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Prologue: England, Autumn 1914

	 

	“It will all be over by Christmas, mark my words,” said the barman of the Black Swan as he finished pouring a pint of dark beer. “There you go sir, a nice pint of Burton’s Best Ale to wet your whistle.”

	“Ta very much, and your good health,” replied Bewick, raising the glass. “I wish I had your confidence about this war, though. Seems to me the Kaiser, the Tsar, the French, Turks, and all the rest of ’em have been spoiling for a fight for years. Now they’ve got one. This time they get to settle all their old scores. And we’re being dragged into the sorry mess! Very disturbing.”

	Bewick took a mouthful of ale, wiped the froth from around his mouth with the sleeve of his well-worn coat.

	“Yes,” the barman said, nodding sagely, “but the way I see it, all these countries can’t afford a long war, can they? What with trade being held up and all. No, all them daft kings and emperors will have their bit of fun and then it’ll be back to the conference table, drawing more lines on maps. Our brave boys will be back in time to celebrate the New Year. You wait and see.”

	Bewick was not inclined to argue the point. As a commercial traveler, it was second nature for him to get along with strangers. He had come to the small town of Machen in the hope that, because it was an out of the way place, he would find fresh customers. So far, however, his efforts to interest local ladies in his hosiery and related products had failed miserably.

	“Not much money about, I take it?” Bewick said, wiping beer froth from around his mouth.

	“Don’t quite get your meaning, sir?” the barman replied, with a tilt of the head.

	“I must have called on two dozen houses today,” Bewick explained. “Not a nibble. Not one person interested in my products.”

	He nodded at the samples case he had placed on the bar earlier.

	“Oh, that,” the barman said. “It’s not so much lack of money as people are—”

	Then the man stopped talking and glanced over Bewick’s shoulder. The salesman knew better than to turn around. But he did glance at the huge mirror behind the bar and saw a group of locals, huddled around a corner table. They were apparently not listening to the conversation. But Bewick had the distinct feeling they were noting every word.

	“People are what?” he asked. “Not very trusting of outsiders? I get that a lot in these little places, off the beaten track.”

	“Yes sir, that’s right,” the barman said, in a very clear voice. “Bit wary of strangers, that’s all! Don’t get many visitors here in Machen.”

	Rather than press the point, Bewick drank the rest of his pint in silence. After finishing, he went upstairs to his cramped little attic room. It was the only accommodation in town and its general air of neglect proved the barman’s point.

	Strangers not welcome round here, Bewick thought. Bloody yokels. Well, I’ll just cross it off the list and move on down the valley tomorrow.

	Bewick stood looking out of the dirty window over the little town. Machen lay on the river Wye, a meandering watercourse crossed by an ancient stone bridge. To the west, the sun was sinking towards the hills on the Welsh border. Bewick frowned, looking more intently at a small wood land that lay above the town. He saw movement under the trees. But it was hard to tell from over a mile away whether the pale shapes were people or animals.

	Deer, probably, he thought. Or sheep? But sheep don’t go into forests. Do they?

	Shrugging off the trivial mystery, he sat down on the bed to check his railway timetable. Then he lit the small oil lamp and started to write some letters. Bewick had lost all track of time when there was a stealthy knock at the door.

	“Yes?”

	The barman was standing outside holding a glass tumbler full of amber liquid.

	“I thought you might like a hot toddy, sir,” the man explained. “The nights are getting chillier, now, and it might help you sleep.”

	The salesman smiled, began to reach out, then hesitated.

	“Oh, it’s on the house, sir,” the barman added.

	“Well, that’s very kind of you,” Bewick replied, taking the warm tumbler. “Most considerate.”

	“Don’t want you going away thinking all us country folk as inhospitable,” the barman said, with a grin that looked a little forced.

	Maybe he wants a big tip, thought Bewick. Oh well, he’s going to be disappointed. But it’s a nice gesture, I suppose.

	Bewick sat down on the bed again and took a mouthful of the toddy, then nearly choked. It was very strong, definitely more whiskey than water. Bewick, a beer-drinker by inclination, only managed to consume a third of the glass before feeling distinctly woozy. He took off his boots and lay down, still fully clothed, and was soon out like a light.

	When he woke up it was just after nine, according to his watch. The oil lamp was still burning, and he decided to change into his pajamas. As he got up, he glanced out of the window again, and stopped. Something was not quite right. His mind was still far from clear, thanks to the whiskey, but he forced himself to focus.

	The little town of Machen was almost entirely dark. There were no streetlights, and only a few houses showed lights in their windows. The railway station and post office were long since closed and shuttered. Only the glow of the familiar blue lamp outside the tiny police station was visible. But outside the town, on the hillside below the woods, there was a sinuous line of flickering yellow lights.

	Lanterns, Bewick guessed. Dozens of lanterns. Looks like half the town is going up that hill. What the hell is going on?

	Bewick thought of a friend who worked as a junior reporter for a London newspaper. Whatever was happening in Machen might be of interest to the press, who often ran amusing little stories about rural folk and their bizarre customs. And that could mean a payment in cash. Bewick opened his door slowly. The Black Swan seemed quiet enough. He began to put on his boots then decided to carry them down, as he would make less noise that way.

	So, my host thought a tumbler full of cheap spirit would keep me quiet, he thought. Well, think again, my friend.

	Bewick felt a boyish excitement as he tiptoed down the steep staircase.

	 

	***

	 

	Sir Reginald Pelham stood with his back to Branksholme Woods looking down over the valley. He was twenty-four years old and had returned to England from India three months earlier to take over his late father’s lands. His wife and six-month-old son had come with him. As the chill night breeze blew up, Pelham wished he could be back home in front his own fire with his family.

	But apparently, he thought, I have to be here, because of some absurd medieval tradition. I wish this old fool would tell me what I have to do, and when it will be over.

	Beside him stood the Reverend Arthur Stainforth, vicar of the only church in Machen. The clergyman was in his sixties, slow and unsteady thanks to rheumatism, but vastly more confident than the landowner in his dealings with the valley folk.

	“You still have not explained this—what d’you call it?—this agreement to me,” grumbled Pelham to the priest. “I don’t understand why all this is happening. My father mentioned no such tradition. And it seems preposterous, on the face of it.”

	Stainforth shook his head.

	“Your father,” said the priest, “had no knowledge of the Covenant. That is the proper term, used since ancient times. That is because it has not been invoked since the war with Napoleon. It worked then, it may still work now.”

	“All right, it’s a Covenant,” snapped Pelham. “What does it involve? Because if they want me to raise wages or lower rents, I’ll…”

	The squire hesitated as the priest hobbled a couple of paces forward and stared up into Pelham’s face. The younger man raised a lantern and saw that Stainforth was trembling.

	Anger? No, fear, thought Pelham. The old boy’s terrified.

	“You own all this land,” the priest said. “Therefore, you are bound to keep the Covenant for all those who live in this part of the valley.”

	“And what does that entail?” demanded Pelham.

	“Your mere presence should be enough, Sir Reginald,” replied Stainforth. “But it’s vital that, whatever happens, you allow the ritual to take place. Then the men will be protected.”

	Pelham felt frustration rising again. As an imperial army officer, he had been used to having his questions answered clearly and at once by British and native subordinates alike. And yet the priest had been a good friend of his father.

	“I would be obliged, your Reverend,” he began slowly, “if you would not treat me like a slow-witted child who—”

	Pelham broke off when he realized Stainforth was no longer paying him attention but had turned to stare into the trees. Looking around, the younger man saw nothing at first. Then he noticed a barely perceptible shifting of shadows, a hint of gray shapes moving stealthily in the darkness.

	“Bloody poachers!” he exclaimed. “In my woods?”

	The priest blinked up at the young squire.

	“They are only your woods by day, Reginald,” he said. “Best not to look too closely. Those are not poachers.”

	Pelham snorted, and bent down to tinker with the lantern he had brought. By the time it was lit, the first of the townsfolk had arrived at the summit of the hill. Pelham looked in vain for a familiar face, then recognized the postmaster, the town constable, two of his gamekeepers, and the barman of the Black Swan. Then a more imposing figure appeared and stepped out in front of the others. It was a tall, thin-faced woman in a black gown and shawl. Pelham recalled his father pointing the woman out to him many years earlier.

	The wise woman, he called her, but I felt sure she was a witch. Father warned me never to cross her sort in my dealings.

	“Is that old Ma Wakefield?” Pelham hissed to the priest.

	“Aye, Sir Reginald,” the woman said, in a voice that carried across the clearing. “It is I. What of it?”

	“Is this a pagan affair, then?” Pelham asked Stainforth, deciding not to exchange words with the woman.

	“This is a matter for all of us,” the priest said in a quavering voice, again glancing behind him.

	“Aye, vicar, they be coming,” Ma Wakefield said. “We should be ready.”

	There were noises of agreement from the crowd, now about fifty in number. The townsfolk formed a semi-circle around the landowner and priest, but Pelham noted that none of them strayed into Branksholme Woods.

	“Sing the old verse,” said the woman in black. “They need to know we are ready.”

	On cue, the townsfolk began to sing, most hesitantly, but gradually gaining volume as Ma Wakefield bellowed out the song.

	 

	‘As before, it must be so

	Fair exchange and Covenant

	Good folk accept our gift and go

	Fair exchange and Covenant

	 

	Let the men come home again

	From fields of blood or foaming main

	All will bear the lesser pain

	Of fair exchange and Covenant’

	 

	The townsfolk fell silent. There was a shuffling of feet, some coughing, a few whispered asides.

	“Is that it?” asked Pelham. “Do we just go home now after a good old sing-along?”

	“That is just the beginning of the ritual,” said the priest, taking the landowner gently by the arm. “Please, sir, step to one side.”

	Pelham allowed the old man to lead him to one end of the ragged semicircle. Everyone else seemed to be staring into the gloom of the forest. A branch broke with a loud crack, and the crowd seemed to flinch. After the rousing chorus, there was an eerie silence, a sense of expectation.

	“There’s one!” shouted a young, male voice. The exclamation was followed by frantic shushing.

	Pelham peered into the darkness under the trees and saw faint gray shapes moving, as they had before. He was sure there were more than three, perhaps as many as half a dozen, but it was hard to tell. They were at the limits of vision. But something about the way the figures moved struck him as more bestial than human.

	Probably just a few locals in silly costumes, he told himself. God knows these people love dressing up for their festivals.

	“Bring the tribute,” said Ma Wakefield, taking up position on the edge of the woods.

	The crowd parted and, in the lamplight, Pelham saw a petite young woman walking forward. As she got closer, he noted that she was very young indeed—surely still in her teens. Beside her walked an older man, and Pelham recognized the village blacksmith. The man was a widower with an unmarried daughter. The young woman was crying, while the man murmured in her ear. His tone was comforting, cajoling. As they passed close by him, Pelham saw that the woman was carrying a baby, bundled in a tartan blanket. He had a sudden, sickening conviction that this was no quaint village custom.

	“Here, girl,” said Ma Wakefield, holding out her hands. “Give the little one to me.”

	No, thought Pelham. Whatever this is, I cannot permit it. It has a stink of evil about it.

	He started forward, but again the priest gripped his arm. When Pelham tried to shake off the old man, Stainforth clung to him with surprising tenacity.

	“The child was born out of wedlock,” said the priest. “They cannot afford to keep it. This is better.”

	“How can you sanction this, as a man of God?” demanded Pelham. “What did Christ have to say about cruelty to children?”

	“This is a place of older gods, Sir Reginald,” Ma Wakefield said. “Best face that and be prepared.”

	The wise woman had come up behind the two men and was holding the swaddled baby. She looked Pelham boldly in the face, showing none of the deference he was used to seeing from his tenants.

	“And this dear child will not be harmed,” she went on, in a gentler voice. “He will merely go away with the good folk to live with them in a better place than some English hovel. You should be grateful, because this will help you, too, Sir Reginald. Help you survive the storm that gathers over all the world.”

	Ma Wakefield’s words elicited another murmur of approval from the assembly. Pelham looked around at the faces, illuminated by the yellow lamplight. He felt his outrage ebbing away, a sense of resignation replacing it. Resignation, and fear. He thought of his time in India, and the way he had seen the mood of crowds change when ancient rites were interrupted by the British authorities. He stifled a rebuke to Ma Wakefield and stood aside as the woman in black walked forward to the edge of Branksholme Woods. She knelt, and gently placed the baby at the foot of an ancient oak. Then she stood, raised her arms, and spoke in a loud, ringing voice.

	“Good folk, wise folk, the long-livers, the far-seers! Behold this infant, our gift to you, unblemished, pure of body and soul! In return, we ask that the Covenant be upheld.”

	Ma Wakefield retreated, rejoined the townsfolk.

	“What happens now?” hissed Pelham.

	“Watch!” said the priest, his voice barely audible.

	For the third time, pale shapes flitted among the ancient trees. Gradually they came nearer, darting from trunk to trunk, seemingly unwilling to linger in the light.

	“Douse all your lights!” ordered the wise woman. “They do not like to be seen!”

	Within seconds, the lanterns’ butter-yellow radiance had dwindled to nothing. Pelham’s eyes slowly adjusted to the night. A fine harvest moon had risen, casting a faint, colorless light over the scene. Pelham held his breath, knowing that the next act in the weird drama was about to begin. Sure enough, several pale figures emerged from behind the trees, and crept through the undergrowth towards where the baby lay. A querulous crying came from the small bundle.

	This is horrible, Pelham thought. I cannot allow this! A good man would stop this!

	Despite the urging of his conscience, he found himself unable to move, staring in fascination as the strange creatures bowed over the infant. The baby started to cry more loudly, and Pelham heard the mother sobbing quietly. Then one of the pallid creatures snatched up the pathetic bundle and bounded, with incredible speed, back into the woods. There was an audible sigh from the onlookers.

	“What are those things?” Pelham whispered to Stainforth. “Apes or devils or what?”

	The priest raised a finger to his lips.

	“They must be referred to as the good folk,” he replied. “Never call them anything else. They hate disrespect and are believed to hear everything said of them.”

	The rest of the strange creatures were staring at the priest and the landowner. At about ten yards’ distance, Pelham could just make out small, pale eyes glinting in deep sockets. Their faces reminded him of the monkeys he had seen in Hindu temples, with low foreheads and long muzzles. One of the entities bounded forward a few paces and seemed to peer more closely at Pelham. Then it raised a long, spindly arm and pointed.

	Oh my God, Pelham thought. Do they want me as a sacrifice too?

	But before he could react, Ma Wakefield was striding past him, pushing through the crowd. She, too, was pointing. Now Pelham realized that the weird creature had been indicating someone at the back of the group.

	“An outsider!” the wise woman bellowed. “One who should not be here!”

	“How on earth can she see anyone?” wondered Pelham aloud, peering into the darkness.

	“They can see very well in the dark, and she speaks to them with her mind,” whispered Stainforth. “Oh, dear me, this is very bad! We should have been more careful.”

	Pelham looked back at the trees to see that the pale creatures had all vanished.

	“We will wait here a while,” Ma Wakefield said. “I will be told when it is safe to return to Machen.”

	The barman of the Black Swan hurried forward and said something to the wise woman. He seemed to be pleading. Ma Wakefield shook her head.

	“There is no appeal, no pardon,” she insisted. “All you can do now is help clear up after it’s done.”

	 

	***

	 

	At first, Bewick was disappointed. He had trudged up the hill without a light, stepping in sheep droppings and falling over several times. Now he was at the back of the crowd, and as far as he could make out, all they were doing was singing some sort of folk song.

	Silly buggers, he thought. Why couldn’t they just have a party in the Black Swan?

	But then he saw the baby being carried into the clearing and felt the tension in the air. The appearance of the pale beings from the forest sent a chill down his spine. Bewick had witnessed violence and cruelty in his travels but felt sure that this was something way beyond run-of-the-mill law-breaking. Ma Wakefield’s involvement led him to dredge up some half-forgotten history.

	Black magic, he thought. Devil worship. It’s a coven of witches, like in olden times!

	Bewick had already begun to slink away through the townsfolk when the cry went up. He began to run despite the darkness and pelted down the hill towards the town. He could just make out the glow of the blue lamp outside the police station. He took a tumble, got up, and fell again. Then he paused, listening for sounds of pursuit. He saw no lights on the hillside above him, none of the shouting one might expect.

	Bewick got up again and jogged towards the town at a less frantic pace, crossing the bridge and reaching the police station without incident. He shoved open the door and staggered inside. Behind the desk, a blue-uniformed constable looked up with a quizzical expression.

	“Dear me, sir,” said the young officer, “what have we been up to?”

	Bewick was so winded that it took him a few seconds before he could get out a few words.

	“Up—on the hill—a baby—witchcraft! Call for help—whole town involved.”

	The policeman opened a big ledger and picked up a pencil.

	“Now then, sir, I really need a more detailed statement than that,” he said. “Witchcraft? You do know this is the twentieth century, don’t you?”

	Bewick took several deep breaths and tried to give a more coherent account of what he had seen. The constable wrote swiftly in the ledger as the story unfolded. Then, when the salesman had finished, the officer gave a tolerant smile and leaned over the desk.

	“Just between you and me, sir,” he said, “what you’ve described is just a bit of traditional nonsense.”

	“Nonsense?” erupted Bewick. “Those creatures—those monsters, they were real! And so was that poor infant!”

	“Yes, sir,” the officer went on, his voice low and soothing. “But if you’d stayed to the end, you’d have seen that these creatures were just lads dressed up in home-made costumes. The whole thing is a, what do you call it? A re-enactment of some medieval shenanigans that were, no doubt, bad at the time. But now it’s just a bit of fun. That’s why the squire and the vicar were there. You don’t believe respectable gentlemen like them would take part in anything truly wicked? Do you?”

	The explanation was so sensible, so commonsense, that for a moment Bewick felt like a fool. He had seen no actual violence done. Perhaps the shadowy forms flitting under the trees had been costumed performers.

	“Well, now that you put it that way…” he began, prompting another smile from the police officer. But then a thought struck him.

	“But the child’s mother,” Bewick protested. “She was weeping, really broken up about it! Why would she do that if it was just a play or something? And don’t tell me she was acting!”

	The smile on the constable’s face vanished. He tilted his head to one side, then slowly put his pencil down on the ledger, all the while staring at Bewick. The unblinking gaze was so intense that Bewick could not help but look away. He found himself gazing at the ledger. The pages were covered not with words taken as a statement, but a meaningless scribble of jagged lines.

	“No, we can’t write,” said the constable, his voice growing more guttural. “But we have other talents. Pity you would not be persuaded.”

	Bewick reeled back from the reception desk as the human-looking face changed, becoming elongated. His eyes retreated until they became glittering pinpoints in deep sockets. At the same time the inhuman creature’s limbs extended, as did its fingers, while nails transmuted into vicious claws.

	Bewick tried to run but before he even reached the door, the monster had leaped onto his back, talons reaching for his throat.

	 

	***

	 

	After the ritual, Pelham returned to his manor house on the far side of the valley. He found it impossible to sleep. It was only when the gray light of dawn appeared that he fell into a fitful doze. He was awoken at eight by his valet bringing his breakfast tray.

	“What is it, Milligan?” he asked irritably, as the man hesitated by his bedside.

	“I thought I should inform you sir,” said the valet, putting the tray down on the covers by his master. “A rather peculiar woman called earlier. She was most insistent that I give you something.”

	Pelham looked at the silver tray. On top of the morning paper, that lay beside his plate of scrambled eggs, was a purplish stone hanging from a length of slick, brown cord that might have been leather. The stone was about two inches long, irregularly shaped. A hole had been bored at one end for the cord, creating a crude pendant.

	“Did this woman say anything?” asked Pelham.

	“Yes, sir,” replied Milligan. “She said that if you wear it at all times you will enjoy good fortune. She said that it was a talisman.”

	“Is that all? Sounds like something a gypsy fortuneteller might come up with.”

	“Quite, sir,” said the valet. “But the woman was most insistent and…”

	Milligan hesitated.

	“You found her intimidating?” finished Pelham.

	The valet looked shamefaced but said nothing in return.

	“I don’t blame you,” Pelham said with a wan smile. “You can go now.”

	After Milligan left, Pelham picked up the odd stone. Knowing nothing of minerals, he could not tell if it was local or foreign, costly or cheap. He was tempted to toss it aside, but instead found himself placing the cord around his neck. The stone felt oddly warm on his flesh as it lay on his chest. He remembered a book he had read as a boy called The Talisman. He vaguely recalled it was about some kind of holy relic that protected a brave knight in battle.

	“Perhaps all that business last night was just for show,” he mused. “A clever charade to intimidate the new landlord.”

	After he finished his eggs and coffee, he lay back and pondered the night’s events, wondering what he should do next. Despite the coffee, his eyelids grew heavy and he settled back for a pleasant doze. Instead, he was beset by troubling dreams. He was standing on a hill above a deep, dark valley. The landscape was like another world, with the remains of shattered trees and ruined buildings. The slopes of the valley were studded with blocks of concrete and crisscrossed with coils of rusting barbed wire. No blade of grass could be seen, and no birds sang.

	A column of men in steel helmets, dressed in mud-spattered khaki uniforms, were marching past under a sunless sky. Their faces were wan, their eyes were cast down at the muddy road as they trudged along. Pelham looked for the beginning of the column, but it seemed to stretch all the way to the horizon. There were hundreds of thousands of soldiers, all mutely marching by. Looking the other way, he tried to make out their destination. All he could see at the far end of the valley was mist. The snaking column vanished into silvery grayness.

	“Poor sods,” said a voice at his side.

	Pelham looked around to see the barman from the Black Swan. He, too, wore the khaki uniform and steel helmet. But he also wore a pendant, and the purple stone seemed to glow, offering the only real color in the dismal vista. Beyond the landlord were other familiar faces—Pelham’s gamekeepers, his valet, the blacksmith. All wore a pendant.

	A talisman, thought Pelham, looking down to see the same glowing stone on the breast of his khaki jacket. That’s what she meant.

	He picked up the newspaper from his breakfast tray and scanned the headlines. The great powers were mobilizing. Fighting had already broken out on several fronts. A British Expeditionary Force was being prepared to stop a German advance through neutral Belgium.

	Putting down the paper, Pelham clutched the talisman. Again, he felt an odd sensation of warmth course through his fingertips.

	I can take it off any time I choose, he thought. Just a lot of superstitious nonsense. I’ll take it off. Of course, I will.

	And over four years later, he did.


Chapter 1: Mind Games

	 

	“She’s been a bit quiet, doctor,” said Mel Bavistock. “Not eating much. Doesn’t seem to want to watch television, either—not like her at all.”

	“I think shunning TV is not, in itself, a symptom of illness,” smiled Doctor Wakefield. “I’ve never written out a prescription for more telly, so far as I can recall.”

	Mel smiled at the attempted joke. She liked the doctor, a kindly man who had been widowed a few years back. She had even toyed with the idea of asking him out on a date herself, but never quite plucked up the confidence.

	“Perhaps you’ve grown out of some of those TV shows, eh Isobel?” the doctor asked, looking down at the little girl sitting quietly by his desk. “Perhaps some of the programs you used to like are a bit babyish for you, now?”

	Isobel looked up at Wakefield, then nodded.

	“Fairy princesses are a bit silly,” she said, then looked down at her folded hands. “I like stories about dinosaurs and spaceships now.”

	“Excellent!” exclaimed the doctor. “You can’t go far wrong with dinosaurs and spaceships, I feel. Central to any good story.”

	“It’s just—what with that business in the woods—” Mel began, then stopped, made a helpless gesture. “I know she wasn’t hurt or nothing, but—”

	“It was very traumatic for you, Mel,” said Wakefield, sitting on the edge of his desk. “Like any mother, when your daughter got lost you were very upset. Now you’re anxious, don’t want to let her out of your sight. So that anxiety communicates itself to Isobel. And that, in turn, makes you even more anxious. See?”

	He’s so sensible, Mel thought. And so kind. I just wish I could be sure he’s right.

	“Put it this way, Mel,” the doctor went on. “When Isobel and the other children were found, I examined them straight away. Just like the police, I concluded that they had experienced a few scratches and bumps from wandering in the woods, and that was it. It was a bit of an adventure, really—isn’t that right?”

	Isobel looked up at the doctor again, her clear blue eyes unblinking.

	“Yes,” she said, “we had an adventure.”

	The grown-ups chatted some more, and then Wakefield offered to prescribe something to help Mel sleep. It was, he stressed, a short course of pills to get her back on track. After a brief hesitation, she accepted. Then they left the clinic and began to walk down the main street back to the Black Swan. A few spots of rain fell from the autumn sky, and Mel glanced up at the clouds, then found her eyes drawn to the looming presence of Branksholme Woods.

	“It’s not the trees’ fault,” said Isobel. “We just got lost.”

	“I know, poppet,” said Mel quickly. “And I don’t blame you or your friends. I was just worried, is all.”

	“Doctor Wakefield says I’m all right,” said Isobel. “He must know, it’s his job.”

	Mel laughed at the remark, its child-like bluntness.

	That’s like the Isobel I knew, she thought. Perhaps she’s getting back to her old gabby self.

	As they neared the pub, their neighbor opposite emerged from her shabby cottage. Mrs. Molesworth was known to most townsfolk as the Mad Cat Lady. Mel had always tried to be kind to her, giving her leftover food for her dozen or so pets and regularly passing the time of day. But recently the eccentric, old woman had taken against the Bavistocks. Today she seemed especially grouchy, giving Isobel and her mother a sour look.

	“Looks like rain again!” Mel shouted across the road.

	Mrs. Molesworth said nothing audible but stumped off towards the local Safeway muttering under her breath.

	Old bag, Mel thought, then felt ashamed. I might end up like her, I shouldn’t judge.

	“Well,” she said to Isobel, “now you’ve got a clean bill of health I suppose you can help me with tonight’s meals.”

	Isobel nodded, she waited for her mother to unlock the pub door.
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