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PROLOGUE





It is midnight in that most dark and secret place. If you should chance – and why should you? – to be walking there, you would be blindfolded by the night. You would hear the hooting of a lone owl from the church tower, the scuff of your own steps on the gravel. You would smell the ancient, musty scent of the yews that line the path, and the curious cold green odour of dew on grass. You put out a hand. It gropes to find the ungiving touch of stone. The shock of it brings an uprush of fear so strong that you can almost taste it.


At that moment your fifth sense is restored. A slow silver light yawns over the garden. Shapes make themselves, statues loom. Ahead, the glass of the orangery gleams like water. You notice the shadow the moon has made at your feet as you would never notice a mere daytime shadow.


You stand motionless, with all five senses sharp, alert as a fox.


But if by some chance you should possess another, a sixth sense, what then? First a tingle of the spine, a sudden chill, a shudder. You are standing at a crossroads, looking up at a statue. A huge stone man seems locked in struggle with another, smaller figure, that of a boy. But the presence you feel is all about you now, and with a lifting of the hairs at the nape of your neck you are certain, certain that you are being watched.


You turn slowly, half dreading what you might see. But the path before you is empty. Your gaze moves to the great, moonwashed face of the house itself. The windows are blank and shuttered, though that strange sixth sense is insisting on hints, whispers, secrets.


The scene fades and you realize that the moon is going back behind the clouds, and then you run. And as you run through the disappearing garden you feel that a mighty wind is blowing and voices are clamouring in that empty place.


What you also hear, and what you will remember ever afterwards with a shudder, even in the full light of day, is the lonely sobbing of a child.

















ONE





Even before she came to Belton, Minty Cane had known that she was a witch, or something very like it. She had known since she was tiny, for instance, about the pocket of cold air on the landing of the back stairs. (Though she could not have known that a man had hanged himself there.) She knew, too, that she shared her bedroom. She had woken at night to see shadowy presences gliding across the floor. She had never spoken to them, merely watched, sensing that they were on some silent business of their own. At other times she had seen blurred faces hovering over her, and pale hands floating like blossoms in the dark. There had been invisible footsteps, breathings.


She did not talk about these things for the simple reason that they did not strike her as remarkable. Their appearance was as commonplace to her as that of the milkman. The only difference was that the milkman did not cause her spine to prickle. When she was younger she had once or twice mentioned a dark visitor to her mother, who had talked vaguely of car headlights casting strange shadows, and curtains blowing in the wind.


During the past year Minty had also occasionally heard her father’s voice and that, she knew, was remarkable, because he was dead.


Now she and her mother were living in a different, smaller house, and her mother was working full time at the hospital. Minty came home from school and found the house empty. The weekends, once oases, were now deserts.


‘And when it comes to the summer holidays, we shall have to do something about you,’ her mother said.


‘What?’ demanded Minty. ‘Post me off somewhere, like a parcel?’


‘That’s an idea,’ said Kate. ‘Registered, of course.’


‘Wonder what it’d cost,’ Minty said. ‘What stamp you’d have to put on me? And where would you stick it? On my forehead?’


‘I’m still trying to think where to post you to,’ Kate said.


In the end it was decided that Minty should spend the holidays in the village of Belton, and stay with Kate’s godmother, Mrs Bowyer.


‘You’ll like that,’ Kate told her, and Minty agreed that she probably would.


Mrs Bowyer lived in an old stone cottage right opposite Belton House, which was golden and beautiful and had once belonged to Lord Brownlow. Now it was owned by the National Trust, and was open to visitors from April to October.


‘I’ll get in free, I expect,’ said Minty, ‘whenever I want to, with Aunt Mary working at the House, and that.’


Once Mrs Bowyer had been in the service of the Brownlows, like her mother before her. Now she helped out at the House sometimes, in the summer.


‘What I’m dying to see,’ said Minty, ‘is that secret tunnel.’


‘Not exactly secret,’ Kate told her. ‘Just hidden.’


‘Same thing,’ said Minty, knowing full well that it was not. ‘And those little red frogs!’


‘I’m not sure I believe in them,’ said Kate. ‘I never heard of such a thing! Frogs aren’t red, in the first place.’


‘Mud-coloured,’ Minty said. ‘Khaki.’


‘And right next to the kitchens! Ugh!’ Kate shuddered. ‘I couldn’t fancy to eat a thing!’


A tunnel ran from Belton House under a courtyard to the kitchens. According to Aunt Mary it was infested, at certain times of the year, with a plague of frogs. Only they were no ordinary frogs. They were red, a sort of dull, plant-pot red.


The night before Minty was due to go to Belton she thought she had changed her mind, and said so.


‘I’d be all right here, Mum,’ she said. ‘And what about you? You’ll be lonely.’


Sometimes her mother cried at night. Minty had heard her, sobbing softly and hopelessly. Left alone, she might cry every night, for six long weeks.


‘I shan’t have time,’ said Kate firmly.’ You’ll enjoy it there, Minty.’


‘What about Aunt Mary? I’ve never stopped with her before. Only gone to tea.’


‘I stopped with her, when I was little.’


‘Different thing,’ Minty told her. ‘What’ll I do all day?’


‘Well, you’ll give Aunt Mary a hand, I hope, for a start. And then …’ she paused. ‘I don’t know … I always thought of Belton as a … happening sort of place.’


‘Happening?’


‘Mmm. I don’t quite know how to put it. But when I was little and stopped there, I had that front bedroom, you know, opposite the walls. And over the top of the wall I could see the roof of the orangery, and the church tower, and bits of the garden …’


‘Well? What about it?’


‘It’s so long ago now … but I do remember having a feeling – it sounds daft, I know – a feeling that there was something happening … more to it all than met the eye.’


This, coming from Kate, was surprising.


‘Ghosts, you mean? Haunted?’


‘That kind of thing, but – well, more real, somehow. I don’t know. I don’t really remember. I never actually saw anything.’


‘But I shall,’ Minty told herself. ‘If there is anything there, I shall know.’


‘And, of course, I was only a child.’


‘What do you mean only a child?’ demanded Minty. ‘I feel like a member of the human race to me!’


‘You’re not going for a million years, Minty,’ her mother was saying, done with memories. ‘And I shall pop out whenever I can, and see you.’


‘Visit the prisoner, you mean?’


Minty was only saying this. She had changed her mind again about going to Belton. She had changed it the moment her mother had started talking about ‘happenings’.


They drove there the day after school finished.


‘What a pretty house!’ Kate murmured as they drew up.


‘Not bad,’ agreed Minty. She liked the way the garden was right on the edge of the countryside. Only a hedge divided the short grass from the long.


Aunt Mary was already at the front door as they went up the path. Minty dutifully kissed her cheek, powdery and faintly scented.


‘If you haven’t grown another three inches!’ she exclaimed.


‘Five centimetres,’ Minty corrected. She had always been the tallest in her class, and when she was younger used to try holding her breath to stop herself growing. Whether this had actually worked she did not know, but she was now only the fifth tallest in the class, and not so touchy about it.


‘Just in time for elevenses,’ Aunt Mary said, and led the way to her sitting room, that smelled so strongly of the garden that it might have been part of it. It smelled of warm grass and roses.


Minty, happily scoffing scones, remembered what a good cook Aunt Mary was. After months of makeshift meals straight from a tin or the freezer, the food here would be something to look forward to. Half guiltily she checked the thought, which seemed disloyal to her mother. Kate had enjoyed cooking in the old days. Now she no longer had the time, and even when she had was often too tired. Nowadays, a really good meal was a treat, what Kate called a ‘feast’.


‘Come on, let’s have a feast tonight,’ she would say. ‘What’s on the menu? Roast guinea fowl … peacock pie … octopus soup …’


Minty turned her attention to the others.


‘She can always come across with me,’ Aunt Mary was saying.


‘Across where, Aunt Mary?’


‘To the House,’ Kate told her. ‘Your aunt helps out in the shop some afternoons.’


‘I like to be over there,’ said Aunt Mary. ‘Though it isn’t the same as the old days, of course. All those people! Any Tom, Dick or Harry who can pay at the gate. Enough to make the Brownlows turn in their graves.’


‘I’ve never quite understood how people can turn in their graves,’ Minty remarked. ‘Coffins aren’t very wide. Or is it the whole coffin that turns? No, can’t be. There’s soil all round it.’


Aunt Mary looked startled, but was not to be deflected from her theme.


‘Term times are the worst, of course,’ she went on. ‘Coachload upon coachload of children. You’d wonder where they all came from.’


Her eye rested on Minty, now into her fourth scone.


‘Not that I’ve anything against children,’ she said. ‘Dear little things …’ she added vaguely and insincerely.


Minty choked.


‘Not me,’ she thought. She wondered if she were beginning to change her mind again about staying.


‘I’ve put her in the same room as you used to have, Kate,’ Aunt Mary said.


‘Oh, she’ll like that! Shall I take her up and get her unpacked?’


‘You remember where it is? Door facing you at the top of the stairs.’


Halfway up her voice called after them.


‘Do tell her to take care with the bedspread, Kate. It’s my memory patchwork!’


Inside the room Kate went straight to the window.


‘Oh – the view! Just as I remember it!’


Minty wondered why she should be so surprised.


‘Views don’t move,’ she thought. ‘Not fields, or houses, or churches. Especially churches.’


‘Isn’t it lovely!’ Kate exclaimed. ‘Don’t you think so, Minty?’


‘Yes, lovely,’ agreed Minty, not really looking. It was her view, and she would look at it in her own time. Instead, her gaze went round the room.


There seemed to be a lot of pictures, for a bedroom. Most of them were paintings or photographs of Belton itself. This struck Minty as boring, considering that the real thing was straight across the road. There were some old brown photographs of ladies in starched uniforms, standing so stiffly to attention that they might have been starched themselves. These, she decided, must be of a younger Aunt Mary, and her mother before her.
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She turned her attention to the bed, covered with the patchwork bedspread that she was to be so careful with.


‘What’s she mean, Memory Patchwork?’ she asked.


‘Oh, I remember her telling me about it ages ago,’ Kate said. ‘She’s made it herself, with scraps of old dresses and curtains and things, from the old days. Her mother had saved most. People did, in those days. Never threw anything away. I daresay some of them are from the House – so it’s full of memories for her, you see.’


‘I expect so,’ said Minty, who did not go in for memories much herself. ‘I’ll be very careful with it. I won’t put muddy wellies on it or spill indelible ink or tear it to shreds!’


The two of them unpacked Minty’s suitcase. They put her clothes in the lavender-scented drawers and wardrobe. The games went under the bed, the books and cassette player on the windowsill, and the old bear on the patchwork.


That’s more like home!’ said Kate, and it was.


She stayed for lunch, which was home-made steak and kidney pie, then raspberries from the garden.


‘Nice to have someone to cook for,’ said Aunt Mary.


‘Oh, you’ll find she’s a good little eater,’ Kate assured her. ‘Not a bit fussy. Eat anything.’


‘Except fried worms and deadly nightshade,’ thought Minty, who was becoming tired of being discussed as if she were not there.


‘I thought we’d go over and look at the church this afternoon before I go back,’ Kate said. ‘I don’t believe I’ve ever seen it – not since I was a child, anyway. Are you still a church warden, Mary?’


She nodded.


‘I’ve got the key, if it’s not open. And the key from the graveyard into the garden. We keep things locked in the winter, of course.’


As Kate and Minty walked out of the gate they heard children’s voices, screams and shouts, coming from their right. Minty brightened.


‘That’ll be the adventure place,’ she said. ‘It looks good. And that little train.’


On previous visits to Belton it had been closed.


‘Lots of children there for you, as well,’ Kate told her.


Minty said nothing. Grown-ups always thought that you could plonk any children you liked together and they would automatically get on. Nobody ever said, ‘There’ll be lots of grown-ups for you.’


There were only a few steps to take to the churchyard. The road was hot and empty, the village basking. It had the air of something that was waiting, breath held. They walked slowly up the path to the church, stopping to read tombstones. There was a strong churchyard smell of grass and stones and nettles, mingled with the hot dry scent of yew. Then Minty, going on a little ahead, had her first sign that she was stepping on the edge of a mystery.


A little icy gust blew about her. She was approaching the corner of the church. She stopped. Again she felt it passing over her face and bare arms. She shivered under the July sun. Looking up at the tower, she saw tiny gilt pennants, hardly bigger than leaves, glinting and quivering. In a wind they would spin, she thought, like weathercocks. But they did not spin. They stood motionless, while Minty stood and gazed, her skin brushed with ice.


She took a few testing steps forward and the coldness came with her. Another step, then another. All at once the air was warm again, and quiet. She frowned.


‘Now this,’ thought Minty Cane, ‘is exceedingly strange.’


She turned and intently retraced her steps, and was instantly back in that inexplicable pocket of cold. She stopped again on the corner and felt the invisible wind (a visible wind would spin the golden leaves). She felt something else, too, with her sixth sense, and knew that the little icy whirlpool was only a message. The real mystery lay beyond.


‘Listen to this one!’ she heard her mother call, and did half listen to the old carved words on a tombstone, though she was really straining to hear other voices, other words.


Kate came up beside her.


‘Minty?’


‘Do you feel cold?’ Minty asked.


‘Cold? Today?’


‘I mean just here. In this particular place.’


‘Mmmmmm.’ Kate did, indeed, suddenly wrap her arms about herself. ‘In the shade, I suppose.’


‘More than in the shade,’ Minty thought, but said nothing. She would come again later, on her own, give those other voices a proper chance.


Then they were in the real dim and cool of the church itself, and Minty was reading all the plaques and tablets as she liked to do.


‘Posh people,’ she told Kate, not for the first time, ‘are posh even when they’re dead.’


This church was certainly exceptionally full of lords and ladies.


As they stepped out from the porch the heat struck them. Ahead, behind a high, wrought-iron gate, lay the gardens.


‘Shall we?’ Kate asked.


Minty shook her head, but hung back while her mother went ahead. The air smelled centuries old and Minty suddenly had a curious feeling that time had stood still. So strong was this feeling of suspension that it was with relief that she saw Kate was still there, walking back towards the road. She, at any rate, had not stood still.


It came to Minty that if time were to stand still, a graveyard was the very place for it to happen.


‘Because they’re all dead,’ she thought, her gaze travelling over the stones, crusted and lurching, oddly shipwrecked. ‘And it makes no difference if you died yesterday or a hundred years ago. Dead is dead.’


She moved on deliberately and met the cold again. It was a deep, iron cold.


‘Not my imagination,’ she thought. She knew that she had a good imagination, because it said so on all her school reports. Herself, she was not even sure what it meant.


She stood licked by little icy tongues and tilted back her head again to see the top of the tower. The golden pennants were idle, stockstill.


‘Or perhaps they don’t spin in the wind,’ she thought. ‘Perhaps they’re always like that, stuck.’


There was only one way to find out. She would have to wait until there was a real wind, an everyday wind that rocked the trees, billowed the washing on the line and blew smoke sideways, and then come and look. She could, of course, always ask Aunt Mary, but did not intend to. She had learned long ago to keep her secrets to herself.


Minty ran out of the strange cold and into the sunlight until she reached her mother. Kate put her arm around her and gave her a hug.


‘Bless you,’ she said. ‘You’ll be all right, won’t you?’


‘Of course,’ Minty told her. She would have said this whether it were true or not. ‘You’re a goose.’


‘I’ll miss you,’ Kate said. Minty, picturing her mother alone in their house when she went to bed, and alone when she woke up, knew that she would.


‘Think how tidy the toothpaste tube’ll be!’ she said, and Kate laughed, as Minty intended her to. Sometimes Minty felt that she could work her mother as if she were a marionette, on strings. She wished she could feel that she would be able to manage Aunt Mary in the same way. They met her, just by the gate, coming from the opposite direction.


‘I just popped over,’ she explained. ‘See how things are going. Selling lots of silly things, of course, to the children.’


‘What sort of silly things?’ inquired Minty.


‘Oh, you know – little notebooks, and jigsaws and colouring things. Never mind – all the schools’ll have closed by the end of the week, and we’ll start getting proper visitors. Then we’ll be able to move some of the quality stuff.’


‘What sort of quality stuff?’ asked Minty, innocently enough.


‘We do have some very nice things in there, Minty,’ Aunt Mary told her. ‘Quality stuff. The National Trust doesn’t go in for rubbish.’


‘That was a lovely tea cosy you gave me at Christmas, Mary,’ Kate said quickly. ‘With that matching tea towel. Everyone admires it.’


As a matter of fact Kate had put both articles straight away into a drawer, saying they were too good forevery day. Loyally Minty kept her face straight.


‘New line,’ said Aunt Mary. ‘It is pretty, isn’t it?’


The three of them entered the house. There was a last cup of tea, and the goodbyes began. Minty and her mother went out alone to the car.


‘You’d think it was forever,’ said Kate, and gave Minty a final hug. ‘Bye-bye, mumpkin. Be good.’


There was a break in her voice and Minty felt her own eyes water. Mumpkin! She hadn’t heard that word for ages. It was part of a silly little rhyme that Kate had invented when Minty was only a baby.






‘You’re a madam and a mumpkin


And a pretty little pumpkin!’








‘Time and again I’d say it, and oh, you loved it!’ Kate had told her. ‘And then, when you got older, you’d try to say it yourself, only you couldn’t get your rs and ls right. “Pity pity pumpkin!” you’d say.’


Minty wanted to think the whole thing both embarrassing and daft, as it certainly was. The only thing was, that the lines really did start an echo in her own mind, they’d become part of her without her knowing it, all those years ago. They made her smile.


Kate got into the old orange car and started it up. Minty watched it turn, called a last goodbye, then stood till it disappeared round the bend. She glanced at her watch. Half past three.




*





It was just after four when the nightmare began. The time in between had already felt slow and strange. It was as if Aunt Mary’s heavily ticking clocks were measuring a different, slower time than that in the world outside. Used to Kate’s brisk movements, Minty thought that even Aunt Mary herself was moving in another, slower dimension. She moved like someone under water, or in a dream.


Minty went up to her room to listen to her tapes. Kate had bought her some headphones the previous day.


‘I don’t think your aunt’ll want to hear your hundred best tunes from morning to night,’ she’d said.


The room felt very hot, so Minty opened both the casement windows wide and leaned out for a breath of air. The sun struck a white blaze from the roof of the orangery beyond the wall. Minty’s gaze moved to the left and the church tower, where those tiny gold pennants glinted, motionless.


‘I know one place where I could get cool!’ she thought.


But she would not go there again, not yet. Secrets, she knew, could not be forced. They unfurled, if you gave them time, slowly, like petals. You could not own them just for the asking. Either they gave themselves to you, or they didn’t.


‘After all,’ she thought, ‘if I have a secret, I don’t have to tell anyone if I don’t want to. Nobody in the world would know, unless I wanted them to. They wouldn’t even guess I had a secret. And I have, already. I know about the cold wind blowing by the corner of the church.’


It was a shock to see Aunt Mary suddenly before her, lips moving but soundless. Hastily Minty pulled away the headphones.


‘Sorry! Were you calling me? I couldn’t hear, with these on.’


‘Why not?’ Aunt Mary sounded suspicious. ‘I’ve been calling for ages. What are they?’


‘’Phones,’ Minty told her. ‘When I’ve got them on, I can hear the music, but nothing else.’


She wanted to giggle. Where in the world had the old lady been all her life, never to have heard of headphones?


‘It’s teatime,’ Aunt Mary told her.


Minty followed her down.


‘Headphones, stereo, computers, software,’ she made a silent list of things that would be mysteries to Aunt Mary. ‘Video, digital watches, calculators, microwaves … she’s living in a time warp.’


The table was set out properly for tea. It looked as if every meal was to be a special occasion. Minty and her mother ate off their laps, or even standing, in the case of breakfast.


‘That looks nice,’ she said.


‘I made you a jelly.’


They both sat down.


‘Children like jellies,’ remarked Aunt Mary.


‘Here we go again!’ thought Minty. ‘Nobody ever says “Grown-ups like lamb chops”!’


‘I do,’ she said aloud. ‘Especially orange.’


But that particular orange jelly would not reach her lips that day. Its unruffled surface would not be broken by the first spoon. The telephone rang.


‘You get started,’ Aunt Mary told her, and went into the hall to answer it.


Minty peered at the sandwiches. Some egg, some what looked like ham. She was on her second when Aunt Mary came back. Minty looked up at her, and that was the precise moment when the nightmare began.


Aunt Mary had changed. Her face was almost unrecognizable, very red, wild-eyed and almost mad-looking. Minty, startled, stared, as if a stranger had materialized out of thin air.


Aunt Mary did not advance. She just stood there, staring back. A very long time seemed to pass with the pair of them frozen like a frame in a film. When they did speak, it was both at once.


‘Minty, dear—’


‘Is something the—?’


They both broke off. Politely Minty waited.


‘Oh dear, oh dear!’ Still Aunt Mary stood, and still she stared. ‘Oh dear, oh dear, whatever shall I say? I’ve never in my life—’


Minty was alarmed. She had come to stay for five whole weeks, and it began to look as though Aunt Mary might be a little strange.


‘Is something the matter, Aunt Mary?’


‘Oh – oh yes, it is! Oh, it’s terrible! I don’t know how to—’


In the end, of course, she did. And when she did, Minty heard hardly anything after the first words.


‘It’s Kate! It’s your mother! There – there’s been an accident!’


What followed then Minty could hardly remember. It all seemed very slow and strange. An eternity passed, and then she actually heard her own voice screaming. It went out of her and froze in the air until it was followed by another scream, and another. As she stared, it seemed that Aunt Mary’s head had swollen like a balloon, and was suspended crazily in air, red and monstrous.


Then Minty felt her whole body go into a violent shuddering, and now she seemed to be laughing. Hands came down heavily on to her shoulders and she was being shaken. She was being swallowed, and fought to escape. She tugged herself free, and a sharp blow on her cheek made her gasp with shock and pain. The palm of a hand struck her other cheek, and she drew a long, juddering breath, and was silent.


All at once it seemed her legs had gone to rubber, and she staggered a few silly steps sideways and fell on to the sofa. She closed her eyes because she wanted to go to sleep now and shut out the world. A numbness crept into her limbs. Even her brain was mercifully numb.


A long time seemed to pass before she felt herself terribly cold. She opened her eyes. Aunt Mary was sitting awkwardly on a dining chair. Her face was wooden. When her eyes met Minty’s they were dull, unseeing almost. Neither spoke. It was as though they were in some terrible play, and both had forgotten their lines.


The truth was that the lines were there, but neither wanted to speak them. Minty did not want to ask what had happened to her mother, and Aunt Mary did not want to have to tell her. They both wanted to rush off the stage and into the wings, and hurry on out of the theatre, laughing with relief, and telling themselves that it was, after all, a play.


But it was not a play, and so in the end the words had to be spoken, and Minty heard that her mother’s car had been struck by a lorry, and that she was at this very moment lying in intensive care in Grantham hospital.


‘Can I go up to my room?’ said Minty.


‘You go on up, and I’ll make us both a nice cup of hot sweet tea,’ said Aunt Mary.


Minty did not take sugar, but could not be bothered to say so. She trudged up the stairs and into her room, where she dropped heavily on to the bed and the precious Memory Patchwork. Perhaps it did have special powers, as Aunt Mary seemed to think, because what came into Minty’s head as she lay there was crowd upon crowd of memories. She thought of Kate at the seaside last year, paddling and splashing about with a huge net. She saw her ironing, washing her hair, hanging out washing, her mouth full of pegs. She saw her crying, laughing, frowning. Minty lay dry-eyed, watching a procession of pictures from the past because she did not dare conjure up a picture of the present.


Far away she heard the telephone ring. It seemed to come from another world. Then Aunt Mary came in with the tea.


‘That was someone called John,’ she said. ‘Mr Benson. From your mother’s office.’


Minty knew him. He came to the house sometimes. She liked him. He knew some good jokes and would play computer games, or help her with her maths.


‘He’s going along to the hospital now.’


Minty sat up.


‘I want to go. Can I go?’


But Aunt Mary was already shaking her head.


‘Not for the moment, he says. She’s still having tests, and that. Head injuries, he said. Well, that’s the main trouble, anyhow.’


‘Why can he go and not me? She’s my mother! I want to go, I want to!’


‘Tomorrow, maybe. She’ll be feeling better then, perhaps.’


Minty had seen pictures of people in intensive care. There were tubes everywhere. She had heard of people lying for weeks in a coma, while their family sat beside them and talked to them, hour after hour, in the hope of even a flicker of response. She did not believe that Kate would be feeling better in the morning.


‘Better drink that and come along down,’ Aunt Mary said. ‘Better not mope up here on your own.’


Minty obeyed the suggestion. But a whole sunlit endless evening lay ahead. The sun was flooding in, making the house feel queerly dark and shadowed.


Aunt Mary turned on the television, but the screen was bleached and blurred. She drew a curtain across and the picture came into focus.


‘Why not watch for an hour?’ she said. ‘Take your mind off things.’


She herself sat down and picked up her knitting.


‘What can’t be cured must be patiently endured,’ she remarked vaguely.


‘Could I go out?’


‘Where? Where will you go?’


‘I don’t know. Anywhere.’


‘There’s nowhere much to go.’ Aunt Mary sounded dubious.


‘There’s miles!’ Minty thought of the fields and woods stretching out of sight.


‘Oh, you mustn’t go out of the village! Oh no, not on your own. You’ll have to promise me that. I’m responsible for you.’


‘If Mum was here she’d let me.’


This was true. ‘I want you to go through the world fearless,’ she’d say. Minty heard Kate’s voice saying it now, and felt her eyes sting.


‘I must do something!’


‘Go over to the House, then. See if World is there, at the lodge. Nice, he is. Likes children.’


‘World?’ Minty echoed.


‘Well, Mr World to you, I suppose.’


‘Right!’


Minty went out. She had not the least idea what she would say to the nice Mr World who liked children, but it didn’t seem to matter. She was leaving behind a table still laid for a tea that would never be eaten, and a telephone that might ring dangerously at any moment.


As she approached the entrance a coach swung out. It was filled with schoolchildren, homeward bound after their outing. Minty stared enviously after it. She could imagine how it was inside that safe cocoon, laps full of souvenirs and crisps, sweets being handed round, jokes told. Some of the children waved and she waved back mechanically.


She walked on. An old man was sitting in the doorway of one of the stone buildings to the left.


‘Hullo, there!’ he said. ‘Not one been left behind, are you?’


‘I live here,’ she said. ‘For the time being. With Aunt Mary, over the road.’


‘Ah yes. Heard about you. So what’s your name, then?’


She told him.


‘That’s a funny old name,’ he said. ‘Minty.’


‘It’s short for Araminta,’ she told him with dignity. ‘At least it’s not two a penny!’


‘Oh, it’s not that. Can’t say I’ve ever come across a Minty. It’s an unusual name and, if I’m not mistaken, an unusual owner. Am I right?’


He was looking at her keenly, eyes bright in his all-weathers face.


‘Come to meet the children, I daresay?’


‘Children? Which?’


‘Ah,’ he said. ‘That’ll be for you to find out.’


‘You mean there are children living in the House?’


How could there be? The House was open to the public, not a lived-in house at all.


‘I never said anything about living.’ His voice was low and he watched her closely.


‘You mean ghosts?’


‘I never said that, either. But the minute I clapped eyes on you, I knew. That’s her, I thought! That’s the one to turn the key!’


Minty shivered.


‘What key?’


‘To set ’em free! Those children! The ones I’ve known about sixty year and more. Only in snatches, mind. Only glimpses, and voices crying.’


‘Crying,’ said Minty softly, and felt an unbearable sadness welling up, a cold, orphan sadness.


‘And they’re locked up and crying and begging to be set free! I can hear their voices on the wind, and sense them in the shadows, and I fair ache sometimes, because they’re there begging me, and I haven’t got the key. But now you’ve come.’


‘Yes,’ said Minty. ‘I’ve come.’


She hardly knew what the old man had been saying, his words were only hints, clues. But she knew for certain that she had been given an invitation. It was an invitation into dark and perhaps dangerous places. But it was not one that she could refuse.







OEBPS/a0vi_1_online.png





OEBPS/a015_1_online.png





OEBPS/title_image_1_online.png
Moonclial

Helen Cresswell
Illustrated by P. J. Lynch

FABER & FABER






OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png





OEBPS/9780571322916_cover_epub.jpg
> FABER CLASSICS «- 3 & ‘ ’?

HELEN CRESSWELL

Modr't;@‘lial

‘Moondsal is one of my favourites.’
Jessie Burton, author of The Miniaturist






