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FABER AND FABER has published children’s books since 1929. Some of our very first publications included Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats by T.S. Eliot starring the now world-famous Macavity, and The Iron Man by Ted Hughes. Our catalogue at the time said that ‘it is by reading such books that children learn the difference between the shoddy and the genuine’. We still believe in the power of reading to transform children’s lives.
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A LITTLE BOY WAS SITTING IN the corner of a railway carriage looking out at the rain, which was splashing against the windows and blotching downward in an ugly, dirty way. He was not the only person in the carriage, but the others were strangers to him. He was alone as usual. There were two women opposite him, a fat one and a thin one, and they talked without stopping, smacking their lips in between sentences and seeming to enjoy what they said as much as if it were something to eat. They were knitting all the time, and whenever the train stopped the click-clack of their needles was loud and clear like two clocks. It was a stopping train – more stop than go – and it had been crawling along through flat flooded country for a long time. Everywhere there was water – not sea or rivers or lakes, but just senseless flood water with the rain splashing into it. Sometimes the railway lines were covered by it, and then the train-noise was quite different, softer than a boat.


‘I wish it was the Flood,’ thought the boy, ‘and that I was going to the Ark. That would be fun! Like the circus. Perhaps Noah had a whip and made all the animals go round and round for exercise. What a noise there would be, with the lions roaring, elephants trumpeting, pigs squealing, donkeys braying, horses whinnying, bulls bellowing, and cocks and hens always thinking they were going to be trodden on but unable to fly up on to the roof where all the other birds were singing, screaming, twittering, squawking and cooing. What must it have sounded like, coming along on the tide? And did Mrs Noah just knit, knit and take no notice?’


The two women opposite him were getting ready for the next station. They packed up their knitting and collected their parcels and then sat staring at the little boy. He had a thin face and very large eyes; he looked patient and rather sad. They seemed to notice him for the first time.


‘What’s your name, son?’ asked the fat woman suddenly. ‘I’ve never seen you on this train before.’ This was always a question he dreaded. Was he to say his unexpected real name or his silly pet names?


‘Toseland,’ he said.


‘Toseland! That’s a real old-fashioned name in these parts. There’s Fen Toseland, and Toseland St Agnes and Toseland Gunning. What’s your Christian name?’


‘That is it – Toseland.’


‘Do your mum and dad live round here, son?’


‘No, they live in Burma.’


‘Fancy that now! That’s a long way away. Where are you going, then?’


‘I don’t know. That is, I’m going to my great-grandmother Oldknow at Green Noah. The station is Penny Soaky.’


‘That’s the next station after this. We get out here. Don’t forget – the next station. And make sure there’s some dry land before you get out of the train. The floods are bad there. Bye-bye, cheerio.’


They got out, shouting and joking with the porters and kissing the people who had come to meet them. They started off into the hissing rain as if they loved it. Toseland heard the fat woman’s loud voice saying, ‘Oh, I don’t mind this. I like it, it’s our home-rain, not like that dirty London water.’


The train jogged on again and now Toseland was quite alone. He wished he had a family like other people – brothers and sisters, even if his father were away. His mother was dead. He had a stepmother but he hardly knew her and was miserably shy of her. He had been at a boarding-school, and for the last holidays he had been left behind to stay with the head mistress, Miss Spudd, and her old father. They meant to be kind to him, but they never spoke to him without saying ‘dear’. It was ‘Finish up your porridge, dear, we don’t want you to get thin,’ or ‘Put on your coat, dear, we don’t want you to catch cold,’ or ‘Get ready for church, dear, we don’t want you to grow up a heathen.’ And every day after breakfast, ‘Run along to your room, dear, we want to read the papers.’


But now his great-grandmother Oldknow had written that he was to come and live with her. He had never seen her, but she was his own great-grandmother, and that was something. Of course she would be very old. He thought of some old people he had seen who were so old that it frightened him. He wondered if she would be frighteningly old. He began to feel afraid already, and to shake it off he thought about Green Noah and Penny Soaky. What queer names! Green Noah was pure mystery, but Penny Soaky was friendly like a joke.


Suddenly the train stopped, and the porters were shouting ‘Penny Soaky! Penny Soaky!’ Toseland had no sooner got the door open than a man wearing a taxi-driver’s hat came along calling:


‘Anybody here for Green Noah? Are you Master Toseland for Green Noah?’


‘Oh yes, please. It’s me.’


‘This your luggage? Two more in the van? You stand here out of the rain while I get it.’


There were a few houses to be seen on one side of the line, and on the other nothing but flooded fields with hedges standing in the water.


‘Come along,’ said the taxi-man. ‘I’ve put all your luggage in the car. It’ll be dark before we get there and we’ve got to go through a lot of water.’


‘Is it deep?’


‘Not so deep, I hope, that we can’t get through.’


‘If it rains forty days and forty nights will it be a real flood?’


‘Sure enough it would.’


Toseland sat by the driver and they set off. The windscreen wipers made two clear fans on the windscreen through which he could see the road half covered with water, with ditches brimming on either side. When they came near the bridge that crossed the river, the road disappeared under water altogether and they seemed to drive into the side of the river with a great splash that flew up against the windows; but it was only a few inches deep and then they reached the humpbacked bridge and went up and over it, and down again into deeper water on the other side. This time they drove very carefully like bathers walking out into cold water. The car crept along making wide ripples.


‘We don’t want to stick here,’ said the driver, ‘this car don’t float.’


They came safely through that side too, and now the headlights were turned on, for it was growing dark, and Toseland could see nothing but rain and dazzle.


‘Is it far?’ he asked.


‘Not very, but we have to go a long way round to get past the floods. Green Noah stands almost in the middle of it now, because the river runs alongside the garden. Once you get there you won’t be able to get out again till the flood goes down.’


‘How will I get in, then?’


‘Can you swim?’


‘Yes, I did twenty strokes last summer. Will that be enough?’


‘You’ll have to do better than that. Perhaps if you felt yourself sinking you could manage a few more?’


‘But it’s quite dark. How will I know where to swim to?’


The driver laughed. ‘Don’t you worry. Mrs Oldknow will never let you drown. She’ll see you get there all right. Now here we are. At least, I can’t go any further.’ Toseland pushed the car door open and looked out. It had stopped raining. The car was standing in a lane of shallow water that stretched out into the dark in front and behind. The driver was wearing Wellington boots, and he got out and paddled round the car. Toseland was afraid that he would be left now to go on as best he could by himself. He did not like to show that he was afraid, so he tried another way of finding out.


‘If I am going to swim,’ he said, ‘what will you do with my luggage?’


‘You haven’t got no gum boots, have you?’ said the driver. ‘Come on, get on my shoulders and we’ll have a look round to see if anyone’s coming to meet you.’ Toseland climbed on to his shoulders and they set off, but almost at once they heard the sound of oars, and a lantern came round the corner of the lane rocking on the bows of a rowing boat. A man called out, ‘Is that Master Toseland?’ The driver shouted back, ‘Is that Mr Boggis?’ but Toseland was speechless with relief and delight.


‘Good evening, Master Toseland,’ said Mr Boggis, holding up the lantern to look at him, while Toseland looked too, and saw a nice old cherry-red face with bright blue eyes. ‘Pleased to meet you. I knew your mother when she was your size. I bet you were wondering how you were going to get home?’ It was nice to hear somebody talking about ‘home’ in that way. Toseland felt much happier, and now he knew that the driver had been teasing him, so he grinned and said: ‘I was going to swim.’


The boat was moored to somebody’s garden gate while the two men put the trunk and tuck-box into it.


‘You’ll be all right now,’ said the taxi-man. ‘Good night to you both.’


‘Good night, and thank you,’ said Toseland.


Mr Boggis handed him the lantern and told him to kneel up in the bows with it and shout if they were likely to bump into anything. They rowed round two corners in the road and then in at a big white gate.
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Toseland waved the lantern about and saw trees and bushes standing in the water, and presently the boat was rocked by quite a strong current and the reflection of the lantern streamed away in elastic jigsaw shapes and made gold rings round the tree trunks. At last they came to a still pool reaching to the steps of the house, and the keel of the boat grated on gravel. The windows were all lit up, but it was too dark to see what kind of a house it was, only that it was high and narrow like a tower.


‘Come along in,’ said Mr Boggis. ‘I’ll show you in. I’d like to see Mrs Oldknow’s face when she sees you.’


The entrance hall was a strange place. As they stepped in, a similar door opened at the far end of the house and another man and boy entered there. Then Toseland saw that it was only themselves in a big mirror. The walls round him were partly rough stone and partly plaster, but hung all over with mirrors and pictures and china. There were three big old mirrors all reflecting each other so that at first Toseland was puzzled to find what was real, and which door one could go through straight, the way one wanted to, not sideways somewhere else. He almost wondered which was really himself.


There were vases everywhere filled with queer flowers – branches of dry winter twigs out of which little tassels and rosettes of flower petals were bursting, some yellow, some white, some purple. They had an exciting smell, almost like something to eat, and they looked as if they had been produced by magic, as if someone had said ‘Abracadabra! Let these sticks burst into flower.’ ‘What if my great-grandmother is a witch!’ he thought. Above the vases, wherever there was a beam or an odd corner or a door-post out of which they could, as it were, grow, there were children carved in dark oak, leaning out over the flowers. Most of them had wings, one had a real bird’s nest on its head, and all of them had such round polished cheeks they seemed to be laughing and welcoming him.


While he was looking round him, Boggis had taken his coat and cap from him and hung them up. ‘Your great-grandmother will be in here,’ he said, and led him to a little old stone doorway such as you might find in a belfry. He knocked on the door. ‘Come in,’ said a clear voice. Boggis gave Toseland a shove, and he found himself inside.


The room seemed to be the ground floor of a castle, much like the ruined castles that he had explored on school picnics, only this was not a ruin. It looked as if it never possibly could be. Its thick stone walls were strong, warm and lively. It was furnished with comfortable polished old-fashioned things as though living in castles was quite ordinary. Toseland stood just inside the door and felt it must be a dream.


His great-grandmother was sitting by a huge open fireplace where logs and peat were burning. The room smelled of woods and wood-smoke. He forgot about her being frighteningly old. She had short silver curls and her face had so many wrinkles it looked as if someone had been trying to draw her for a very long time and every line put in had made the face more like her. She was wearing a soft dress of folded velvet that was as black as a hole in darkness. The room was full of candles in glass candlesticks, and there was candlelight in her ring when she held out her hand to him.




[image: ]





‘So you’ve come back!’ she said, smiling, as he came forward, and he found himself leaning against her shoulder as if he knew her quite well.


‘Why do you say “come back”?’ he asked, not at all shy.


‘I wondered whose face it would be of all the faces I knew,’ she said. ‘They always come back. You are like another Toseland, your grandfather. What a good thing you have the right name, because I should always be calling you Tolly anyway. I used to call him Tolly. Have you got a pet name? I’m sure they don’t call you Toseland at school.’


‘No, I get called Towser.’


‘And at home?’


‘My stepmother calls me Toto, but I hate it. It’s worse than Towser.’


‘I think I agree with you. Here we are all used to Toseland, it’s the family name and doesn’t seem queer to us. So you shan’t be Toto here. Do you mind Tolly?’


‘I like it. It’s what my mother used to call me. What shall I call you?’


‘Granny,’ she said. ‘What does one generation more or less matter? I’m glad you have come. It will seem lovely to me. How many years of you have I wasted?’


‘Seven,’ said Tolly, watching the flames tugging loose from the logs and leaping up the black chimney. They reminded him of bonfire flames wrestling and tearing and whistling in the sky on the fifth of November. Those had been frightening, but these were wonderful.


‘Are these our flames?’ he asked. ‘I mean, are they our own?’


‘The blue ones are yours and the orange ones are mine.’


‘And the candle-flames?’


‘All yours.’


Tolly hesitated, then asked in a very little voice because he hardly dared, ‘Is it my house – I mean, partly?’


‘Of course it is – partly, as you say. Well, now that you are here what shall we do first? Are you hungry?’


She rose and, standing, looked much older. Her figure was bent and shrunken, her face no higher than Tolly’s own. The folds of her dress seemed both to weigh her down and hold her up. She brought a tray that was laid ready for him on the sideboard, and put it on a low table in front of the fire. There were egg sandwiches and chicken sandwiches and iced orange cake and jelly and chocolate finger biscuits. Toseland ate happily and tried not to make crumbs.


‘I came in a boat with a lantern,’ he said. ‘I played the house was Noah’s Ark.’


‘Oh, the Ark! So you played it was the Ark.’


‘Yes. Do you think Noah had a whip like a circus man and made the animals run round and round for exercise?’


‘Yes. And Ham juggled with clubs and plates to pass the time away, and Shem and Japhet were clowns and tried to make Mrs Noah laugh. But she never did, because if she had done, all her buttons would have burst off. She was done up very tight.’


At that moment the fire went pop! and shot a piece of wood out into the room. Pop! again.


‘Buttons! Who said buttons? Poor Mrs Noah.’ Tolly chased the sparks and trod on them to put them out.


‘Why do you live in a castle?’ he said, looking round.


‘Why not? Castles were meant to live in.’


‘I thought that was only in fairy-tales. Is it a real castle?’


‘Of course.’


‘I mean, do things happen in it, like the castles in books?’


‘Oh, yes, things happen in it.’


‘What sort of things?’


‘Wait and see! I’m waiting too, to see what happens now that you are here. Something will, I’m sure. Tomorrow you can explore the inside of the house up and down, and learn your way about and to feel at home in it, because you won’t be able to go outside until the floods go down. And now you must come and see your own room, and you must go to bed early tonight.’


She led him up winding stairs and through a high, arched room like a knight’s hall, that she called the Music Room, and up more stairs to the very top of the house. Here there was a room under the roof, with a ceiling the shape of the roof and all the beams showing. It was a long room with a triangle of wall at each end and no walls at the sides, because the sloping ceiling came down to the floor, like a tent. There were windows on three sides, and a little low wooden bed in the middle covered with a patchwork quilt, as unlike a school bed as anything could be. There was a low table, a chest of drawers and lots of smooth, polished, empty floor. At one side there was a beautiful old rocking-horse – not a ‘safety’ rocking-horse hanging on iron swings from a centre shaft, but a horse whose legs were stretched to full gallop, fixed to long rockers so that it could, if you rode it violently, both rear and kick. On the other side was a doll’s house. By the bed was a wooden box painted vermilion with bright patterns all over it, and next to it all Tolly’s luggage piled up, making the room look really his. A wicker bird-cage hung from one of the beams. On the only side that had no window there hung a big mirror reflecting all the rest – the rafters, the wicker cage, the rocking-horse, the doll’s house, the painted box, the bed.


‘In this house,’ said Tolly, ‘everything is twice!’ He tried the lid of the painted box, but could not open it.


‘The key is lost,’ said Mrs Oldknow. ‘I don’t know what’s in it. It used to be the children’s toy-box.’


He put his hand on the rocking-horse’s mane, which was real horse-hair. Its tail was real hair too, black and soft and long. He started it rocking. It made a nice creaky sound, like a rocking-chair. He opened the front of the doll’s house. ‘Why, it’s this house!’ he said. ‘Look, here’s the Knight’s Hall, and here’s the stairs, and here’s my room! Here’s the rocking-horse and here’s the red box, and here’s the tiny bird-cage! But it’s got four beds in it. Are there sometimes other children here?’


Mrs Oldknow looked at him as if she would like to know everything about him before she answered.


‘Yes,’ she said, ‘sometimes.’


‘Who are they?’


‘You’ll see when they come, if they come.’


‘When do they come?’


‘When they like. Now let’s unpack. Here are your pyjamas. Is there anything you want to have in bed with you – any books or photos that you put under your pillow?’


On the chest of drawers Tolly had seen two curly white china dogs, an old clock, and an ebony mouse, life-sized with shiny black eyes. It was so cleverly carved that you could see every hair, and it felt like fur to stroke. As he pulled the sheets up to his nose he said, ‘Can I have the mouse in bed?’


Mrs Oldknow smiled. ‘You want Toby’s Japanese mouse? Here it is.’


‘Who’s Toby?’


‘Well, really another Toseland. Toby for short. Now sleep well. I’ll light the night-light for you. Oh, the clock’s not going.’
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She picked up the old clock, which had a sun and moon painted on its face, and started it ticking. It had a very slow ticktock, comforting and sleepy. ‘There,’ she said. ‘Now, good night. My room is underneath yours – you can knock on the floor if you want me.’


She went away, and Tolly lay happily looking at the surprising shadows made by the little night-light – the beams, the big shadow of the rocking-horse, the low one of the doll’s house on the floor, the elongated wandering criss-crosses of the bird-cage on the ceiling. The mirror repeated it all in the opposite direction, distant and slightly tilted. How could such a little light do it all? Never in his life had he lain in such a room, yet it did not feel strange. He felt with all his heart that he was at home. He held the mouse in his hand under the pillow and soon fell asleep.







*





HE SLEPT LONG AND WELL. In his dreams he was swimming towards the house in the dark when he heard the creak of oars coming to meet him. He tried to shout, but it was too difficult to do while swimming. In the effort he woke up. The funny thing was, that lying there with his eyes closed he could still hear the creak-croak. No, it couldn’t be oars, it must be the rocking-horse. He sat up in bed, and it seemed to him that the horse had just that minute stopped rocking. The only sound he could hear now was the slow tick-tock of the old clock. The room was in dim half-light because the curtains were still drawn. Tolly jumped out of bed. First he put his precious mouse back between the two china dogs, then he went to the rocking-horse just to stroke its real silky mane, and to pretend to see if it was out of breath. Then he ran to the window and knelt on the window-seat behind the curtain to look out at the view he had not yet seen. When, just at that moment, Mrs Oldknow came into the room, all she could see of him was the soles of his pink feet. As she pulled back the curtain, he turned a happy excited face to her. ‘Oh look! Oh look!’ he said.


It was a brilliant, sunny morning, and all the view was sparkling blue water, right away to the low hills in the distance. From this high window he could see where the course of the river should be, because of the pollard willows sticking out along each side of the bank, and because there the water was whirlpooled and creased and very brown and swift, while all the miles of overflow were just like blue silk.


‘It really is like being in the Ark,’ said Tolly.


‘Yes, all the children used to call it the Ark. Your grandfather did, and he learnt it from his father, who learnt it from his, and so on right away back. But you called it that by yourself.’


Tolly sat in his pyjamas on the rocking-horse, making it go creak-croak, creak-croak.


‘Do you know,’ he said, ‘when I was lying in bed with my eyes shut I could hear the horse go creak-croak just like this? But when I opened my eyes it was quite still.’


‘And did the mouse squeak under your pillow, and did the china dogs bark?’


‘No,’ said Tolly. ‘Do they?’


Mrs Oldknow laughed. ‘You seem ready for anything, that’s something,’ she said. ‘Now get dressed and come down to breakfast.’


Tolly found his own way down the winding staircase, through the Music Room that was like a knight’s hall, down the winding stairs again and across the entrance hall with its polished wooden children and queer sticks of flowers, and into the room where he had first met his great-grandmother the night before.


Breakfast was on the table, but she was standing by an open door throwing crumbs on to the doorstep for the birds. There were so many of them that they seemed to drop from the branches of the trees like ripe chestnuts when the tree is shaken, and as many were going up again with a piece of bread in their beaks as were coming down to get it. A few yards beyond the doorstep the garden was under water.


‘The birds are very hungry. You see, they can’t get worms, or seed, or ants’ eggs until the floods go. Would you like to be introduced to them?’


‘Yes please,’ said Tolly.


‘Come here, then,’ said Mrs Oldknow; and although her back was rather bent and her face was wrinkled, when she looked at him so mischievously he could almost imagine she was a boy to play with. ‘They love margarine better than anything,’ she said. ‘Hold out your hands.’


She spread his fingers and palms with margarine carefully all over, even between the fingers, then told him to go to the door and stand still, holding out both hands with the fingers open. She stood beside him and whistled. In a minute tits and robins and chaffinches and hedge-sparrows were fluttering round him till at last one ventured to perch on his thumb. After that the others were soon jostling to find room on his hands, fixing him with their bright eyes and opening their wings and cocking their tails to keep their balance. They pecked at the margarine on his palm and between his fingers. They tickled dreadfully, and Tolly wriggled and squealed so that they all flew away, but in a minute they were back.


‘You must keep still and be quiet,’ said Mrs Oldknow, laughing at him.


Tolly tried hard to obey her, but their beaks and little wiry clutching hands felt so queer that he had to shut his eyes and screw up his face to keep still. The tits hung on underneath and tickled in unexpected places.


While he was standing there pulling faces he heard a laugh so like a boy’s that he could not believe his great-grandmother had made it, and opened his eyes to see who was there. There was no one else. Mrs Oldknow’s eyes were fixed on his. The blackbirds were scolding in the branches because they were afraid to come on to his hands and could see the margarine was nearly finished. Then with a squabbling noise, like a crowd of rude people off a football bus, a flock of starlings arrived, snatching and pushing and behaving badly in every way.


‘That will do,’ said Mrs Oldknow. ‘Starlings don’t wait to be introduced to anybody. I’ll give them some bread, and you can wipe your hands on these crusts and throw them to the blackbirds. Then run and wash your hands.’


She shut the door and sat down to breakfast. Tolly came quickly and sat down where a place was laid for him opposite the fireplace.


While he was eating he was looking round again at the room which was so different by daylight, though just as unusual, with all its big windows looking out on to water. Suddenly he saw something he had not noticed at all the night before, when the room had been full of firelight and shadows. Over the fireplace hung a large oil painting of a family, three children and two ladies. There were two handsome boys, wearing lace collars and dark green silk suits. They had long hair but looked anything but girlish. The elder of the two, who might be fourteen years old, was wearing a sword, and it looked so natural to him that Tolly was filled with hero-worship. He had his hand on the collar of a tame deer. The younger brother had a book under his arm and a flute in his hand. The little girl had a smile of irrepressible high spirits that seemed to defy the painter to do a serious portrait of her. She was holding a chaffinch, and beside her on the ground was an open wicker cage. One of the two ladies was young and beautiful. At her feet was a little curly white dog with a black face; on her arm a basket of roses. The other lady was old and dressed in black. They all had large dark eyes and all their eyes seemed fixed on Tolly. If he moved to one side all the eyes moved after him.


‘Granny, they are all looking at me.’


‘I’m not surprised. You have only just come. They must be tired of looking at me.’


‘Who are they?’


‘They are Oldknows. Your family. The boy with the deer is Toby, the other with the flute is Alexander, and the little girl is Linnet. She is six years old. That is their mother in the blue dress.’


‘My mother was called Linnet,’ said Tolly. ‘And that’s you behind them!’


‘It’s their grandmother, Mrs Oldknow.’


‘Is this their house?’


‘Yes, they lived here.’


‘When did they live here?’


‘Oh, a long time ago,’ said Mrs Oldknow, fidgeting and being suddenly very busy about the breakfast table. But Tolly was only seven, and to him a long time ago meant more than seven years. Five lively pairs of eyes were challenging him to ignore them. Linnet was laughing straight into his. Even the dog looked as if it would play.


‘Has Toby got a real sword?’ he asked.


‘Yes, of course.’


‘Why?’


‘Because he’s going to be a soldier. His father gave it to him when he was thirteen.’


‘Is Alexander going to be a musician?’


‘He will go to the University. He wants to be a poet.’


‘And Linnet?’


‘My little Linnet –’


‘Oh,’ said Tolly, interrupting, ‘that’s the bird-cage in my room. It’s the bird-cage in my room! It made such funny shadows on the ceiling when you put the night-light under it. Is the doll’s house Linnet’s?’


‘No, the doll’s house was mine when I was a little girl. I was brought up here by my uncle because I was an orphan.’


‘Did you have brothers and sisters?’


‘No; but I played that I had. I was lonely. That’s why I put four beds in the doll’s house.’


‘Did you play that they were your brothers and sister?’ said Tolly, pointing to the picture. Mrs Oldknow looked hard at him.


‘Yes, my dear. How did you know?’


‘Because I think that is what I shall play. Do you want to read the newspapers now?’


‘Good gracious no, child. What should I do that for? The world doesn’t alter every day. As far as I can see, it’s always the same. But I have plenty to do, so you must amuse yourself. Can you?’


‘Oh, yes. I would like to go up to the rocking-horse and the mouse. Can I play with the cage if I can reach it?’


‘You can play with anything you like if you are careful. Don’t fall out of the window.’ Tolly took two lumps of sugar from the bowl. ‘For the horse,’ he said. ‘Can I?’ He ran upstairs to his room as happy as a little boy could be.


First he pulled a chair under the wicker cage so that he could reach up to it. He opened the door, which made a little bird-like squeak as it turned on its hinges. He had nothing else to put in it, so he put the mouse inside and closed the door. He pretended to feed the horse with the sugar and put what was left over of it for the mouse. Then he groomed the horse all over with his hairbrush, particularly its mane and tail, and passed his hands down its legs as he had seen men do in stables, and talked to it all the time. He mounted it and started a long ride, creak, croak, pretending that Toby and Alexander and Linnet had invited him to visit them. ‘Horses always know the way,’ he said aloud. ‘I expect it will take hours and hours.’


He was cheerfully rocking along, singing at the top of his voice a song his mother used to sing to him, before she died and the stepmother came.






What is your one oh?


Green grow the rushes oh


What is your one oh?


One is one and all alone


And ever more shall be so.


What are your two oh?


Green grow the rushes oh


What are your two oh?


Two, two, the lily white boys


Clothed all in green oh


One is one and all alone


And ever more shall be so.








Presently he heard tip-tap at one of the windows, and while he looked in that direction, tap-tap at the window behind him. It was a chaffinch knocking on the glass, for all the world as if it wanted to come in. Toseland dismounted and went over to see. Still it did not fly away, but held on to the cross-bars and tried first one pane and then another.


‘Do you want to come in?’ said Tolly, opening the window. At once the bird flew in and perched on the cage. It hopped from one wicker strand to another, giving little excited calls until it found the door, which was shut. ‘Cheep, cheep, cheep,’ it scolded, and fluttered round the room, making a little sound of bird footsteps on the wooden floor when it hopped. Toseland opened the cage door, and the chaffinch flew straight across the room and into the cage. There it turned round and gave a little song, tried all the perches, hopping round to face both ways on each, swung in the swing, pecked at the sugar, and hopped out again on to Tolly’s head. ‘Don’t,’ said Tolly, shaking it. ‘I don’t like that. I can’t see you.’ The bird flew off on to the window-sill, looked round at him with a final chirp, and dived into a big tree near by, level with the window, where it perched and sang quietly to itself.


‘Oh, come back, do come back, chaffinch! I wish I had some margarine. Perhaps sugar won’t do. I wonder what Linnet used to put in the cage? Chaffinch! Chaffinch!’


The bird would not be coaxed, but when he had finished his song shot off across the water like an arrow and disappeared into a distant tree.




*





THE FLOODS HAD begun to go down. Already Tolly could see spikes of grass sticking up through the edge of the water. The shapes of lawns and flower-beds were showing through the ripples round the house. He longed for the water to go, so that he could explore the garden.


When he came downstairs for lunch, Boggis, in long wading boots, was bringing in logs for the fire, making a big stack of them in a corner of the inglenook.


‘Good morning, Mr Boggis,’ said Tolly. ‘Have you come in the boat? I forgot to look last night to see what it was called.’


‘It’s called the Linnet, Master Toseland, but I didn’t come in it today. I came in my waders. The water’s going down lovely.’


‘The Linnet?’ said Toseland, turning to his great-grandmother.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘There’s always a boat called Linnet on the river.’


‘That’s right,’ said Boggis. ‘There’s always a Linnet. This one’s new – leastways not more than twenty years old – but I used to go out in the old Linnet when I was a boy, and my grandfather used to talk about fishing at night with torches from the Linnet when he was young. See, ma’am, I’ve managed to borrow these from my niece whose boy is in hospital.’ He held out two Wellingtons. ‘I reckon Master Toseland will need these. Isn’t he the fair spit of his grandfather! Might be the same come back.’


‘Yes, he seems to belong here,’ said Mrs Oldknow. ‘He has it all hidden in him somewhere. I like to see him finding his way about.’


‘Shall I take him out with me into the barn this afternoon while I cut wood, to keep him out of your way?’


‘He’s not in my way at all, but I expect he would like to go.’


‘Oh yes, please!’


‘Very well, Boggis, you can keep him till tea-time. Goodbye, Toby.’


‘You said “Toby”,’ said Tolly, pulling on his borrowed Wellingtons.


‘Why, so I did! I was forgetting.’


Boggis and Toseland paddled off side by side across the drive and turned into a walled yard that was now a walled lake, though you could see the cobbles through the shallow water, all different colours like pebbles at the sea-side. Along three sides there were buildings or sheds, very old and tumbledown. The longest had a row of arches, and over them bits of broken stone carving stuck out of the wall. Inside it was divided up into little rooms with scrolled iron doorways opening on to a passage. Some were filled with straw, some with faggots or peat. One was empty, and one had a wall ladder with hand and foot holes instead of rungs. Up this Boggis went, and through a trap-door above.


Tolly followed, and found himself in a room rather like his bedroom but much larger, smelling of hay and sawdust, and rich with a soft, musty kind of darkness. There was only one small round window covered with cobwebs, so that the light that came through was dovegrey. Here and there a ray of white light came slanting through a broken roof tile, against which you could see the golden motes of dust in the air. It looked mysterious and enticing. The floor made hollow noises and had holes in it where the boards had rotted. Up here Boggis had a bench and saw, and as he finished a log he threw the pieces through the trap-door on to the floor below.


In one of the little rooms downstairs Tolly had seen a chair and table and a blue tea-pot and mug. ‘Do you live here?’ he asked. Boggis looked at him with teasing bright blue eyes. ‘It all depends what you call living,’ he said. ‘When I’m awake I’m mostly here, but when I go home I mostly sleeps.’


‘How long have you been here?’


‘Fifty-five years. I came when I was twelve. But of course I knew it before that because my father worked here, same as me.’


‘What are those little rooms downstairs with park gates instead of doors?’


‘Stables,’ said Boggis briefly, out of breath with sawing.


Tolly thought of the horses that had once lived in such grand rooms.


‘Were they very special horses?’


‘Oh aye, they were fine horses when I was a lad. Shining like the sun and dressed up like lords. I’ve never had an overcoat like they had! When they were led out, striking sparks out of the cobbles with their hooves and shaking their bridles, they were a proper eyeful. Your grandfather, Mr Toseland as was, he was a rare one with a horse. He could make them do anything by just breathing secrets into their ears.’


Boggis went on with his sawing, and Tolly roamed round, his eyes getting used to the patchy light. He found other trap-doors which he could not lift, a whole row of them all along one side. One was broken and lay off its hinges beside the square hole. Underneath on the stable wall was the iron basket to hold hay, into which he climbed. He crouched there trying to imagine that the stall was occupied by the warm silky body of a horse, feet stamping in straw, hindquarters fidgeting, tail swishing, and a great rolling black eye that could see backwards and forwards at the same time, half covered by mane and forelock. He tried so passionately to imagine it, to see, hear and smell it, that the wonder is that no horse was there.


‘Hullo there! Master Toseland, where are you?’


‘I’m here,’ he answered, standing up so that his head stuck out of the hole.


‘Trust you to get in the haunted stall! Were you looking for Mr Toby’s horse by any chance? That stall’s always kept empty in case he feels like spending a night there. Folk say you can hear him at night, whinnying for the young master.’


‘Which young master?’


‘Don’t ask me! I bain’t no good at history. One of the young masters, same as you.’


‘Have you ever heard him whinnying?’


Boggis cocked a half-humorous, half-serious eye at him. ‘I tells you, I sleeps at home. And that’s where I dreams.’


Toseland climbed over the hayrack and let himself down into the manger.


‘You haven’t put any hay for him,’ he said.


‘Ghosts don’t eat hay.’


‘But they like to pretend.’


The manger was empty. It was as big as a bed and he could lie full length in it. In that position, running his fingers along the cracks, he found a loose piece of wood wedged under the ledge of the manger at the back. Just for love of poking round, Toseland, with great difficulty, prized it out. On one side of it there was dirty paint. He rubbed it with his sleeve and saw that there were red and white patterns on it. He licked his handkerchief and rubbed harder. Some letters appeared, very queer spiky, spidery letters, not like print at all.


‘Mr Boggis, look what I’ve found.’


Boggis came and peered through the trap-door.


‘Now then, don’t you take away nothing you finds here. We don’t want no souvenir hunting here.’


Toseland put it down in the bottom of the manger. There ought to be hay, he thought. Of course they ought to put hay. Then he remembered that he still had a piece of sugar that he had taken for the rocking-horse. He put it carefully exactly in the middle of the painted board. Then he climbed down from the manger and ran up the ladder again to the loft. It was getting so dark that by now Boggis had lit his storm-lantern to finish his sawing. The loft looked even more exciting by lamplight, but in another quarter of an hour Boggis said it was tea-time – time to go in.


Toseland walked in front with the lantern, and they stepped from the stables into shallow water and waded slowly towards the house. As they went under the big yew trees the lantern lit up the underneath of the branches making them look like rafters in wild magic houses. The windows of Green Noah were all lit up again. Tolly felt as if he had lived here always instead of just one day.


Mrs Oldknow was sitting in front of a tea-tray by the fire, just as before, when Tolly came in all dirty with bits of straw in his hair.


‘I can see where you’ve been,’ she said. ‘Go and wash yourself and get the straw out of your hair; then come and tell me all about it. I can see you are bursting with questions again.’


When he came back she said: ‘Show me your hands. And now turn round and let me see if you have got peat dust on the seat of your trousers. There! Now begin. Here’s some hot buttered toast and honey.’
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‘Granny, what was the name of Toby’s special horse?’


Mrs Oldknow put down her cup and saucer. ‘Boggis has been telling you stories.’


‘Yes, and I found something.’


‘Toby’s horse was called Feste. What did you find?’


‘I found a funny board with patterns and writing on it. It looked like a name but I couldn’t read it. It was funny writing.’


‘It was a name. Feste. Good boy, you are doing well! I thought that board was lost – that someone had chopped it up by mistake, or on purpose. I haven’t seen it since I was married. When the stables were built each horse had its name above the manger. Alexander had a white pony called Bucephalus. Poor little Linnet wasn’t allowed a horse of her own. She rode in a pannier behind her mother or Boggis – I mean the Boggis there was then.’


‘Granny, I do want to hear Feste neigh. Is my bedroom too far away to hear him – if he did, I mean?’


She smiled gently at him. ‘No, I don’t think it’s too far away.’


‘Did you hear him when you were little?’


‘Oh, yes, I heard him. Generally at sundown. There were other horses then, of course, but I could always tell Feste’s voice. It is quite individual.’


There was a long silence while Toseland imagined having a horse of his own, even a ghost horse.


‘I did a silly thing,’ he said at last. ‘I put a lump of sugar for him.’


‘That wasn’t silly at all, darling,’ she said.


‘Granny, what did Linnet put in the bird-cage? The chaffinch didn’t like sugar, He came, you know, but he wouldn’t stay.’


‘Linnet always left the door open. She didn’t like to shut them in. She put crumbs of pastry and biscuit, and seeds that she gathered in the garden in the summer. The chaffinches came and went as they liked, but they always built their nest in the cage in spring. She put a forked branch of hawthorn for them. You can do that too. I am surprised they have remembered for so long; no one has used that room for years. I think they must tell stories to their nestlings.’


‘Stories about Linnet, as you do to me?’


‘Why not?’


‘Tell me more about them, please. Why isn’t their father there in the picture?’


‘He was a ship’s captain. There was an older boy too, Aubrey, who was a midshipman on his father’s ship. Captain Oldknow sailed all over the world. He used to bring home presents for the family. From one journey he brought the mouse for Toby – your mouse – and that great silk Chinese lantern that hangs in the Music Room for his wife. It opens and shuts like an umbrella, but I never touch it now because the silk is so old and tender. Alexander and Linnet were not born then.’


‘What else did he bring home?’


‘From Holland he brought all that lovely lace that they are wearing, and the bird-cage; from Spain, Toby’s sword; and from Germany, the book that Alexander’s holding.’


‘How could he read it if it was a German book?’


‘It was in Latin and he could read it, and he loved it. From France he brought that little dog for Linnet and a lot of rose trees for his wife. Those are the flowers in her basket. Roses were almost a new discovery, very fashionable and exciting. Everybody wanted to have some. They are growing here in the garden still.’


‘The same ones?’


‘The same in a way, descended from them as you are from the captain.’


‘I feel as though I had lived here always,’ said Toseland. ‘Why is it called Green Noah?’


Mrs Oldknow’s face suddenly creased into rings of unhappy wrinkles.


‘For someone who’s lived here always, you ask a lot of questions,’ she said.


‘I know, Granny. But tell me, please.’


‘It’s not the real name,’ she said. ‘It used to be called Green Knowe, but it – got changed. A long time ago.’ That was all she would say. But Tolly had more questions.


‘You know,’ he said, ‘all those children’s faces carved in wood in the entrance hall? They all seemed to be laughing when I came. Who put them there?’


This time Mrs Oldknow looked pleased. ‘The grandmother in the picture found them in a builder’s store. They came from the chapel of a monastery that had been pulled down. She bought them for the beams in the children’s bedroom. She said they were guardian angels. Now, as you see, they are welcoming angels – though one was guardian to a chaffinch last year.’


‘What colour was Feste?’


‘He was chestnut with a white nose and four white feet like a kitten, and he jumped like a cat. Toby and he loved each other more than anything on earth.’


‘But the deer was Toby’s too,’ said Tolly, gazing at the picture. ‘Isn’t it beautiful! A deer seems more magic than a horse.’


‘Very beautiful fairy-tale magic, but a horse that thinks the same thoughts that you do is like strong magic wine, a love philtre for boys.’




*





TOLLY LAY AWAKE in bed. There was so much to think about –the birds, the children, the floods, the stables where lovely Feste called for his master. It was a clear night with a full moon shining on miles of water and seeming twice as bright as usual. The bedroom was all silver and black with it as it poured through the window and flooded the floor with quicksilver. The flame of the night-light looked like a little golden pen-nib, giving less light than there was already around it. The moon shone in the rocking-horse’s eye, and in the mouse’s eye too when Tolly fetched it out from under his pillow to see. The clock went tick-tock, and in the stillness he thought he heard little bare feet running across the floor, then laughter and whispering, and a sound like the pages of a big book being turned over.


‘It might be Alexander and Linnet looking at pictures by moonlight,’ he thought, dreamily. ‘But where are they?’


He sat up and stared all round the room. There was only his own bed and all his things just as he had left them, clearly seen in the moonlight, though there were black patches of shadow under the window where he could not see. Then there was all the room repeated in the looking-glass, more mysterious, the moonlit parts brighter, the dark more impenetrable. The whispering went on. If they were in the dark corners, he thought, they couldn’t see the pictures.


‘Linnet!’ he called suddenly. ‘Where are you? Come out into the moonlight.’


There was a laugh just where he wasn’t looking, and when he turned that way, a patter of feet, and the whispering was where he had been looking a moment before.


‘Are you just teasing me?’ he asked, and was answered by such an infectious little laugh that he couldn’t help laughing too. After that there was silence, but it was a companionable, happy one in which presently he smiled and settled himself to sleep. He dreamed that he was holding out his hands dripping with golden syrup, and that it was Feste who came with his soft white nose and pinky-grey lips and sucked it all off, while Linnet flew in the air like a bird and laughed from the branches of the trees.




*





WHEN HE WOKE Mrs Oldknow was standing by his bed smiling at him.


‘It’s time to get up. Look, the floods have all gone in the night. Come and see.’ She opened the window to lean out. ‘Tolly! Quick! Quick!’


Under the high window all the lawns were emerald green. Beyond them the river flowed obediently in its own course, and beyond that again were miles of green meadow. Right in front of the window where the last pool was draining away from a hollow in the grass, a large silvery thing was twisting and jumping violently in the sun.


‘It’s a great big fish.’


‘It’s one of Toby’s carp from the moat. Silly thing – it got left behind when the water went away. Run, Tolly, put on your coat and your Wellingtons and throw it back into the moat.’


Tolly ran as fast as he could, slithering down the steep winding stairs in his socks and pulling on his Wellingtons by the front door. He reached the fish before anyone else, but it was nearly as big as himself, and flapped so wildly when he picked it up that he was afraid and let it fall again. Then it gasped horribly and lay still, and now he was afraid to touch it in case it was dying. Just then Boggis arrived with a wheelbarrow.


‘Quick, quick, Mr Boggis! It’s Toby’s fish. It’s dying! It’s Toby’s! Mr Boggis, quick!’


Boggis came without any hurry and bent his bright red face down to look.


‘Ay, it’s one of Master Toby’s sure enough. What a size it have grown to! Must be hundreds of years old.’


He put the fish in his barrow and led Tolly to the moat, which was a ring of deep water all round the garden. There he tipped the barrow up and the fish plopped in and disappeared. They stood and looked at the place where it had fallen.


‘Was it still alive?’ asked Tolly. As he spoke, a fish face was poked above the surface, then there was a swirl of water, a flip of a tail, and it was gone.


‘Sure enough it was!’ said Boggis.


‘It was a very ugly fish,’ said Toseland.


‘T’aint no beauty. No more will you be when you’re a hundred years old! Master Toby used to feed it with bread.’


‘It came when he called it,’ added Mrs Oldknow, joining them. ‘Its name is Neptune. Toby used to tell Linnet that it understood Latin. He always talked to it in Latin. She was very much impressed.’


‘What did he say to it?’


‘He said “Veni Neptune. Panem dabo tibi et vermes”.’


‘I don’t know any Latin.’


‘Neither did Linnet. It means “Come Neptune. I will give you bread and worms”. In the garden you will find a platform over a pool where he fed them.’


They fed the birds together. Tolly wanted his hands to be buttered again, but was told that that was only for the introduction ceremony, not for every day.


‘Do the birds understand Latin?’


‘No, not Latin. Music. Alexander used to play the flute to them. They used to sing when he played, but all different tunes. Only the thrushes learnt his tune and the starlings who never sang it properly – they only made fun of it.’


‘What tune did the thrushes sing?’


‘“Greensleeves”, for one.’


‘Oh Granny, I know “Greensleeves”. I do really. At school we had it on the wireless. I wish I had a flute.’


‘Perhaps you’ll get one for Christmas. That’s quite soon, you know. Now finish your breakfast and then you can explore the garden.’


The garden had looked very desolate when the water was over it, but now even the trees looked different and every path seemed to lead just where it was most exciting to go. First he went round the east corner of the house that he had not yet seen. Broken stones stuck out all up the wall, as if there had once been a building there that had been pulled down. In fact there was still a high garden wall with arched slits in it that must once have been windows. Ferns and shrubs and ivy were growing out of the cracks between the stones and there was a lovely smell in the air. Quite suddenly he became aware of something so big that at first he had not seen it.


Against the side of the house, immensely tall and half covered with festoons of Old Man’s Beard, was a stone figure. The first thing that attracted his attention to it was, close to the ground, some stone fishes swimming in what looked like stone water, as though the flood had left something behind. Then he saw that behind the fishes were two huge bare stone feet that seemed to be paddling with stone ripples round the ankles; above them, legs and folds of clothing. High above that, so that he had to step back to look up at it, among the twining strings of the creeper he saw the head of a giant stone man, carrying a child on his shoulders.


Tolly was astonished. He looked and looked at it and could not go away. He played round its feet for a long time, collecting coloured pebbles out of the gravel, and stones that were like different things, such as a peg-top, an egg, a calf’s face, a hammer-head; and a real marble. Every now and then he would look up to see the statue again. Its surface was worn soft by rain and frost and wind, not shiny and hard like monuments in churches. It looked friendly and nearly alive. Tolly loved it.


At last curiosity led him away to see where the other paths would lead him. There were many big trees and wild places where there were only little paths like rabbit runs. As he went along the birds went with him. They whistled and chirped on every side and always flew out of the bushes just before he arrived there, to perch on others just ahead. He followed a track round the edge of the moat, shuffling his feet in the dead leaves and pine-needles and stooping under low branches. Here, in a little clearing between two huge trees he found his next great surprise.


Standing on the grass with its ears pricked up as if it had just heard him was a deer that was a bush. It was like Toby’s deer in the picture, but cut out of live evergreen with brown bush-stalk legs growing out of the ground. Toseland stroked it; its neck felt soft. It seemed so much alive that it was queer that of course it couldn’t have eyes. How wild it looks without eyes, he thought. How magic! It took his breath away. And then he saw, sitting under a big beech tree, a green yew squirrel with a high tail. That seemed to be listening too. Other living things beside the birds were rustling in the bushes, and he heard other calls, more like children than birds. Tolly ran, hoping to catch them. He found nothing but a live rabbit that bolted in long hops and shot down a hole. He ran on down the little path, past a yew peacock – that was comparatively ordinary. Further on there was a green hare sitting very erect by the water’s edge; then the path suddenly turned and left the water, going by a bank of trees and dense undergrowth and brambles where it would be almost impossible to walk. It came out between a yew cock and hen, on to a large lawn.


Tolly wanted to get back to the water again, and by-and-by he found a flight of steps which led down towards it. Here the moat formed a deep pool overshadowed by trees, though now it was winter and the branches were bare except for the birds that had followed him and perched there. The water was brown with a blue gloss reflected on it from the sky, like a starling’s back. The steps ended in a wooden platform. As Tolly stood and looked into the water he thought he saw, deep down, a great, shadowy fish swimming slowly. This, then, was Toby’s platform.


Tolly tried to remember the Latin, but he knew it was hopeless. He would only make silly noises and the fish would know it was wrong. Just then something fell in the water. He couldn’t see what it was because it sank and wobbled as it went down, but the old carp rose slowly to meet it and opened his mouth to suck it in. Then he sank again out of sight. What can that have been, thought Toseland. Perhaps a greedy blackbird took more breakfast than it could eat and threw its last crust away. And yet I don’t believe that. It couldn’t have tut-tutted and called so much if its mouth was full.


He began to retrace his steps, and now in the wood path he was sure there were others beside himself. Of course, he thought suddenly. It’s hide-and-seek! ‘Cooee!’ he called. ‘The Green Deer is den!’ He ran as fast as he could till he stopped, out of breath, with his arms round the Green Deer’s neck. Then he heard unmistakable breathless laughter quite close to him and felt something on his head. He put his hand up and found a twig. It was not something that could have fallen off any of the trees round him. It was cut out of a reddish bush and made a perfect T.


When he got back to the house he turned for another look at the stone man. Mrs Oldknow was there with some garden scissors cutting branches off the shrubs, which he now noticed with a little disappointment were covered with the peculiar flowers he had first seen in the entrance hall.


‘When I first came,’ he said, ‘I thought those were magic flowers in the hall.’


‘So you were afraid I was a witch?’


‘Yes, before I saw you.’


‘Well, this flower is called Witchhazel. And this is Winter Sweet, and that is Daphne. She was turned into a bush, you know.’ Mrs Oldknow, who saw everything, was looking at the twig T in his hand. ‘You found the Green Deer? And somebody’s been teasing you, I see. When I was little I used to find a twig L in my lap. You see, my Christian name is Linnet.’


‘Did they play hide-and-seek with you?’


‘Yes.’


Toseland was looking at the stone man. ‘Who is he?’


‘He is our own St Christopher, and these ruins are where his chapel stood until some stupid wretch pulled it down. There is always a St Christopher by an old ford, and the ford across this river was at the end of the garden. You know the story? He carried the infant Jesus across in a storm, thinking it would be easy, but halfway across he began to feel the child as heavy as the sorrow of the whole world. Linnet loved St Christopher quite specially. She always liked to play here. I planted what you thought were magic flowers for winter incense. This is my favourite part of the garden too. Now, tell me where you’ve been this morning?’


‘I’ve seen the Green Deer and all the other green things.’


‘All? Which have you seen?’


‘The deer and the squirrel and the peacock and the hare and the cock and the hen.’
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Mrs Oldknow seemed relieved. ‘And what else?’


‘And I found Toby’s steps by the water. And I saw the fish again. And they played hide-and-seek.’


Tolly was glad that Mrs Oldknow seemed not at all surprised by the hide-and-seek. He was not quite sure whether she thought that he and she were playing a game together pretending that there were other children, or whether she thought, as he did, that the children were really there.


In the afternoon he went back to the stables to look in Feste’s manger. The sugar had gone! Toseland put another lump in its place and slipped away again so that it might be eaten quickly in private. Boggis had gone out on a message for Mrs Oldknow, and she herself was writing letters, so Tolly was alone again, but he had almost forgotten that it was sometimes dull. He went back to the Green Deer full of expectation, but all the birds seemed asleep and there was not a sound anywhere. The Green Deer did not seem magic now. It was not listening, its eyelessness was just stupid, not an added sense. The squirrel also was only a bush cut to shape. Tolly had come with an excited imagination. He collected beech nuts and put them before the squirrel, and handfuls of dry hay for the deer, but it turned out only a dull make-believe. Nothing moved, nothing happened. All his interest faded away. He could think of nothing to do alone and as the afternoon wore on he felt lonely and neglected. He went back to the stables, but they were only empty buildings. There was no echo, there was nothing, there was nobody. When it began to get dark he went indoors. Mrs Oldknow was getting the tea ready.


‘Can I come in now?’ he asked. She looked at him quickly and saw at once what was the matter.


‘Yes, come in, darling. You’ve been alone quite long enough, and so have I. It’s been one of those afternoons when nothing will come alive. I know them. Sit down there opposite your friends, and after tea we’ll see what we can do together. Did you see your chaffinch today?’


‘Oh!’ said Toseland, very much ashamed, ‘I forgot to put anything for him. Suppose he’s been tapping and tapping at the window and nobody came. Will he come again, do you think?’


‘Try shortbread crumbs and see if that pleases him tomorrow morning. He might have spent all afternoon with you if you hadn’t forgotten him.’


Tolly felt in a better temper already. ‘Who made all the green animals?’ he asked.


‘Boggis’s grandfather. They were there when I was a child, and when I asked him about them he said the children wanted them for the Ark. There weren’t any children living here then; my cousins were all much older than me. But at the time I thought I knew what he meant. He was very like our Boggis, but his face was redder and his eyes were bluer, and he dearly loved the bottle.’


‘Did they have a tame squirrel?’


‘They tamed everything. They seemed to understand animals. The hare used to come into the house, lolloping up and down stairs after Toby, or standing up to look out of the windows to see where he had gone. It was called Watt.’


When they had finished their tea Mrs Oldknow said: ‘Make up a great blaze, Tolly, and then let’s put the lights out and sit here, and I will tell you a story.’ Tolly made a crackling fire, using the big leather bellows. There was a tear in one side, so that when they sucked in, the fire grew crimson and tried to follow the draught up the nozzle; when they blew out, the flames turned primrose and blue and sparks flew up as if from a catherine-wheel. Then he blew out all the candles and came and settled himself at her feet.


‘What shall it be about?’


‘Tell me a story about Feste, please.’


TOBY’S STORY


Once upon a time, when the floods were out and most of the country was under water, Linnet fell ill. Her mother would have liked to call in the doctor, but he lived many miles away on the other side of the river. There was no telephone in those days, so somebody would have to be sent to tell him.


‘What shall I do?’ said Linnet’s mother. ‘Boggis has broken his leg and he can’t ride. The stable-boy is a young fool. I would never trust a horse to him alone on flooded roads.’


‘Let me go,’ said Toby. ‘Feste and I would be quite trustworthy.’


‘No, no,’ said his mother. ‘I should be more anxious about you than I am about Linnet. We will see if Grandmother’s remedies will cure her.’


Their grandmother was very skilled in nursing, and kept a cupboard full of herbal medicines which she made herself, for every childish illness. Though she had done everything she could throughout the day, towards evening Linnet’s fever was higher than ever. She lay with scarlet cheeks tossing in bed and talking as if she did not know what she said, so that the tears ran down her mother’s face as she heard it.


‘Mother, let me go for the doctor,’ said Toby again.


‘Dear boy,’ said his mother, ‘if I had let you go at first all might have been well. But now it is growing dark and who knows how the water is rising?’


‘Feste can see in the dark, Mother. The dark does not frighten me, but it frightens me to see Linnet so ill.’


‘He is right,’ said the grandmother. ‘Let him go. Feste will look after him.’


‘You may ride to our neighbour the farmer, and tell him, I beg him to ride for the doctor at Potto Fen,’ said his mother.


‘The farmer may be away, or unable, or unwilling, and that would be so much time wasted, Mother. I will go quickly, and the doctor can be here this evening.’


Just then Linnet began to moan. She sat up in bed as if greatly distressed, and fell back on her pillow with her eyes open but seeing nothing. Her mother was distracted.


‘Yes, Toby, go. Go quickly. But take care. Go the shortest way over the wooden bridge and up the hill. Tell him it is very urgent.’


Toby pulled on his long, loose-topped boots and took his thick cloak and ran down to the stables. He saddled Feste, and as he put on the bridle he talked to him, saying, ‘Feste, we must get the doctor for Linnet.’


The horse, who had lowered his head to receive the bridle, nuzzled Toby’s cheek and understood very well that he was troubled. He gave a little neigh, and as soon as Toby’s leg was over the saddle he whisked round and started off. It was not dark yet, the sky was dim green like water, and shallow water was over the roads. As they cantered off the mud flew up like a dirty fountain round them. The lane took them for four miles and ended at the wooden bridge. The river looked very nasty in the half light. The current heaved and pushed and the middle of the river seemed higher than the sides, as if it had been squashed up. The bridge was still well above the water.


Toby pulled his horse to a walking pace lest the wood should be slippery, and expected that Feste would cross it as he had done hundreds of times before. But no; Feste, the obedient, would not cross it. He sidled and waltzed but he would not go on. Toby talked to him, coaxed him, scolded him, pulling his head round to face the bridge again and again, but all in vain. At last, for the first time in his life he lifted his switch and lashed him. Feste reared up and struck at the air with outstretched fore-feet so that it was all Toby could do to hang on in the saddle. When in this way Feste had exhibited his height and his strength and his angry pride, he came down from his prancing and without warning leapt the high hedge at the side of the lane. He slithered down the bank with his fore-feet stuck out before him, and after sidling some distance along the river bank he trumpeted a challenging neigh and, plunging into the cold ugly river, began to swim.


Toby could feel the powerful water buffeting and shoving his leg on the upstream side, dragging and snatching at it on the other. It was as though the river were determined to separate him from Feste. Now and then a branch would hit him as a broken tree went past. Once they were tangled up in some floating straw from a rick. It nearly carried Toby out of the saddle, but he just managed to push it away. As they swam, they were swept gradually downstream towards the bridge. Toby, crouched over Feste’s labouring shoulders, could feel that he was striking out for his life. His ears were straining forward and his eyes too, so that Toby could see the whites, and he snorted and grunted with his muzzle just above the water.


They reached the farther bank only a few yards upstream from the bridge, and scrambled up on the other side, Feste digging in with his toes while he gathered his hocks for the last great effort. At the top of the bank he stood with heaving sides and trembling shoulders shaking his heavy wet mane and hanging his head.


‘Feste, you mad, crazy horse! Whatever possessed you to do that?’ gasped Toby, twisting in the saddle to pull off his loose boots one by one to empty the water out of them. He was soaked to the neck and bitterly cold. His teeth chattered and his hands were blue. ‘Stand, Feste, stand, you madman! The devil’s in you!’


Feste was backing away from the bridge and flinging his head up and down so that Toby had to give up trying to wring water out of his cloak.


Suddenly there came a hair-raising scream, the scream of rending wood, sounding almost like an animal in panic. The wooden bridge twisted and cockled under his eyes and, with cracks like cannon fire, collapsed and was swept in a tangled mass downstream. Feste screamed too, and they were off together at full gallop up the hill in the fading light.


Feste chose his own way, jumping fences, jumping hedges, sloshing and slithering in the mud, but Toby did not interfere with him again. He gave him his head and was only concerned to stay with him. At last he recognized the outskirts of the village where the doctor lived. They rattled down the cobbled streets and it seemed to Toby that Feste stopped at the house of his own accord.


When the old doctor came to the door and saw the two of them standing dripping there, with their long hair plastered over their white faces, their coats covered with mud, he did not at first recognize them.


‘What in Heaven’s name!’ he exclaimed. ‘You’re no bearer of good news. Martha! Bring the lantern. Why, here’s young Master Oldknow in a fine state.’


The housekeeper came running with the lantern. ‘Lord sakes, Master Toby, what brings you here like this?’


‘Oh, sir, Linnet is ill of a high fever and cannot breathe. My mother begs you to make haste.’


‘I can believe she’s ill if your mother sends you through the floods for me. Martha, call the groom. Tell him to saddle the mare at once.’


‘You must go round by Penny Soaky, sir,’ said Toby, getting his breath again. ‘The wooden bridge is down. Feste would not cross it, he chose to swim instead, and it crumpled up and went downstream just as we got to the other side. Feste knew. And the bridge screamed like demons.’


‘Eh! Eh! What’s this? You swam the river?’ The jolly old doctor looked quite grey at the thought. Then he began to twinkle. ‘So Feste chose to swim, did he? Do you let your horses choose, young man? I thought you knew more horsemanship than that.’


‘He’s never disobeyed me before, sir. And the worst of it is, I slashed him for it.’


‘You go in, young man, and Martha will give you a hot grog and put you to bed while she dries your clothes. And as soon as I’ve gone, the groom shall see to Feste.’


‘I’d like to see to Feste myself, sir. Nobody grooms him but me, and tonight especially I must, please.’


‘Very well. But you can’t stay in those clothes. You’ll have to wear some of mine – or Martha’s, which ever you please.’


Toby laughed, for both of them were as fat as barrels. ‘I’ll wear yours, thank you, sir.’


‘As you please, young man. And then you go to bed and I’ll tell your mother you’ll be back tomorrow. I’ll want to look at you myself before you go.’


The groom came round with the doctor’s sedate mare, and Martha with hot grog for Toby.


‘See that this young gentleman has everything he wants for his horse. And Martha, rig him up in anything of mine that he can stand up in. Good-bye, Toby, I’ll see to your sister for you.’


It was no good trying to put the doctor’s thick, voluminous clothes on Toby’s slim body. He was so encumbered by the folds that it would have been impossible for him to do anything but trip over them. In the end he took a sleeveless jerkin that came down below his knees. He belted in its fantastic width like a kilt, and calling out: ‘Way for Jamie Stuart, King of Scotland!’ he ran barefooted out to Feste, who was tied up in a strange stable, whinnying for him again and again.


First he washed the four white feet in a bucket of warm water. Then he rubbed him hard with clean straw to get the mud off his coat and warm him by friction. Then he rubbed him with a cloth till he was dry all over, behind the ears, between his forelegs and round his fetlocks. He covered him with warm blankets and belted a coat round him.


All the while he talked to him, saying, ‘Oh, my wonderful Feste, my golden eagle, my powerful otter, my wise horse.’ As he combed the long mane, he sang as he had learned to do in church: ‘Behold, thou art fair, my love, behold thou art fair. Thine eyes are as dove’s eyes within thy locks. Thy neck is like the tower of David builded for an armoury, whereon there hang a thousand bucklers, all shields of mighty men.’


When Feste was dry, shining and beautiful again, he was given a hot bran mash. Toby could not bear to leave him, but sat against the wall watching with great satisfaction how Feste sucked up from the bucket and how the level in the bucket went down and down. When it was all gone, Feste gave the bucket a push with his nose and a knock with his hoof, and lifted up his dripping muzzle towards Toby.


‘Feste, you’re a messy eater,’ he said, carefully wiping the horse’s chin with one of the doctor’s handkerchiefs. Feste gave a great sigh and began to bend his knees and his hocks to lie down. Down he went in his straw bed and curled himself up like a dog with his nose tucked into his legs.


Toby sat on, meaning just to watch him go to sleep. But he fell asleep himself. When the groom came in to see if everything was in order for the night, he found the young gentleman asleep with his head against the horse’s neck. He approached to wake him up, to take him into the house, but Feste opened a rolling eye and put his ears back with a dangerous look, making it quite plain that no one was to disturb either of them.


The groom hesitated, then he went out and brought back two more blankets that he spread over Toby. Feste opened an eye, but did not move. When the groom had gone he sighed and shut it again. So there they slept together. The next thing that Toby knew was that Feste was blowing down his neck as if to say: ‘That supper was splendid, but how about breakfast?’




*





TOLLY WOKE EARLY NEXT morning, still excited with the knowledge that the world into which he was born had once produced a Feste. He lay for a moment with his eyes shut, listening for any sound there might be in the room. The slow tick-tock came out of the silence, and then a soft whirring followed by the little tap of a bird perching, and lastly, sounding very loud because it was near his ear, a scratching of bird-claws on his sheet and the tiny bump of a bird’s hop on his chest. When he opened his eyes he looked straight into the round black eye of the chaffinch.


It gave a loud chirp, as if it were making an important statement, something like ‘I’m as good as you are’, but with no boastfulness, only friendly confidence. Then it flew out of the window. In a moment it was back. ‘I’m as good as you are’ it said, and went into the cage for the last of the pastry crumbs.


It hopped round the room examining everything with its head tipped sideways as if its eye were a spotlight. It tugged at Toseland’s shoe-laces, picked up his Twig T that he had put carefully by his bed, tried to fly away with it, but found it too heavy and threw it away. In front of the big mirror it bowed to its own reflection, announced as usual ‘I’m as good as you are’ and seemed to wait for a reply. Getting none, it flew out of the window again.


‘How quickly it makes up its mind about everything,’ thought Toseland, getting out of bed and climbing on to the rocking-horse. He worked hard, making it rear high and higher until it stood right up on its hind-legs and he had to clutch it round the neck and lean forward to bring it down again. ‘My golden eagle, my wise horse, my powerful otter,’ he chanted as he rocked. Before he went down to breakfast he brushed its mane and tail and put two rugs over it, belting them round with the strap of his trunk.


He went to the bed to get his mouse from under the pillow. As his hand closed over it, it felt warm to his touch, and with surprise he saw pastry crumbs in the bed. Suddenly he remembered Mrs Oldknow’s question: ‘And did the mouse squeak and the dogs bark?’


‘Mouse, mouse,’ he said, looking into its shiny black eye, ‘where have you been? This house is full of shiny black eyes, all looking at me.’


As he went down the winding wooden stairs he heard someone whistling in his bedroom behind him. A bird? He turned his head to listen, but what he heard was laughter in the Music Room below him. He pelted down the stairs, making a great noise with his shoes, but by then children’s voices came from his great-grandmother’s room beyond.


Mrs Oldknow was there, turning her head and bending down as if she were listening to a child that was clutching her skirts. She looked up with a queer smile as Tolly came in, rather as if she had been caught. ‘What a hurry you are in for breakfast this morning! Pelting down your stairs as if you were chasing butterflies.’ Toseland had a feeling that she was hiding something from him. The voices and laughter had vanished.


All that day it seemed that the children were determined to tease Tolly. In the house, in the garden, wherever he was not, they were. They sounded so happy, so full of games and high spirits that Tolly, in spite of all disappointments, still ran towards it when he heard ‘coo-ee’ in the garden, or stopped and crept stealthily round a corner when he heard whispering. But he found no one. While he was loitering round St Christopher’s feet he was playfully pelted with beechnuts through the window-opening in the garden wall. When he visited the Green Deer he found twigs on the ground arranged like arrows pointing a trail. He followed these past the green squirrel, the green hare, the peacock, and the cock and hen, till he arrived at the fish platform. There all he found was more twigs arranged to form the letters T, A, L. He broke off two more and put another T underneath. There was a little dog barking somewhere, rather muffled as if someone were trying to keep it quiet.


He visited Feste’s stall, walking in on tiptoe as some people do in church. The sugar was gone again! Joyfully he put another piece.


He felt very good-tempered all morning, but by the middle of the afternoon he had forgotten that yesterday he had been dull because there was no hide-and-seek. Now he was cross because there was too much of it.


‘I hate hide-and-seek when you never find anybody,’ he said to himself. ‘It’s a perfectly horrid game.’ He walked to the house kicking sticks and stones as he went. He even felt inclined to kick St Christopher, but stopped in time and was ashamed of having such a thought.


As he went along the entrance hall, past one of the big mirrors, something in it caught his eye. It looked like a pink hand. The glass reflected a dark doorway on the other side of the stairs. Behind the door-post, flattened against the wall on tiptoe to make themselves as thin as they could, their faces puckered with holding in their laughter, he saw Linnet and Alexander. It was Linnet’s hand on the door-post. Their black eyes were fixed on him. There was no mistake, he knew them.


‘I spy!’ he shouted, whisking round to chase them, but they did not run away, they simply vanished.


He felt the wall where they had been; he looked all round. He ran out to the Green Deer, but the clearing was empty and quiet. Certainly the Green Deer looked magic enough, ready to spring away. The light was queer too, the sky was dark green, the wind dead. Tolly was half frightened. Something was going to happen.


As he looked up at St Christopher’s face a snowflake drifted past it, then another, and suddenly it was snowing thickly. Like millions of tiny white birds circling home to roost, the flakes danced in the air. They filled the sky as far up as he could imagine. At the same time all the sounds in the world ceased. The snow was piling up on the branches, on the walls, on the ground, on St Christopher’s face and shoulders, without any sound at all, softer than the thin spray of fountains, or falling leaves, or butterflies against a window, or wood ash dropping, or hair when the barber cuts it. Yet when a flake landed on his cheek it was heavy. He felt the splosh but could not hear it.


He went in plastered with snow, and here tea was ready, with Mrs Oldknow sitting by the fire waiting for him. In the fire the snow drifting down the chimney was making the only noise it ever can – a sound like the striking of fairy matches; though sometimes when the wind blows you can hear the snow like a gloved hand laid against the window.
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