ght.

There stood the bottle whose | abel | had not understood.

There, all at once wi de awake, and weaving to and fro in its cage with
whi ckering sounds and tiny sharp teeth showi ng, was the ferret which
now, | would not dare to touch

"I""'mnot sure," | said.

"I wasn't thinking about anything but getting the pill into him
WIlliam where does where did Mss Saxon keep her bicycle punp?”

"What ?"
"Her bicycle punp. Sonething reminded ne. | can't find it, and the
tyres are flat. | wanted to go into town fairly soon."

"It's usually on the bicycle."

"Well, it isn"t now "
"I don't know, then. Sorry. | expect it'll turn up. I'Il tell you
what, shall | blow themup with mne before | go?"

"Ch, great, if you would. Thanks very much,"

"I say," he exclainmed, "look at Silkwrm That's good stuff, isn't
it?"

"It does seemto have done the trick. Look, WIlliam it says the pills
have to be taken for three days. Can you cone back, or would you like
to take a couple home and try it yourself? Could you manage?

He really did take it very easily.



"For you he did." He hesitated, then flashed a sudden snile

"Well, | could try. Dad would probably hold himfor ne if he had his
driving gloves on. There's sonme enpty pill-boxes in that drawer.
Here."

"Thank you." | dropped the pills into the box, capped it, and gave it
to him

"Do you know what's in thenf"

"No, not really. There's gentian, and honey, but | don't know what

el se, or how they were nade up. She had a machine for doing pills; |
think it's in that other drawer-" "Never mind now. I'll look later." |
gl anced at the bookshel ves.

dare say it's all there sonewhere. It does look as if |I've got an
awful lot to learn. " "She used to say it was all there, nmagic and
all. And-" lovingly regarding the ferret "it is magic, isn't it? Look
at him Thank you ever so much for letting me bring himin, and for
giving himthe dose. It's - I'mglad you're here. You |love themtoo,
don't you? | can tell. So could Silkworm

Actually, ferrets are good as pets. Even working ferrets," he added
hastily.

"You never had one, then?"
"I was never allowed any pets."

"How awful . None? Not even a dog?"

"No. "
"Why not ?"
"No one to | ook after himwhen | was away at school. Wo |ooks after

Si | kworm and co? You told me your father would only let you keep them
if youdid it all yourself. \What happens in termtinme?"

"I have to feed thembefore I go, and clean themout at night, or at
weekends. "

"Ch, you're;at day school ?"

"Yes, |I'ma day boy at Arnside. | think ny parents had al ways fancied
a boarding school, but I didn't, and then ny father said okay, it
probably woul dn't have suited me anyway. He always hated his. He said

they weren't a good idea for loners."

"And you're a | oner?"



"Well," said WIlliam sounding all at once about twenty years ol der

i n what nust have been an unconscious mnicry of his father, "let's say
that my hobbies aren't popul ar ones. Reading, gardening, collecting
flowers and watching birds and animals, and |'mnot terribly good at
ganes. So | can do all that at hone, and if | |look after the animals
properly | can have them

If not, not. It's fair enough, isn't it?"
"More than fair. |In fact, you're |ucky."
"I know. How awful not to have any aninals. Not a cat, either?"

"There was a cat, but she was an outdoor cat nostly, and | never got to
know her. Wich rem nds me, do you know where Hodge is?"

He | ooked troubl ed.

"No, sorry, | don't. |I've been awfully worried, as a matter of fact.
Mss Ceillis was sure he'd be all right. He's got a bed in the shed,
and there's a cat door, and when she knew she'd have to go into
hospital she fixed with Ms Trapp to feed him and | said |I'd cone over
whenever | could. | did see she'd put saucers out for him but the
food wasn't touched except where it looked as if mce or birds or
somet hi ng had been at it."

"Do you mean you haven't seen him since Mss Saxon went into
hospi t al ?"

"I did think I saw himonce. It was |ast Saturday, when | was clipping
the box borders in the herb garden, and | thought | saw himon top of
the wall and | called to him but he if it was himjust slipped down

t he other side and di sappeared.”

"Then it does look as if he mght still be sonewhere about. Was the
house enpty then?"

"Yes, of course. Ch, | see what you nean. Well, Ms Trapp was here
when | came over on Saturday. Wen | went in to wash ny hands she had
t he kitchen upside down, and | thought she was | ooking for sonething,
but she said no, she was just cleaning up, because the old | ady was
expected some day soon."

A bright glance up at ne.

"WAas that you?"

"It was. | was quite a surprise to her."



"Was she here when you came, then?"

"Yes. | did ask her about Hodge, and that surprised her, too. Al she
said was that he'd be about sonewhere. She was in a hurry, and she
didn't seemnuch interested. But if she did put saucers out ... [|'ll
ask her again when she comes back."

He followed nme out of the still-room and watched while | | ocked the
door again. W started down the stairs.

"How di d you know about Hodge?"

"My cousin left me a letter, asking ne to ook after him Don't | ook
so worried, Wlliam Cats are pretty conpetent. And so was M ss
Saxon. She obviously expected himto stick around till | came, and"
hesitated "she knew |'d be com ng soon. |f you saw hi mon Saturday,
that's probably just what he's doing."

But he still |ooked troubled. He paused on the |anding, holding the
ferret's cage close in to his chest, his head bent as if to study the
ani mal inside.

"If anyone" He stopped, undecided, then tried again.

"That is, if soneone wanted to harmhim" "Ch, WIIliam who woul d?
Anyway, they'd have to catch himfirst, and have you ever tried to
catch a cat that didn't want to be caught ?"

"Well, but poison or sonething?" The words, nuttered into Silkworms
cage, could hardly be heard.

| drew a sharp breath, decided not to ask the question that instantly
suggested itself, and instead said firmy: "That's even nore difficult
than catching him A vet once told ne that it's next to inpossible to
poi son a cat. A dog, yes, but cats are far too fyssy.

You'll see, he'll be waiting to find out what happens here, and he'l
turn up just when he wants to. " "You bet he will, once he knows
you're home," said WIliam suddenly cheerful. He started down the
stairs again. "They really are conmpetent, aren't they? And of course
if Hodge was a witch's cat as well Ch, golly!"

This as he caught sight of the clock in the hall



"Look at the tine! [I'Il have to rush! Thanks a mllion, Mss I'm
terribly sorry, but 1've forgotten your nane."

"It's Ramsey, but won't you call me CGeillis?"
"I - well," said WIlliam not committing hinmself, "thanks, anyway. |'ve
got to go, but please may | come over, and help you, the way | used
to?"

"OfF course you may." | would not have dreaned of querying his use of
wor ds.

"But just a mnute, | forgot to ask, where's the key to the poisons
cupboar d?"

"Under the potpourri.”

"And the attics?" | had to raise ny voice. He was ahead of ne, and
al ready at the baize door

"How do you get to the attics?"
"Through here. Fromthe kitchen."
"The kitchen? But | didn't see a door there."

"The back kitchen. A door in the corner. Looks just |like a cupboard.
I won't forget the bike! Goodbye!" The baize door shut behind him
with a soft puff of dust.

Trefoil, John's-wort, Vervain, Dill, H nder witches of their wll.

The scented | eaves rustled, and gave up the key. | knelt and opened
t he cupboard door.

It was as WIliamhad described it, full of bottles with detailed

| abels printed in red, with the poi son warning on each one. Boxes,
too, simlarly marked, and full, when | investigated a couple of them
of what | ooked like the raw ingredients of the distillates and decoct
ions dried | eaves, stems, roots, to nme unrecogni sabl e.

| sat back on ny heels, regarding them and wondering again why, since
Cousin Geillis had apparently foreseen, and so carefully prepared for
her end, she had not taken nore pains to | eave detailed instructions
for her successor.

Though the actual end had cone suddenly, nothing, surely, had been |eft
to



chance. The essentials had been taken care of, and long before the
event; the will, the letter, the consigning of Hodge to ny care, the
hiding of the still-roomkeys until the transparently trustworthy
WIlliamcould showthemto ne. So | could take it that the I ack of
direction about the precious still-roomcontents was deliberate, too.

And where did that |eave ne? Did she nean ne to assune her mantl e

herbal i st, wise wonan, witch? - as today | had assumed her actua

cl ot hes?

Circumst ances seenmed to be pushing me that way. Perhaps, | thought,

but not seriously, her know edge and skill would come to nme with the
ease and brilliance of today's fragmented vision . What did cone was a
menory of that |ong-ago day beside the River Eden, and Cousin Geillis's

sharp coment: "The only luck you have in this life is the tal ent
you're born with. The rest is up to you."

Wll, |I knew all about hard work. Just give me tinme, Cousin Geillis,
as you have given ne your cal mrefuge, your tools, your precious
solitude. Gve nme tinme to be nyself, know nyself, become a little used
to happi ness-; The rest will be up to ne.

| locked the cupboard, buried the key back anmpbng its protective petals,
and went downstairs

| made nyself cook and eat |unch before | attenpted to | ook for the
attic door. | even washed up and then sat, carefully leisurely, over a
cup of coffee, before at |last making nmy way through to the back

ki t chen.

Now th”t | knew, of course it was obvious. In the days when nai ds had
been kept here, the back staircase to the garret bedroonms woul d open
fromthe kitchen. The first of the two cupboard doors was, as | had
guessed earlier, a broomcloset. The second gave on a flight of narrow
wooden stairs which | ed steeply up between boarded wall s.

There were no banisters, and the treads were bare.



A step sounded on the flagged path outside. | turned, expecting to

see Agnes, but it was a young nan, a youth of perhaps sixteen. He wore
stained trousers and a ragged sweater, and had a carrier bag in one
hand. He did not pause in the doorway, but wal ked straight into the
house and dunped the bag on the table. There was no need to ask who he
was. Brown hair, blue eyes, fresh conplexion, thickset body. At a
guess that was a certainty, Jessany Trapp, Agnes Trapp's son

"I'"d take care how you go up there, | would surely," he said.

"There be a main of strange things in the roof, | reckon."



"You must be Ms Trapp's son?" | asked him

"Aye. Jessany's ny name. She sent ne over with a pie for your supper
and to say she was baking today so she nade two, one for you and a
bi gger one for



her and nme and Gran, so you wasn't to think it was any bother, and a
pot of her own pickle besides."

There was sonet hi ng about the way he spoke, sonething about the w de
smle, that suggested what, at its best, could be termed a | ack of
intelligence, what country people called 'something mssing or
graphically enough, 'fifteen shillings in the pound . Jessany Trapp
was obviously far frombeing the traditional village idiot, but I
suppose he coul d have been terned sinple. He was continuing placidly,
still with that charnmng smle, the blue eyes beaming with a nmld
unconplicated interest.

"Just till you get your own shopping, nmy ma says. You never went by,
you see, so she knew you'd not been into town. You not going this
day?"

' "No. | was busy here. But she really shouldn't have troubled. It's
too much far too good of her- please thank her for me." | took the
pi e-di sh and pot out of the bag and set themon the table. | was

enbarrassed, and trying to hide it.

"They do | ook good! Plum chutney, too! | love it. Fromyour own
pl uns?"
"Nay, we've none o' they. It's fromyour'n."

| 1 ooked up quickly, remenbering the fruitless state of Thonyhol d's
orchard, but there was nothing sly or provocative there, nerely a
statenment of fact.

He smled again, guilelessly.

"Did you find the old I ady's bike, then?"

"Yes, it was in the shed. | couldn't find the punp, though. Do you
know where it is?"

"Couldn't say. 1'Il ask Ma." He was |ooking vaguely round him as he
spoke.

"I't's maybe somewhere here in the back kitchen, but you' d be hard put
toit to find anything in this lot."

"Have you a bi ke yoursel f?"

"Aye, but nostly | walk. There's a short cut through the woods that

saves near half a mle. [I'lIl showyou if you like."

"Thank you. Sone tine. Well, thank your nother for ne, will you,
Jessany, and tell her I will try to get sonme shoppi ng done for nyself
t orror r ow.

Coodbye, then."

| turned to nmount the attic stairs, and found that, far from going,
Jessany Trapp was just behind ne.



"Dunno what you'll find up there, nmiss. Mist be a main long tine
since anyone took a broomto it," he said, and because there seenmed no
civil way of stopping himfromescorting me, | went on, and he
fol | oned.

There was dust on the stairs, scuffed as if there had been sone recent
traffic that way. At the first-floor level was a small square | anding,
and there the stairs took a bend towards the back of the house. At the
top of the next flight, and lighted by a roof-light, was a door. It
was shut, and, when | tried it, locked. But beside it, hanging on a
nail, was a Yal e key.

Wth Jessamy on ny heels, | opened the door and went into the attic.

There was only one attic, a long roomrunning the I ength of the house,
it by the three dormer wi ndows | had seen. On that sunny afternoon it
was full of light and air, but extremely dirty. Against the wall
opposite the wi ndows was a doubl e rank of boxes, standing on their

ends, each one containing a slanting wooden bl ock covered with bird
droppi ngs. Sonme of the boxes also held | arge earthenware bow s, and in
them were what | ooked |ike old nests.

In the centre of the floor stood a covered feeder, like a lantern with
a roof to keep dirt out of the food, and several spaces through -which
birds mght feed thenselves. Beside this stood a netal water-trough
There was no food, and no water. Everywhere was dirt, feathers, dust,
dr oppi ngs.

The attic was, in fact, a disused pigeon-|oft.

Not quite disused. Wth a clap and whistle of wings a pigeon flew down
fromits perch in one of the boxes, and strutted hopefully, head
jerking, towards the feeder in the niddle of the room

"Well, now, "
back. "

sai d Jessany's voice behind ne, "there's one of them

"Back? Back from where?"



"Dunno. Left the wi ndow open al ways, she did, let themfly free, she
sai d.

But pi geons al ways comes hone. "
"How many di d she have?"

"Dunno. Used to see them quite a flock, flying their ring over the

woods there. Nice birds, pigeons. Friendly, like."

"Well |I'msure they haven't been here for quite sone tine. That bow's
dry as a bone, and there's no food to come for. Wen Mss Saxon was
first taken ill, I'msure she would make certain that soneone " "Food's
over there." He pointed. Between the wi ndows stood a crock of the

ki nd ny nother had used for 'putting down' the eggs in water glass for
the winter. It was covered with a heavy wooden lid. Jessany lifted

this, scooped out a handful of nixed grain, and threw it to the pigeon
on the floor. The bird stopped its strutting and began, eagerly, to
peck.

"Water's downstairs," said Jessany.

"She used to bring it up in ajug. Well, now if Ma didn't always be
telling her to watch that drat ted cat of hers.”

"Cat? \What do you-?"

| stopped. It was clear what he neant. There was a dead pigeon |ying
on the floor just behind the door

"Told her, ny ma did," said Jessany, stooping to pick it up. Its w ngs
fell open, trailing, in a light flurry of dust. The neck hung | oosely,
t he head dangl i ng.

"Hodge?" | spoke doubtfully, eyeing the dead bird.

"But the door was shut and | ocked. How could Hodge have got in?"

"W ndow, " said Jessany, sinply.

"Told you, that was always open for the birds. You know about Hodge,
t hen?"

"I know he lived here, and that she was very fond of him He's gone,
too, hasn't he, Jessany?"

"Aye. Good thing she'd never know what he'd been up to. Went the day
after she was took away. Pigeons gone, and cat gone, too. Seened |like
not hi ng coul d stay when she'd gone herself. And likely, you won't want
to be



bot hered, neither. Don't you fret about this. 1'll take it away for
you. "

He lifted the hand hol ding the dead bird. As it nmoved, the living
bird, which had been greedily eyeing us the while with one anxious ruby
eye, fled upwards with |oud wings fanning a plune of dust into the air.
It landed back into the box fromwhich it had cone.

Wth a smooth novenment, quick as any cat, Jessany reached into the box
and, before the flustered bird could turn to fly again, caught and
lifted it, turning with it cradled in his hand.

"Like | said, you don't want to bother yourself with these birds, niss.
"Il take she as well, and |I reckon she'll go to a good hone."

"Well, if you're sure you know soneone-" This time there was no flare
of light, no touch fromthe air. But a vivid blink of nmenory, as if
someone had flicked open the shutter of a lantern. Jessany stood in
front of it, smling, with the living bird cupped between his pal ns-and
below it the dead one, dangling. It was black, and | ooked |ike a crow
hung up to scare its fell ows.

| did not consciously notice this. Wat | was seeing, in that
extraordi nary shutter-flash of nenmory, was ny father's curate taking ny
rabbit away to fill a rabbit pie.

| said quickly: "No. No. I'dlike to keep it, for now anyway. |'lI
be glad if you'll take the dead one away and bury it, please, but let's
put the other one back, shall we?"

"Al'l right, mss," he said agreeably, and handed the bird to ne.

"Do you want ne to fetch sonme water up?"

"No, thank you. It's all right. [1'll bring it up later. The wi ndow s
open, anyway. Thanks very much for comi ng, Jessany, and thank your
not her for ne, wll you?"

To ny relief he accepted the dismissal, and went. | crossed to a

wi ndow with the pigeon nestling in ny hand, and watched himgo. As the
wi cket gate clicked shut behind himl turned back to survey the

pat heti c pi geon-1oft.



It certainly snelt very strongly of pigeons, and the air was full of
the feather dust that they must shed all the tinme. But there were
signs, '"which I had . not nentioned to Jessany, that many other birds
must use the pl ace.

The rafters for the attic was right under the roof- held abandoned
swal  ows' nests, and in the dust near the feeder, and on the deep sills
of the wi ndows were dozens of prints of smaller birds' feet. Mre

interesting than all, perhaps, was a small grey object, the size of a
peanut shell, which lay beneath a beamin the di nmest corner. An ow's
pellet. | regarded it thoughtfully. It was to be supposed that,
however wel cone the wild birds were, no oW would be persona grata in a
| oft where pigeons bred. It nust have come in to roost since the |oft
was deserted by the tane birds and their caretaker. Since Cousin
Ceillis's departure, in fact. The pellet was fresh, dark grey and
still noist. Searching, | found two others, only one of them beginning

to dry to paler grey.

So the birds had all gone. Nothing strange about that. Only that
Wl liam had never nentioned them

| opened my hands, and the pigeon, rel eased, flew straight down to the
floor at ny feet and began to feed again. | left the attic, closing
the door behind me. | locked it, and this time pocketed the key and
took it with ne.

Then | went downstairs, and out once nore into the garden

The bicycle had been wheel ed back into the tool shed presumably by
WIlliam who had punped up the tyres as he had promised nme. It would
not have surprised nme if | had found the m ssing punp quietly restored
toits clanmps on the bar, but it was not there. | |ooked for, and
found, what nust be Hodge's 'bed in the shed" - a deep pile of sacks,
ol d carpet, and newspapers in a corner behind a tea-chest which acted
as unbrell a-stand for garden canes and a birch broom No sign of a
cat, and the sacks and paper were cold. |



wal ked down the flagged path as far as the herb garden, calling his
nane, but wi thout hope. Then back to the house. Now that supper was

provided for, | no |l onger wanted to make the trip to town. | would do
a bit of cleaning, | decided, and | eave the store cupboard till
nor ni ng.

Possi bly the nost surprising thing about that day was the discovery
that | enjoyed housework. M parents' house, the vicarage, had of
course not belonged to us, but in any case 'hel ping nother' is not the
same as working for oneself in one's own house. | had certainly been
m stress of the house after her death, and tasted sone satisfaction

t hen, but never with this heady know edge that the place, and all about
it, was ny own. It was, in fact, the first thing that | had ever
really owned. Throughout ny youth nothing had been m ne; even ny

chi l dhood' s toys and books, the pictures and small ornanents from ny
bedroom had been quietly renmoved and gi ven away when | was from hone,
like the rabbit and the dog and all else | had thought to own.

That the trivia of today are the treasures of tonorrow would not have
occurred either to me or to ny nother; |I only knew that all the small
t hi ngs that make the |andmarks of growi ng up had di sappeared. | had
cone to Thornyhol d al nost enpty-handed, the nost dower |ess of brides.
And now this.

Cousin Geillis nust have seen it, and understood how, along with
everything else, it would help to devel op the strong sense of property
that | had, the two-way need of bel onging, and the alnost fierce sense
of responsibility that went with it. Thornyhold, with all it

contai ned, would be safe with the.

So for the rest of that day |I cleaned ny kitchen out, every cupboard,
every shelf. Every pan was scoured, every piece of china washed. The
curtains went into a tub to soak, and the mats went into the

sunshi ne.

By the time | was feeling really tired, and nost things were back in
place, it looked quite different. So good, in fact, that | went out
and gathered a



bi g bunch of asters and snapdragons fromthe tangled garden at the
front of the house and put a vase of themon the windowsill. There was
a clean cloth on the table, the cushion-covers fromthe Wndsor chair
and the old rocker were in the tub along with the curtains. They could
go out tonorrow, and let us pray for a fair wind to dry them

Then it was dusk, and time for supper. | put Agnes's pie into the oven
to heat, then went upstairs and ran a deep, hot bath. By the tinme |
was dry again, and had put on housecoat and slippers it was quite dark
outside. As | drew ny bedroomcurtains | heard an ow hoot close by.
Tomorrow, | thought, the town and ny shopping list, bank, food,

tel ephone. The rest of the cleaning could wait. Till | expected
conpany? Wth an odd lifting of the spirits, | realised that | did not
need conpany. | had never been so happy in my life.

As | opened the baize door on ny way to the kitchen | thought | heard a
sound fromthe back prem ses. A soft thud, |ike something falling.

I went through. Nothing. The back door stood open still, and | went
outside, to stand for a few nonments, listening. The night was warm
and smelled fresh and sweet. | |ooked up through the trees at a sky
full of stars and faintly nmoving tides of shifting cloud. The ow
called again. | wondered if he was on his way to the attic roost, but
nothing stirred in the still night. As | turned to go back into the
house the scented strands of m nt brushed ny long skirt and | snelled
rosenary.

Happi ness, driven out nonentarily by the faint worry of that

unexpl ai ned sound, cane back with a rush. | reached up under the
jasm ne and took the key down fromits nail. Then | went into the warm
and wel com ng house, mny house, and shut the door behind me. | |ocked

it, and drove hone the bolts.

Now for a glass of sherry, and supper. | went into the bright
ki t chen.

There, on the mat beside the Aga, sat a cat. Thin, matted, eyes |arge,
their distended pupils hard and very bright, staring at me, sat a big
bl ack cat



with white shirt and paws, the hair along his back still ridged and
stiff fromfear or hatred. But not of me. He stood up, stretched,
spoke, and began to purr.



"And was it you who killed that pigeon?" | asked.

It was some tine later. First things first, and the first was that the
cat was starving. | warmed sonme mlk and put it down, then unearthed a
tin of



cat food I had seen in one of the cupboards and gave himas nuch as |
dar ed

He took both, ravenously but with perfect manners, then stretched
again, junped straight into the Wndsor chair, and began to wash. \Wile
| had ny sherry he washed; while | dished up nmy supper he washed; while
| ate an apple he washed; only as | finished a cup of coffee did he
consider hinself fit for the fireside, and curl up, purring loudly, but
still staring, w de awake, at ne.

"Don't bother to answer," | told him

"It was a silly question anyway. |If you had, you' d have eaten it. But
you woul dn't, would you?

Because of course you're Hodge? " A novenent of the head, a glint of
t hose magnificent eyes, confirmed it.

| poured mysel f another cup of coffee, sat down in the rocker opposite
hi m and consi dered.

Hodge. Cousin Ceillis's cat. Wo had di sappeared when she |eft
Thor nyhol d.

Who had come back the norment | was here, with the house to nyself. Who,
i ncidentally, must have nade the sound that had disturbed ne as |I cane
down fromthe bath.

| was very glad to see him Now that he was here, and safe. |
real i sed how nuch I had been worrying over his di sappearance and
possi bl e death. Look after Hodge. He mil niss ne. The only specific
request Cousin Ceillis had made, and | had not been able to carry it
out. Moreover, though I had thought nyself beyond wanting conpany I
was gl ad of this, the ideal conpanion. Hodge, the cat of the house.

The witch's cat.

That was what WIlliamhad said, wasn't it? The wtch's cat. Andihe
had vani shed, to starve or worse, when she had gone. And now that |
was here, he had cone back

"Are you a witch, too?" WIIliamhad asked.

| laughed, and set down ny enpty cup

"Am | ?" | asked Hodge.
"Well, | dare say we'll find out somehow, soon enough. 1'mgoing to
bed.

Where do you sleep? Oh, | see. | mght have known."



As | rose, the cat junped down fromhis chair to | ead the way, tai
high, for the stairs. By the tine | was ready to get into bed he was
there before nme, curled by the pillow purring.

He nust have been tired as well as hungry. Before |I slept nyself the
purring had stopped, abruptly, and the witch's cat was silently,
prof oundl y, asl eep.

| awoke, it seened imrediately. 1t was still quite dark, but | knew
that | must have slept already, soundly, for | felt w de awake, and
refreshed.

More, eager to be out of bed. A feeling of breathl essness made nme | ong
for the air.

Trying not to disturb the cat, | slid out of bed and padded to the
wi ndow.

Behi nd the upper branches a few stars pul sed, and a cl oud-hel d noon.
Their pale light served only to show the black tracery of the boughs.
But my own ni ght-sight seemed strangely accurate: | could have sworn

that | could see, quite clearly, a pair of owls sitting high in a beech
beyond the tool shed They sat huddl ed near the trunk of the tree, and

as | watched, one of themelongated itself till it was tall and stiff
as a billet of wood, its head swivelled round in the extraordinary way
of its kind. It was watching something beyond, behind the trees.

A light. Low down and dancing, a yellowlight. And with it, though
frommuch further away, a sound. Incredibly, people were singing. It
was no song that | had ever heard, a low, alnpbst dirge-like chant, with
little tune to it, but with a strong and steady rhyt hm whi ch coi nci ded
wi th, or gradually overtook, the heartbeat that | could, now, strongly
feel as | |eaned out over the w ndowsill.

It was like | ooking down froma height into a swirling sea; the
rhythmc beat, the little whirls of wind in the branches, the shifting
and beckoning light; all conspiring to draw the dreaner out towards the
dark, into the night.



But I was not dreaming. | was not asleep. The room the garden, al
was familiar, and fromsomewhere, as if in reply to the nusic, a dog
began to bark, distress fully The sane dog, | was sure, that | had
heard | ast night.

And now, beside ne on the w ndowsill, was Hodge, wild-furred and w de
eyed teeth and tongue showi ng as he spat and hi ssed at the darkness.

The witch's cat. And what | could hear, what the |ight betrayed,
beckoning into the deep wood, was a neeting of witches. The sabbath of
the I ocal coven. | knewit, as if the know edge had cone in one of

t hose edged flashes of illumnation, certainty held in spell-light.

So it was true that there were witches still. And true, perhaps, that
Cousin Geillis had been one of then? And was this proof that I, the
second Geillis of Thornyhold, was one of the elect? The thought was
heady, a flow of power going through body and brain, strong and coo
and sweet.

Here Hodge, the cat, |eaped out fromthe windowsill into the darkness.
And |, reaching to catch him for the | eap was too high even for a cat,
over bal anced and fell

| never reached the ground. Nor was it truly a fall. The wind, the
sweep of the night air, sucked nme out of the wi ndow and carried nme up
up above the trees, as easily as if | had been a bird or a dead | eaf.

Round ne the air felt as buoyant and resistant as water. | could
control my passage, alnost as if swinmmng. | shook ny head and my hair
flewout in the race of air. | opened ny lips and drank the flood of

my own passing. Ecstasy was in' every pore, every hair. This was
power and glory. \Whatever was required, it was worth it for this.

, Below ne, as notionless as if there were no wind at all, the forest
stretched black and still. The airstreamthat carried ne flowed high
bet ween t he bl ack boughs and the stars. It flowed between the very
stars, above the nobon. The nobon had sunk | ow, and presently the trees
were gone, and in front of ne a hill rose fromthe darkness, lifting a
bl ack curve to cut across the moon's face. There were stones on the
hill, massive nmenhirs, some fallen



some upright, set apparently at randomin the turf. The light that
had drawn ne out through the wi ndow was circling among them and
presently it alighted.

| sank down towards it, landing effortlessly, as lightly as a gull on
water, and there, a few yards away, was the fallen shape of a vast
stone, and on it a bow where the yellow flane floated in a pool of
sweet-snelling oil.

Besi de the bow a heap of something; feathers? a trailing wing? A
bl ack pigeon with its neck w ung.

Shadows were movi ng round anong the stones. People. They were barely
visible, but fromall around canme that same rhythm c, neani ngl ess chant
that the wi nd had brought to nme at Thornyhol d.

Hesitantly, not afraid, but full of awe and a strong, tingling
excitement, | approached the lighted stone. The grass beneath ny bare
feet felt ice-cold.

| welconmed it. M body burned still, as if it had been drenched wth
very hot water. The dizzy euphoria of the flight was fading. M eyes
ached. The light, gentle though it was, hurt them there was grit
inside the lids. | stretched a hand towards the fallen stone. | was
consci ous of the shadow peopl e crowdi ng nearer, of the chant grow ng
and swel ling anong the standing stones. The nobon had al nost gone. She
filled only a copper rim and a cloud scarred her face.

Soneone stood between me and the stone, a wonman, tall, dressed in a
| ong cl oak that blew about her. She |ooked faniliar, |ike a nmenory
fromthe pond in the meadow when I was six years ol d.

"Cousin Geillis?" | shouted it, but made no sound. The woman never
noved, but there was a rustle at nmy feet, and | paused and | ooked down.
A hedgehog, whining and snuffling, nudged about anbngst the grass. A
bird fl ew across at wai st height, a flash of deep kingfisher blue even
in the dead light of the nmoon. And after it |eaped Hodge the cat, a
smal | shadow anong the ot her shadows. He shot hissing between ny feet,
tripping ne. | fell on my face.

The turf was surprisingly soft, and not cold any nore.



Hands took ne, gently, and turned nme over on ny back. In the yell ow
[ight, swi nm ng against the blackness, | saw faces. Mst were strange,
m sty and changing as | |ooked, like faces in a dream But forenopst
and unchangi ng, were two that | knew.

"Be she all right?" asked Jessamy Trapp. H s voice was anxious.

"Ch, yes, she's all right." Agnes smled down at ne, triunphant,

smug.

"I knew it all along, didn't 1? You're fine, ny lady ... and next tine
it'll be better still. Now shut your eyes again, and we'll see you

back where you bel ong."

Bef ore she had finished speaking, nmy eyes had shut fast, |ike the eyes
of a doll that has no will of its own. There was the faintest
sensation of floating once again, or being lifted, then nothing. As if
Agnes's order had bl acked out ny conscious brain, | either fainted, or
fell into another deep sleep, for when | opened nmy eyes again | was in
bed at Thornyhol d, and the w ndow was shut, and Hodge the cat was
asleep at ny feet, and it was norning.

And | awoke, and behold it was a dream

It took ne a long time, through clinging nmists of that deep sleep, to
shake off the effects of the dream For dreamit had to be. Nowin
t he sweet daylight the beckonings of witchcraft were inpossible and
W ong.

It had to be. | drew nyself up against the pillows and thought about
it. | felt, it was true, nuch nore as if | had spent the night flying
to neet a coven than' resting, even dreanming violently, in nmy own bed.
My head ached; the gritty sensation behind the eyelids was still there;
the faintest residue of heat remained in ny skin. The bedcl ot hes
snel l ed of sweat, and though | knew that one sweated with a vivid

ni ghtmare, this smelled sonmehow different.

But did this mean that, ny God, | had been flying flying over the
forest tops, had been watching a coven danci ng anong Drui d stones, and
had tried to reach what was probably their altar light? An altar where
Jessany and Agnes



Trapp noved anong the crowd, where a tall shadow |like nmy dead Cousin
Ceillis was standing, and where the corpse of the dead pigeon fromthe
Thornyhol d attic had been brought as an offering?

Al the indications, | told myself, were that | had had a bad

ni ght mare. The dream was made up of the el enments of yesterday, and of
the further past the hedgehog, the kingfisher, Cousin CGeillis herself.
And supposing, inpossibly, that it had been true, how had the Trapps
brought ne hone? How had they got in? Both doors downstairs were

| ocked and bolted. And now, in this norning daylight, with a wen
singing in the bushes outside, | refused to believe that they had fl own
with me through the bedroom w ndow. And shut and latched it, |
supposed, by magic, after they had flown out?

Here Hodge the cat opened his eyes, put out a paw, and stretched,
"Were you out flying last night?" | asked him

And got no answer, or only a negative one. The cat had certainly noved
during the night, for where he had gone to sleep curled close agai nsr
me, he was |ying now near the foot of the bed, on top of the
dressing-gown | had left there.

Whi ch proved nothing. But commpn sense (so easy to assume in daylight)
i nsi sted that Hodge had nerely been part of a nightmare which had been
brought on, probably, by the stuffiness of the room

Since | had forgotten to open the window had not forgotten to open the
wi ndow. | had done it, as | now clearly renenbered, just before | got
into bed; and now it was shut.

| sat there staring at the shut wi ndow, while comobn sense fought a
losing battle with imagi nation. Perhaps, | told myself, the aged
sash-cords had given way, and the heavy w ndow had fallen shut of its
own accord (wi thout waking me? ), and in the warmh of the room| had
sl ept too deeply, and had had a bad dream A dream vivid enough to
tire me, and to | eave a hangover

But | was awake now, and it was a brilliant day, a normal day, and
Hodge was



hone, and there was work to do. Wrk, the answer to every kind of
nightmare. And to begin with, | would clean this roomnyself, and
change the bedding all over again.

| threw back the bedcl othes, swung ny feet over the side of the bed,
and reached for the dressing-gown.

"Come on," | said to Hodge

"You'll have to " | stopped short. The cat had noved when | did, and
now junped to the floor, yawning and stretching. Where he had been
lying, on the folds of nmy dressing-gown, was a wi sp of dry grass,
pressed flat by his sleeping weight. And hal fway between the bed and
t he wi ndow, yell ow against the green of the carpet, lay a dead | eaf.

There is a passage sonmewhere in Coleridge's witings which, once read,
had stayed in nmy nmenory. | could not then have quoted it accurately,
but the gist of it, as | sat there on the edge of the bed, with one arm
arrested as | reached for the dressing-gown, cane flooding to drown the
weak struggles of common sense. |If a man could pass through Paradise
in a dream and have a flower presented to himas a pledge that his

soul had really been there, and if he found the/ lower in his hand when
he awoke Aye, and what then?

What then, indeed?

No answer there, either, for a woman who had passed through sone
shadowy annexe to the O herworld, and found dead plants for proof when
she awoke.

From overhead cane a patter, a scratching and the scrabble of claws.
Hodge | ooked up sharply, yell ow eyes narrow and concentr at ed.

"I forgot to take water up," | said aloud, and had to clear ny ithroat
to say it. Then |I grabbed the dressing-gown, bani shed Col eri dge back

to his opiumclouds, and went to have a bath.

By the time | had bathed and dressed the dream had receded, as dreans
do, and



the ideas it had engendered had faded even further. Before | made ny
breakfast | |et Hodge out of the back door (still |ocked fast) and then
filled the enanel jug with water and carried it up to the attic.

| opened the door gently" and went in. There were two pigeons in the
attic.

One, ny friend of yesterday, was pecking round on the floor, but on a
wi ndowsill, regarding ne with an eye the col our of a Mexican opal, was
a new one, a blue-grey pigeon, with white barred wings. It made a soft
sound in its throat, shifting fromfoot to foot as if nervous.
scattered a handful of grain, and bent to fill the trough with water.
The bl ue-grey pigeon flew strai ght down and stooped to drink

Then | saw the ring on its |eg.
Gently, carefully, | took hold of the bird. It nmade no attenpt to
escape. | managed to detach the tiny ring. Then | put the bird down

again, and let it feed.

Over by the window, | unfolded the flinmsy paper. There was a nessage
printed very small, in capitals.

VELCOVE MY DEAR FROM YOUR COUSI N CEI LLI S



Wien | left for Arnside soon after lunch, | took care to | ock both
doors.

Arnsi de was a pleasant, small narket town, with a few good shops, a
cobbl ed



mar ket place, and a church rather too big for its present needs. The
choi ce of shops was not great, and | soon nade ny sel ection and

regi stered for groceries and neat, did what shopping | could, then
visited the bank and made nyself known to the nanager, a pleasant man,
Thor pe by nane, who spoke warmy of ny Cousin Ceillis, and expressed
hinself very willing to help ne in whatever way he could. | handed
over the letters fromMartin and Martin, signed papers opening ny new
bank account, and was shown a very cheering balance. On ny asking M
Thor pe' s advice about installing a tel ephone, he made the call for ne
there and then. It was still not easy, he told me, to get a new line
put in, but as Thornyhold was so isolated he thought he could press ny
case, and the tel ephone would surely be installed before wi nter cane.
And yes, he said, he knew Hannaker's Garage at St Thorn, and when | did
see ny way clear to buying a car, | would be in safe hands there.

Finally, on my nmentioning Ms Trapp, he put a call through for nme to
Martin and Martin and then left his office while | took it. Wat I
heard fromthemdid something to set ny nmind at rest; they had
certainly inforned Ms Trapp of Mss Ransey's inpending arrival sone
time in Septenber, and, M ss Saxon having enpl oyed her fromtime to
time, Ms Trapp had her own key, or rather, knew where one was kept.

By the same token, the solicitors had judged her to be the best person
to get the house ready for me. They did hope that all was well? | was
quite satisfied with the way | had found things? | assured themthat I
was, thanked them thanked M Thorpe, and then, on the strength of that
bank bal ance, went into the ironnonger's next door and managed to buy,
with a feeling of quite absurd pleasure, the first gift for ny new
hone, a pair of tea-towels and three yell ow dusters.

Then | set off for honme. After only a nile or so on the main highway,
nmy way branched off into enpty country roads, which curled along in the
shade of deep banks clad with ivy and crowned with trees. Here and
there al ong the



roadsi de were quarries, long disused, where road netal had been dug.
They were filled now with thickets of sloe and branble, and | could see

the sunlight glinting on fruit reddening to ripeness. | renmenbered the
enpty jars in the tool shed ready for the branmble jelly | intended to
make. O such small things is happiness nmade. | pedalled hone to the

sound of tins clinking in the basket, and presently turned in through
the drive gates towards Thornyhol d.

As | passed the | odge | saw Agnes, out in the tiny yard at the side,
peggi ng out some towels and a couple of checked shirts which nust

bel ong to Jessany.

She hung the peg bag on the line and waved, taking a step towards ne.
| stopped, and she approached, smling.

"You been to town?"

"Yes. | enjoyed it, too. It's alovely ride, isn't it? It's years
since |I've been on a bike, but it's true that you don't forget how

By the time | got to the end of the drive | felt fine, and there was
very little traffic on the main road. " "It can be bad market days,
when the farmers go in. N ce town, though, isn't it?"

"Very. | didn't really explore, because | wanted to get back, but
there seened to be lots to see. The church | ooks lovely, alnost a
cathedral. |Is the music good?"

"Musi c?" She | ooked bl ank

"I don't know rmuch about music. Never been in there, anyway. You a
chur chgoer, then?"

| 1 aughed.
"Brought up to be as regular as cl ockwork."
A qui ck | ook.

"More than your aunty was.

"Not my aunt, my cousin. You don't surprise ne. | seemto remenber
that she wasn't exactly a believer."

"Hm" A nod, as if | had confirmed sonething. Then anot her
specul ative | ook at ne.

"I's everything all right at the house? You look as if you haven't
sl ept.

Was them birds in the roof disturbing you? Jessany told ne about that
pigeon. Al sorts used to go in there after the food. Dirty things.

Vermn, | call them but fond of themall, she was, for all she was
such a real lady. Kept you awake, did they?"



"No. Actually, there was only one, and | didn't hear it at all."

"You should ha' let Jessanny bring it away with the dead one. Then
keep that w ndow shut."

"Il think about it. But | did sleep pretty well, thank you."

"That's all right, then. | just thought you | ooked a bit pea ky You
don't mind me asking?"

"OfF course not." The questions, surely too many for casual interest,
made ne decide to probe a little on my own account.

"As a matter of fact, | did have a bad dream"”

"That's nasty, when you're alone in the house. Wat was it about,
t hen?"

Certainly not casual
"I"ve forgotten," | said indifferently. "No there was sonmething in it
about music. But you know how it is with dreams. They seemterribly

vivid, but as soon as you wake up, they've gone."

"I thought maybe it was about me, seeing as it was a bad dream" She
| aughed nerrily, |ooking at nme sideways.

"Do you know," | said slowy, "I think you did conme into it
sonewhere... But that sounds rude, doesn't it?

Oh, yes, there's sonething |I've been neaning to ask you about. There's
a dog barking at night it seems quite near. Do you know whose it is,
and where?

It sounds well, | wondered if it was all right. " "I couldn't say, |I'm
sure. You get used to the noise after a bit, in the country. 1've
never noticed."

"Well, never mind. | rmust get back now GCh, Ms Trapp -" "Agnes. Do
call ne Agnes."

"Agnes, then. Wen will the branbles be ripe enough for jan®"

"If this sun goes on, another week and you might find plenty. They
grow down this way, along the road you cane."

"I know, | saw them"
"You make your own, then?"
"Ch, yes. That is, if | can find the recipe. M ss Saxon seens to have

left quite a stock of sugar. |1'd rather nmake jelly than jamw th the
br anbl es,



but | never can renenber quantities, and my own books haven't cone
yet.

Have you got a good one?"

"I have, but you use Mss Saxon's. She has |lots of books, you'll find
a reci pe somewhere. She was always trying things, and if they cane out
well, she'd wite them down herself. Her jams and such were rea

| ovely, better than anyone else's."
"Ch? | will, then, if I can find it. D dn't she give it to you?"

"She never gave her recipes to no one. But if you do find her book

and you don't mind, I'd be right pleased to see it. | did look in the
ki tchen when | had the books down to clean, but it wasn't there. |
reckon it would be in the still-room along with the concoctions she

made up there. Wne and such she would nake, cordials she called them
and very good they were. But the last year or so she didn't bother so
much. You ever nade wi nes yoursel f?"

"No, but I"dlike to learn. 1'll look out for the recipes, and we
m ght have a go."

"I"d take that kindly. You do your own baking as well?" Eyeing the
bread flour in my basket.

"You got your rations all right, then? And that's a nice chicken
Bolter's, was it? You've been lucky there, and | see he let you have
two eggs. Like gold they are these days, so watch those tins don't

break them | can let you have a box for themif you like."

"Thanks, but it's not worth it. |[I'mnearly home, and |'m bei ng

car ef ul

"Il only get one a week after this; | had two weeks' rations to pick
up today."

"Well." said Agnes, "when you get to know fol ks better..." She let it
hang, then added, neaningly: "I never knew your aunty go short."

"It looks like it. Her store-cupboard' s a sight for sore eyes. Well
goodbye, Agnes. It's a lovely drying day, isn't it? 1've got sone
washing out, and it'll be ready for ironing by now, | expect."

When | got home | wheel ed the cycle straight round to the shed, and was
startled to see that the back door stood open. WIIiam appeared on the
st ep.



"WIlliam How did you get in?"

He ignored the question. He was bright with excitenent. "Ch, Mss
Geillis!

D d you know Hodge was back?"

"Yes. He cane back last night. But WIlliam how did you get into the
house?

It's all right, I don't mnd, seeing it's you, but I was so sure |'d

| ocked the doors, and | know the back door was bolted. | went out by
the front."

"Ch, there's a broken sneck on the back kitchen window It's been bust
for ages, but Mss Ceillis never bothered. Wen | got here Hodge was
sitting on the sill, and I thought he'd just cone hone and was hungry,

so | clinmbed in and got himsonme mlk. You really don't mnd?"
"No. "
"You said he would cone back! How did you find hin? Were was he?"

"He came back hinmself, late last night. He was dreadfully hungry, and
he | ooked as if he'd had a bad fright. WIIliam did you know M ss
Ceillis kept pigeons?"

"Yes, of course. In the attic. Al the birds used to cone in. | used
to help her feed them But just before she went to hospital soneone
cane with a big basket and took themaway. Let me carry yours for you.
Cosh, it's heavy. Oh, you got two tins of cat food, and doesn't the
fish snell! | needn't have asked if you knew Hodge was back! 1t | ooks
as if he's the only one going to eat."

| laughed as | followed himinto the house.

"I got a chicken, and two whole eggs, so | won't starve yet awhile
unl ess Hodge helps ne with that, too."

"He probably will. But | brought you some eggs. M dad sent them
That's why | came over. There's a dozen, all brown ones. | put them
on the kitchen table. " "Wy, how lovely! Thank you very much. Pl ease

t hank your father for ne.
Where do you live, WIIianP"

"Over towards Tidworth. [It's called Boscobel. At least, it used to be
call ed Taggs Farm but Dad changed the nane."

"Boscobel 's nicer than Taggs Farm |Is your father a farmer, then?"



"No. It's not a farmnow, it's just a house. Dad wites."
"Wites what?"

"Books. |'ve never read one, not right through, that is. | tried
once, but it was a bit dry. He's pretty fanmous, | think, but it's not
his real name."

"What is it?"
"Peter Vaughan. Have you read thenP"

"I"'mafraid not. But | do knowthe nane. 1'Ill have to |look for his
books, now that |'ve net you. |Is he witing just now?"

"Yes, and it puts himin an awful tenper nost of the tine. So | cone
out,"

said WIliam sinply.
"He can't do with nme around the house at such tines."

It sounded |ike an echo of something often said. | smiled. "And your
not her? Does she hide away fromhim too?"

"She does better than that. She left us." H s tone was quite
indifferent.

"Has Hodge had his di nner?"

"Yes. He had it before | went out. But you can give him sone of the
fish, if you like, while I get ny things off."

When | cane back into the kitchen Hodge WAs under the table with his
chin in a saucer, with WIliamkneeling beside him The boy's face was
rapt, |oving.

| thought of my own chil dhood, so rich in practical care, so starved of
the real needs of the lonely and i magi native child. | had wondered why
a lively boy seemed happy to spend so nmuch tinme, first with ny cousin,
who was ol d enough to be his grandnother, and now apparently with mne.
Mich was now expl ai ned, the self-absorbed father, the absent nother

the I ong days of the school holiday. There was no need to feel pangs
of consci ence about letting himstay and hel p; presumably his fathea
knew where he was; but one day soon | would have to find nmy way to
Boscobel and make nyself known there, and find out if the child was
needed at his own honme or not.

Wl liam]l ooked up
"What are you thinking about? You |ook kind of sad."

"Not sad," | said, "and nothing nuch."



The first was true, the second a lie. | was thinking three things.
The first was that Agnes Trapp had exam ned the contents of ny basket,
and had not seen fit to remark on the couple of tins of cat food, and
t he danp, snelly parcel of fish scraps that cushioned the eggs from
them She who renmarked on everything.

Hence, she knew t hat Hodge was hone.
She had al so asked, with some interest, how | had slept last night.

And thirdly, there had been a way into the house last night, for
sormeone who knew t he sneck on the back wi ndow was broken. [If WIIliam
could clinmb in and unfasten the door, so could Jessany.

It was crazy, it was in itself a nightmare, but was it possible that
Agnes and her son Jessany had really been in nmy bedroom | ast night, and
that they had carried in the grass and the dead leaf? That in the
nmonent between sl eeping and waki ng they had been in very fact bendi ng
over my bed, and had seen Hodge then even a glinpse of him as,
presunmably, he had junped off my pillow and fled into hiding?

But why? W Iliamhad told ne that Agnes had had the place upside down
"l ooki ng for sonething," and | had certainly arrived too soon for her

| had declined her help in ny cleaning, and since then had kept the
doors | ocked.

But it really was absurd. |If she had wanted to search the house she
woul d do far better to wait till | was out, |like today, than break in
at night, with the risk of waking ne. Unless, of course, she could
have drugged ny sl eep

More and nmore absurd. And how and when? Wiile | was upstairs in the
bat hroon? The sound | had heard? Easier still, the pie she had given
me for supper? Sone drug dropped in it to nmake ne sleep heavily, which
had i nduced that incredible nightmare of flight and fantasy? Forget

it, Glly, and don't pretend the woman is anything but perfectly
friendly and hel pful, or that there's anything weird about this place
or anything to do with it, because Thornyhold is heaven and you | ove
it.



"Wlliam" | said suddenly, "what tine did you come along here to the
house, | nean?"

"About two o' clock. You can't have been gone |ong, because Ms Trapp
canme up just after, and said she'd seen you go out the main gate."

"She was here?"

Sonething in nmy tone caught at him He eyed ne. "Yes."

"Why did she come?"

"She didn't say. She just said how funny that you' d washed the sheets
again when they were just fresh on, and were the eggs for you and she
woul d put themin the pantry and take the sheets in because they were
dry. So | said she couldn't because the doors were | ocked and you'd
taken the back door key and | was going to do some gardening and wait
for you myself."

I was silent,

"I'"d | ocked the door again, you see: Wen |I'd given Hodge his mlk
cane out again to get the' eggs | couldn't carry themwhen | clinbed in
and then | saw her com ng through the wood and so | just shut the door
and put the key in my pocket."

| took a breath.

"She'll think I don't trust her," | said uncertainly.

"Mss Geillis didn't. She told ne so."

"Ch?" Sonme relic of my Victorian upbringing nade ne feel how
unsuitable it was to let a child talk so, but WIliamwas nore sensible
than a lot of adults | had known. Besides, | needed to know.

"Did you tell her Hodge was back? O did she see hin®"

"No. He went upstairs after he'd had the nilk. | didn't tell her
because she hates Hodge, and he hates her. That's why he went. After
Mss Ceillis died, Ms Trapp was going to drown him"

"WIliam"

"It's true. | heard her say so."

"Who to?"



"Jessany. He's all right, actually, but he's a bit sinple, and he is
scared of her, and does what she tells him™"

"I see." A lot was beginning to explain itself. | decided to treat
his fears as rational

"So that's why you were so worried about Hodge's di sappearance?" He
nodded.

"And about the saucers that weren't touched?"

"Yes. | didn't tell you for fear of upsetting you, too.

"You know, the saucers were probably quite all right. You didn't find
the place strewn with dead birds and voles, did you?"

"No." He snmiled then, relieved, | thought, at not being |aughed at.

| was, indeed, far fromlaughing. | said slowy, after a pause: "Well
| ook, WIlliam this may all be true, but one needs to be on good terns
wi th one's nei ghbours, so just go easy with Ms Trapp, will you, even

if you don't like her? O even if, nmuch nore inportant, Hodge doesn't
like her? So far she's been very good to me, and | want it to stay
that way. Okay?"

"Ckay," said WIliamthe sensible.
"She was good to Dad and me, too.

Made cakes and things for us, and she's a smashing cook. But she used
to stay around and talk, and Dad couldn't take it. | told you, | get
chased out nyself when he's busy. | don't mind her really. 1It's only
because of Hodge.

" "She was probably joking about Hodge. It can't be easy to drown a
full-grown cat, even if he would have |l et her catch him Anyway, he's
all right now "

"We all are,"” said Wlliam half to hinself, half to Hodge, who was
sitting back fromthe saucer and starting to wash his face.

"I"ll go on with some weeding now, if you |like?" He paused in the
door way.

"By the way, did you notice that your bicycle punp had come back? It's
on the shelf in the shed. Flew, | expect."



still, or with a breeze that lifted a few |l eaves fromthe trees. The
horse-chestnuts turned first, a rich golden yellow, then the cherries,
to



scarl et and saffron and jade. No frosts as yet. |In the garden asters
and chrysant hermuns snelled rich and sweet. | found autumn crocus one
norni ng just beside the front door, and on the Garrya agai nst the north
wal | the grape-bl ooned catkins were beginning to | engthen for winter

| had never worked so hard, physically, in ny life, and had certainly
never been so happy. M luggage canme, and with it the furniture and
househol d effects that | had kept fromthe vicarage, so, before these
could be arranged, | started on the prom sed turnout of the house.

Drawi ng- room den, dining-room hallway | swept, scrubbed, polished.
One dayJessany Trapp cane up with his nother, and offered to clinmb up
and clear the roof gutters. Agnhes cane two or three tines, with
renewed offers, insistent ones, of help, so that | began to wonder if
she needed the nmoney, and in the end set her to scrub out the old

ki tchen and back premi ses, and then, | amafraid with intent, to do the
same for the pigeon-loft. To do her justice, she did the jobs well,

but it seened that the pigeon-loft was enough, for, after | had thanked
her and paid her, she did not cone back, and I was left in peace.

At length the house, scoured, polished and snelling of autumm fl owers,

was as clean as it would ever be. | spent two or three satisfying days
rearrangi ng the roons to acconmodate ny own things, |eaving the
pi cture-hanging always a slow job till last. | had rehung nost of the

pictures fromthe hall and draw ng-room after cleaning them but had
kept one or two aside to make way for my own fl ower studies | had done
some time ago, which ny father had thought good enough to franme. These,
| thought, mght go well enough with Cousin Geillis's pictures, which
were all water- colours, pretty things, the sort you can live wth.

Her taste had been conventional and gentle: all her spirit and energy,
it seemed, had gone into her care for garden and still-room

One of her pictures intrigued me. It was a tinted draw ng, very much
faded, of Thornyhold seen fromthe belvedere, its south front, bare of
creepers and



clinmbing plants, |ooking vaguely unfamliar. The garden, too, was
different, with paths cutting curved |lines through cl ose-nmown grass,
and fl ower beds crowdi ng between. The encl osi ng hedges were barely
breast hi gh.

There was not hing surprising about finding a 'view of the house done
many years ago, but what aroused ny curiosity was the signature, a
monogram of a G and an S entwined. GCeillis Saxon? She had surely
never seen Thornyhold when it | ooked |like that? She could not even
have been alive at the tine. Then who? Not another Ceillis, that was
too fanciful. But the very fancy stirred sonething in me that had been
forgotten for too long. Studying the ordered | awns and shrubberies of
the old Thornyhold, | felt nyself seized, for the first time since ny
school days by the old longing to paint. Not 'to be an artist', no
anbitions after London exhibitions, or dreans of vast canvases hung on
gallery walls, but a desire to record some of the beauty around nme, to
put Thornyhold, quite literally, back in (he picture. | would start
this very week, and soon, when' ny hand was in again, | would tackle
this same view of the house as | had seen it recognised it with so nmuch
love on that first day. And with the work, somehow, stake ny own claim
to Thor nyhol d.

Meantime the garden, |ike the house, must be brought to order

WIlliamhad cone fromtime to time, as he had prom sed, to help me with
the garden. Between us we got the front strip weeded and tidied for
the winter, and made a start on the kitchen garden and herb beds.

Most of Cousin CGeillis's harvest woul d be wasted, because | knew very
little as yet about the picking and drying of her plants, but | could
deal with the pot-herbs, and brought in rosemary and sage and thyme and
sprigs of sweet bay, and hunted out the jars for ny branble jelly.
There was no orchard fruit to gather (if the Trapps had taken it during
the interregnum that was fair enough) but there would be wld

bl ackberries in plenty. |If | could lay



hands on Cousin Geillis's famous reci pe book I mght find new ways of
usi ng what was left of the garden produce.

But search as | mght, | found nothing except an ancient volunme of
country recipes collected years ago by the | ocal Wmen's Institute.

What ever was speci al about nmy cousin's preserves would just have to be
m ssed; the jams and jellies in the W book made | usci ous enough
readi ng, and for the present would have to serve.

So one beautiful day | gave nyself a holiday, and went black berrying

Wl liamhad given me rough directions. Through the wi cket at the side
of the house, along the woodl and path, then up a | ane, which was rutted
but passable, and | ed eventually, he told me, to an ancient quarry set
in pastureland. This, long since disused, was overgrown wth

bl ackberry bushes, and, since it caught all the sun, ripened them
beautiful ly.

| tied a basket to ny bicycle, and set off. It was a roughish ride,
and it took ne sone three or four niles, but by road it would have been
fully six or nore. The afternoon sun shone down with real heat on the
quarry, and the wind could find no way there. Rabbits fled at ny
approach, scuttling up the steep byways of the rock face, to vanish
anong the stones. There was water at the quarry's base, a poo
surrounded by fine, sheep-nibbled turf. The sheep, indeed, were stil
there, but noved off at nmy approach. Their dismal bleating echoed from
the quarry cliff, and was answered |l oudly and sweetly by a robin's
song. There were no other sounds. The wild thyme was still in flower,
and here and there harebells hung notionless in the wi ndless air.

WIlliamhad not misled ne. The place was a nass of branbles, and the
fruit was big and glinting-ripe. |1 got to work

| had alnost filled my basket when |I slowy becane conscious that the
bl eati ng of the sheep had not dwi ndled with the flock's di sappearance.
One voice renained, steadily conplaining. Only faintly curious, but
glad of a



respite, | straightened up and | ooked around. No sign. The short
turf by the water was inhabited only by a pied wagtail, making its
darting runs after the insects brought out by the warm sunshine. The
robin flew down to a bush nearby, and whispered its nusical under song
From somewher e deep anong the banked branbl es, the sheep conpl ai ned.

And now that | was listening, there was nore in the cry than idle
grunbl i ng.

There was fear. | set ny basket down and went to | ook

She was caught, like Abrahamis ram in a thicket of thorns. 1In trying
to push through, she had brought a dozen hooked boughs down to fix

t hensel ves in her fleece, and when she had tried to pull herself out
backwards, others had gaffed and netted her like a fish. She was

i movabl e.

She saw me, gave one last cry, and fell silent. | picked ny way
carefully in past the first barbed branches, and started to try and
unravel her.

It was an appalling job. | had no gloves, and to do the job w thout

i njury one woul d have needed heavy gauntlets of |eather. And
secateurs, or even wire cutters, with them for as | tore each bough
away fromthe sheep's wool which took all ny strength but did not
appear to hurt the sheep at all the bough tended to spring straight
back and catch hold before | had reached for the next one. And each
nmoverent brought |acerations of hands and arms. | was scratched and

bl eeding freely before I gave up and began to scour the quarry, sure

t hat somewhere, some picnicker careless of the countryside would have
thrown away a bottle or sharp-edged tin. | soon found one. Beside the
remai ns of a canpfire near the pool was a broken whisky bottle.

started to hack the brambles through with that, and haul them away, and
in another ten mnutes or so it began to look as if the sheep could be
nmoved, but | was afraid that, once she found she could nove, she m ght
struggle away fromme, and trap herself all over again.

"What on earth are you doing?" queried a startled voice, just behind
me. |



junped and turned. A man had approached, his footsteps soundl ess on
the nossy turf of the quarry's floor. He was slightly above niddle

hei ght, with darkish hair showing a hint of grey, and dark brows over
grey eyes. Hi s skin was weathered to a healthy red-brown, and his

cl ot hes were workman's clothes, but his voice was educated. He carried
a pair of binoculars slung over one shoulder, and in his hand was a
crook.

He nust be the shepherd, or the farner. Relieved, | had just opened ny
mouth to speak when he repeated sharply: "What the devil have you been
doing to that ewe?"

| gaped. Caught in my work of mercy, | had expected the shepherd to
spring to "ly help, but he | ooked both startled and angry.

"What the devil do you think I'mdoing?" | answered tartly. Then
following his | ook, | saw what he had seen. M/ hands were bl eedi ng
freely, and bl ood had dripped and snmeared over the animal's fl eece.

And in one bl oody hand | held that nost horrible of weapons, a broken
bottl e.

| said, rather feebly: "It's my own blood. D d you think I was cutting
her up for a stew?"

"Ch, ny God," he said.

"I see. But when you catch sonmeone with a broken bottle in their hands

and bl ood all over the place ... I'mterribly sorry. Are you badly
hurt ?"
"Not really. They're not glass cuts; | was using the bottle to hack

t hese beastly branbl es away. She was stuck fast, but she's al nost out
now, and |'m scratched to death. Can you hel p?"

"Well, of course. You cone out of that and let ne."

He produced a clasp-knife froma pocket, and then, with the crook
started to haul back the remai ning branble stenms that trapped the ewe.
Sone of them he cut, then he handed the stemof the crook to ne.

"Hold them back with this, will you, please, while | haul her out? If
I cut themall at once she'll probably bolt straight back into the
thick of it."

| took the stick, and held back the bundl e of thorns. He waded in
anmong t he



remai ni ng strands, then laid hold of the thick fleece with both hands,
and threw his wei ght back. She cane, and as she cane, she started to
struggle wildly, but he held her, and finally yanked her clear of the
thorns. In her terror, she fought to bolt back into cover, but he
managed to turn her round and give her a shove, till, calling dismally,
she bolted, safe and sound, up the track where her sisters had gone.
Apart fromthe bl oodstains, and a very ragged fl eece, she seened none

t he worse.

"Well, thank you," 1 said.

"Well, thank you," said the shepherd.

"But for you, she might well have died there."
"You' d have found her yourself."

"As it happens, yes, but it was the purest chance that brought ne this
way. "

"And t hank goodness for that. Even if | could have got her free, |
doubt if | could have turned her. They're incredibly strong, aren't
they? Here's your crook."

He took it.
"Now, your hands. How bad are they?"
| held them out.

"Scratches, but they'Il heal. They've been bleeding so nuch that I
suppose they'll be clean. Do you think the water's all right? 1'd
li ke to wash."

| knelt down by the pool and washed the bl oodstains ofif. The
scratches were many and sore, but only one of themwas deep. This was
still bleeding quite freely. He stood w thout speaking till | had
fini shed, then handed ne a cl ean handkerchief. | protested, groping
for nmy own, only to find that I had none.

"Take it," he insisted.

"Look, returning it is no problem | live just over the hill there.
Conme up now and we'll put sonething on those cuts, and |I'm sure we can
find some sticking-plaster. Anyway, you'd like a cup of tea, wouldn't
you?"

"Well" | said, weakly.

"Did you get all the branbles you wanted?"

"Just about. | can easily come back another tine, anyway." | regarded
ny hands.
"I hardly feel like picking any more just this mnute. 1s this your

| and, by the way? Was | trespassing?"



"No, no. It's a public path, and in any case the quarry woul d be

common | and. Before it filled up, | believe the gipsies used to canp
here. Let me take the basket. Ch, | see, you've got a bicycle."

"WIl it be safe here if | conme back the same way?"

"I think so, but we won't chance it. 1'Il take it for you. W go this

way, and it's pretty steep, but much the quickest."
Wheel ing the bicycle, he started off up the track the sheep had used.

| followed. Once at the head of the quarry, | could see a |low, grey
farmhouse, set in its own shaw of beeches, with a sprawl of

out buil dings to one side. Rooks were loud in the trees, and cattle
were gathering near a gate where a farmroad curl ed past the buil dings
and out of sight.

"You can go back that way," he said, pointing.

"The track you were on joins it just over that brow You live
hereabouts, | take it? O are you on holiday? You can't have been
here long, or we'd surely have nmet, and | wouldn't have forgotten
that."

H s glance nade it a conplinent, and | |aughed.

"I haven't been here a nonth yet, but | think you probably know a fair
amount about me, all the sane.”

"What do you nean?"

| nodded towards the gate. A small figure slid through it and cane
runni ng towards us.

"Dad! Mss Ceillis!"

"It was WIliamwho told me about the quarry and the branbles,” |
sai d.

Wlliam s father scooped his son up under one arm and dunped himon the
saddl e of my bicycle. He regarded nme across the handl ebars.

"So you're our new witch," he said, smling.



"Well," | said, "' mGeillis Ransey and | do seemto be taking over ny
cousin's reputation

That's alnost the first thing Williamsaid to ne, too. Has he been
telling tales to you?"

"Inevitably. His flair for fiction is even better than nine



' m supposed to be the one who does the inventing round here, and at
least | get paid for ny efforts, but Wlliams well on the way to
outstrippi ng ne.

However, he does seemto have introduced us, which is a good mark for
hi m

How do you do, M ss Ransey? |'m Christopher Dryden. " As we reached
the gate he tipped his son off the bicycle.

"Run along in, will you, and put the kettle on." Then to ne: "How are
you enjoyi ng Thor nyhol d?"

"I love it."

He propped the bicycle against the wall.

"Not too lonely there?"

"Not at all. The Trapps have been very hel pful, and Wlliam too. |
meant to come and see you soon anyway, to ask if it was all right for
Wlliamto come over so often. Oh, and to thank you myself for the

eggs you sent. It was terribly good of you."

"They were nothing. Eggs and milk are no problemhere. W're stil
part of the farm and the Yellands are very good to us."

"And it's all right about Wllian? | love having him and he's a great
hel p, but perhaps you woul d rather he stayed at honme?"

"Not a bit of it. |'mbusy nost of the tine, and don't pay enough
attention to him I'mafraid. And he loves Thorny- hold. | think he

nm sses your cousin quite a lot."

"I gathered that. Well, that's fine, but |I'mafraid poor WIliamgets
a lot of work to do when he does come over."

"He likes it. And |I'mvery grateful to you for letting him |'m
afraid that when I'min the throes of a book I'mvery bad conpany.

I've tried to tine ny witing so that 1'mfree when he's on holiday
fromschool, but it never seens to work that way. |[|'ve been hard at it
all sumer, and haven't had nuch time for him poor chap. Shall we go
in now?

['l1l show you where to wash, and WIlIliam get that box of plasters and
lint and stuff down fromthe bathroom wll you? by the tinme you' ve
dealt with those hands of yours the kettle should be ready. "



Wlliamdid as he was told, then vani shed about sone concern of his
own. | rejoined ny host in the farmkitchen, a big, long roomwth a
| ow ceiling.

The old fireplace was there, but its ovens were plainly disused, and an
electric stove stood at the far end of the room Two w ndows | ooked
out over the pasture; the sills were deep in papers, which did seemto
be in sone son of order. Down the centre of the roomwas a |ong,
scrubbed table, with plates and cutlery set ready at the end nearest
the stove; one guessed that between neals they were put straight back
on the table as soon as they were washed up. The butter crock stood
there, atin of salt, a half-enpty bottle of red wi ne and one of tomato
ket chup. Bachelor living as a fine art; the kitchen was cl ean and

wor kmanl i ke, and the clutter made sense for a busy nan | ooking after

hi nmsel f.

Teapot and nugs stood ready. He nade the tea and opened a round tin
that held biscuits.

"Do sit down. MIlk and sugar?" i /- '~ "MIk, please, but no sugar
Thank you." | |ooked around ne.

"One thing about these old farmhouses, everyone lived in the kitchen
so it gets the sun and it really is a lovely room Do you use that
firepl ace?"

"I light a fire nost evenings, except in hot weather. WIIliam does his
homework here. | work in the little roombehind this I think it used
to be the farmer's office. I1t's as dark as the pit and | ooks straight
out on the old pigsties.”

"But with all the house to choose from" | protested.

"Ch, it was first choice. You get no witing done at all if you sit at
atable with a view You' d spend the whole time watching (he birds or
t hi nki ng about what you would |like to be doing out of doors, instead of
flogging yourself to work out of sheer boredom™

"You're joking."

"I assure you I'mnot. It's hard work, and doesn't do well with
di stractions. Just an occasional walk to clear the fog away."

"Li ke Bunyan, witing all that in prison. Only he probably never got
out for a walk at all."



"Actually, | believe they did let himout now and again, but he did
about twelve years all told. So he really could get on with the
job."

"Well," | said, "as prisons go, you're |ucky."

"I know that. But you see why |I'm happy that WIliam has taken to you
so well. Your cousin was terribly good to himand he was really cut to
pi eces when she died. She was remarkable with children.”

"1 know. "

"Then you can inagi ne how pl eased | was when he told ne he had been
over to see you, and you were smashing, too. | quote."

"And a witch, don't forget."

"Ch, of course. | do gather that your nagic touch with his ferret is
every bit as powerful as Mss Saxon's."

"I only used her nedicine, and Wlliamtold ne which it was. How did
you get on with the rest of the dose, by the way?"

"Fine. Only one small nip to show for it, clean through ny thick
driving gloves. And a running commentary from WII|iam conparing ny
techni que very un favourably with yours."

| 1 aughed.

"It sounds as if Silkwormis hinself again. D d ny cousin do rmuch, er
doct ori ng?"

"Yes, indeed. Ever since we've lived here we've heard peopl e speak of
her as a kind of local healer. Do you know this part of the country
wel | ?"

"Not at all. I'monly here because Cousin Ceillis left Thornyhold to
ne."

"Well, in sone ways, it's - this corner of the county, anyway is stil
a fairly primtive sort of place. | expect you knew that your cousin

had studi ed herbalism professionally at one tinme, and in fact what she
did mainly was grow and make up the nedicines and so on, to supply sone
big firmin London. But she was always willing to help local folk who
asked her to, and she did a |lot of animal doctoring, so she fitted very
naturally into the



Thornyhol d setting as a witch - a white witch, of course! The loca
"wise woman'. Didn't you know that your house has a history as a
witch's house?"

"Really? Well, | knowit's got its own magic, but a witch's house?

| always pictured a witch's cottage as being snmall and dark and

wi ndowl ess, with a snmoky thatch and a caul dron over the fire, but
Thornyhold is so so eighteenth-century respectable! 1It's a charm ng
house. " "So it is. But in the md-nineteenth century the squire's
wi dow fromthe big house retired there and took to witchcraft in a big
way. She lived there for seventy years and died at the age of

ni nety-two, and the house has lived on old Goody CGostel ow s reputation
ever since."”

"Good heavens! At Thornyhol d? Then | hope she was a white witch,
too!"

"Ch, yes. |In fact the poor girl was highly religious, and had been
driven out by her rake of a husband who was a pillar of sone |oca
hellfire club, and a satanist as well, it's said. So Lady Sibyl set to

work to defend herself and her Dower House against the devil's works.
Thornyhol d was actually the agent's house, but the agent had married
the lady's forner nurse, and he and his wife took her in. No doubt
Squire Costel ow, when he was sober enough, mi ght have got round to
turning themall out, but he died soon after and they were left in
peace. "

"Lucky for Lady Sibyl, But J thought you said she was a white witch."

"She had nothing to do with his death. Local chronicles have it that
"his various excesses caught up with himat an early age'. He was in
his thirties. The estate passed to a nephew who seenms to have been
away nmost of the time; in any case he left well alone at the Dower
House. The big house was burned down, in 1912 | think it was, and the
last nale of the famly was killed on the Sorme. \Which left old Lady
Si byl " Goody Costelow by that tine still at Thornyhold, stil

def endi ng herself against the devil's works, and living in peace til
her death in 1920. Wsat is it? "



"Nothing, really. Her initials, SG There's an old water- colour, a
pi cture of the house, in the drawing-room and it has SGin the corner
I thought at first that the monogramwas GS, but she nmust have done
it."

"Probably. Al young |adies were taught to sketch in those days,
weren't they? Now you're smiling."

"I was taught, too, at school. | was planning to do sone sketches of
t he house and garden as they are now. "

"That house really does keep its continuity, doesn't it?"

"You're surely not going to tell me that Cousin Geillis drew, too?
never heard of it."

"Ch, no. Al her tine was taken up with the garden, and her herbs.

That's what took her to Thornyhold, really. She saw it when she was
plant-hunting in Westermain, and the ol d people the couple who lived on
there after Lady Sibyl's death showed her round, and she found the
place irresistible. " "She said sonmething like that to ne. No, thank
you." This as he proffered the biscuit tin again.

"But 1'd love a little nore tea, please, if there's enough? Just

half... that's lovely. Thank you

What did you nmean, the de fences against the devil and so on? " "You
won't have noticed how the place is planned? | mean the garden?"
"Planned? Well, the herb garden, of course, but what else? Wat's so
speci al ?"

"It's defended against witchcraft and black magic. You' ve got yew and
juni per at the south-west corner of the house, and there's ash and
rowan, and a bay tree, and then the quick thorn hedge with sone of the
holy thorn of @ astonbury planted anongst it. And of course el der
trees. Your cousin once showed nme the lot. She was highly intrigued
by the story, and took care to keep it as it had been."

"Trefoil, John's wort, Vervain, Dill, H nder witches of their wll,k"
| quot ed.

"What's that?"



"Cousin CGeillis's potpourri. She guarded her still-room too."

"Did she really? Well, that doesn't surprise me. She never said
anyt hi ng about this to you, then?"

"Well, no, she never told ne the story of the house. She just said it
'seened made for her' and she'd " taken it on. " | see now what she
meant Actually, | didn't know her at all well. She came to see ne two
or three times when | was a child, and that was all. | was rather
lonely and and a bit unhappy, and it seened as if she just turned up
when | needed her. She used to take me for walks. | loved going with
her, and | think | learned a lot. | don't nean about herbalism or
anything like that, but she taught nme to identify plants and fl owers,
and a |l ot about aninmals and birds, too. | did ask her once if she was
a witch, but she just laughed. | think that, when | was a child,

t hought there was sone kind of nagic about her."

And | know it now, | added, but not al oud.
"\Where was your hone?" he asked

"My father was vicar of a colliery parish in the northeast. It was

hi deous, and the countrysi de was poor and scrubby. | was at school in
the Lake District, and that was lovely, and | had a year at Durham

Uni versity before ny nother died, but | spent nost of ny tine there
wor ki ng, and in any case | couldn't have afforded to go far enough away
at weekends to snell the country air. Then ny nother died and | went
back to | ook after Daddy, and it was pit-heaps and graveyards again. So
you see why Thornyhold is heaven for ne.

Sone day | suppose | might begin to feel lonely, or bored, but just at

present | |love every minute of every day. It's just enough to wake to
the birds, and to go to sleep in the silence.” | stopped, setting ny
enpty mug down with a bit of a rattle. "lI'msorry. You re too good a

listener, and maybe when one |ives al one, however nuch one likes it,
one gets too talkative. Wre you taking the air to clear the fog
today, then? | thought you were the shepherd."

"Yes. 1'd done nmy stint for the day."



"Then |I' m not keepi ng you back fromyour work? | ought to go now,
anyway.

Thank you for the tea."

"Why must you? | assure you, |'ve cone to one of those natural breaks
in the book, where one can walk away and let things go on working in

t he subconscious. It's true, don't |ook so unbelieving. It neans |
can afford to tear nyself away fromny view of the pigsties, and go out
on parole, as nmuch as | like and you'll put up with."

He spoke convincingly, but the glint of laughter in his eyes brought ny
shyness back with a rush. | said uncertainly: "That's very nice of
you, but | really ought to be going; There are the branbles to pick
over, and 1'd like to start the jelly tonight.

And there's Hodge - the cat. He wasn't in when |I left, and | |ocked

everything up, so he'll be looking for his supper. " "You don't need
to | ock your doors hereabouts, surely? | don't think we ever do."

"I know, but... Oh, well, | suppose it's a habit left over from
hore. "

He | ooked at me quickly.

"You' ve had troubl e?"

"No, no. Not trouble. But ... | believe you know Ms Trapp? Fromthe
| odge. "

Sone change in his expression. Indefinable, but like a ripple over
still water.

"Yes."

"She used to work for my cousin sonetinmes, and then the | awyers asked
her to clean the house before | cane here, so | suppose she does feel
nmean, she really does know t he house better than | do."

"And she still thinks she can come and go as she pl eases?"

"Yes. But in the country people do, don't they? Come in wthout
knocki ng, and that sort of thing?"

"To some extent, yes. She used to cone here quite often, the sanme sort
of thing, very kind and hel pful, but of course | can't do with
interruptions at random so | had to tell her so."

| was thinking what Wlliamhad told me. | decided to be as direct as
he had been.

"Do you |ike her?"



That faint touch again of what could be enbarrassnent. "Like?
hardly know. As | said, she's very kind, but..."

"Do you trust her?"

"Ch, certainly. Ah, WIliams been talking, has he? | told you he had
too much imagination. Well, the truth is, she used to bring all ”“ons
of dishes, and she's a beautiful cook, but one couldn't help
remenbering the gossip."

" CGossi p?"

He hesitated, then | ooked up, smiling.

"Yes, why not? You live here now, so you'll hear it soon enough. Ms
Trapp is one of the local |adies who, as your cousin did, practise
herbalism A wise wonan. A witch, if youlike. |'msure she would

like you to think of her that way. Perfectly harm ess, of course, but
there are stories. She's supposed to have given her nother some dose
or other which stole the old lady's wits away. Nobody bl anes her, in
fact the general opinion is that Ms Trapp was generous not to poison
her nmother outright; the old woman was a tartar. But now she's as nild
as a kitten, and happy with it. Spends all her tine in her

rocki ng-chair by the wi ndow | ooki ng out at nothing, or doing crochet
work and singing to herself."

"I -1 think I saw her. Behind the curtain in the little |odge on the
right."

"That's it. What | think really happens is that Ms Trapp feeds her

some son of tranquilliser, and maybe exaggerates the dose a little..
But the old lady is happy and confortable, and very well fed, and Agnes
andJessamy have a bit of peace for a change." He |aughed at ny | ook

"But you see why I'ma bit wary now of her cakes and pies?"
"Ye-es. But what would she want to do to you?"

"I can't imagine. Before | heard the tales about the old lady |I used
to eat themand be thankful. | really discouraged her because | told
youl can't do with interruptions, and she used to walk in at any tine,
wi th some dish, or sone baking, that of course one had to stop and
sampl e, and thank her for."



"Fudge," said WIlliamfromthe doorway, "and honermade toffee. It was
smashing, too. Dad hardly ever eats sweets so he gave it all to ne.
Wuld you like to cone and see Sil kwor m now?"

"I's he all right?"

"He's fine."
"Well, do you mind if | |ook at himsone other time?" | got to ny
feet.

"I really ought to go. Thank you for the tea and the first aid."

"You're very welconme.” M/ host had risen when | did. "WIIliam take
M ss Ransey's basket out and fix it on her bike, will you?" Then, as
the boy ran out: "Look, please don't worry about Ms Trapp. She was a
great admirer of Mss Saxon, and she'll w sh you nothing but good, |'m

sure. To answer your question properly, yes, she's honest. D d your
cousin | eave an inventory?"

"Yes. There was a copy of it along with the copy of her WIl. | never
checked it. Should I?"

"Only to set your nind at rest. You'll find nothing has been
t ouched.

Qur Agnes may be no great shakes as a witch, but she's honest, of that
I"'msure. Do you really have to go? | hope you'll cone again, any
time, we'll be happy to see you. Now Wlliamand | will set you on
your way, and show you the road honme. "



It was |love at first sight, of course.

| say 'of course' because (and later | could see and prove how right |
was) no worman who was nore or |less ordinarily inpressionable could have

cone



within his field without responding to it, the unexpl ai nabl e and
extraordi nary pull, not of personality, for when that is too strong it
can, and often does, repel; nor of sexuality, of which the same can be
said; but of what | can only call sheer magnetism spiced with a

conbi nation of both.

He was one of those people born sonmetines to their pleasure, nore often
to their bane to be a | odestone, a bright particular star

Literature and fiction are full of femmes fatales, but there is also an
homre fatal, an altogether rarer bird, and pity help the Ionely and
i npressionable femal e who conmes within range of him

And when he asks her into his honme, when his son takes to her and nakes
her free of his conpany, when he invites her to cone and see himagain
any time she feels inclined. Pity help poor lonely spinster Geillis
Ramsey. | rode home through the gently darkening autumm evening, ny
feet pumping away at the pedals over the rough forest track, ny head in
t he cl ouds of sweet inmagination, ny brain conpletely dormant.

Till the track dipped sharply to ford a nmuddy rill. | net it wongly,
spl ashed nyself to the knees with black water, and came to, swearing.

As | pushed the bicycle up the next rutted incline, the brain took over
once more. So | felt like swooning into his arns, his bed, anything?
But he was nmarried, with a ten-year-old son. He was a distingui shed
witer who had rented a | onely and unconfortabl e house sinply because
he wanted solitude to wite in. He had been polite to nme because,

m staking ny notives towards that silly, that ever-blessed sheep, he
had startled ne and been nmonentarily rude.

Because he was grateful to ne for taking WIlliamoff his hands. He had
a son, and he was married. Even if she had |left him (how | ong ago?
must ask WIlliam) he was still married. And in ny vicarage-witten and
al ready ol d fashi oned book, that put the whole idea out of the ring.

My bright particular star was way beyond ny w | dest and nost enchanted
flight.



H s hair was thick and dark brown, with just the begi nning of grey.

He nust be, what? About forty, late thirties perhaps? He would be in
Who's Who and | could look himup in the public library and get all his
books to read. He was a couple of inches taller than me; just right;
but he stooped a bit, probably with the hours spent over his desk. He
liked solitude, and the countryside. He was content with the little
that that rather bleak farmhouse offered. He was a |oner, and so was
I. He would be just as quiet, and a good deal nore confortabl e when he
nmoved into Thornyhold with me. He was married. Married. And even if
Who' s Who says he was divorced, what nmakes you think he would ever | ook
at you, Geillis Ransey? So come down to earth.

You may be a witch-elect, but it would take a stronger toil of grace
than you could ever weave to catch and hold a man |ike Chri stopher
Dr yden.

The white w cket gate was open. | coasted through it, past the
protective clunmp of rowan' and el der, inside the bastion of the quick
thorn hedge, to dismount at the shed. Hodge was sitting on the back

wi ndowsill, and rose to greet ne, stretching his front paws

[ uxuriously, and showi ng a w de pi nk yawn.

"Anybody been around?" | asked him and had nmy answer in the cat's
unruffl ed demeanour. | let nyself in, and he followed, purring. | fed
him then as soon as | had washed, and put fresh plasters on ny hands,

| started work on the bl ackberri es.

At dusk, when they were simering, there was a knock at the back
door.

Before | could get to it, I heard it open, so | knew who to expect.
"You're in, then," smled Agnes Trapp

"Yes. Do come in. How are you?"

"Fine, thanks." She cane in, sniffing.

"Branbles. You making jelly, then?"

"Yes. | really enjoyed nmyself. | love picking branbles.’

"You got your hands pretty badly scratched, didn't you?"



"I"'mafraid so." | stirred the fruit. She settled herself at the
t abl e.

"Who told you about the quarry?" she asked.
"Wlliam How did you know |'d been at the quarry?"

She ignored that, nerely replying: "Ch, yes. They live just over the
hill fromthere. Did you know that?"

"I didn't know before today, but Wlliam s father came on ne when he
was out for his afternoon wal k, and we got talking. WIIliamhad told
hi m about ny being here at Thorny- hold. [I'd cut one of ny hands
rat her badly, and he asked ne back to the farmto get it tied up."

Silence. | stirred the fruit again.
"It seens a very lonely place, doesn't it," |I asked her, "even for a
witer?

| mean, without anyone to | ook after the house?"

"As to that, | used to give hima hand now and then, but it's too far
to go.

There's a woman goes in now twice a week to clean up. Bessie Yelland,
the farmer's wife from Bl ack Cocks. Never sees him she says. Witers
are queer cattle, seemngly. Asked you in, did he?"

"Yes. | gathered he'd conme to a stopping-place in the book. Did you
know his wife, Agnes? O did she |leave himbefore he cane to live

her eabout s?"

"Leave hin?" She sounded surprised.

I bit ny lip.

"I - perhaps | shouldn't have nmentioned it. WIlliamtold ne. She left
him it nmust have been sonme time ago, surely. | don't knowif it was
for another man. Was there a divorce? WIliamdidn't say, and of
course | couldn't ask him"

"Yes, | knew. But it happened before he ever canme here. | don't know
why it happened. | never heard tell of a divorce. M Dryden never

tal ked about it."

| went back to the fruit, stirring.

Anot her silence, quite a long one. Then, in a different tone, "Did you
find the reci pe?" she asked.

"What recipe? M mind had been a | ong way away.

"Why, for the branble jelly!" She sounded inpatient, 136



al nrost to rudeness. | glanced at her. She was not |ooking at ne; her
gaze was sweeping the kitchen, taking in the orderliness, the shining
gl ass, the spotless enanel, the clean curtains and cushions, the
flowers on the windowsill. There was a glitter in her eyes, a sort of
force to her that I had not seen before. For a nmoment | wondered if ny
strenuous cl eaning efforts could have of fended her, but she had hel ped
me herself, and had shown no sign of offence, even over the scrubbing
of the pigeon-loft.

"You said you'd | ook out her recipe book for ne," she said.

"Ch, yes, of course, | renmenber you spoke of it, but I'mafraid
haven't had time to look for it yet. 1'mjust making this ot in the
usual way." | stirred the fruit again.

"I think they're about done.

["lIl put themto strain now " "Let me help you." Before I could

protest, she was on her feet, and at the cupboard.

"My, my, but you've been right through everything, haven't you? The
pl ace | ooks really smart and nice. This'll be the bowl, is it? No,
let ne."

| let her. Together we spooned the pulp into the )elly bag, and
together carried bow and bag into the larder, and left the bag
suspended to drip.

She took in the scrubbed shel ves, the clean racks, the food |ying ready
for supper.

"Ch, you got yourself some fish. But you'd |like some of nmy soup

woul dn"t you? | brought a can of ny leek soup for you. I1t'll heat up
atreat."

"How very kind," | said, helplessly.

"But you nmustn't spoil ne, Agnes, really! 1've got to learn to |ook

after nyself, you know "

Back in it\e kitchen, she busied herself taking down a saucepan and
ti pping the contents of a blue enamel can into it. She gave nme quick
smling glance, as sharp as a bodkin. "Looks to ne as if you can do
all right now, Mss Ransey. You got this place lovely."

"Well," | said, and was annoyed to hear the al nost apol ogetic note in
nmy voice, "you know how it is. The rooms you' d done were fine, but
when nmy own



things arrived | had to turn the place out, and one does |ike things
arranged in one's own way. And it is the best way to find out exactly
what there is in the house."

"I"d have thought there'd be a list," she said, "along with the
| awyer's papers. First thing they did was to send the val uati on peopl e

along to go through everything." Then, as | was silent: "Well, wasn't
t here?"

"Yes, | believe there was. | haven't had time to | ook through it
yet."

She set the pan gently down on the stove, and turned. The tension
what ever it was, had vani shed. M Dryden had been right, | thought,
and | had been over-wary. The thought of an inventory did not worry
her: the reverse; it appeared to have relieved her nind

She said confortably: "She always was a tidy kind of body, your aunty.

What about that still-roomof hers? You done that yet?"

"Not yet. At least, not properly. |[|'ve done the room but | haven't
checked the shelves yet. | really will ook through those books
tomorrow. It's the likeliest place for her special recipes. |In fact,
there mght be alist in the inventory, and if | find the book you
want, 1'll bring it down for you straight away."

"Il take that kindly. WIIl you be going for nore branbles for
your sel f?"

"I hadn't thought about it. But if you want sone, |1'd |ove to go over
there again if this weather holds."

She pushed the Iid back on her can with a rap and pi cked her cardi gan
of f the back of the chair.

"Don't bother. There's a-plenty where we live. You' ve no call to go
over there again. Enjoy your soup. It's our own | eeks, and cream
added. "

And she went.

As the back door shut, Hodge came out from under the chair where he had
been hi di ng, and went back to his saucer.

"Are you right, Hodge, or is M Dryden? How, tell me this, did she
know I'd



been over to the quarry? And how did she know, because I'll swear she
knew al ready, that 1'd been to the farmhouse? And why was she anxi ous
to stop ny going there again?"

Hodge made no reply, but lifted his chin fromthe saucer and wat ched ne

as | lifted the part of soup fromthe stove. Witched nme with interest
and apparent approval, as | crossed to the sink and tipped the
| ovel y-snel ling soup down the drain. It was absurd, and after what |

had been told today, it was probably plain stupid, but | was
renmenbering the pie that had smelled equally delicious, and the night

when, after eating it, | had dreamed an appalling dream And now, in
spite of what Wlliam s father had meant as reassurance, | was
recalling the old woman rocki ng, rocking, behind the |ace curtains in
the wi ndow of the tiny lodge. |If our Agnes was a witch | would not
trust any of her concoctions, and if she was 'no great shakes as a
witch' | would trust them even |ess.

"So that's that," | said to Hodge, turning on the cold tap to wash the

remai ns of the soup away.

"And perhaps we'll have a good night's sleep tonight, and no
ni ght mares. "

The nmoon was high, and the night a still-life of black and silver. |
suppose it was tenpting Providence to repeat my actions of that other
ni ght, but before getting into bed |I crossed to the wi ndow to draw the
curtai ns back, then opened the sash wi de and | eaned out to | ook at the
ni ght .

Hodge junped to the sill beside ne, and before | could stop nyself |
had taken hold of him but tonight there was no nagic in the air. No
di stant music, no wavering light. Only the rich nmoon of autumm, al nost
at the full, standing clear above the end of the forest ride, and
laying a bright path across the river

The ow hooted from sonewhere near at hand. | |ooked that way.

Not hi ng but the black nass of the forest trees, brushed here and there
with the grey bl oom of the noon.



For the new witch of Thornyhol d, tonight was, blessedly, just an
ordinary night. No light-edged vision. Nothing. And no sound now
except the steady purring of an ordinary cat.

Under my hands Hodge stiffened, and started to pull back. The purring
stopped abruptly. | let himgo and he dropped silently back into the
roomand slid |like a shadow towards the bed. The fur was ridged al ong
his back and his ears were laid flat.

Seconds later, | heard what he had heard, the distant, insistent
barking of a dog. For the first few nights of nmy stay at Thornyhold it
had troubled ne, but if sone farnmer or woodman kept his dog chai ned up
there was nothing to be done about it, so | had closed ny nind to it,
and had grown used to the sound, and presently after a few nights it
had stopped, and | had forgotten it. Now it was here again, and
sounding, on this still night, |ouder and much nearer. And now no

| onger barking, but howing, like a wolf baying the noon.

An eerie sound, an unconfortable sound that brought the hairs brushing
up along ny arms, nyself reacting just as the cat had done.

| told nyself it was nothing, an atavism a primtive reaction to the
wol f in the night just as the dog itself was harking back, calling dog
to dog, wolf-pack to wolf-pack, enjoying the only freedom a chai ned dog
could have, the pleasure of comunication with its kind.

It was enjoying nothing. The howing broke off, into a sharp cry of
pain or terror. Then a series of wild, barking yelps. Then silence.

I found nyself at the front door, and running down the path to the
front gate, before |I even knew | had noved. Not that there was
anything | could do. There was no way that | was goi ng adventuring
into the woods in the mddle of the night. That was for heroi nes, not
for sensible me. But something in sensible nme had responded violently,
and wi thout thought, to the dog's scream of pain, so here | was at the
wi cket gate, groping in the darkness to find the |atch.



The nmoon was cl ear of the trees, and beyond the shadow of the thorn
hedge the driveway was as light as a winter's day. | saw him even
before | heard him Jessany Trapp, running towards ne, his footsteps
nmuf fl ed on the noss of the driveway, his breathing ragged and sobbi ng.
Then | saw how he was running, wth one shoul der hunched, his |eft
forearmheld tightly to his chest and his other hand gripping it, so
that his body was crooked, and he lurched as he ran

He had not seen ne. He was heading for the path at the side of the
house, and the short cut to the | odge.

"Jessany!"

He checked with a gasp of fright, turned, saw ne, and canme, slowing to
a wal k, still hunched over that arm

"What' s happened? Wiat is it? Are you hurt?"
"Ch, mss..." It was not just breathl essness; he was sobbi ng,
swal | owi ng tears. He sounded nuch younger than his years. Like a hurt
child, he held his arnms out in front of himfor ne to see. He stil
clutched the left forearmw th his other hand, and now between the
fingers. | could see an ooze of black

"He bit me. Bit nme bad. It Hurts. Got ne in the arm he did."
"You'd better come in. We'Ill clean it up and take a look at it.

Cone. " No questions. They could conme later. He followed ne into the
kitchen, sat where | pointed, at a chair by the table, and waited
docilely while | ran a basin of hot water. Thanking ny |ucky stars
that Cousin Geillis had believed in conventional medicine as well as
her still-roomrenedies, | lifted her first aid box down fromits

pl ace, and proceeded to wash Jessany's arm cl ean

It was a nasty wound, the deep bruised punctures of a sharp bite.
Jessany, his tears dried now, and sone son of stoicismreturning as
shock dwi ndl ed, watched with shrinking interest, then finally with a
ki nd of pride.

"It be bad, m ss?"

"It's a nasty bite. Now tell me what happened. Not your own dog,
surel y?"



"No. No. Don't have no dog. M don't like them Dirty things."
"Vermin. Yes. Well, whose dog, and why?"
"Just a dog. Stray dog, likely. Letting himout. But he bit ne."

"Qut of where?" | sawthat, in a fist clenched against the pain of the
bitten arm he held a tuft of black hairs.

"Atrap, was it? Hang on nowlessany, this mght hurt. Does sonmeone
set traps in the woods?"

A gasp as the antiseptic bit into the wounds. Then a vi gorous
noddi ng.

"That's right. Atrap. Gpsies set un, likely. | let himout, and
then he bit ne. Savage, he was."

"Where was this?"

There was a sort of hesitation in the look he slid sideways at ne. A
vague gesture of the uninjured hand took in the woods to the west.

"Up there. In the woods. Over to the big house."

"Well, you can show ne, tonorrow maybe." | was thinking, anxiously,
about Hodge. Traps were sonmething | would certainly have to see
about .

"You got the dog out all right? Wy did he bite? Ws he hurt?"
"Don't think so. Didn't see. He ran."”

| finished tying the bandage.

"There you are. That's the best | can do, and it should be all right
for now You' a better see a doctor in the norning."

"She don't have no truck with that sort. Does her own. She'd be nain
mad at me if she knew. Say it served ne right."

"You should get it seen to, though. How do you feel now?"

"Fine. That hurts a bit still, but fine." The anxious child' s | ook
cane back.

"You won't tell her, mss? See, if |I pull the sleeve down, she'l
never know. "

There was no point in arguing. He did |ook better. The pallor of
fright had gone, and the wound was clean. | tipped the stained water
away and lifted the top off the stove.



"Al'l right. Hand ne the rags, will you? [I'll burn them And those

dirty hairs ... Is that all? There. WIlIl, let me see it again in the
morning, will you? W'Il| decide then about a doctor."
He flashed nme that brilliant smle, so like his mother's, and snoot hed

the sl eeve carefully down over the bandage, while | nade hima nug of
strong, sweet tea and cut hima slice of the cake I had baked
yesterday. | did ask another question or two, but got no answers that
made sense, and eventually it occurred to me to wonder just what
Jessany had been doing in the woods at that tinme of night.

Visiting traps that he hinself had set? It seenmed likely. But nothing
was to be done or said tonight. Tonorrow we should see. So | gave up
and let himeat and drink in smling silence, till presently he left ne
to lock up and go to bed, once nore in search of that peaceful and
dreanl ess ni ght.



"Do you know anyone who sets traps in the woods?" | asked WIIiam



He canme soon after breakfast, with another gift of eggs, and the
declared intention of finishing the weeding of the herb beds.

W went out together to the tool shed
"No. | didn't know anyone did. They're not |egal, are they?"

"G n traps, no, thank goodness. But snares? Your father said you got
gi psies here sonetinmes. They might try to trap rabbits."

"I suppose so. There haven't been any gipsies here, though, not for
ages.

They used to canmp down in that quarry where Dad found you with the
sheep, but it's too overgrown now, and they were given a site somewhere
on the other side of the forest. An old lane that's not used any nore
since the road cut it off. |'ve seen themthere. But not near us, M
Yel  and won't let them

Why ?"

The shed door was ajar. | pushed it wi der.

"Because last night " | stopped dead. WIIliam close behind ne,
bl undered into me and started to say "Sorry" , but that, too, got

bitten off. W both stood Iike dumies in the ,-tQol shed doorway,
staring down at sonmething in the <*or her

In Hodge's bed. Curled tightly anbng the sacks and newspapers, trying
to make itself even smaller, and blinking up at us with scared,
ingratiating eyes. A collie dog, thin and filthy and shivering with
fright. Black and white. A ghost fromthe past, froma dream

I don't think | even remenbered Jessany and the bitten arm | was down
on ny knees beside the dog as once | had gone down on the flagstones of
the vicarage kitchen. And the savage dog crouched and shivered, with
his rat-like tail clanped tightly in to his body, only the tip free in
a feeble attenpt at a wag. A tongue cane out, trying to lick. There
was a frayed rope round his neck. It had been carel essly knotted, and
the knot had tightened cruelly. The end had been gnawed through

Wl liamwas down beside nme, stroking the dog's head. "He's dreadfully
t hi n!

He's starving!"



"Yes. Careful. I'msure he's all right, but if you hurt himhe could
snap." Al the time | spoke | was patting, smoothing, feeling the
dog' s body, keeping ny voice soothing and ny actions gentle and sl ow.

"WIIliam Run to the kitchen and warm sonme m | k.

Bl ood heat. Try it with your finger. Break a slice of bread into it,
little pieces, and bring it in a basin. Don't |let Hodge out. And
bring the sharp kitchen knife to get this rope off. Al right, boy,
all right, boy. Lie still. " WIliamran. The dog reached up and
licked ny chin. | talked, and handled him He was dreadfully thin,
his nose was cracked and dry, his coat tangled and filthy, but
gradual ly the shivering | essened to brief spasms, then stopped, and he

lay still. There was bl ood on the newspapers where he lay, and probing
very cautiously I found, just at the root of the tail, a bare patch
raw and still bleeding a little where the dog had been licking at it,

as if a piece of skin or a tuft of hair had been pulled out and the
skin had torn with it. Jessany's attacker, certainly, and ifJessany
had handl ed the wound incautiously as he set the dog free, then the
'nasty bite' was expl ai ned

WIlliamcame, carefully, with the basin and the kitchen knife.

Keepi ng the bl ade out of the dog's line of vision, | managed to slide
the knife in under the rope and cut it. It fell away. WIIliam put the
basin on the floor, and | gently persuaded the dog towards it. He got
up and crawl ed forward uncertainly, the starved body still crouched and
cringing. W watched in silence while he | apped. Swall ow ng seened
difficult, but he managed al nost all the bow ful before he turned and
crept back into his nest.

"Shall | bring some of Hodge's food?" asked WIIiam

"No. He's been starved too long. The bread and mlk's enough for
NOW.

W'll let himsleep onit. " "May | pat hinP"

"OfF course. Talk to himwhile |I get ny bike outside. Take it
slow y.

| don't think he thinks nuch of the human race as yet. " W left the
dog then, shutting the shed door on him



"Was that why you were asking about traps?" asked WIIiam
"Yes."
"But you didn't know about the dog, did you?"

"No. But in a way, yes. Listen." | told himabout the night's
advent ures w t hJessany.

"And if the dog was caught by the tail, and Jessany hurt himtrying to
get himout, that'll be why he got bitten

The wound | ooks too bad for a snare, unless the dog was worrying at it
hinsel f. But whatever kind of trap it is, 1"'mgoing to find it and
take it away. " "Can | hel p?"

"OfF course. |I'mcounting on it. Jessany said it was 'over to the big
house." How far is that? " "Not far. About half a mle."

"Then let's go."

Though the 'big house' had certainly been pretty big, it was easy, even
ia'" the spectacularly tunbled ruins, to see that no trap, in the normnal
sense of the word, would be set there. Jessany had either failed to
understand nme, or had seized on an easy explanation to save further
guest i oni ng.

The front steps were still fairly well intact. They mounted in a
handsomel y spl ayed sweep to the main doorway, and in doing so bridged a
son of dry noat, a narrow courtyard where sunken hal f-w ndows had once
lighted the basenment roons. Here, presumably, had been the offices;
billiard room gunroom cloakroons, and at the rear of the house (he

ki tchens, pantries, boot-room boiler-room The cellars would be | ower
still.

"No one would set a trap here," said Wlliam as we gingerly clanbered
up the steps and peered over the balustrade into the basenent area.

"You wouldn't think so. |If it the dog had got into the house itself,
it might just have fallen in somewhere and got trapped that way."



"Wth a rope round its neck?"

"Well, no."

"I"ll go down and see what's through that gap, shall [?"

"Al'l right, but for heaven's sake be careful."

| watched while the boy clinbed carefully down into the sunken area,
across the wedged and fallen bl ocks of masonry, till he could lean in
t hrough what was |eft of a basenent w ndow.

"Can you see?"

No reply. Then, without turning, he beckoned. | clanbered down beside
him and he noved aside for me. | peered in.

The shell of a small room where cracks in the walls and ceiling |et
light in. A floor deep in plaster and fallen stone and splintered
wood, long rotten. A wooden door jamb sprung fromits bed, with a

pi ece of frayed rope knotted round it. A chipped enanel bow, enpty
and dry. Dog's droppings, many of them in the small space round the
door janb. And even above their stink, the prison snmell of fear and
despair and the death of trust and | ove.

W said nothing. | had to bite hard on the words | would have liked to
use, and | think WIIliamwas swal |l owi ng tears.

W clinbed out of the pit and up into the clear air, and padded in
sil ence back to our bicycles.

WIlliammade no attenpt to mount. He stood hol ding his bicycle,
| ooki ng not at me but back at the big house.

"Can they claimhimback?"

"They?"

"Whoever put himthere. You told neJessany said it was gipsies."”

| shook ny head.

"Whoever left that dog to starve hasn't a chance in hasn't any sort of
chance to reclaimhim They'd be lucky to avoid prosecution. No, if
it was gipsies, we won't hear fromthem again."

"WIl you keep him then?"

"Ch, yes. But-" | hesitated.

"Just for the time being, would your father let you keep him
WIlian?"



"Me?" He | ooked pleased, but with a shade of doubt.

"Yes. There are a few questions | want the answers to, and until | get
them | think we nust keep the dog pretty quiet. It's a queer sort of
busi ness, you see. | nmean " He was there instantly.

"You mean they would hurt hinP Jessany wasn't just letting himout?"

"I don't know. | just knowthat... It's sonmething to do with... Ch, |
can't tell you yet, WIlliam Honestly, could you just leave it with ne
for now?"

I could not tell himthat it was to do with a nightmare of w tchcraft,
and the menory of sonething |like a prom se made to ne beside the River
Eden. But ny assunptions were the same as his own, and he knewit. |
added, slowy: "All right. |If you think about it... The dog gnawed

t hrough that rope, and probably broke it itself. And once the rope
broke, it could and did junp out of that place and run away. So,
granted even that Jessany clinbed in to rescue it, what did he do to
get hinmself bitten like that? There was that scream of pain | heard.
I f sonmething hurt and frightened the dog so that it threwitself

agai nst the rope and snapped it, and then ran away... Well, there it
is."

"That wound? Yes. ©Ch, Mss Geillis!" He drew a breath. "Well, of
course I'lIl take him Strai ght away?"

"The sooner the better. WIIl your father m nd?"

"Not if | tell himwhat's happened. It can't be today, because he's

had to go to London to see the publisher. He'll be late, bacta But
it'll be all right, I knowit will. He likes animals, you know, he
really does, but he doesn't have tinme, and a dog takes a lot of tineg,
he says. I'Il have to tell himabout it, won't [?"

"OfF course. And make it clear that I'Il take the dog nyself once

everything's cleared up. You rmust keep himsafe for now, and feed him
up.

I"msure there's nothing wong that kindness and good food won't cure,
but I'Il get himto a vet as soon as | can. |I'll go into Arnside and
get food for him but for the nmoment, brown bread and m |k and naybe an
egg, beaten up or even scrambled. You can manage that?"



"Ch, yes!"

"Then let's get back, shall we? You' re the expert on keys, WIliam
Does the tool shed lock? " "Yes."

"Then let's get back and lock it before | have any nore callers.™

Back at Thornyhol d, we checked on the dog, which was fast asl eep,

| ocked the tool shed door, and took ourselves to the kitchen, where
made coffee for nyself, and gave WIlliama nug of sweet cocoa and a
slab of the cake I had cut |ast night forJessany.

He had asked no nore questions, seemngly content to | eave the past to
itself and to dwell on the exciting prospect of |ooking after the dog
and bringing it back to health. | hardly listened. | was still half
in, half out of that strange noonlight world of dreans and nenories,
where other mysteries remai ned to be sol ved.

"Who hereabouts keeps pigeons?" | asked.

"Pigeons?" WIlliam interrupted in md-flight about sheep-dog trials
and the dazzling nmerits of collie dogs, repeated it in the tone of

voi ce he might have used for pterodactyls.

H s expression brought me back to earth and nade ne | augh

"Yes.

Pigeons. Birds. Wth feathers. That say 'coo' and live in lofts. O

in attics like mne. You told nme you used to help Mss Geillis |ook
after hers.

" "Sorry," said WIIliam grinning.
"\What about pigeons, Mss Ceillis?"

"Don't you think you could just make it "G Illy?" Less nuddling
perhaps? And drop the "mss'? " "I - I'"'mnot sure.”

"Try it. Goon. Glly."
"Ally."

"Again."



"Glly."

"That's fine. Now, what | asked you was, who around here keeps
pi geons?"

He knitted his brows.

"Let me think... Well, for a start, there used to be pigeons nesting at
the farm not our house, the one where the farnmer |ives, Black Cocks,
but | think they were wild ones, you know, rock doves. Dad says al

the tane sorts were bred fromthem so they take easily to nesting in
boxes and things, because in the wild they go into caves and holes "
"Not wild pigeons. Honers.

Carriers."

"Ch, yes, well, there nmust be a fewin the towmn. There's a big field
just outside, by the river bridge, and it's divided into allotnents;
you know, little gardens. Lots of the people who have those keep

pi geon lofts. Wy?
Were you wanting to start keeping them again yoursel f?"

"It seens | mght have to. |[|'ve got two now. A second one came soon
after I got here, with a nmessage.”

"A nmessage?" His nug went down n the table with a rattle, and sone
cocoa spilt over the rim

"Came here? What did it say?"
“I"1l show you."

| had tucked it away in the inner pocket of my handbag. | fished the
slip of flinmsy out.

"Here."

| suppose it was a stupid thing to do. The truth was that, in my need
for a confidant, | had forgotten how rmuch of a child WIlliamstill was.
In so many ways he had the sense and humour and tough outl ook of a boy
twice his age, and | had just nmade himfree of ny nane as | might do a
contemporary. So | handed hi mthe message.

He got up to take it. As he read it, | saw the healthy col our |eave
his face. His lips parted, quite bl oodl ess.

| said, with quick contrition: "Ch, Wlliam I'msorry! | should never
have | et you see it... Here, sit down. |It's all right. Woever sent
it, it couldn't have been nicer or nore welcone. |If came just when it

was needed.



The pi geon nust She can't have sent it. She can't be still alive. |
was at the funeral. | went with Dad. | saw. | nean, she was buri ed.
| sawit.

" "WIlliam WIlliam Don't! You nake ne feel terrible! 1'd never
have showed you the thing if | hadn't wanted a friend' s advice. It was
" "Dad didn't want nme to go, but I - well, | liked her, and | wanted to
be there. | didn't go when Mumy died because he said | wasn't old
enough, but that was years ago, so he did let me go this time, and

saw it all."

"Wlliam" He was not listening. He was as deep in his own shocked
t houghts as | was.

"Do you mean she was a witch? A real one? | know people said so, and
she used to laugh. She said she sonetines saw the future a bit, and
she woul d tease nme about that, what was going to happen to me, but it
was al ways funny, | mean just fun. Wasn't it?"

"Yes, yes, of course it was."

"Was she really a wilch?"

"I don't know. | don't know if there are such people. | do know she
had some sort of magic about her, and there are lots of people who can
see "a bit into the future'. But whatever ny cousin Geillis was, she

was a good woman, WIlliam and you were right to be fond of her

| only met her a fewtinmes, but I loved her. So stop worrying yourself
about magic and spells. | don't know whether such things exist or not,
but if they do, then trust in God and they can't hurt you. Gay? "
"Ckay. I'mall right, really. But you what's the matter, M ss

Glly?

Glly? Are you all right? You look kind of funny."

"Do I? It's nothing. Nothing at all. Only I thought | rnust have got
it wong, but you told me your nother had run away and |eft you.

That's all. | was surprised when you said she had died. And sorry, of
course. I'msorry. " "So'ml, About telling alie, | nean." He

| ooked down into his enpty nug.



"I sort of made things up about it when it happened. It nade it
better in a way. But | shouldn't have told a real lie about it."

"It's all right. 1 understand. It doesn't matter."
"It mght have nmade it awkward with Dad."
"Well, yes, it mght. But it didn't."

There nust have been sonet hi ng unconvincing in nmy tone. He glanced at
me doubtfully, then left it alone.

"Or if you'd talked about it to soneone el se who knew. "

Agnes? Who assuredly knew, and who had failed to enlighten me. Wy?
That could wait, too. | said briskly: "Forget it, WIlliam Now, about
this message. We'll forget magic, too, and work out how this could
have happened, shall we? So let's get back to pigeons."

He pushed up his nug aside.

"Yes. Birds. Wth feathers, that say 'coo'. What about then®?"

He was recovering fast. | poured nore coffee for nyself and sat down
agai n.

"I don't know rmuch about them For instance, how fast do they fly?"

"They can do about sixty, but of course it depends on the w nd and
weat her . "

"Sixty mles an hour? Good heavens! Do you know if ny cousin's birds
were carriers?"

"I don't know. They were all homers, of course; you might say al
pi geons are."

"But you never saw her send a message?"

"No. But that's not to say she didn't. There was a lot she did that I
was never allowed to know. "

"Have you any idea what happened to her pigeons? Were they went?"

"Someone came and took them away, that's all. Ms Trapp told nme they'd
gone, so | needn't cone to feed them any nore."

"Well, the only explanation can be that my cousin | eft the nmessage
ready, with instructions for the bird to be rel eased when | got to
Wl |, but that woul d mean she knew you' d be coni ng



Knew she was dying, | nean. She nust have witten the message before

she was taken away, before they took the pigeons. " "She did know, "
said gently.

"That was one bit of the future she was sure about. Long before she
was even taken ill she wote me a letter, and gave it to her lawers to
post on a certain date, and it said: " Wen you get this, Thornyhold
will be yours. " | think that knowi ng the future m ght be disturbing,
but it can be good as well; knowi ng and not being frightened, having

the tine to make all one's arrangements, and knowi ng that there are
good hands waiting for the things and people one cares about. Don't
you think so?"

He was silent, but the strain had gone fromhis face and he nodded.
set ny cup down and got to my feet.

"Well, this has been a pretty disturbing norning for both of us, al
thi ngs considered. Let's forget it all now, shall we, and just get on
with the job in hand?"

"Can | take a peep at himbefore | go?" There was no doubt in
Wlliams mind as to the job in hand.

"Just a peep. Don't wake himup."

"What are you going to call hin®"

"I once knew a collie called Rover. What do you think about that?"
He wrinkl ed his nose.

"A bit ordinary? What about Rags?"

"I think you're right. Never go back. Rags it is. Of you go then
WIlliam and thank you for everything. Let ne know what your father
says."

| saw himto the back door. On his way down the path he turned.

"Ch, | totally forgot. Dad said Specially | was to ask if your hands
were all right."

"They're fine. Please thank him™"
"Ckay. 1'll be seeing you."

| watched him peer in through the tool shed wi ndow, then nod back at
me, mmng sleep. He waved, and went.

| stared after himtill he vanished into the wods, then ny gaze
lifted.

Above the treetops the high clouds seened to formthenselves into a
huge question-nmark



| made ny self some lunch, fed Hodge and the dog, and spent sone tine
with the latter. He was nore rel axed now, seened pleased to see ne,
and managed to wag fully half his tail as he ate a m xture of brown
bread and chi cken



scraps softened with chicken stock. Wen | let himout for a few

m nutes he showed no desire to run away, but did his business and then
retreated into the safety of the shed. | |ocked the door on himagain
and went back into the house.

| had prom sed to |l ook for the 'special' recipe book, and if | could
find it and hand it over to Agnes, it mght keep the Trapps away, at

| east until | could get the dog tenporarily out of the way. |
suspected that what Agnes really wanted was not a recipe for sonething
like branble jelly what could be special about that? but the secrets
of some of Cousin Ceillis's cures. As far as | was concerned, she
could have them One thing | was certain about, they would do no harm
to anyone.

| had | ocked the inventory, along with the copy of ny cousin's will, in
the desk in the den. | got it out, took it into the draw ng-room and
sat down to read it through

It was arranged roomby room | started by skinmm ng quickly through
the contents of the room| was in, furniture, soft goods, pictures,
or nanment s.

As far as | could see without detail ed checking, everything was there.
Last came the contents of the big bookcase.

This, if | was to be accurate, would require a detail ed check, but for
the nonent a rapid glance down the list nust suffice. Wen | had

cl eaned the room | had spent a long tinme over the shelves, and could
nore or |less remenber what was there. It was a rich collection

novel s, one or two biographies (like ne, she had little taste for
them; a full collection of travel books, that is, travellers' accounts
of exotic countries. Books about animals; three full shelves on birds;
anot her on butterflies and noths, and two on trees, flowers and
grasses. But the main and nost attractive section was on gardens and
garden plants. | glanced at sone of the latter; the books on plants
were a gardener's selection, not a herbalist's. There was nothing here
that could be called a recipe book

In any case Agnes Trapp had had access to these shelves, as to the
cookery



books in the kitchen and the few reference books in the den, so the
still-roomwas really the only likely place.

| leafed through the inventory and found it, 'still-roomcontents', a
series of form dable lists; page after page of chem cals or
distillations, all those bottles and )'ars naned and in order. A
mercifully short list of furnishings followed, then, finally, three
full pages of books.

But no trouble there; no trouble at all. The first title was
underlined in red. The only one to be so distinguished. And its title
made it sure.

Goody Costel ow s own Hone Renedi es and Receipts. Goody Costel ow, the
old | ady who had lived here for seventy years, whose reputation as a

wi tch had passed right on to Cousin Geillis and now, after a fashion,
to ne. CGoody Costel ow, expert on magic, who had made Thornyhold into
an enchanted stronghold to keep out evil and allow the good to grow and
ri pen. Wose Hone Renedies for healing had presumably been studied and
foll omed by ny cousin.

Whose reci pes Agnes Trapp was SO very anxi ous to see.

| checked that the doors were | ocked, then took a duster and went
upstairs.

At first glance I could see nothing that nmight be Goody CGostel ow s
book, but there were dozens of volunes, some of them nuch used, sone
even ragged with handling, and it would be easy to mss a small book
tucked inside another. | set to work, nmethodically, to lift the books
out in sections, exam ne them one by one, dust them and return themto
the shelves. It was heavy work.

And it was slow, not only because | cleaned each book before returning

it toits shelf, but because the books were fascinating, and | lingered
over many of them O its kind, it seened to be a conprehensive and
probably a valuable collection. | was no judge of its conpl eteness,

but there seened to be everything, froma kind of priner of honpeopathy
to a tome, heavy with thick paper, woodcuts and small print, which
seened it was in German Gothic to be a treatise on botany. | found
transl ati ons of Dioscorides and Gal en



reprints of the herbals of on the planning and planting of herb
gardens, and several on wild plants and their uses, side by side with
exotics |ike Maori Medicines, and A Wtch-doctor Renenbers.

And that was the crop. There were recipes in plenty, ranging from
sinmple things like mint and confrey tea to "wap the kumaras in puri ri
| eaves and bake slowy over hot stones, then dry in the sun for two
weeks" , but no sign at all of Goody CGostelow. The only real find of
the afternoon was on the top shelf, when |I lifted out three vol umes of
somebody's treatise on the edi bl e and poi sonous fungi of Europe.

Behi nd t he books, dusty but still gleam ng, was the crystal gl obe that
Cousin Geillis and | had | ooked into on that day by the River Eden

| stopped at four o'clock for a cup of tea and a visit to the tool shed
then got back to work. By the tine |I had finished, and the books were
all back in place, it was growi ng dark, and ny back and arns were
aching. | had a bath, then fed the dog, and made supper for Hodge and
nmysel f in the kitchen

Afterwards, for the first time, | set a match to the drawing-roomfire,
and soon had a cheerful bright blaze, with the light dwelling on the
pretty cretonnes and polished furniture and the glass of the

bookcase.

As | went to draw the curtains Hodge, who had followed nme into the
room asked to be let out of the French windows. | obliged him then
after a monent's thought, followed himout and went round to the too
shed This time the dog | nust try to think of himas Rags met ne just
i nsi de the door, and let ne |ead himround and back into the house.
sat down in one of the armchairs with a book | had noticed earlier

Pi geons, How to Keep and Care for Them but kept ny eyes on the dog.
For a few mi nutes he wandered



uneasily round the room sniffing, exploring, with frequent gl ances
back at ne, and the tail ready to wave whenever he caught ny eye.

"Rags?" | tried it, and he came, and was patted and soot hed, and
finally, with a sigh, he settled hinmself down beside my chair, nose on
paws, blinking at the flanes.

It was a | ong, peaceful evening. The dog slept, only rousing when

got up to put a log on the fire. 1 could not guess whether he was used
to a house and a hearth rug but he certainly took to nmne with no
hesitation. Finally came the sound | had been waiting for, Hodge's
demand to be let in. | glanced at Rags. He raised his head, eyed the
wi ndow and wagged his tail, but did not nove. | crossed the. room and
opened the wi ndow. In came Hodge, stopped dead, blew hinself up to a
form dabl e size, and spat furiously. Rags lay still, wagging that
ingratiating tail. The cat advanced. The dog shrank nearer to ny
chair, abasing hinself.

Wat ching the duel of wills, | was satisfied. The dog obviously knew
cats and liked them the cat, the dom nant animal, would take tinme to
get used to the dog's presence, but knew hinmself to be in no danger

A week or two, and all would be well.

| sat for a while longer, watchful over ny book, while the dog went
back to a wakeful doze and Hodge stal ked, with great dignity, to the
armchair on the other side of the fire and settled, with frequent
pauses to glare at the dog, to washing hinself.

A movenent on the table at ny el bow caught ny attention. The gl obe. |
had set it down there and forgotten it, and the firelight was noving
over it, light and shadow, col our and darkness.

Bl ack spirits and white, red spirits and gray, Mngle, mngle, mngle,
you that mngle may!

It was bad luck to quote from Macheth, wasn't it? But then that
particul ar rhyme was not from Macbeth itself, but only quoted from sone
ol der



wi tch-play. Hodge, the witch's cat, with one leg still held rigidly
upright, had stopped his washing and was staring at the globe. Hs
eyes were wide and bright, but his fur lay sleek, newy Iicked and
unruffled. He |ooked interested, no nore.

| picked it up, held it between ny hands, and stared into it mnyself.

They were still there, anong the shadow and the flanmes; the flight of
pigeons. It was like |ooking into one of those ol d paperweights,

whi ch, when shaken, | oose a snowstorm Flock after flock of pigeons
wheel ed and circled, then, while | watched, coal esced into one
shimering cloud of flight and sank slowy to rest.

Rags seened happy to go back to his bed in the tool shed | left him
there with a biscuit and a bow of fresh water, then set a saucer of
mlk in the kitchen for Hodge while | | ocked up. Hodge, still slightly
edgy, but nmollified by the dog's bani shnent and the soothing ritual of
bedti ne, stal ked ahead of ne up the stairs and vani shed into ny

bedr oom

One part of the evening ritual remained. | filled the water-jug for
t he pigeons, and went upstairs to the attic.

| believe | had expected it, but all the sane | stood there for severa
seconds, while the superstitious flesh crept on my arns.

There were three pigeons now, on perches side by side. They shuffled
and cooed. Nothing could have | ooked nore innocent than these birds of
peace, these nessengers of the dead.

The new one was different yet again, blue-grey, its breast glimering
withiris. It regarded ne placidly with garnet eyes as | reached out
and lifted it fromits perch.

There was a nessage on its leg. O course there was. Gently | renoved
this, put the bird back, put food down and poured fresh water into the
trough before I unfolded the screw of paper. The birds flew down to
the grain, and the newcomner dipped its head to drink



Standi ng directly under the un shaded electric bulb | unfol ded the
thin fragment of paper.

It was different witing. A thin printing in capitals: welcome TO
THORNY HOLD AND GOD BLESS YOUR SLEEP, it Said. no signature.

| crossed to the window, and stood for a long tinme |ooking out at the

fadi ng colours of the sky, where, on that extraordinary night, | had
seen the oW s and the beckoning light, and had flown through and over
t hose hi gh whispering trees. | had al ways been content to know t hat

there was nmore in the living world than we coul d hope to under st and.

Now | found myself drifting on the peace of belief. Even if it meant
that that 'nightrmare' had been the truth, | thought I could accept it.
God bl ess your sleep. Perhaps if | forgot the other |ong-past

ni ght mares, and recalled the good things of nmy childhood and what | had
been taught, He woul d.



| guessed that Agnes would not want to wait for ne to take her the
coveted book, and | was right. She canme up soon after breakfast.

Bef ore the back door rattled and Hodge vani shed upstairs the tool shed
wi ndow



had been obscured, the dog fed and adnoni shed to silence, the gl obe
was | ocked away in the desk with the inventory, and I was in the
ki tchen washing pots for the branble jelly.

"Well, Mss Ransey?" was her greeting. She had been hurrying. She
was breathl ess and her col our was high

| greeted her warmy.

"Ch, Agnes. |'mso glad you' ve cone! | was going to cone down | ater
but | quite forgot to do this jelly yesterday, and | thought I'd better
get on with it. Nearly two pints of juice that's not bad, is it? And
now | wonder-" "You said you'd | ook out for that book." Sharp

Accusi ng.

"Yes. That's what nmade nme forget the jelly. | found the inventory,
and |'ve been through all the books in the place, along with the lists.
It took ages.

There is one that sounds exciting, and I wondered but for the nmoment,
can you tell me, please, about this jelly? | can't find any special
recipe, so I'mjust going by the one I know. A pound of sugar to a
pint of juice, and | did manage to find a few windfall apples in the

orchard" "It'Il do." She alnost snapped it. The flush had deepened
but not, | thought, at ny reference to the stripped fruit trees. It
was anger .

But she left the matter aside for a nmonent to show ne the gift which
as usual, she had brought ne. She dunped a bi g basket of blackberries
on the table with a rap that set the fruit junping

"Brought you these. | told you there was plenty near by us. And | put
some of our crab-apples in, too. Do as well as anything to nmake a good
set."

"Well, thank you! How very kind." | seened to be saying that, with
various shades of insincerity, alnpbst every hour on the hour

"That'l|l save nme another trip to the quarry."

"That's right." Suddenly, fromthe look in her eye, quickly veiled,
knew t hat that was exactly why she had picked and brought the fruit.

Why on earth should it be to her advantage to stop me goi ng over there
agai n?

| shrugged it off mentally, and turned away from her, stirring the
j ui ce.

Behi nd nme, she said, sharply: "About the book."



"Ch, yes. | gather you'd seen this book? | nean, you do know that ny
cousin had it?"

"Ch, yes."

"Well, the first one in the still-roominventory seened the |ikeliest
one to ne. It was called Goody CGostel ow s own Horme Renedi es and
Receipts." | glanced back at her

"Was that the title you renmenber?"

"That'd be it!" The blue eyes shone with excitenment. "That'd be
it

"I thought it might," | said, stirring.

"But I'mafraid it isn't there.”

"What do you nean, it isn't there?"

"Just what | say. There's a list in the inventory of all the books in
the shelves, and as far as | can nmake out, all the others are there,
but not that one. Maybe she lent it to someone?"

Her voice rose.

"She woul dn't do that! She couldn't! |If she was going to |let anybody
take a look at it, that would be ne. |If it's gone to old Madge ... but
she wouldn't do that! Not M ss Saxon!"

| looked at her curiously. M/ |ook seenmed to bring her to herself.

She said, nore calmy: "The Wdow Marget that lives over to Tidworth.

No friend of m ne. Nor no friend of Mss Saxon's neither, | shouldn't
t hi nk.

" "Then she probably didn't |lend her the book. But if you know her
why don't you ask her next time you go that way?"

"I mght, at that," said Agnes. She sat down at the table. Her
fingers were plucking at her skirt. She |ooked sul ky and defl at ed.

For the first tine since | had met her, | felt sorry for her, without
quite knowing why. , | stirred the jelly.

"Did you ever actually see the book?"

"Once. But Mss Saxon wasn't one for letting her recipes out, and she
took it away before | could get anything nuch puzzled out."

"Did she never give you any of her recipes?"

"Ol, yes, the confrey salve and some of the teas. But the rest she
kept .



She gave ne a nedi ci ne once for mother's cough that was sovereign
That was her word, sovereign. 1'd rightly like a | ook at that one
before the winter comes.”

"OfF course." | bent to sniff at the boiling juice. It snelled done. |
spooned a little out on to a cold plate.

"Agnes, you said you couldn't get it 'puzzled out'. Do you mean it was
handwitten?"

"Ch, yes, it was in witing, and some of it very faint and scratchy.

Terrible hard to read, it was. But |I'mno great reader of books,
anyway! " The jelly winkled to a set on the plate as | tilted it. |
lifted the jelly pan over to the table, and took the warmjars from
above the Aga.

"I did hear sonething about Goody Gostel ow - Lady Sibyl. M Dryden
told ne.

I was thinking that, if she lived so long ago, and with all the well, -
the stories about her, the book m ght have some sort of value. So
perhaps the | awers have it, or ny cousin may have put it in the bank
or sonet hi ng.

Don't be upset. 1'll find it, and let you know. "

She | ooked nol lifi ed.

"Well, 1'lIl be glad. Not that it's desperate, but when people pronise
somet hi ng, and peopl e have | ooked forward to sonething..." She let it
hang.

"That jelly looks all right. Here, let me, I'lIl son the covers for

you. You did look on all the shel ves?"

"What? Yes, | did. You know yourself that it's not here in the
kitchen, or in the drawing-roomor the den. I'msure | didn't mss it
inthe still-room but you can |l ook for yourself if you like. That's

the key there on the dresser.”

My very readi ness nust have reassured her. She shook her head

"Not if you' ve |ooked. 1'mnot so handy with books, nyself. 1t'll
turn up, maybe. If you ask at the lawer's, 1'll maybe go and see the
W dow Mar get .

There, that's the |labels done. [1'Il help you pick these new branbl es
over."

She found a big bow, tipped the blackberries from her basket, and sat
down again at the table.

| finished pouring the jelly, and set the pots aside to cool. Four
pots | got, and felt absurdly proud of nyself as the sunlight,
stream ng through the wi ndow, made the rich col our gl ow nore
beautifully even than w ne.



"Good enough for the jamtent at the show?" | asked her, | aughing.

"I said you'd not got a lot to learn." Picking busily, she darted a
ook at me. It was a friendly one, and snmiling. "That's done for the
year, the show, | nean, but there'll be others. Sonme day, maybe,
you'll go along o' ne to neet the other |adies? W' ve neetings al
year."

"Well, thank you. | think I'd like to." | laughed again.

"But not to show nmy home cooking. Not yet, anyway."
"Ti me enough," said Agnes. Another gl ance.
"Did you like my soup?"

"It was delicious. What was in it, apart fromthe | eeks and the
cr ean®"

"Just what comes to hand. Mishroons and such, and wld herbs of nmy own
recipe." A fewnnutes nore, while | joined her in picking the fruit
over.

"You not finding it too | onesonme here, then? You sleep all right?"

"Beautifully, thank you. That dog, Agnes, the one | was conpl ai ning
about, it seenms to have gone. \Whose was it?"

"Al'l the fol ks have dogs hereabouts. Maybe it's got shut in for a
change. "

"Let's hope it stays that way. One thing |'ve been neaning to ask you,
have you any idea who took M ss Saxon's pigeons? WIlliamtold nme that
someone came with a basket and took themaway. Did you see them go?"

This time she nodded.

"Chap that took them works over towards Taggs Farm two mile past that
to Tidworth. Name of Masson, Eddy Masson. It was himgot her started,
giving her a clutch. Never got keen like him though, Mss Saxon
didn't. She just liked to fill her place with such creatures. Used to
take the ones that was no good, and give the best ones over to Eddy
Masson again. She said once that when she went, he'd pronised to take
them And took themhe did, but I don't know if he'd keep them

Why ?"

"I just wondered. | suppose the one that's still here was out and
flying when the others were picked up. How nany did she have?"



"Nine or ten." She |aughed.

"I'f you don't go to count the rest that used to cone in for the food.
W1 d pigeons, squirrels, the lot. And not just in the attics. 1've
seen robins and such on the tea-table, and that drat ted cat never
nmoving to get rid of them™

"How dreadful. Now, you'll have a cup of coffee, won't you?"

Over the coffee we talked neutrally. She did not nention the recipe
book agai n.

"I's there anything | can give you fromhere?" | asked, finally, as she
showed no sign of |eaving.

"I was just going out into the garden.

W 1liam has been hel ping ne there, but | haven't got everything
identified yet. 1'Il be dividing the plants soon, if there's anything
you' ve got your eye on. " But she shook her head, took her |eave, and
went away down the drive.

As soon as | was sure she had gone |I let Rags out into the walled
garden for a run, then took himupstairs to the attic. The pigeons
still only three cooed and rustled and flew up to their perches, where

they sat shifting fromfoot to foot, watching us warily. The dog eyed
them but without interest.

Al he seenmed to want, as yet, was sleep and food, and to feel secure.
| left himwi th food and water and an old bl anket, and | ocked the door
as | went out. Then back to the tool shed to renmpve any trace of his
occupancy.

Until WIliamcane for himl was taking no risks.

After lunch | finished picking over Agnes's branbles. They were good
ones, plunp and very ripe. A few were too ripe, and these, together
with the stal ks and | eaves, | put aside and threw out on the conpost
heap by the back gate. The rest of the fruit went into the jelly
pan.



Just as it cane to the simmer | heard a sound at the back door. Not
Agnes again, surely? WIlliam conme for the dog? O perhaps the quick
junp and thud of ny heart told me who | had been hoping to see.

But it was Jessany, with a bulging carrier bag gripped in hands stained
with bl ackberri es.

"Why, Jessany! Cone in. Are those for me? Your nother's just been
here, and brought ne | oads! But how sweet of you."

He dunped the carrier on the draining-board. He was breathing hard,
and his blue eyes, so like his nother's, |ooked vague and strai ned.

"Them s no manner of good. Don'tee touch 'em mss."

"The brambles? Wiy? |'ve just picked themover, and they're
beauti es.

What d'you nmean? " The dull, wooden | ook cane down again over his
face. He | ooked away.

"Not hi ng. Nothing. But don't you be touching they. No manner of
good.

| picked un these instead. These be healthy berries. And | put elder
inwith they to keep the witchcraft away. Don't you fret about that,
nei t her.

| ast before | took the elderberries down. " "Asked whon? Your
not her ?"

"Nay. Nay." He |ooked scared.

"Ast her that lives in the tree."

Oh nmercy ne, here we go, another touch of old England. Aloud | said,
gently: "Well, thank you, Jessany. Now will you let ne take another
| ook at that arm of yours? How does it feel ?"

"Better. It be great."

He pushed back his sleeve and held the armout. M bandages had gone,
and a rag, crunpled but quite clean, had replaced them

"You' ve not been to the doctor, then? Wo put this on?"

"She did. | had to tell her about th' dog, you see, when | gave her
the witch-knot. But she don't know | cane here and you was stil
awake." He was agitated, trying to reassure ne.

"Never told her, m ss. | never told her."



"That's all right," | said soothingly.
"Don't worry. Just let me take a look, will you?"

The cloth canme away with a mass of dark-green pulp. Under it the wound
| ooked fine; clean, pale, healing fast. The bruising had al ready faded
to a dirty yellow, the punctures cleanly scabbed over

"This really is great, Jessany! What on earth did she put on it?"

"Leaves. Sone she grows out the back. And ointnment, M ss Saxon's that
was, some she made every sunmer withe sane plant. Swore by it, she
did."

"She was right. | won't put anything else on it. Let ne bind it up
again."

"Sovereign," said Jessany, as his nother had done. He repeated it,
like a child pleased to have renmenbered a lesson. '"In or out, that's
sovereign."

That's what she used to say. " The scent of the stuff was famliar
evocative. Yet how? And when? It snelled of a danp nmeadow, the edge
of a pool, a stream | apsing through green weeds. | could al nost hear
the rustle of Cousin CGeillis's dress, feel her peering over ny shoul der
as | started to replace the poultice. Confrey, that was it; called
knit bone bruiseu ort, con sound The roots boiled in water or w ne and
the decoction drunk heals inward hurts, bruises, wounds and ul cers of
the lung. The roots being outwardly applied cure fresh wounds or cuts
i Mmediately. ("In or out, that's sovereign." ) The reci pe Hone Renedy
or Receipt? - unreeled innmy mnd as if | had nade it a hundred tines.
For the ointment, digest the root or leaves in hot paraffin wax, strain
and allow to cool. And from sonewhere faint and far back, a sentence
that ran like a tranquil psalm Confrey joyeth in watery ditches, in
fat andfruitfull nead owes they grow all in ny garden.

"Jessany-" My voi ce sounded al nost as faint and far away.

"I'f you need any nore of the salve, I'll give you sone. There's plenty
in the still-room"



"Thanks, m ss. Thanks." He rolled his sleeve down.

"And you won't touch they branmbles? You didn't drink the soup. Don't
you eat those, neither."

"How did you-?" | stopped, blinking at him still benused. | said
feebly: "It was delicious. | did thank your nother."

A hiss fromthe stove, and the sweet-acrid smell of burning fruit
recalled me sharply. | hurried to lift the pan aside. Behind nme he
said anxiously: "Don't tell her."

"What? Oh, the branbles. No, | won't tell her. But look, if that arm
starts to trouble you at all, you must see a doctor, whatever your
not her says. Do you want your carrier back?"

He shook his head, naking for the door. Just before he went out he
paused.

"You wi Il chuck they berries away, miss? That paddock's broth others
don't do any good at all."

For quite a few seconds after he had gone, | stared after himat the
obl ong of enpty light which was the doorway. 4 d England, indeed. |
did not dare believe nmy ears. But Jessamy apparently saw hinsel f as
being in ny debt, and it would do no harmto listen to him

Al right, then, preposterous though it was, Agnes had tried twice to
drug my sleep. The first tine, with the pie, she had succeeded; hence
t he ni ght mar e.

The second time, with the soup, she had failed. And now a third
attenpt, with the branbles. Paddock's broth, indeed.

Poi son? Highly unlikely. Then what? Sonmething to drug nme to sleep
again while Agnes roanmed the house? Looking for what? That book?

Again unlikely. Even if that was what she had been searching for
earlier, she had no reason now to doubt my promise to let her see it.

She had already had the chance to see everywhere except in the
still-room and now | had offered her even that. So why?

| lifted the jelly-pan off the stove, and dunped it on the

dr ai ni ng- board reside Jessamy's carrier bag. Jessanmy meant ne well
certainly, but I could not believe he was right about this. Even if
for sone reason Agnes wanted ne



to sleep soundly tonight, drugging the branmbles would not ensure it.
The jelly would, in the normal way, not be used for weeks, even nonths,
and then in small quantities and at tinmes she could not predict.
Besides, | might well, as one did, give one or two pots away, or send
them (as in fact | had intended) to the parish sale of work.

But to get back to the first question why drug me at all? The first
time the pie was no nore than a well-founded suspicion, but the soup
seenmed to be a fact.

"You didn't drink the soup,"” Jessany had said, and | had wondered how
he knew. But | had already had the answer: "You was still awake." So
they had not intended to conme to the house that night, or surely
Jessany woul d have had to warn her that the drug had not worked. Agnes,
I remenbered now, had asked me if | had slept well, just as she had
asked after that first night.

There was nmore. She knew about the dog. Jessany had told her. And

t hough she knew about the bitten armand the dog's escape, she had not
mentioned it when | gave her an obvious |ead. The inference was that
she had known Rags was in the big house, and had sent Jessany there
herself. Not to feed him the bow had been dry and enpty. Not to
rel ease him either; the rope had been gnawed and snapped.

So, if he was neither feeding the dog nor letting himgo, why had he
been sent? And there again | had the answer, in the dog's torn skin,
the frantic | eap that had snapped the rope and | et himescape, the
bitten arm the tuft of hair left in Jessany's hand.

"I had to tell her about the dog when | gave her the witch-knot." |
had no i dea what a w tch-knot was; sonething like an el f-knot, |
supposed, a tangled skein of ha”“r; but alnobst certainly Jessamy had
used the termfor the tuft which he nmust have hidden in his pocket when
he handed nme the soiled cloths to burn.

| left it at that. There was little point in any further guessing.
could ask himnext tinme | saw him and it was even possible that he
mght tell nme

WIlliamhad said that he was gentle enough, but he was afraid of his
not her, and did as she told him Well, that fitted. He had been no
nore than stupid



with the dog: if he had thought to take scissors he could have got his
wi tch-knot without the bite, and they would still have the dog.

They would still have the dog. That was the crux. Agnes could do as
she Iiked with her spells, her paddock's broth, her w tch-knots and her
'meetings' - covens? - up by the quarry, as long as no living
creatures were nade to suffer. | would not trouble with poorJessany.

| would tackle Agnes herself as soon as | saw her, and get the truth
out of her.

Per haps the strangest thing about it all was that, though puzzled and

uneasy because | could not see what was happening, | was not
frightened. It was as if Thornyhold itself, enbattled against evil,
was infusing into the nervous, unsure girl | had been, sone sort of

strength (I hesitated to use the word 'power') which was a shield.

The shade, or rather the shining, of Cousin Geillis's presence; doves

t hat brought nmessages of peace; scented flowers and herbs that hindered
witches of their will. They grow all in ny garden. Al that needed to
be said, | had said to Wlliam "I don't know whether such things exist
or not, but if they do, trust in God and they can't hurt you."

| came back out of ny thoughts and into the sweet- snelling, normal
ki t chen.

The sunlight glowed in the four pots of jelly. Four was enough. |
would tip Agnes's fruit out, andJessany's with it. And while | thought
about it, | would get some of the confrey salve, and put it on Rags's
tail. If he licked at it, it would do himno harm

In or out, that's sovereign

| hefted the heavy pan and carried it out to the conpost heap. The

birds were busy, with no apparent ill effects, on the discarded

pi cki ngs. Agnes's branbles were surely as innocent asJessany's. In
any case, sooner than hurt anyone's feelings, | would bury themall out
of sight. | enptied the pan, took it back indoors and got the
carrier-bag and tipped that, too, then went to the tool shed for the
spade. | dug a hasty pit beside the conmpost heap and began to shovel

the discarded fruit into it.



| was just finishing the job when | heard the front w cket clash, and
monents later WIlliam s father appeared round the side of the house,
maki ng for the back door. He had raised a hand to knock when he saw
me, and turned to greet ne.



| straightened up to |l ean on the spade, and pushed the hair back out
of my eyes with a bl ackberry-stained hand.

"Why, hullo! How nice to see you. | -1 thought you m ght conme over.

Did WIliamask you to cone for the dog?



"Yes. |t made a wonderful excuse."
"I beg your pardon?"

He smiled at me, and | got the inpression that the sun cane out and al
the birds suddenly burst out singing. | took some sort of control of
nmy besotted thoughts, and said feebly: "Do cone in. | was just
finishing here."

"If I'd cone a few minutes earlier, |I'd have done that for you. |'m
not as good a practical man as Wlliam but | don't mnd deputising now
and t hen.

Gve nme the spade and I'Il clean it off."
| surrendered it.
"Did you come through the wood?"

"No, my car's in the drive. Didn't you hear it? Fromwhat WIIliam
said, | reckoned it would be too far for the poor beast to wal k.

There. Do you want it put back in the tool shed " Then, as his eye
fell on the enpty pile of sacks in the corner, with real anxiety: " The
dog? You weren't burying the dog? " "No, no! Only sone fruit that
had to be thrown away. He's fine."

"Thank goodness for that! | wouldn't have dared go back w t hout
him"

"Wlliamdidn't cone with you, then?"

"No. He's gone on his bicycle to Arnside to see if he can get a collar
and | ead and sonme dog food."

"It's terribly good of you to help out like this. Do you mnd? O
rather, do you really not mind? I1t'll only be for a few days till,
well, till things get sorted out here."

"Look, please don't worry. O course | don't mind. WIliamtold ne
what happened, and we'll be glad to do what we can. Were is he?"

"Up in the attic. | was afraid they'd - afraid soneone m ght see him
if I kept himdown here. | was just going up to see him and put sone
stuff on that tail. Have you time to cone in and have a cup of coffee?
O heavens, | didn't realise it was that tinme! - would you like sone
sherry? | found quite a store in the sideboard.™

"I ndeed yes. | know M ss Saxon's sherry. Thank you."



He seened to know where it was, too, and the glasses. Wile | washed
nmy hands and put the jelly pan to rinse he found and brought sherry and
gl asses into the kitchen. He |ooked round appreciatively.

"I always liked this house. I1'mglad you're letting it stay just the
sane. "

"I loveit. It felt Iike honme fromthe very start. Shall we fetch
Rags down now, and |let himget used to you before he's handed over?"

"Good idea. He won't have had nuch of a chance yet to trust people.
Did you find out where he came fron? " "Not yet. | don't really want
to, because one thing's certain, |I'mnot handi ng himback. He's here
to stay. The attic stair's this way, through the back kitchen."

"1 know. "

He foll owed me through and opened the staircase door for ne.

"You know t he house pretty well,"” | said.

"I came here quite alot. | was very fond of your cousin.”

As | opened the attic door | was nmet by a very different dog fromthe
one that Wlliamand | had rescued. He cane to neet ne, and the whole
of his tail was wagging. His body was still arched, tucked in over the
shrunken belly, but the eyes were different, and they were eyes | knew,
eager and loving. | knelt down to greet him and held himwhile M
Dryden made much of him | left themtogether while | went to get
grain for the birds.

"You knew she kept pigeons, of course? Did you ever | come up here?"
"A couple of tines." He was talking gently to the dog, which had tried
to follow me, but allowed the man to hold himback. | saw M Dryden
eyeing the birds as they flew down to the food.

"Three of thenP"

"Yes. Did Wlliamtell you about the message?"

"Yes, he did. | hope he was neant to? That is you didn't mean hi m not
to?"

"Ch, no. Was he still worried about it?"



"I don't think so. Puzzled, that's all, but | explained."

He got to his feet as | dropped the grain scoop back into the crock
Rags cane sidling up to ne, ears flattened, ready for a caress, then
went ahead of us down the first steep flight with a stunble and a rush,
and stood waiting on the |anding, alnost the picture of a dog eager for
a proni sed wal k.

"They recover fast, don't they?" said M Dryden.

"I don't think you need worry. By the time he comes back to you we'll
have himas fit as a fiddle."

"Can you manage the food, do you think? It's not always easy for the
cat, and |'ve never kept a dog."

"We're living on a farm renenber. There's plenty. 1In fact the corn
you're feeding to the pigeons was a gift fromour hens."

"Really? 1'mgrateful yet again. What did you tell WIIian®"
He turned to shut the staircase door
"What about ?"

"The pigeon with the nessage. You said you 'explained to him" ;
" Ch.

Well, | should have said, 'explained as best | could ."

"Wai ch was?"

"I gather | said nuch the sane as you did. The only way it could have
happened is for soneone to have taken a bird and released it just after

you got here."

"Yes, but what really worried himwas that she wote the nmessage
hersel f, and this nust have neant that she foresaw her own death."

"Not necessarily, surely? She may well have pictured herself coning
back from hospital, with you ensconced here to share it with her?"

| shook ny head.

"She knew. And she knew nore than that; she foresaw nmy father's death
as well."” | told himabout the dated letter that had been | odged wth
the will, and what she had said to me that day by the river.

"I told Wlliamthat even if she did foresee her own death, such
t hi ngs



weren't so very uncomon, and in fact | knew Cousin Geillis would have
been gl ad of the know edge." | |ooked at him

"It would be nice to feel that way, but |I'mnot sure that | coul d.
Coul d you?"

He shook his head.

"She was a tougher character than |I could ever be.

But it fits. It rings true. WIIiamaccepted it, anyway. " "Then
that's all right. | asked Agnes who took the pigeons and she said it

was soneone called Masson who |ives over your way. Do you know hi nP"

"Yes, he's M Yelland s shepherd. Yelland is the farner who owns Taggs
Farm

It was once two farns, but it was joined into one when he married
Bessi e Corbett, so now the Yellands |ive at Black Cocks and | rent the
ot her house."

"Boscobel . "

He sm | ed.

"It appeal ed nore than Taggs Farm"

"And M Masson?"

"He has a cottage a couple of mles away, at Tidworth."

"Do you suppose he could have rel eased that bird on the date she gave
hi nP"

"I suppose he might. |If the birds were all there with him he nust
have done."

W were back in the kitchen, and Rags rushed forward to expl ore Hodge's
enpty dinner-bowl. Hodge was on the table, washing. He spat once, a
token hiss, as the dog cane into the room then went back to his

washi ng.

| 1 aughed.

"No trouble there. Well, the pigeon nystery can wait till | see M
Masson nysel f. Do sit down."

He poured sherry and handed ne a gl ass.

"Does it worry you?"

"Not a bit. Actually, I likedit. It was Iike her."
"Have there been other messages?”

"Only one, and that was better still. It cane like a blessing fromthe
air.”

He was silent, sensing perhaps that | wanted to say no nmore. W sat
wat chi ng while the dog scoured the enpty bowl, then cane over to us for



attention.

The cat washed, attending to nobody but hinself.



| snoot hed the dog's head.

"Do you know of a stone circle hereabouts?"
He | ooked anused.

"Well, there's Stonehenge."

"Ch, heavens, | suppose there is! But not as big as that. Alittle
one."

"Actual ly, Stonehenge isn't as big as one imagines it fromthe
pi ctures.

Haven't you ever seen it?"

"No. | didn't realise it was so near. |'mfromthe far north,
r enenber ?
No, | did wonder if there was a small one, sonmething |like the one near

Keswi ck, maybe not far fromthe quarry? The quarry where we net?"

Even as | said it, something about the phrase stopped ne short,
confused. It was a lovers' phrase, and it seemed to go ringing on and
on between us.

But he seenmed to notice nothing. (And why indeed should he? You're on
your own in this, CGeillis Ramsey. ) He was saying: "There's nothing
like that hereabouts that | know of. Certainly nowhere near Boscobe

or Bl ack Cocks.

But Stonehenge you've really never seen it? Wuld you like to?"

"Love to. Once sunmer cones again, and |'ve maybe got nyself a car and
some petrol to runit on " "I have a car, and the tank is full, and the
weat her is gorgeous right now. How about this afternoon? It's not
far."

"I -- why, 1'd love to. But- are you sure? What about the book? |
t hought you were head down in that."

"For once it can take second place. | was going to ask you today,
anyway, if you'd like to go out sonewhere; conming for Rags just nade
the excuse. W can take himhome and have a sandwi ch or something " "I
could give you sonmething here, if you'd like it. An onelette?

Thanks to you, I'mwell off for eggs. " "Thank you, but no. WIIliam
will be home by now, and he'll be watching the road for you."
| 1 aughed.

"For Rags, don't you nean?"

"OfF course. We'll have a sandwi ch at Boscobel. Please say yes."



"Yes. It sounds lovely. Thank you, M Dryden. WIIl you have sone
nore sherry while | go up and get the ointment for Rags, and collect a
j acket for nysel f?"

The drive over to Boscobel began alnost in silence. | renenber the
whi sper of the car's tyres on the noss of the drive, the dapple of
sunlight sliding over us as we purred under the trees, the flash of
blue as a jay fled | ow across the bonnet. M conpanion did not speak
and whether it was the effect of his close proxinmty, and the sudden
feeling of intimacy given by a closed car, coupled with the too-vivid
know edge of ny own feelings, | found myself gripped by sonething of ny
old, crippling diffidence, and was gl ad of the dog's presence as a
bridge to the silence. Rags seened nervous of the car at first, and
had to make nuch of himas | held himdown under the dashboard till we
wer e past the | odge.

As the car threaded its way between the twin halves of the | odge | saw
the curtains on our right Agnes's side twitch ever so slightly, and
fall straight again. And on the other side the shadow rocking to and
fro, to and fro, in the solitude of the tiny house.

W turned out into the sunlight of the road. M Dryden spoke at
| ast.

"They were there."
"Yes. 1 saw."

"Well, you can let himup now WII he go on the back seat, do you
t hi nk?"

But when | tried to ease Rags back across the gearbox, he refused to
go, so | kept himwhere he was, on ny knee, and sat back as confortably
as | coul d.

M Dryden gl anced down.

"Are you all right like that?"

"I"'mfine. He doesn't weigh nmuch, poor chap. He'll settle down
soon.
Do you know, M Dryden, it nust be years, literally, since | had a run

out, like this, just for pleasure. It's wonderful



"I"'mglad. And do you think you could make it Christopher? O even
Chri st opher John? That's what | was always called when | was a boy, to
di stinguish ne fromny father. Wichever you like. WII you,

pl ease?"

"I - yes, thank you. And you know nine."

The car gathered speed. The hedges streamed by.

"Wlliamcalls you Glly. | understand you asked himto. Do you Ilike
that, or Geillis?"

I smled and echoed him
"\Whi chever you like."

"Ceillis." He said it very softly, as if to hinself, and a shiver went
up my spine. | hugged Rags to nme and put ny head down to his.

"Do you know, " added Christopher John, "that it's a real witch's
name?"

My head canme up with a jerk.

"Good heavens, no! Is it? | used to ask ny nother where the name cane
from but she never told ne. Cousin Geillis's nanme, | nean. | was
called after her."

"She was your godnot her ?"

"Sponsor, she called it; She wasn't - at |east she made out that she
wasn't on terms with God."

(The second nmessage: Wel cone to Thonyhol d and God bl ess your sl eep?

Who had sent it? Wwo? ) He was saying sonethi ng about Edi nburgh, and
the witch trials there

"There was a Geillis Duncane. She's nentioned in the Demonol ogy. And
so, incidentally, is one Agnes Sanp- son. And | seemto have seen that
| anb-1i ke name cropping up el sewhere in the chronicles of witchcraft as

wel |, that is, as our own Agnes, who works at it with the best of
them™
"And 1'll bet she's the prettiest witch in the coven." | said it

lightly, nore for sonmething to say than for any other reason
"Pretty? 1s she? | suppose she is."

Whether it was the indifference of his tone, the absent way he spoke as
he steered carefully to overtake a couple of cyclists on that narrow
road, but that was the nmoment at which the scal es dropped fromny eyes
with a thud that | could actually hear, only it was the twisting thud
of my heart.



| sawit all no, not all, but many things that | ought to have seen
| ong before.

Agnes Trapp had not drugged the bl ackberries. She had picked t hem
because, quite sinply, she did not want ne to go over to the quarry
agai n, and perhaps go up to Boscobel. And she had deliberately lied to
me or msled ne about Christopher John's wife.

The reason? So benused and bedazzled had | been that | had not taken
into account the fact that other wonmen m ght be just as responsive to
nmy honme fatal as | was. Like an arrow striking hone, the sinple truth
thudded into ny brain. Agnes was in love with him too.

WIlliamwas waiting, hanging over the gate.

As we approached he swung it wider, and we drove into the yard.
opened ny door, and Rags junped out. For a moment he stood | ooking
doubtfully about him ready, | think, to be afraid of another strange
place, with its new sights and snells. Then the boy called, "Rags!

Rags! " and boy and dog fl ew toget her

W left themand went into the house.



W did see Stonehenge. |In those days it stood unfenced, deserted,
small in the nmiddle of the great Plain, but as one left the road and
wal ked to it across the grass the stones reared thenselves to their
awesone height, and the circle closed round with its own old nagic.



This was certainly not the stone circle of nmy dream There were
harebells in the grass, and the lichens on the tall stones were
beautiful in the sunlight, green and anmber and furry grey as
chinchilla. The breeze in the | ong autumm grasses sounded |ike the
ripple of a slowriver. Late though the year was, an occasiona
bird-call echoed over the Plain. Above us the sky arched, enornous,
wi sps of cloud breaking and formng and fl owi ng through the blue Iike
the cream ng of a quiet sea.

There was no one else there. W walked slowy round between the
massi ve nenhirs, while Christopher John told ne about the place.

Not hi ng was known, he said, about its origins or the great nen of our
prehi story who had built it, but there was evidence to show where the
stones had conme from and this, considering their size and the

di stances invol ved, was barely credible. O course |egends had arisen
to explain the apparent miracle of the building. It had been erected
in a night by Merlin, and King Uther Pendragon lay buried at its
centre. The Druids had sacrificed their wetched victins there. |Its
buil ders had oriented it towards the rising sun of the sumrer sol stice,
and people still canme sonmetines to pray there, and watch for wonders.
It was a calendar, a gigantic tinme-keeper of the years.

It was a thousand-mile- stone on the path of some sky-haunting dragon
None of it, truth or |egend, was needed to enhance the magic of the
pl ace. For me, that was there in the clean air and the breeze on the
grasses and the singing of happiness.

W had tea at Avebury, at an inn in the very centre of another circle
so vast that the whole cannot be seen fromany of its stones. Parts of
it were lost in the fields round about, and a village with its roads
and | anes cut here and there through the ring. W nmade no attenpt to
wal k round it, but drove hone instead by green byways, where
Chri st opher John stopped the car once or twice to let me gather wld
flowers and berries "to draw' , | told him

"I used to do a lot, but | had to let it go rather, and 1'd like to
start again now that |'ve got the house straight."



And all the tinme, we talked. That fit of shyness had passed as if it
had never been, and the earlier ease had cone back. | forget now al
that we tal ked about, but at |length, on the way hone, | began to |learn
about him W stopped beside the river bridge over the Arn, with the
ruins of the old abbey beyond the trees catching the reddening rays of
the sun, and he sat on the parapet and tal ked while |I gathered bryony
fromthe hedgerow, and gl ossy berries of honeysuckle, and a handful of
the exquisite late harebells that | ook so fragile, but are as tough as
wire.

He had served through the war in the Western Desert: he said very
little about that, except that he had known Sidney Keyes, the young
poet who was killed in 1943, at the age of twenty, and who, had he
lived, said Christopher John, would have been one of the greatest of
our time.

"In fact is, even so," he said.

"Do you know his work?"

"I don't think so. I'mafraid | haven't read poetry nuch at al
lately. | used to love Walter de la Mare."

'"The sweetest singer, and one of the, nost profound thinkers of our

age.

It sounded like a quotation, which it apparently was.

"He was nmy wife's favourite," he said.

"She worked as poetry editor for the Aladdin Press. She and WIIiam
stayed with her sister in Essex during the war, but she had to go up to
London for a nmeeting, and there was a raid that night. She was killed,
while | was sitting quite safely sonewhere near Tobruk. WIIiam can
just remenber her."

He went on then to tell ne about her, Cecily, WIIliams nother, dead

these six years. He spoke of her with love, but without grief. Six

years, and whatever the |oss, happi ness steal s back

"Or comes suddenly, like the sunrise at Stonehenge,"” he said, |ooking
away through the trees, where the ruins, robbed of the |ast sunlight,
showed ghostly grey.

"Look, there's a spike of wild arum by the abbey gateway. What could
you want better than that for col our?"

W got back to Thornyhold at dusk. Christopher John saw ne to ny
door,



unl ocked it for ne, declined to cone in, and tripped over Hodge on his
way down the path. | heard the car door open and shut.

| snatched Hodge up and kissed him said: "Ch, Hodge\" and turned to
run upstairs. Qutside, the car's engine started, idled briefly, was
kill ed.

Hodge kicked nme furiously and | eaped fromny arnms as Christopher John
cane rapidly up the path again, carrying the flowers | had picked, and
a small parcel wapped in brown paper

"You left your flowers. I'mafraid they got a bit squashed, but they
m ght cone round."

"Ch, dear! They were on ny lap, and | forgot all about them They
must have slipped off and got trodden on. |I'mterribly sorry."

"Don't be. It was a good thing, as it happens. Remi nded ne of

somet hing | ought to have brought back weeks ago. M ss Saxon asked ne
to keep it for you. Here it is now, with apologies. And thank you
once nore for a wonderful day."

Before | could answer he had sketched a salute, turned and gone. This
time the car started with a roar, and went quickly away.

Hodge said sonething urgent fromthe baize door, so | pushed it open
and carried flowers and package to the kitchen. Flowers first, into a
jug of water. Hodge's supper next, or there would be no peace at

all.

Finally, to unwap the package.

Whet her by witchcraft or not, | knew already what it would contain.
And it did. Lying there on the table beside the sherry bottle and the
jug of wild flowers was Goody Costel ow s own Horme Renedi es and

Recei pt s.

O course | took the book to bed with me, and of course | sat up half
the night, reading it.

Readi ng, that is, as much of it as | could. Agnes had been right; the
crabbed, spidery hand and the faded i nk made sone of the words



i ndeci pherabl e, but a nodern hand 186 my cousin's - had translated the
wor st of the words, and had al so pencilled in notes or even corrections
to the old recipes.

For that is what they were. |If | had expected a book of nagic spells,
| was disappointed. It was just what the title had prom sed, a book of
reci pes and home renedi es. Some of them Cousin Geillis had obviously

tried and used; here and there she had added notes: This works well,
but use sparingly, half the dose for a child. O: Too violent. Try
(i ndeci pherabl e) instead? and a further note: Yes. The confrey salve
was there: For the ointnment, digest the root or |eaves in hot paraffin
wax, strain and allowto cool. | read it with a prickling of the skin
at my own foreknow edge, and a smile at Cousin Geillis's note:

Cul peper's recipe. Sovereign, inside or out.

Agai nst anot her recipe she had witten: It won't grow here. Italian

Ask C. J. The book was not set in order; that is, the recipes seened to
have been witten down as they were acquired, or tried out, so that
soups, pies, puddings and so on, were interspersed with pickles and

wi nes; nedi ci nes and househol d cl eansers. The nedicines, and of course
the preserves and wi nes, used plants, herbs, fungi, npbsses, the barks
and sap of trees every imagi nabl e product, not only of the garden, but
of the hedgerows and streans and woods.

| read on, and as | read, an idea began to grow, and gradually took
hold of nme. To begin with | had assuned, with a good deal of
m sgiving, that | should try to followin the steps of Lady Sibyl and

Cousin Geillis and becone, in fact and not nmerely in jest, the third
"witch' of Thornyhold. But what | had seen of ny cousin's library, and
the contents of her still-roomher professional life tidied away to

make room for sonethi ng new had convi nced nme ot herwi se.

Thi ngs had changed. Even to nyself | would not acknow edge how, but I
knew that the lifetime's study given by ny spinster cousin would take
nore time and dedication than I, with marriage and a young famly, was
likely to have.

So our mnds | eap ahead of facts or even probabilities.



But mine made the leap, and | knew at |ast just what | had to do.

The talent you're born with. | would use it, nmy one real talent, and
make drawi ngs of all the plants and fungi, with descriptions, and notes
of their habitats, and perhaps sonme day make an illustrated book of the
soverei gn renedi es and reci pes of Thornyhold. Christopher John woul d
advise ne. But whether it nmade a publishable book or not, | would do
it for ny own pleasure, and in the doing, perhaps, learn howto use in
my own way the gentle powers of garden and woodl and. | would start

tomorrow to make a fair copy of Lady Sibyl's book, and perhaps even try
out some of the recipes for myself.

I remenbered then that | had promised to | et Agnes see the book. That
first, then. Tonorrow as ever was | would gather ny new courage, take
t he book down to the | odge, and get answers to the questions | wanted
to ask. But no mention, no hint at all, of brambles and the quarry and
Boscobel

Branbl es. A thought struck me, and | picked up the book again. |
checked through it, curiously. There was no recipe in it for branble

jelly.

Beyond t he open wi ndow the ow hooted. Overhead sone small clawed
creature pattered anong the remai ns of the pigeons' grain. Beside ne,
snugged deep in the eiderdown, Hodge purred suddenly, then sw tched off
i ke Christopher John's engine. A big nmoth flew in, and beat crazily
at nmy bedside light. | reached to switch off and give the creature a
chance to get away and back into the cool night.

No recipe for branble jelly. That had been Agnes's excuse; for getting
me to | ook for the book. |If she had wanted sone of the herbal recipes
for herself, surely she would have said so. But there had been those
el aborate lies about "M ss Saxon's jelly was always the best', and the
special recipe that nust be in this book. And this was certainly the
book with the difficult witing that she had not had time or chance to
make out.



Concl usi on? That the book contai ned sone other recipe that she
want ed, but did not want to tal k about.

And on the heels of that conclusion, another. That whatever it was,
Cousin Geillis had not wanted her to have it. Had perhaps found her
exam ni ng the book, and so had taken the precaution of lodging it in
Chri stopher John's safe keeping till ny arrival

| switched the light on again. The nmoth had gone. Hodge hal f-opened
an eye in reproach, then shut it again, stretched | uxuriously and sank
back into sleep

| reached to pick up the book. Its cover, never a very strong one, had
split with long usage, and the backbone had broken, letting the
stitching go. M action in stretching for the bedside | anp had tunbl ed
t he book aside, so that it slid, half opened, across my knees, while a
| oose page slid out free of the rest.

| picked this up and opened the book to replace it, glancing at it
half-idly as | did so. 1t looked and felt different fromthe rest; a

t hi cker, yellower paper, brownish ink, splotches and bl ots rmade perhaps
by a quill pen, and in a different, older hand. A recipe supplied by
an altogether different person fromthe virtuous |adies Sibyl CGostel ow
and CGeillis Saxon. A recipe belonging to the book I had expected to
find, the only recipe that could claimto be 'real' nagic, and pretty
certainly the one that our local witch wanted so very badly.

It was called, sinply: The Love Philtre.

| think that ny first enotion was recoil, then, woman for woman, a sort
of pity. Afterwards, sharply, and still woman to worman, a flash of
uncertainly: aml wong about the way he feels for ne? And finally, an
i ncredul ous: supposing the damed thi ng works?

| picked up the thick, taller-edged parchnent and read it through. The
Love Philtre. Take the wings of four hats, nine hairs fromthe tail of
a newy



dead or dying dog, the bl ood of a black pigeon, and seethe together
with. | omt the rest. But there already, with no questions asked or
possi bl e to ask, was the answer to another of ny questions.

| sat there in the dark for a long time, trying not to blanme Agnes for
what (I told nyself) was an uneducated country- worman's attitude to
animal s. For Agnes, as for nmany of her kind brought up in the renoter
countryside of the '40s, all wild creatures were vermn; a cat was
tolerated only as it would kill mce or birds, even the robin; a dog
only as it would work, or act as guard. She would think nothing of
wringing the necks of ny stray pigeons, or drowning the owner |ess

Hodge, or keeping the wretched Rags for her witch's cauldron. | could
acquit her of the injury to Rags, inflicted by Jessany in his
unthinking sinplicity, but it was inpossible and, surely, wong? - to
forgive the cruelty that had tied himup and kept himon starvation
rations for the sake of that repulsive spell. | was trying so hard not
to blane Agnes that | found | was shaking. | told nyself that ny own

deep and even obsessive |love for animals was a personal thing, a
product of my own unhappi ness and | ack of self-confidence. Aninmals
were safer, and far kinder, than people. It was | nyself, in ny

i nadequacy, who was abnormal, not the sinpler, nore extrovert people
with their robust attitudes to the natural world.

| thought suddenly of ny father's curate, now hinself |ong dead, and
what he had done with ny rabbit. Presumably he had bred the rabbits
for food, and if a child had kept one for |ove, and subsequently
returned it, it would go back into the category of neat. Fair
enough.

| ate neat nyself. The wong had been done, not to the rabbit, but to
the child.

And my nother, with the dog? She had been the product of a tough

pi oneer society, hacking a living out of the New Zeal and bush, where
animal s were stock or game, and there was no room in the poverty of a
hard-working life,



for sentinent. Even the children would be regarded as working tools,
and daughters in consequence as | ess desirable than sons. The wongs
of my childhood, if they were that, could, with this sweating effort of
t he i magi nati on, be understood, and forgotten. So the obscene |ove
philtre led me, through that |ong night, to the exorcismof my own

nm serabl e spectres, and, finally, to an exhausted kind of peace.

When at last | slept | dreamed, not of stone circles and dying dogs,
but of pigeons flying against a high blue sky, and Christopher John
smling and saying: "Happiness cones back, in the end."



Since this is not a tale of mdnight witchcraft, but a sinple, a
reasonably sinple, love story, it is fitting that the final chapters
shoul d open on the nmorning of a glorious day. Even the early sunshine

warmng the crisp air,



t he dew shimering thick on the grass, and the thin cloud nisting the
shine of the river, could not disperse the heaviness that lay on ne
when | awoke.

And when | renenbered what the day was to bring, | had to hold fast to
my courage. Only the thought of Rags, the 'newly dead or dying dog'
sustained me. | hurried through the norning's chores, then ran
upstairs for the book

I had no intention of letting Agnes have it until | had had my talk
with her and got the truth fromher. Even then, | was not going to
hand it over with that ghastly recipe still init. | took the
parchnent page out and, with no flicker of conpunction, set a match to
it and washed the charred fl akes down the still-roomsink. | put the
book on a shelf with the rest, |ocked the door, and went downstairs to
prepare, while ny resolution held, to go and see Agnes at the | odge.

It is always better to neet the eneny on one's own ground; to choose

the position to fight from | had never been inside the | odge, had not
been asked inside on the few occasions when | had stopped there on ny
way past. | did not want the coming interviewto take place in front

of Jessany, and | was certainly not going to talk on Agnes's doorstep.

i ntended nerely to tell her that the coveted book had been found, but
that it was fragile and possibly valuable, so that if she wanted to

| ook at it she nust do so at Thornyhol d, where she would be at liberty
to copy out what recipes she wanted.

Afterwards, not to waste this beautiful day, | would go to Tidworth and
see M Masson, who had taken Cousin Geillis's pigeons, and ask him
about the birds that had brought the nmessages. See if the wild idea
had had about the second nmessage could possibly be right. And (though
| tried not to admt it even to nyself) see if, as | passed the track
that led to Boscobel, I mght catch a glinpse of Christopher John

| cut nyself sonme sandwi ches, put one of ny pots of bramble jelly in
t he bicycl e basket, and set off down the drive.



At the lodge | nmet the first check to ny brave and cunni ng pl ans:
Agnes was not at hone, and neither, apparently, was Jessany.

There was no answer to ny knock

But as | stooped to put the pot of jelly on the doorstep |I heard
Jessany's voice just behind ne.

"Why, good norning, mss!”

He had been, not in his own house, but inits twin on the other side of
the drive. He had left the door wide. |Inside | caught a glinpse of a
tiny room spotlessly neat, with a red checked cloth on a snmall table,
a fireplace glinting with brass, and an ol d-fashi oned rocking-chair
where the old lady sat, looking surely twice as old as her years, |ike
a Victorian picture, with an apron over her lap, and a white shaw
round her shoul ders. She nodded and sniled at nme, and waved a hand.
sm | ed and waved back. Jessany said: "Ma's not here, mss. Her's gone
out."

"Do you know where she's gone?"

"Never said."

"And you didn't see? Did she go up through the woods?"

"Nay. Weént towards town." He pointed in the direction of St Thorn
"And she didn't say when she'd be back?"

He shook his head.

"Went after breakfast. Never said. Did ee make the jelly, mss?"

"Yes. It made a lovely batch. Thank you again, Jessamy. | brought a
pot for you and your nother. How s the arn®"

"Better. That's healed right up."”

"I"'mglad. Wen your nother cones in, will you tell her that | found
the book? Tell her to cone up if she wants to see it."

"A book?" That vague, puzzled | ook

"Ma to ook at a book?" "Yes. She'll know what | mean. Just tell her
I found the book." | picked up ny bicycle. Gan was waving again, and
| responded.

"Tell her 1'll be out till about tea-tine, but to conme up after that if

she wants to see it. Thanks, Jessamy. Al clear?"



"Aye." He lowered his voice. "" Tain't no use at all you conming in

to talk to Gan. She be pleased to see you, that's all. " "It's all
right, | understand. 1It's nice to see her. She |ooks very well."
Anot her wave, and as | wheeled ny bicycle out in the sunny road, | saw

t he rocking-chair begin its incessant swayi ng once nore.

There was no sign of Christopher John as | passed the nmouth of the
Boscobel track. Beyond it the road deteriorated into a rutted | ane,
obvi ously nmuch used by cattle, which wound bet ween hedges for another
mle or so before reaching Tidworth. And there it stopped. Tidworth
was renpote, a tiny hamet, with half a dozen cottages huddl ed round a
green where white ducks were enjoying a nuddy pond. A pillar- box
out si de one of the cottages, and sonme goods for sale in the w ndow,

i ndicated the post office. | left my bicycle at the gate and went

in.

There was no one in the shop, but the snell of baking bread drifted in
fromthe back room and the ting of the doorbell was answered by a
worman who hurried in, w ping flour off her hands on to a | arge checked
apron.

"I"'msorry to bother you when you're busy" -- | began. "That's al
right, mss. Wat can | do for you?" | hesitated, |ooking around ne,
wondering what to buy. There was very little on the shelves; rationing
had hit this sort of tiny general shop hard, as people tended to take
their coupons into the town where their custom m ght bring the odd perk
with it of un rationed goods. And in a place like Tidworth people
woul d have their own eggs, grow their own vegetables, nake their own
bread. My eye stopped at a stack of un rationed cocoa.

"May | have one of those tins of cocoa, please?" She reached for the
tin, but without taking her eyes off me. She was a tall, bony woman,
dressed in



black with a rust-col oured cardi gan. She had greying hair pulled back
into a bun, a strong-looking jaw, and bl ack eyes that took me in with
interest, nore, with a sharp curiosity that surprised nme till |
recol l ected that strangers must only rarely come along this dead-end

r oad.

"Was there anything else? That'll be one and fourpence hal f penny,
pl ease... Mich obliged."

"There er - there was sonmething else, actually... I"'mtold that there's
a M Masson who lives in Tidworth? | wonder if you could tell ne which
is his house?"

"Eddy Masson? Aye, he's got the end cottage. You passed it, it's the
first one you come to on the road. But | doubt you'll not find him
there. He'mrarely there except at nights, or Sundays. Wrks over to
Farmer Yelland at Bl ack Cocks."

Way had | not thought of that nyself? To get to Black Cocks you had to
go by Boscobel. | smiled at her

"Thank you very much. | could call there on the way back. But perhaps
Ms Masson's at hone?"

"Not married," she said, and then, with a disconcerting flicker of
anusenent, "not yet."

"Ch, well," | said vaguely, "thank you so nuch." | turned with an odd
sense of relief towards the door

Her voice stopped ne.

"You staying in these parts, then?"

"Yes. That is, I'mnot on holiday. 1| live here now, at Thornyhol d.
You nust know it? | moved in in Septenber, and I'mstill just finding
my way about. This is the first time |I've been to Tidworth. It's very
pretty, but a bit out of the way, isn't it? " "They say that even the
crows ha' to fly out backwards." She nodded, | ooking pl eased.

"There noww As if | didn't guess who you were as soon as you came into
the shop! Mss Ransey you'll be, as the Wdow Trapp works for! \Well
mss, I'mglad to know you."

She pushed up the counter flap and cane through, hol ding out a hand.

Pi geon post, | thought. Pigeon post was nothing to the jungle druns



of West ermai n.  But of course everyone within mles would know of nme by
this time. Wuld probably also know nme by sight. They would certainly
know all that | had done to the house; the "Wdow Trapp' woul d have
seen to that.

The Wdow Trapp. And the rival witch lived at Tidworth. The
ol d-fashi oned phrase set up an echo that nmade the guess a certainty.

| took her hand. It was dry and bony and surprisingly strong.
"How do you do, Ms Marget?"
Her delighted reaction held a kind of echo, too.

"There, now, didn't she tell me? Didn't | knowthe mnute | laid eyes
on you?"

"Tell you what? Know what?" She didn't answer, but shook her head,
t he bl ack eyes dancing. She picked the tin of cocoa up and pressed it
into nmy hand.

"You're forgetting this. Yes, |I'm Madge Marget, and you'll know ny
Ceorge, | reckon that's my son. He's the postman, and he was telling
me that old Mss Saxon's place |looks a fair treat now, and the new
young |l ady was the prettiest sight you' d see between here and
Sal i sbury. So as soon as you come into the shop | says to nyself,
that's her, | says, with a look of' Mss Saxon that there's no

m st aki ng, and a right beauty, too, no offence."

"No I - How could there be? Thank you."

She fol ded her hands under her apron, and | eaned back agai nst the
counter, obviously ready for a long chat, but | thanked her again

qui ckly, with some sort of excuse about being in a hurry, and made for
the door. As | opened it | found her close behind me. A hand cane
over ny shoul der, pointing.

"That's Eddy Masson's house, a-down there by the stacks. He keeps them
there."”

" Keeps what ?"
"Those. "
And the finger pointed to where, high over the big elnms, a flight of

pi geons circled, dipped, and wheeled away in the direction of
Boscobel



M Masson's cottage stood a little apart fromthe road, and if | had
not been told that he had no wife, | could have guessed it fromthe
general |y negl ected | ook of house and garden. The w cket gate was

rotting, and hung on one hinge.



| pushed through it and picked ny way over the weedy cobbles to the
door.

This stood open, and gave straight on to the |iving-room where the
remai ns of breakfast still stood on a table covered with newspaper. A
pair of carpet slippers lay where they had been kicked off, in front of
the fireless grate.

Anot her glinpse of bachelor living, and nothing to conpare with
Chri st opher John's conpetence. The only thing they had in conmon was
staring at me fromthe cold stove. A pie-dish, blue and white,

contai ning the uneaten half of a pie. A pie-dish | recognised. Agnes,
it seemed, spread her charities widely.

Purely as a matter of form | knocked at the door, waited the
conventional half-mnute for a reply, then, as if looking for the back
door, trod through the weeds round to the back of the cottage.

There, at the foot of what had once been a garden, stood the
pi geon- house.

As | approached it | heard a sound fromthe air above ne, and | ooked
up, just as the flight of pigeons came home. Twenty or so, at a guess,

grey and white and bl ack, wheeling against a blue sky. | stood still.
They circled once, twice, a third tinme |ower and nore tightly, then one
by one they dropped to the landing-sill of their house, and went in.

It was apparent that all M Masson's spare time and care was given to

t he pigeon-house. Though the exterior paint was fading and peeling the
woodwor k was sound, and the glass and nesh of the w ndows | ooked al npst
new. The door, when | tried it, was securely | ocked, but by standing
on tiptoe | could see through the wired glass of the front.

Most of the birds were feeding. A few flew up in nmonentary al arm as
they saw ne, but they were used to being watched, and quickly settled
back to their strutting and pecking. Most of themwere grey, like the
first of Thornyhold' s nessengers, but there were dark ones anong them
and a few of the soft red, and one pure and lovely white. They were
all, as far as | could see, ringed, but none of them had the
distinctive netallic ring of the carriers.



Not that that need nean anything, | thought, as | plodded back to the
gate.

For all | knew they mi ght wear special rings to carry the tiny rolls of
paper. So | had every excuse in the world for going to Black Cocks to
see M Masson, and the best excuse in the world for passing Boscobel's
gate and maybe calling in to ask how Rags was getting on?

| told nyself angrily that | needed no excuse. He had surely nade that
sufficiently obvious. Ws nothing, even the patent |iking and
admration all right, attraction he had shown for ne, going to cure ne
of the self-effacing instinct built into me by that repressed
chi | dhood, the shyness that vanished utterly once | was with him but
whi ch paral ysed me from approachi ng hi n?

In the end, it didn't matter. There was no sign of himat Boscobel
and his car was not in the yard. Nor could | see WIlliams bicycle.

And of course no dog.
| pedalled by, and on to Bl ack Cocks.
The first thing | saw there was Christopher John's car standing just

outside, the farnmyard gate, with Wlliam s bicycle |eaning against the
wal | near by.

And after all, no courage was required. All that was needed, it
seened, was his nearness. The singing in the air again, the
brightness, the Iift of the spirit that spelled delight. | propped ny

bi cycl e beside Wlliams, and I et nyself through the gate.

At first glance the yard | ooked deserted, except for hens scratching
and clucking anong the spillings fromthe stacks. There were sone
pi geons anong them which flew up with a rattle of wings, and | saw
that they were wild.

birds, ring-doves that flew high before tilting into a circle and
maki ng for the tall elns beyond the farmhouse.

"Hull 0? |s anyone there?"

My voi ce sounded thin and lost in the enptiness of the yard. The sun
beat



down on the roofs of the buildings, and flashed fromthe car's
wi ndscr een.

Cattl e | owed sonmewhere, and | heard a chain clank. No other answer.

"Christopher John? WIIlian?" Then, renenbering where | was: "M
Yel | and?

M Masson? |s anyone around?"

Still no answer, not even a dog barking.

But he was here. | knewit. Knewit even before nmy eye was caught by
a flight of pigeons that wheel ed, dipped, circled the elnms where their

wild cousins hid, then flew away. Gey, rosy-red, and white, the
Tidworth flock was out again. The sun glinted on their tilting w ngs,

maki ng them the snowfl ake wi ngs of the crystal. He was here.
He nust be here. |If Cousin Geillis had been right about ne, | knew he
was here. Geillis, you lovesick fool, pull yourself together. It

doesn't take a witch to know that! H's car's here, isn't it? A
right, then, he and Rags and WIlliam and probably Masson, too, have
gone off with the farmer somewhere. And at that nmoment, as if in
answer, | heard a distant barking, and the bleating of sheep, then a
| ong, sweet whistle, and what sounded |ike a shout. The sounds
canme-from sone way beyond the buildings that edged the stack yard

| gave up, and tried what | should have done for a start; went to the
door of the farnmhouse and knocked there.

At first | thought |I had drawn another blank, but just as | raised ny
hand to knock again, a girl came hurrying through fromthe back
prem ses somewhere, wi ping her hands on her apron as she cane.

"There now," | thought | heard soneone shouting! | was in the dairy,
washi ng up. You bin here long? " "No. | only knocked once. Are you
Ms Yell and?"

"Nay, then." She shook black curls, and a dinple showed. "If you want
her, she's over to Taggs Farmgiving a hand there. Twi ce a week, she
goes, and she won't be back till tea-tine, but you'll be going back

that way, likely, and "Actually, it was M Masson | wanted a word
with. | believe he works here?"



"He does that. | han't seen himtoday, nor M Yelland, not since
breakfast. They're over to the thirty-acre, gathering."

" Gat heri ng?"
"Moving the sheep. You can hear them But if you'll wait a bit,
they'Il be in for their dinners. Another half-hour, maybe. There's

fences to mend.
You |like to come in?"

"I - no, I won't, thank you very much. May | wait outside, please?
It's such a lovely day. " "You're welcone, |I'msure. Well, |I'd better
be getting back to the dinner.

"Bye then." And she bustled back into the house.

I went slowy through the enpty stack yard During my absence the

ri ng-doves had returned, and were busy again among the hens. This
time, as they flew up, they went no further than the open door twenty
feet or so above, in the barn wall, where they sat on the sill

wat ching ne warily.

It was the sort of hal f-door, or unglazed wi ndow, that opened at fl oor
level on a loft, for loading. And where there was a |loft, there would
be a way up.

| left the baking sun of the stack yard for the gl oomof the big barn
and peered round ne. Straw was stacked at one end of the barn al nost
up to the cross-beans, and at the other end right up to the floor of a

hal f-loft. A solid flight of wooden steps led up to this. | clinbed
the steps to reach a clean boarded floor, it by a brilliant slant of
light fromthe door. The pigeons had gone. | crossed to the doorway,

and knelt there to | ook out over the roofs of the buildings towards the
past ures.

The nmen were there. |In the distance | could make out a small figure
that could be Wlliam wth a couple of men, and three dogs and a fl ock
of sheep.

But not Christopher John. Even at that distance |I would have known He
was not at that distance, nor any distance. As | knelt there, shading
nmy eyes against the sun, | saw him below nme, not fifty yards away, just
outside the yard gate, with his hand on the door of his car

Then | saw himcatch sight of ny bicycle. He checked, turned, and cast
a | ook around him

| drew a breath to call out, then, as if a gentle touch fromthe air
had



sealed my mouth, | made no sound. For istopher John, after that one
swi ft | ook, whipped open car door, slid into the driving seat, and
al nost before held breath had gone out, was away and out of sight on
the track to Boscobel .



Now, of course, | could not possibly stop at Boscobel. But when |
passed the gate and allowed nyself a swift | ook sideways, | could see
no sign of his car. | did catch a glinpse of a woman, whom | took to
be Ms Yelland,



carrying a box into 204 the house, and there was a sack, perhaps of
grain, standing where it had been dunped on the doorstep. He nust have
brought supplies fromthe farm and then driven straight on. |If he had
parked his car at the back of the house, he would surely have left the
goods there, or carried themin hinself. No, it |ooked very nmuch as if
he had dunped the packages and made his escape in case | might call on
nmy way back fromthe farm

He needn't have bothered, | thought drearily, as ny bicycle bunped off
the track and turned into the side road. Once he had nmade it obvious
that he wanted to avoid nme, | would be the last person to go near him
even to ask why. 1In any case, Ms Yelland s presence would nake it
even nore inpossible for me to stop and ask himwhat the matter was.
Even when half a nmile laterl realised that he could not have known t hat
I had seen himtake that avoiding action at the farmgate, | sinply
concl uded that he had taken the sanme action at Boscobel in case

should call on nmy way honme. All the old fears' and uncertainties cane
crowdi ng back, to settle, dark and form ess, |ike a weeping cloud. How
had | ever dreaned that ny |ove could be returned? That soneone |ike
hi m woul d ever | ook nmy way? What had | said, done, that could have so
annoyed no, disgusted him that he would not risk neeting ne?

My eyes stung, and | |lowered ny head and punped away at the pedals as
made nyself go back mentally over yesterday, that peaceful and |ovely
day, when | had thought been certain that 'he | oved ne.

Had the strength of my own feelings deceived me scared hin? But he had
said had | ooked . No, forget that, Geillis. He had been charmi ng and
friendly and kind, and | had forgotten to be shy. Perhaps because he
had spoken at sone | ength about WIlliam and then about his dead w fe,

| had read too rmuch into that kindness. So forget it. He had been
kind, that was all, to Wlliams friend and |onely nei ghbour. It cane
to ne like the final, shaneful stab of self-betrayal, that he nmust be
used to the effect he had on wonren. He had seen it working on nme, and
had deci ded to draw back



Then so nust |. The next nmpbve nmust come fromhim And if it did not
cone, then it did not cone.

The decision, inevitable as it was, cane on a flash of pride that
steadi ed ny niserably churning thoughts, and brought nme back to
somet hi ng near conmon sense. As the sanme nmonent | becane aware, for
the first time since | had left the Boscobel track, of where | was.

had sail ed downhill past the Thornyhol d gates w t hout even seeing them
and there at the hill's foot was the River Arn, and the bridge where
Chri stopher John and | had sat yesterday, when all was happi ness and

t he sun was shi ni ng.

Wll, it was shining today, too. | disnmounted at the bridge, took ny
packet of sandw ches and fruit out of the bicycle basket and, stil
sustai ned by that stiffening pride, sat down in the same place on the
parapet to eat mny lunch

| suppose, being |ovesick, |I should have left nost of the food, but I
was hungry, and enjoyed it, and the warnth and the beauty of the autumm
trees, and the flowers in the hedgerow where | had hunted for them
yesterday. There was nore wild arumgrowi ng in the grass beside the
crunmbling gate posts of the old abbey. The spike |I had picked

yest erday had been spoiled when |I dropped the flowers in the car, so
when | had finished eating | wheeled the machine the few yards to the
gat eway, picked the wild arum and dropped it into the basket with the
enpty lunch-packet, and turned for home. This was the time for that
fresh start that | had prom sed nyself; | would get out ny painting
tools and begin this very afternoon

But then | hesitated. Less than ever, after this norning' s distress,
did I want to tackle Agnes. She was quite capable of hurrying up to
Thornyhol d as soon as she saw ne pass the | odge. | would keep away
until | felt nore able to face her

| propped ny bicycle by the gateway and went in through the high hedges
to the field where the ruins stood.



As M Hannaker had said, there was nothing nuch to see. This was not
a national nmonunent, with shaved turf carpeting a noble nave, and
carefully pointed pillars Iining aisles open to the sky. St Thorn had
been a small foundation, but the remains of the church showed spaci ous
lines, with one pointed arch, still intact, fram ng the sky.

Not hi ng was | eft of the abbey buil dings except, outlined here and there
in the grass, the bases of the old walls, |long since plundered for

their stones by the local builders and farmers. The bigger stones from
doorways and pillars and fromgraves, too, by the | ook of them had been
cleared nore recently, and set back against the hedges, presumably to
make the place into pasture. That cows were pastured here was very

obvi ous.

| picked my way into the remains of the church. Nettles grew
everywhere, and the grass was long and rank in the shadows, but the
centre was grazed clear, where the worst of the debris of fallen
masonry had been shovell ed aside to make way for the cattle. It was
very quiet. No cattle were about, and no birds sang.

| stood in the-sunlit nave and | ooked about me. Towering above ne,
with the fragnents of its tracery still clinging, was the arch that
could be seen fromthe road. The only other remains of any size were
the two massive janbs of the west door, and | esser columms to either
side where the north and south doors had opened on cloister and garth.
Sone of the pillars that had lined the aisles still stood, but nopst
were reduced to grass-grown stunps. Nothing el se, except, near the
west end, a flat slab of stone what my father would have called a
"resurrection-defier' - that must once have marked an inportant grave.
Al'l meaningl ess now, deserted, sad. Beyond the broken stones stretched
the enpty field. Even the sunlight could bring nothing back; it was a
pl ace for darkness.

It was indeed. | recognised it now It was not the same, of course,
but it could have been the setting of my dream The standi ng stones of
cl eared graves and broken pillars. The enpty sky beyond the uprights
of the west



door. The flat stone half hidden in the grass. The feeling of
desol ati on.

"Well, Mss Ransey, fancy seeing you here!"
| spun round.

Agnes Trapp | eaned her bicycle against the gate post opposite ny own,
and canme towards ne, smling.

The sight of her banished all other preoccupations fromny mnd. So
powerfully had | already gone in inmagination through the interviewl
had planned with her that | half expected her to tackle ne with it
strai ght away, but all she said was: "You cone in to | ook at the old
pl ace, then? Pretty, | isn't it?"

"Ye-es. Actually, | cane to get some flowers and things. That yell ow
one growing on the wall is quite rare.”

"Flowers? Han't you plenty in the garden, then?"

"WIld ones. | want to draw them | used to do quite a bit of flower
painting. | thought I'd like to start again. Agnes " "Yes?"

She had been | ooki ng about her as we tal ked and now turned back to ne,
with a kind of smling conplacency that made me wonder, suddenly, if
she was here by chance, or if the jungle druns Jessany or the W dow

Marget? - had set her |ooking for ne, to find me here on her own
ground. | took a deep breath, and with it a fast hold on ny courage.
This was certainly not the place | would have chosen, but sonething
told me it was now or never. | left the shadowy precinct of the

church, and wal ked over to where, in sunlight, lay a log; no old
unhal | owed stone, just a fallen tree, clean and dead.

"I was hoping to see you today." M voice sounded cal mand pl easant.

"I called at your house, but Jessany told ne you'd gone into town. |
wanted to tell you that | found the book."

"You di d?" She | ooked pleased. Mdre than pleased; she sparkled. There
was sonet hi ng about her this nmorning, a shine of pleasure, alnost of
gaiety, and with it something of that force I had seen in her before.

Well, | had not chosen my ground as | would have wi shed, but this would
have to do. | sat down on the fallen I|og.



"Yes. | was right about it. My cousin had given it to soneone for
saf e keepi ng because, as we thought, it is actually rather val uable.

So you'll understand that 1'd rather not let it out of the house, at
any rate till 1've let some expert or other take a look at it. ™ "But
she told me | could have it! She " "I know. Let nme finish. |It's

there at hone, and if you want to, you can come up and |l ook at it and
copy out anything you want. One thing, though-" "Wat's that?" Quick,
al nost def ensi ve.

"There isn't a recipe for branble jelly in the book."

"You been through it all, then?" Sharply.

"Not really. | just glanced through for that one, because you'd told
me it was special. It's definitely not there."

| saw the spark of |aughter junp to her eyes. She sat down beside ne
on the tree-trunk, a yard or so away.

"Ch, well, there, | nust 'a seen it sonewhere else. But there's others
| remenber |'d be glad to have."

"Then that's all right." | snpothed a hand al ong the stri pped
tree-trunk.

The feel of the warm wood was real and sonehow reassuring.
"Any tine. Just let ne know "

"Today? After supper?"

"I'f you like. [|'mgoing hone soon."

A pause. | saw her eyeing ne with some curiosity, but, | thought,
totally without suspicion or enmty.

"Did you only come here after the flowers?" she asked.

It was ny opening.

"Yes, and to |l ook at the old church. But nowthat |'ve seenit, I'ma
bit puzzled. | feel as if 1'd been here before, but | know that's not
true.”

Her smile broadened, and she gave a nod of satisfaction. "I thought

you'd feel that way."

"Why? Agnes, why did you drug ne that night, when you left the pie for
nmy supper?"

If she was startled, it was for no nore than a second. Then she nodded
agai n, triunphantly.

"I knew it! As soon as | laid eyes on you | said to the others, "She's
all right,” | said.

"She's likely.

She' |l be one of us, give her tinme. " And | was right.






There was no fooling you, was there? You knew straight away. " "Not
strai ght away. But soon enough. Wat was in that pie?"

"Nothing to harm nothing to harm Just to let you know we were here,
and you were wel cone."

| was silent for a nonent.

"So that's what it's all been about? You did say once that you'd I|ike
to take me along to your neetings. | gather that they're held here?"

She was | ooking at me with a new expression, in which | thought | could
see a touch of awe.

"Do you tell me that you saw this" she waved a hand "these? That first
time, without even getting out of your bed?"

"Somet hing very like this place.”" | added, slowy: "And one or two
people |I'd know again."

"Then you have got the power! You've got it already! You' re one of
us, Mss Geillis Ransey!"

"No, I'mnot. You drugged nme, and | had a dream and it was sonething
like this churchyard, that's all." That was what | started to say,

but, as if that gentle hand had stopped ny |ips again, | paused, and
said, instead: "My cousin was here, too. Mss Saxon. She helped nme to
| eave. And next norning a pigeon cane in with a nmessage from her,

wi shing me well."

The ground was nine now. She went white.

"But that that cannat be true, mss, it cannat! She wasn't here. She's
dead. "

"G
"She never was here. She never would conme."” She took a gulp of air.
"And like | told you, the pigeons all, went over Eddy Masson's way."

"So?" | said again. \Whether or not | had what Agnes called 'the
power', such power as | had found I would exploit while | could.

"You're not suggesting that M Masson sent nme the nessage? |'ll show
it to you when you cone to Thornyhold this evening. You know M ss
Saxon's witing, | suppose?’ | settled nmyself nore confortably on the

| 0g.



"Tell me this, please. Wen | wke first after that drugged dream |

t hought that you andJessany were in ny bedroom and | found | ater that
you could have got into the house by the scullery wi ndow. \Well?"

She was | ooki ng down at the grass at her feet. She nodded. "W didn't
do no harm Jessany got in that little window and let ne in. W cane
to see if you was all right after the medicine, that's all. You don't

al ways know, the first tinme."

Gan. Yes. It fitted.

"And to shut the w ndow up."

"Ah. That was you."

A nod.

"You went flying, aml right?"

| said nothing, but she took it for an answer.

"Well, to stop you really going through the wi ndow. There's sone as
do."

No great shakes as a witch. Poor Gran with her overdose. It seened |
had been lucky. | kept ny voice level and hard. "D d you | ook through

t he house while | was asl eep?”

"Nay. What,.was the use? 1'd |ooked already." She hesitated, then
t he blue eyes canme up, guileless.

"I won't say | didn't look for the key, but I couldn't find it."
"The still-room key?"
"Aye."

"And the soup, which I may tell you I didn't drink " "You didn't drink
t hat ?"

She said it, | thought, admiringly. "How did you know not to drink
t hat ?"

Then, with a spark of her old self "Did another bird come and tel
you?"

| laughed, and that disconcerted her, too.

"No. Not that night." Not to give Jessany away, | nmoved back on to
hal f-truths.

"I was awake when that dog cried out, and | saw Jessany runni ng past
t he house.

Did the dog bite hin? " "Aye. Wuldn't take the food, but broke its
rope and bit him "Don't bother, Agnes." This time | let the anger
show.

"I know what happened. Do you think | can't see? | went to the big
house in the norning and found where you'd kept the dog. And | called



it tonme, and it canme."



"That dog? Came? To you?"
"And it will stay with ne. \Where did you get it?"

"It was straying. Gpsies, likely." She sounded surly and subdued
and | had no reason to doubt her

"Wuld 'a got shot otherwise, a collie straying in sheep |land."

"Well, it's mne now, so you'll let it alone. | won't ask what you
were doing with it, because | know that, too. But you'll not touch it
agai n, neither you nor Jessany. Understand?"

Anot her nod. She shuffled her feet in the grass.
"Was Jessany badly bitten? Dog bites can be dangerous."

"Not bad, and | put the bruise wort on, and the salve your aunty
made. "

"Was that the recipe that you wanted from Lady Sibyl's book?"

A l ook upward at that, slanted and sly. | saw a dinple, and the pretty
mouth pursed as if to stop a smle

"No, mss."
"Then what ?"

"There's one for a cordial fromthe pluns, and | saw sone for sweets
that your aunty used to make for Gan. She has a real sweet tooth "
"For sweets?"

Unguarded, the syllable was totally disbelieving. She flashed ne a

| ook, then smiled, and dipping into the pocket of her coat, brought out
a small round box nmade of wood- shavings, the son that used to hold
Turki sh delight at Christnas time. She opened it. Inside, nestling in
a white | ace paper doily, were small squares of fudge.

"I make a lot," said Agnes.

"Not just for Mdther, for all the sales.

Try sone. Tis my own recipe, this one, and got a prize last time | put
it intoArnside Show, Help yourself, miss, do. " Try sone.

Try tackling a known witch on her own ground, and end up sitting with
her on a |l og eating home-made fudge. Try not eating it. | |ooked at
t he box, then, helplessly, at Agnes.

"Thanks, but | don't really I mean, it looks lovely, but | don't care
terribly for sweets " She laughed nerrily.



"So you think it's got something in it that'll set you flying again?
Nay, nay, there's nothing here to hurt. Look, I'll eat it nyself, to
show you. "

She took a piece, popped it into her nouth, crunched, chewed and
swal | owed.

"There!" She got to her feet and stood in front of me, all at once
sol em.

"M ss Ransey, if | done wong |'msorry. W all have our own ways, and
| thought the world of your aunty, but | knew, we all knew, that she
woul d never cone along with us here. Al right.

But 'tis no manner of harmwe do, just a little fun and a few secrets
and something to look forward to come the right tines. Well, | thought
when | saw you, she might be different, | thought, and she's likely, so
| gave it a try, nothing to hurt nor harm Never hurt nor harned yet,
except ny own nother, and you wouldn't call that harmif you'd 'a known
her before. " "Agnes-" "No, let be a mnute. |'ve not done yet." She
nodded, still Solemm, and went on

"Al'l right, so nmaybe you don't |ike what Jess did to the dog, but you
know he's not clever, and he knows no better."

"Wuld you really have drowned Hodge?"

She stopped, disconcerted.

" Dr owned Hodge?"

"Did you try? You couldn't have done it in the well, not after that
bird fell in and she put the grating over, but what did you do to him
to make him hate you so?"

"There, now, you see!" It was triunph.

"You knew that, too! But you're wong about Hodge. He was her cat,
and a cat's tricky to nell with. | never did nothing to Hodge. He
went, that's all, after she went. ©Ch, Mss Geillis, Mss Ceillis,
won't you come with me, just the once, and see?"

"No, | won't. \Ahatever | know, or have, it's going to stay right

i nside Thornyhold, and nmy aninals are staying there with nme, and

not hi ng of the other sort is to come near us again."

There was a silence, while we neasured one another, eye to eye. M
heart was thunping, and ny hand, flat on the tree-trunk, was danp.

But it was Agnes's gaze that fell.



"Well," she said at length, on a long breath, as if relinquishing
sormet hi ng.

"You nmean it, | see that. Al right. | promise. Neither hurt nor
harm you and yours." She took another sweet, and held out the box
agai n.

"So take a piece, nmiss, and we'll say no nore, except that |I'mmain

sorry if there's been any upset."

What could | do? She was already swallowing. | took a piece of the
fudge, and put it in my mouth. It was coffee- flavoured, and very
good.

| stood up.

"Well, 1'"lIl get home now, | think. | - I'mglad we've had this talk,
Agnes, and got things straight. 1'll expect you this evening, shall 1?

Are you goi ng back now?"

"No," said Agnes. She was standing very straight. The sparkle was a

glitter. Her eyes were brilliant, her face rosy. She |ooked very
pretty.
"I"'moff to Taggs Farm Boscobel he calls it. | left some of the

sweets there yesterday, while you and he was out sweethearting, and now
' m going over to see them working."

| stared at her. The barely swall owed sweet stuff nade ne feel sick

"What are you tal king about?" It was a frightened croak. Some of her
wretched drugs . sweets . see themworking. Then, sweets, he doesn't
eat them he'll give themto Wlliam Too violent. Half the dose for
a child.

"What have you done?"

"Not hi ng you won't get over! But it's ny turn now | was going to
wait till 1'd seen the one in her book, the |love drink, but after
yesterday and the way he | ooked at you | wasn't waiting any nore, and
that drink wasn't the only one I knew So | made the sweets and took
them over, and the mnute he lays eyes on me, Mss Ceillis Ramsey, it's
me he'll want, me! And don't you think he'll ever have cause to regret
it, neither!"”

She shoved the box of sweets back in her pocket and | aughed in ny face.
| said nothing, | rmust have been staring at her, nouth open, like an
idiot, but it was not distress that struck me dunb. She was stil

tal king, flushed and exultant, but | did not hear a word of it.



What she had told me was crazy, it was shocking, but the very shock
tore clean through the whirling clouds of the norning's misery, and
blew themto shreds. M/ thoughts settled, clear and still.

Chri stopher John. |If Agnes was telling the truth, and | thought she
was, then nothing | had said or done had alienated or alarmed him In
t he sane and daylight world he Ioved me, and had made it plain. Al

t hat had happened this nmorning was that he had succunbed to sone filthy
drug of Agnes concocting, and | knew fromny own experience what effect
her efforts coul d have

So if she had something of witchcraft at her fingertips, then how nuch
nmore could I, Geillis of Thornyhold ?

| stopped short. That way, no. It didn't need the sudden chill of a
cloud across the sun, as tangible as that touch fromthe air, to turn
me back from something that |, and Cousin CGeillis with her greater
powers, had rejected.

But the new sel f-confidence renni ned.

"I'n the sane and daylight world." My own phrase came back to nme. It
was still that. He and |I bel onged there, not to the sad and silly
wor |l d of drugs and ni ghtmare dreans, and in the real world he | oved ne.
He was highly intelligent and articul ate; he knew about Agnes; surely,
then, all | had to do was tell himall that had happened, and we could
talk it out?

Her voice rose, shrill and triunphant.

"Yes, you may well stand there, my lady! So you won't join in wth us,
oh no! Then you can just stay outside and see what we can do when we
want tol

And now I'Il be on ny way!"

"Agnes! Are you out of your mnd? Agnes! No, wait, Listen" |,was
shouting at the air. She was already through the gateway, had grabbed
her bicycle and nmounted. By the time | reached the gateway she was
fifty yards away, pedalling furiously. The dappled shadows swal | owed
her pounding form and she was gone.

| seized my own nachi ne and yanked it out on to the nmetal. | swear |
had no thought of beating her to the encounter, the fairytale neeting
t hat her shaky



magi ¢ had planned. It was Wlliam|l was afraid for, with the imge of
Gran, the echo of Christopher John: no great shakes as a witch. But
she was pretty conpetent with a bicycle. As | whirled nmine round on
the road and nmade to nount, | saw that both tyres were flat to the
ground. And the punp, surprise, surprise, was nowhere to be seen.

A car slid to a stop beside ne.

"I's anything wong?" asked Christopher John.



"What on earth's the matter?"

Before | could even speak he was out of the car and I was in his arns.
The bicycle went clanging to the ground. Even if | had wanted to
coul d not have spoken through the Kkiss.



Centuries later, comng to through the things he was saying "M
dearest girl, my dear, what is it? You |look shocked, awful. Have you
had an accident on that damed bi ke of yours?" -1 nanaged to take
breath and say, shakily: "No. No, I'mall right. Christopher John
where's WIllian? Was he to be honme for |unch?"

"No. | had to go to St Thorn, but | left himat the farm \Why?"
"Did you get a package this norning, a box of fudge?"
He | ooked down, surprised.

"Yes. How did you know? Why? Wiat is all this?" Then, quick as if
[ightning had run between us: "Ch, ny God.

Agnes? " "Yes. You told me, no, WIlliamsaid you hardly ever ate
sweets, so | thought you m ght have given themto him"

"No, | didn't. | gave the box to Eddy Masson. He was working with the
sheep at Bl ack Cocks, and he'd eat sweets all day if he could get them
For heaven's sake, what's in then®"

I do not know what trailing vestige of loyalty, woman to woman, kept mne
fromtelling him But | would not have exposed even a real eneny to
the man she I onged for and could not have. (Mbst certainly, now, could
not have. ) And Agnes, in spite of this last crazy push, was not
really an eneny. Standing there in the road, in Christopher John's
arms, | could allow nyself to see the funny side of it all.

"What are you laughing like that for? A nmonment ago | thought you were
intears."

"Not hing. |'m happy. You were saying?"
"I was saying | love you. And what's in those sweets that nmakes it so
urgent... and now so funny?"

"I don't know. But there's something. She told me so. She was here,
you see, and we had a bit of a scene, and then she dashed off on her
bi ke and | was going after her to warn you and WIliam because | don't
trust her recipes, and then | found that." | gestured towards the
fallen bicycle.



"Yes, | saw your tyres. | take it she did that? That's not quite so
funny, then. | think we'd better be getting up to Boscobel as quickly
as we can."

A furious hooting drove us apart. He had left his car right in the
m ddl e of the road, with a door open and the engine still running.

Behind it, pulling up with another Hurry of hooting and a squeal of
brakes, was the taxi from St Thorn, that knew the way.

M Hannaker's face came, grinning, out of the w ndow.

"Look, mate, | don't want to spoil the fun, but 1've got a fare to pick
up and oh, it's you, mss. N ce to see you again."

"And you," | said weakly.
"How do you do, M Hannaker?"

"You settling in all right, then? Getting to know a few fol ks?" He
spoke quite gravely, but |I laughed as | went to pick my bicycle up and
move it out of his way.

"As you see. You were afraid |I'd be lonely."
The grin came back, broad and cheerful.

"Well, mss, good for you.
See you around. " And as Christopher John noved his car the taxi

craw ed round it, pipped the horn twice for 'thank you', and vani shed
round a curve in the road. | pushed ny nmachine in through the gateway
and hid it behind the hedge. Then we were away, fast, in the taxi's
wake.

Past the | odge gates, and round another bend or two, and the road
stretched ahead of us straight and enpty, save for the taxi half a mle
or so ahead.

"No sign of her," he said.

"She'll have turned off at the | odge the short cut through the woods.
Can she get there before we do?"

"On that track? Not a hope. But what's the hurry?"

"I suppose there isn't any, really, now Only | was worrying about
W Iliam

If M Masson gave him sone " The car surged forward. After a mnute he
said: "The stuff was addressed to me. She didn't say why? No hint at
all as to what was in it?"

"None at all." That, at |east, was truthful.



"But she she seenms to like experinmenting with these silly spells or

what ever they are, and she nakes nistakes. You know that; you told ne.
And well she tried something on ne, once, and | gathered from what she
just told ne that she wasn't too sure of the result. She did say the
sweets were harm ess, but Wlliams only a child, so whatever's in them
woul d be far too strong for himanyway."

"Yes. Well, we're nearly there."

The car turned, a shade too fast, into the side road, whipped al ong
bet ween the hedges, and at last into the track that clinbed towards the
beeches of Boscobel

As we reached the crest of the hill we saw Agnes, bunping at great
speed along the field path that led fromthe quarry to the farm Bent
low, scarlet in the face, her skirt billow ng as she punped away at the
pedal s, she was no | onger a figure of menace, but of bucolic comedy.
She did not, mercifully, see Christopher John. All her attention was
on the obstruction that |ay between her and the farm gate.

Farnmer Yelland's sheep, all hundred and sixty-four of them nilling and
bl eati ng and bobbing around like froth awash on a mllrace, with a
coupl e of collies weaving and dodging to hold themtogether right
across Agnes's path.

They Howed round the bicycle and stopped it.

There was one with a ragged fleece that got tangled with one of the
pedal s, and stuck there, conmplaining bitterly and very |oudly.

Agnes was calling out, but nothing, above the earthshaking,
earsplitting full orchestra of the flock, could be heard. She was not
shouting at us.

Four-square and thigh deep in his flock, standing stock still and
staring at her as if he had never seen her before, was a big man
hol ding a crook. He was chew ng.

Agnes dropped her bicycle. It vanished under the tide of sheep. Eddy
Masson's crook came down and hauled a lively gi mer out of the way.

He waded towards Agnes through the flood of sheep
"Ch, nmy God," | said shakily.

"It works. It really works. And she had sone, too.



"What ?" He turned, |eaning close to ne.
"What did you say? | can't hear a thing in all that racket."

| smiled at him The sun was on his hair, showing up the grey. There
were winkles at the corner of his eyes, and heart-stopping holl ows
under the cheekbones. | had never seen anyone . never felt. Here,
out of the whole world, was the only man . "Nothing," | said.

"I was wrong about the sweets. There was nothing in themto hurt.
Not hing at all."

But | still wonder what woul d have happened if the taxi had cone al ong
that road in front of Christopher John

Bucolic, yes, but an eclogue, a gentle pastoral. The sheep were noving
of f now, away fromthe house. Agnes and M Masson wal ked slowy after

them heads close, talking. Neither glanced back. As the car slid up

to the Boscobel gate | saw the shepherd's arm go round her

Chri st opher John braked, and | got out of the car to open the gate.
As he drove through and round to the side of the house WIIliam cane
running fromthe back yard. He had not seen ne. He ran straight to
the car.

"Dad! Dad! That pigeon you brought over this norning" Christopher
John, getting out of the car, caught hold of his son and steadi ed
hi m

"Hang on a minute. D d Eddy Masson give you any of those sweets | gave
hi nP"

"What? Not a bite, the greedy pig. Wy? But Dad, the pigeon! Ms
Yates put it in the study, but Rags got in and upset the box and it got
away.

It'Il have gone over to Glly's by now, and you never put the nessage
onit!"”

Here Rags, hurtling round the side of the house in WIlliams wake,
caught sight of me and canme running. WIIliam turning, saw ne there.

A hand went to his nouth.
Chri st opher John put an armout and pulled his son agai nst him

"It's all right, she's a witch, didn't you know? She knows it al
al ready. "



"Do you?" This, w de-eyed, to ne.
"Alnmost all of it," | said, smling.
"But 1'd like to see the nmessage, if | may?"

Wthout a word, Christopher John slipped a hand into his breast pocket
and took out a tiny, folded piece of paper. | opened and read it. Like
the first message, it was in my cousin's hand.

Love is foreseen fromthe beginning, and outlasts the end. Goodbye, ny
dears.

After a while | | ooked up
"OfF course you know what it says."

"Yes. She showed ne both the messages when she left themw th ne and
told me when to send them It was her way of blessing you both of us."
He saw the question in my eyes and nodded.

"Yes, she told ne, long before you canme here, what woul d happen. She
was conforting me for Cecily's death. She told ne that WIliam and
woul d be heal ed, and from Thornyhold. As we have been."

Here Wlliam as Rags leaped to lick his face, caught and held him
cl ose.

The three of them stood there in the sunlight, hopeful, smling. Rags's
smle was easily the broadest of the three.

It was not possible, standing there facing them to take it all in, but
the paper in ny hand nmade one thing plain. Mde fact out of fairytale,
and put magic in its place as a natural part of my 'sane and dayli ght
world'. Cousin CGeillis had foreseen this |ong ago, and seen, perhaps,
on that day by the R ver Eden, how her own death would be linked with
my coming to life, with the clinmb of that shy pond-creature out of the
dark into the sunlight. It mght be that ny vision of the doves in the
crystal had given her the idea of using her adopted waifs to carry her
bl essing back to nme, and incidentally forge the first bond between
Chri st opher John and mysel f. The touch of fantasy was typical of the
fairy- godmot her relationship that she had had with ne. Typical, too,
was the way | had been left forced to choose nmy own path through the
enchant ed woods, where she nust have known | would be led to venture.



Chri st opher John was speaki ng, sonethi ng about what had happened at
Bl ack Cocks this norning.

"I'"d asked Eddy Masson to bring another of the Thorny- hold pigeons
over to the farm and |I'd just put the box in my car when |I saw your
bi cycl e there.

That confounded bird was naking all sons of noises, so | drove straight
off home with it, and then | had to go to St Thorn to pick up a parce
there.

Where were you? | hope you didn't see ne running away?"
| shook ny head, not in denial, but because | still found it difficult
to speak.

"I was planning, in any case, to drive over to Thornyhold tonight,"

he said, "and then send that second nessage over later on ... Her
bl essing, and envoi. | was only afraid that |I mght be assumi ng rather
too much, and a great deal too soon, but I - well, | rather trusted to

our talk this evening to put that right."

Too soon? And | had been afraid it mght be too late. Still slightly
benused, | fastened on one phrase he had used. "That second nessage,
you said? She only left two? But this one today makes three. So
where did the other one cone fronP"

That heart-shaking smle again.

"A blessing fromthe air. You said so yourself." He held out his free
armand gathered ne to him with WIlliamand Rags still held close to
hi s ot her side.

"When WIliamrushed hone that first day and told ne all about you, and
later, after I'd nmet you and tal ked to you nyself... Well, | could see
that M ss Saxon was perfectly right about the fate | was headed for

but I couldn't let her make all the running, could I?"

| laughed, reached up and ki ssed him
"Gve WIliamsone credit, too
You nust know quite well that |I'd take anything on just to get him and

Silkwormto come and live with ne. " "That's what | was counting on,"
sai d Chri stopher John



There is not much nore to tell.

W are still at Thornyhol d, though our children, WIlliamand the two
girls, left home long since. None of their famlies live very far
away, So we see them often

Agnes married Eddy Masson, and went to live at Tidworth. She was, so
said the jungle drums, devoted to her husband, and happily occupi ed her
time waging war with the Wdow Marget. At any rate, she never tried to
cone into our lives again, but remained a distant and pl easant

nei ghbour. Gan died soon after the nove, peacefully in her sleep, and
Jessany, to everyone's surprise, married a young woman whose good sense
and ki ndness soon pulled himout of his slough of stupidity, and they
produced three children who were all healthy, dirty, and perfectly
sane, and crowded happily into the two | odges at the Thornyhol d gate.

So the witch-story turned into comedy, and the m dni ght enchantnents
faded, as they usually do, into the light of common day. The only
reason | have told it is because a little while ago | overheard one of
nmy grandchildren, turning | the pages of ny first illustrated herbal
say to her sister: "You know, Jill, | sonetines think that G andnot her
coul d have been a witch if she had wanted to."



