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For my mother, who encouraged me to read,
and Terry, who encouraged me to write.


Author’s Note

For many generations the inhabitants of Wookey Hole in Somerset have handed down the legend of how they were saved from the curse of a wicked witch, by a monk from Glastonbury Abbey, who went into the cave in which she lived and sprinkled her with holy water, thereby turning her to stone.

I believe it is possible that, during a time when midwives, herbalists and healers were being persecuted, burned and hanged all over Europe, a local wise woman could be blamed for any misfortune befalling the community. The sickness of people and animals caused by pollution of the water supply by the lead mines on the hills above the village for example, would be understood today, but might have been seen as the work of the devil in less enlightened times.

A calcite ball, human bones and the remains of a knife found during excavations in a cave may have belonged to one who, in company with many other victims of witch-hunts, deserved better than the evil reputation for which she is still remembered.

This story is about the twentieth-century descendants of a woman living in a small village with a similar legend.



Chapter One


Oakey Vale, 1930

‘I wish I could escape from this beastly place.’

Hearing a faint whistle above the birds singing in the foliage near by, Betty turned her head towards the sound. Might that train carry her away to freedom one day? She climbed down from one branch to another and jumped to the ground. Then, just to make sure the tree would grant her wish, she walked around its huge trunk three times to the right and three times to the left. ‘London,’ she whispered, ‘that’s where I, Betty Barnes, belong, where I was born – where my life will begin. Whoever heard of a film star living in a dreary little village like this one?’

Walking away from the tree she picked her way carefully between tendrils of brambles growing across the narrow path, leading to the edge of the cliff behind the cottage where she paused to listen for any sound of life in the garden below. Hearing nothing, she then climbed down the steep steps cut into the rock and stood behind the white sheets hanging on the washing line, wondering what to do next. There was no reason to fear being seen because it was the summer holidays and so she no longer had to hang around in the woods and then return home at teatime pretending to have been at dull and boring school all day, but she didn’t want to go inside anyway. It was Monday and Kate would try to persuade her to wring the washing, which was really tedious and the mangle squeaked as you turned the handle and if you weren’t careful you could squash your fingers in the rollers. Why should she want to see her sister and that horrid man who had ruined her life? Why should she help wash his clothes or the sheets he slept in with Kate?

The sudden sound of an outraged bird shrieking in the hedge caused her to look down the garden, where a striped tail could just be discerned emerging from a clump of lavender. Knowing the pretty little tabby cat had already caught most of the fledglings from the blackbird’s first brood and, wanting to help the second late hatchlings survive, she ran towards it, hissing, ‘Shoo, Pudden, shoo!’

The cat retreated and hid behind a clump of comfrey from where it could watch the nest in safety.

She walked to the large flat rock nearby and, sinking down onto it, sat with her back pressed against the ivy hanging down the sheer rocky cliff that ran the length of the garden. Next to her, behind the curtain of creepers, was the secret cave. Kate had made her swear never to tell a living soul about it, not even Billy Nelson; and she wouldn’t, not ever in her whole life. She had hidden in there after running away on that terrible night when she’d had a row with Kate and couldn’t think of where to go. Remembering the sudden, thick blackness when the candle went out and how, sinking to her knees, she had scrabbled desperately around trying to find the matches, she gave an involuntary shiver. She must have fallen asleep eventually because she could recall a strange dream she’d had in there of Kate being her mother, not her sister as she was now, and they were being chased by men who smelled disgusting and shouted a lot. Kate hadn’t been at all surprised when told about it and explained that they had in fact been mother and daughter in that lifetime and the foul-smelling men were merely ghosts and could do her no harm in this present incarnation.

She had felt better about the terrifying experience after that, but nevertheless had kept close to her sister when they buried Gran in the tomb and had not thought of entering the cave on her own afterwards. Now, suddenly, the desire to go in again overwhelmed her.

Without pausing to think, she ran to the house and tiptoed past the scullery, where Kate was singing whilst scrubbing a shirt collar on the washboard. Cautiously peering into the kitchen she was relieved to find no sign of Charles Wallace and quickly grabbed an oil lamp and a box of matches from a cupboard, then, returning to the ivy hanging down the cliff, she pushed through it and lit the lamp.

For a few moments she stood looking around the domed interior and, remembering her grandmother saying this was where her ancestors kept their winter stores of food, she ran her hand along the flat rocks wondering if cheeses and fruit, or maybe sacks of barley, had been stored there. Then, repeating the moves she had seen Kate make, she carried the lamp to the far inner wall and probed rocks with her fingers until one moved easily, revealing a narrow aperture. Carefully holding the lamp, she climbed through the space and stepped into the huge cavern. Looking up at the figure formed in the rocks above from whose heart the water emerged then trickled over sparkling pink crystals before running down into a pool as red as blood, she felt giddy with excitement. This certainly was a secret worth keeping, and, not only that, the beautiful lady seemed to be smiling, as though pleased to see her.

Kate had explained that the colour of the pool was caused by mineral deposits on the rock, but nevertheless she felt surprised on finding the water was clear when dipping her hand into it and scooping some to drink.

Turning her back on the lady she looked down at the long slab of rock at her feet and recalled helping to place her grandmother’s corpse into the chasm beneath it. Kate had said she wanted to be laid to rest there also, down among the bones of the women who had gone before, and had seemed sad when Betty retorted that she wouldn’t be anywhere near this horrid place when she grew up and therefore couldn’t possibly put her there. She wished now the right words had come to mind so she could have explained that no one could make a ‘cut your throat and hope to die’ kind of promise without knowing they would definitely keep it. That would have sounded better, and it was true, although not the whole reason, but she couldn’t say she’d be in Hollywood by then and the funeral would be over and done with by the time she could get here on a luxury liner from America, could she?

The idea of being a rich and famous film star returning to grieve for her sister was appealing and she paused to imagine driving through the village in a large motor car with a handsome man at her side. Her outfit would be black, including the fox fur around the shoulders of her elegantly understated suit and the small hat with a veil draped over it which would be longer and thicker than was fashionable – but one had to make compromises when in mourning. She would be gracious and charming to the local people and throw silver coins to the children before departing to stay in a smart hotel in Bath. Smiling at the vision of being consoled by Douglas Fairbanks junior, she sank down to the ground and placed the lamp beside her. Laying one hand on the cover of the tomb and the other on the ground, she sat gazing up at the figure which was just visible in the beam of light. Idly running her fingers over the rocky floor beside her, she found a small piece of stone and picked it up. Thinking it felt strangely warm whilst curling her fingers around it, she rubbed her thumb along its smooth surface and gasped as the surrounding patches of lamplight and dark shadows merged and then separated again to form the trunks of trees …

The sun was a scarlet circle shimmering through a gap in the branches to her right. Soon it would sink down leaving the forest in darkness. Her legs were heavy and her head ached from hunger and fatigue as she slowly trailed behind her mother along the narrow path. Thinking of the fish they would eat whilst sitting by the fire, her mouth filled with saliva and she quickened her step.

The slight figure ahead interrupted her steady measured pace and, lowering the heavy sack from her back, stood listening to the faint sounds in the distance before muttering, ‘Huntsmen,’ then picking up her burden and carrying on. Having taken a dozen strides she frowned as the noise grew into a jumble of shrieking curses, unintelligible exclamations and the occasional guffaw of laughter. Looking back, she gave a reassuring smile and said, ‘The cider be strong this year,’ adding whilst holding out her hand, ‘Come, child, we’ll soon be home by the fire.’

They walked a few paces together and then, hearing the vociferous yells grow louder, tightened their grip on one another.

A shout of ‘Catch the witch!’ was followed by raucous laughter.

Her mother exclaimed, ‘They’re getting closer!’ Dropping the sack, she pushed her into a hollow tree and hissed, ‘Stay there until I return.’



Her throat was tight and no sound came from her lips as she mouthed, ‘But, wait …’ Helpless and paralysed with fear, she crouched down, unable to hear anything other than the sound of blood thumping in her temples.

Eventually, when her heart had returned to its normal beat, she crawled out and stood hesitantly on the path. Although unaware of how long she had waited in the tree, breathing in the scent of yellow fungus growing on the rotting wood, she knew the sun was moving westwards. Night would soon overwhelm the woods, turning trees into phantoms looming above fathomless caverns of shadow, in which familiar paths dissolved and disappeared until the sun rose again. Her terror of being alone in the darkness was greater than fear of disobeying her mother, and, with one hand on the knife in her belt, she cautiously followed the trail of sliding footprints to the riverbank. There, standing amidst trampled undergrowth and broken willow saplings, she knew this was where her mother had been caught and, whilst taking cautious steps through the mud, imagined her skidding and sliding helplessly. Seeing the trail of several footprints, she followed it along the path by the river and up through the wooded hillside hearing the sounds of men shouting getting louder until, knowing they were close by, she crouched down behind a bush.

‘Justice be done!’

‘She’ll kill no more babes!’

‘We’ll sleep safe this night!’

‘Aye, ’tis done.’

In the following sudden absence of voices, the sound of a robin in the small oak nearby seemed abnormally loud and she recoiled from its assault on her ears. Then, wondering why the men were silent, she cautiously moved sideways until, peering through a gap in the foliage, she saw them beneath an oak tree and, despite the fading light, could recognise each one. A shepherd who had loved her mother was on his knees praying. Jan the blackmith’s son was bending over, clutching at his head and groaning. The three others were standing together by the bundle of rags hanging limply from a bough above them. The small, wiry miller, whose lascivious eyes made her shiver whenever she passed by the mill, was staring up at the tree nodding his head, while the carter held onto his arm to keep upright. The farrier, who was the tallest of the trio, stepped towards the tree and, with one swipe of his knife, cut through the rope around the bough then gave a roar of triumph as the bundle plummeted to the ground.

Seeing the body land in disarray with naked limbs flung out from ragged cloth and long black hair strewn around a bloody pulp, she understood what they had done, and groaned aloud.

‘Come –’ the farrier bent and pulled at one bare leg lying pale as bone on the dark earth ‘– we can shove her in the cave by the mill.’ And, dragging the corpse by her ankles, he walked away from the tree, followed by the others.

Feeling nothing, not fear nor grief, nor cold nor pain, she huddled in the undergrowth for a while then followed the path the men had taken for a short distance before climbing up the hill and making her way to the cliff overlooking the cave in which she and her mother had often sheltered from the rain. From this vantage point above them she peered through the gathering gloom as the men emerged and rolled a large boulder into the opening and then placed others on top of that.

‘A landslide –’ the blacksmith patted a rock ‘– that’s what it was.’

‘Aye.’ Jan sounded less sure than his father.

‘Aye. Buried her inside. How sad!’ The carter guffawed with false laughter.

‘Come, it’s dark, we mun go home.’

She waited until they had all stumbled away along the riverbank and then, forgetting imaginary phantoms lurking in the shadows either side of the path, turned with numb fearlessness towards the dwelling.

Fire burned within her chest as she ran along the path, hearing only the blood thundering in her temples. On reaching the clearing in front of the dwelling, she paused to get her breath. As the pain of breathing eased and her heart beat slowed to its normal rhythm she inhaled in the odour of male sweat, then, hearing the sound of breaking twigs, knew in the instant before her head was jerked backwards as he grabbed her hair, that the miller had come for her.

Instinctively putting up both hands to free herself, she felt both wrists grabbed and was forced down under him. Throughout the ordeal she was aware of the knife-handle in her belt pressing into her side and thought only of the blade she had sharpened on a stone earlier that day while sitting by the river waiting for a fish to swim into her trap. When at last he gave a roar and momentarily relaxed his grip on her wrists, she slid one hand free, pulled the knife from its sheath and drove it as hard as she could between his ribs. When he gave a strangled piercing scream, she instantly pulled the knife out and lunged upwards, then smiled into the darkness at the gurgling sound from his throat as the warm blood gushed over her.

Pushing his slumped corpse away from her, she stood up and walked unsteadily to the dwelling built of rocks and thatch up against the cliff nearby. Once inside and having stirred the embers of the fire, she lit a small rush lamp and looked down at her garments, soaked with the miller’s blood. If the other men found him then she too would be dragged screaming to her death. Her mother had tried to help the local people and they blamed her for their troubles; what would they do to someone they knew had killed one of their own? She must hide the body, but where? In the secret cave, of course! She must put it with that of her grandmother and those who had gone before.

Taking the lamp outside, she walked alongside the ivy-covered cliff to a large boulder on which she and her mother had often sat together, then, parting the heavy green curtain of creepers hanging down beside it, she stepped into the cave and set down the lamp. Pausing to look around her at the collection of nuts, berries, herbs and a few cheeses stored in readiness for approaching winter, she dismissed the possibility of hiding the body there, knowing others might find it at any time. She must put it in the other, inmost, cavern, with those who had gone before.

Returning to the dead miller, she grabbed hold of his ankles and heaved him through the grass, then into the cave. Ignoring the pains in her exhausted body, she took the lamp and went to the boulder her mother had shown her. It moved sideways easily, leaving a narrow hole and, taking a deep breath, she began heaving the corpse through the gap.

When, feeling dizzy and weak, she had eventually pulled the body into the inner cave, she staggered forward and sank to her knees, looking up at the kneeling figure formed as though carved into the rocks above her. Gradually her breath returned to its normal steady rhythm as she gazed in wonder at the serene face and heard the water trickling from between her rocky breasts, down over pink crystals into the red pool, below stony thighs. Remembering her mother standing on this spot before burying her grandmother under the stone slab on the ground close by, she recalled her saying: ‘Our destiny be to guard this lady as my mother, her mother and hers before her, have done in both life and death. Long ago when invaders came who would claim her for their religion, our ancestor made a pledge that she and all her descendants would keep her safe and now, when the Bishop is enclosing the healing wells near the new big church and keeping them in his garden for his own pleasure, we must be even more vigilant. When I die thee must bury me here with my knife and –’ she patted the leather pouch tied to her waist ‘– my scrying ball so my spirit may keep watch also and though thy sons will leave as mine have done, like me, thee must bear a daughter to bury thee and carry on.’ Looking into her eyes, she then asked, ‘Do I have thy word?’

Thinking of the ancestral spirits watching her from the darkness of their rocky grave and feeling unable to imagine being brave enough to come into this burial chamber alone, she had faltered then, but now knew no fear. Bending forward she pulled the slab sideways, revealing a dark crevasse, then reached for the small lamp and held it over the hole. Looking down at a pale skull and bones gleaming in the flickering light, she paused to reflect that this should be the resting place of her beautiful mother, not a gross man who had helped murder her. But, shaking her head sadly, she knew there was nothing else to be done and so pushed the corpse into the crevasse then quickly replaced the cover.

Turning and dipping her hand into the pool as red as blood, she scooped a handful of water to her mouth where it mingled with the salt tears running down her cheeks. Then, taking her knife and holding the wooden handle, carved in the form of a man and woman entwined, she gave her pledge that she and all her descendants would guard the cave and keep the sublimely beautiful lady safe from the men who would desecrate her.

Picking up a rock, she dashed it against the crystals overhanging the pool until a chunk broke loose and fell into the water. Reaching in, she grabbed it and held it up, anticipating the many hours she would spend carving it into a ball like the one her mother had used to look into the future. Then, raising her arms, with the lump of pink quartz in one hand and her knife in the other, she sang a mourning song without words for all those who had gone before. Eventually, sinking to the ground, she allowed her tired eyes to close and escaped from the horror into sleep.

How long had she lain here in the dark since burying the miller in the tomb? A whole night at least, maybe more. The fire in the dwelling would be dead by now. She could smell the food stored on the shelf beside her, but could see nothing without the light of the rush lamp that had long since died. Her head throbbed with pain and her throat was dry. She must drink. She needed water, but dared not return to the inner cave with no light to see by. Feeling her way along the edge of the rocks on which she knew were stored the nuts and berries for the coming winter, she edged slowly to the entrance and peered cautiously through a narrow gap in the ivy. All was quiet. A fox paused to sniff her scent and went on his way. A few birds were stirring; dawn would not be long.

She must go outside and find water and food or she would die. There would be dew on the grass and she could soon find a root or some berries. When she was stronger she could fetch the goats from where they were grazing up top – they would give her milk and she could kill a Billy kid and roast it on the fire. Saliva filled her mouth. Food, she must have food.

Pushing aside the ivy hanging outside she stepped forward, then, seeing a figure leave the shadows by the dwelling she turned and staggered back into the cave where she huddled against the rock wall, paralysed with fear.

‘Caitlin, Caitlin, don’t be frightened. I mean no harm.’

He knew her name. His voice was familiar; there was a cultured, foreign sound to the words. He was the man who had stayed with her mother for two whole moons while his injured horse was healed.

The ivy curtain parted, letting in the cool dawn light. The figure was a dark outline without features. ‘They have killed her,’ he said.

‘I know.’

‘I wish to help thee, child.’

She hesitated.

‘I gave thee a ring for healing my horse.’

She had loved the beautiful creature and would have preferred it to the shining bauble. ‘Aye, I remember,’ she whispered.

‘I was taken ill with a fever soon after leaving here and stayed at a convent across the marshes to recover. I was about to leave and continue on my journey when a fellow traveller told me of a witch who was poisoning crops and killing babies hereabouts. Then, when he said a woman whose child had been cursed by the witch had seen Satan with this evil creature and he was taller than a dwelling and his mighty stallion taller still, I recalled that while I was replacing the thatch on the roof a demented woman came to thy mother grieving after her dead child. Remember?’

‘Aye,’ she agreed, ‘the poor soul came to blame my mother even though she had been warned it was too late to save the baby and there was nothing to be done. She pulled out her hair and was so mad with grief she frightened the horse.’

‘Aye, poor creature. I believe that in her madness she thought I was the devil high above the dwelling and when my horse reared over her, startled by her ranting and shrieking, she must have thought it was his mount.’ He shook his head sadly then went on, ‘If only I had stayed longer, but I was sworn to go to the Holy Land, it was a sacred oath I have to keep.’

‘It was not thy doing, Sire.’

‘Aye, that is so, but what she thought she saw in her raging grief added to the foolish belief that thy mother was to blame for the local misfortune.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘We mortals cannot know that which is known only by God. Only He can understand why our babes die of the squits each summer and our crops fail. We cannot find the fault within one of us.’

‘My mother only sought to give comfort to the woman. She knew it was too late to save it.’

‘I know. It is the same every year, everywhere.’ He held out his hand. ‘Come with me, child, I can take thee to safety with the sisters at Glastonbury, they will care for thee.’

‘My mother said I must look out for the goats.’

‘God will keep watch until thy return.’



‘I may come back?’

‘I promise I will bring thee back.’

She pushed the piece of pink quartz onto a ledge and stood up, her head whirling with flashing, sparkling lights. ‘Yes, kind sir.’

His arms were outstretched and she let herself go into their strong grasp. She would not die. His breath was warm on her cheek as he wrapped his cloak around her. She would not die. He lifted her onto a horse and they swayed in rhythm with the animal’s slow progress through the woods. She would not die. They bounced a while as they gathered speed on the open track. She would not die. She would come back!

The sisters at the convent near Glastonbury welcomed her with small cooing sounds and sympathetic sighs. ‘Poor little love,’ one said. ‘Such a sweet face but so pale, so thin,’ said another. ‘She’s a little angel!’ exclaimed a plump nun. ‘A veritable angel.’ When they laid her on a mattress filled with fresh bedstraw she slipped her knife under it, then closed her eyes and relaxed into their care.

She was aware of intakes of breath and mutterings whilst her bloodstained bodice and skirt were removed and heard their discussion as they fed her with a gruel of milk and barley sweetened with honey. They said the man was a brave and honourable knight who had given a promissory note for her keep that either he would pay on his return or the Mother would claim against his estate in the event of his death in the Holy Land.

Awakening later to the sound of women singing, she took the knife from under her and kissed the wooden handle. She would return to the valley one day and take her mother’s place as guardian of the lady in the rocks and the tomb of those who had gone before, but for now she would bide her time and stay warm and safe and well-fed in this nunnery scented with beeswax and flowers.

Opening her eyes and seeing the beautiful lady in the rocks gazing down on her, she was perplexed, until feeling the small object in her hand, she understood it was the source of the strange dream and pushed it into her cardigan pocket.

The lamp flickered and shadows around her deepened until the lady’s face was no longer visible. Knowing the oil must be running low and fearful of the dark, she quickly squeezed through the narrow gap into the outer cave where, placing the lamp on the ground, she reached out and replaced the rock. The light died at that moment and she stood still to take a deep breath in order to control the fear flooding through her. Turning slowly, she peered into the thick darkness and, keeping one hand on the rocks, walked slowly and hesitantly until, after a while, a tiny flicker of light became apparent and, to her great relief, she felt the cool fronds of ivy on her face. Pushing through into the cool air she blinked in the light and sat thankfully on the large rock to her right.

Reaching into her pocket and taking out the small pebble she had picked up in the cave she looked at it lying in the palm of her hand. It was too light, too soft and too warm to be rock. It must be wood of some very special kind to have given her such a dream and, although it didn’t look pretty or precious, it certainly was powerful; she would keep it with her treasures in the secret hiding place.

When the little cat appeared, purring and rubbing against her legs, she picked it up and snuggled against its warm, sweet-smelling fur. She heard the voices of people walking along the lane on the other side of the hedge and then Kate calling, ‘Tea’s ready, Betty.’

As though included in the summons, the cat jumped from her arms and ran up the path towards the house.

‘Coming,’ she replied, suddenly feeling very hungry. Then, realising the lamp had been left behind, she groaned aloud – there was another row waiting to happen when Kate went into the cave and found it!



Chapter Two


Regular consumption of nettle tea may
ease rheumatism and arthritis.

All was quiet, apart from the sound of a bumblebee in the thyme flowers at her feet and birds singing in the apple trees overhead. She had looked down the garden towards the dell, then in the privy, the vegetable patch and hen coop; but found no one. It was too early for Albert to come home from work so there was no danger of him being there, and Kate was talking to Charles at breakfast about going for a walk up top – maybe they were still out and the house was empty at last.

She walked to the back door, pushed it open and went through the glory-hole, carefully avoiding contact with the mackintoshes that might fall off their hooks and the assortment of walking sticks, umbrellas, scythes and gumboots lining the walls. Tiptoeing past the empty scullery to her right, she entered the silent kitchen and counted, one and two and three … Billy said that was what soldiers did to measure seconds, and seven and eight and nine and ten. There was still no sign of life. Only the grandmother clock standing at the foot of the stairs made any sound in the house.

Looking at the dead rabbit and some wild garlic leaves lying on the table, she wrinkled her nose. There was the making of yet another stew to set Albert humming one of his dreary hymn tunes! She hadn’t teased the old man for ages, well, not much really. Actually, he was nowhere near as stupid as Kate seemed to think: he was simple, that was all. He knew what he needed to know and no more; just like his beloved cats. He probably knew his mother had left the property to Kate because she would look after him and he probably knew he’d have been sent to Saint Bernard’s Hospital otherwise. In fact, now she came to think of it, he definitely knew about the loony bin because she’d told him last year when she was annoyed with Kate for not going to London after the old woman had died. She regretted that and wished she hadn’t said anything. Maybe he’d forgotten by now? She had behaved perfectly in every way since the night she’d tried to run away; had even been polite and nice to Charles Wallace since he had moved in to live with Kate as though he was her husband, which of course everyone knew he wasn’t and never would be. Not that he had been horrid or done anything to upset her, in fact he’d been rather friendly and talked to her as though she was a grown-up, which would be really nice if it wasn’t for the fact that it was because of him that most people in the village didn’t talk to her at all now. There was nothing wrong with him, except he was poor and, worst of all, married to Mrs Wallace who had sworn she would never set him free.

If only her sister had accepted the archaeologist Jim Hall, who was a rich respectable bachelor, things would be very different. He’d said he would pay for Betty to be educated with gentry so she could learn to do things like how to give elegant tea parties and whatever else the wife of a rich lord might need to know, not doing sums and suffering beastly insults at the village school for another year until she was fourteen!

Everything here was wrong. If only her mother hadn’t died of influenza. If only Kate hadn’t been sent here to the village in disgrace because she’d been stupid with a man, then they would both still be there, in London. They wouldn’t be in this boring old village with oil lamps instead of electric lights and a privy in the garden instead of a proper lavvy. They wouldn’t be outcasts, being sniffed at by silly old Mrs Nelson. They’d be the Misses Baines of London. Kate, an old maid of thirty, and her lovely young sister, Elizabeth, who was destined to captivate a rich young gentleman who looked like John Gilbert the film star and lived in a mansion, in London.

She sat on the new sofa and sneered down at the green plush; ‘chesterfield’ Charles called it. That other toff, the solicitor, had bought it so it wouldn’t be in the auction at The Grange, because it had been in his study when he was rich and he wanted him to have it even though he’d lost everything and his wife had gone up north. There was nothing wrong with the old sofa – well, it was a bit lumpy at one end and sagged at the other – but it was usually buried under a pile of stuff needing to be ironed anyway so it didn’t matter. Now he was here, the shirts and sheets were no longer left in heaps until they were so dry they had to be dampened down again – that wasn’t good enough for a toffee-nosed gent like Charles Wallace, oh no, everything was hidden in a cupboard now! She made a face and poked out her tongue to emphasise her contempt.

Stroking the soft upholstery, she looked around the kitchen, feeling suddenly sad. This was the first change since the old woman died; if they hadn’t taken the old sofa out and burned it, the room would be exactly as she had left it. Two bunches of lemon balm and six large bundles of nettles were all hanging from the wooden clothes dryer suspended above the range on which a stockpot simmered as usual. The plates Granfer had won at Pridden fair were still on the tall dresser, large ones on the top shelf and smaller ones beneath. The china cow and calf, each with only three legs, still leaned precariously together and next to them was the delicate porcelain cottage with windows that would light up when candle ends were burned inside it. Every inch of the lower shelves was crammed with Gran’s knick-knacks and objects that might be useful one day. If Betty half closed her eyes and ignored her comfortable seat, she could imagine the back door might open at any moment to reveal the old woman standing on the threshold. She would hear her saying to Kate, ‘Tell Whatsername to get ready for tea, my lover.’

Feeling the familiar ache she screwed up her eyes and bit her lip. She’d never understood why Gran had been unable to remember her name. It wasn’t as if it was unusual – in fact she knew of two other girls called Betty in nearby villages. Come to think of it, the old lady used to call all the local children by their right names, even if she’d only met them once or twice. She swallowed hard and, dismissing the painful memory, resumed listening for sounds of Kate and the toff who now lived in sin with her.

After a few moments she stood up and tiptoed over the huge stone flags into the hall, where only the pendulum in the grandmother clock could be heard swinging back and forth, and waited for the two chimes to strike the hour. In the quiet that followed, she stepped onto the old red and blue rug Charles had put at the foot of the stairs and grimaced at it. There was no point in pretending to trip over it as she usually did if there was a possibility of anyone seeing her, instead she waited, absolutely still, listening to the steady tick, tock, tick, tock until the hands showed four minutes past two. They had definitely gone out. She was alone at last!

Her heart was thumping loudly as she went up to the landing and into the little bedroom. Then, leaving the door ajar in order to hear them when they returned, she gazed around at the clothes and belongings that had been dumped haphazardly when Charles moved in three weeks earlier. A scarlet jacket with black lapels and shiny brass buttons down its front lay on the narrow bed alongside black trousers, a brown leather coat and several crumpled white shirts. Kneeling down, she looked at four suitcases and a trunk all plastered with colourful labels of shipping companies. She reached out, lifted the nearest lid and stared at a leather holster containing a handgun. ‘Crikey-blimey!’ she exclaimed, picking them up. ‘Just like in the movies.’

As she put the long strap over her shoulder and buckled the belt around her hips, she was a rancher’s daughter on the American Wild West Frontier, fighting the wicked gang who were trying to take control of the Red River valley. Pulling out the gun she killed two baddies hiding in the shadows then, staggering as a bullet caught her left arm, she fired at a third before sinking to her knees and crawling towards the crumpled figure of the sheriff, lying in a pool of blood. Sensing the last and most evil member of the gang behind her, she turned and shot him through the heart before clasping the hero to her chest and declaring her secret love to his corpse. Then, when the large brown eyes opened and white teeth were revealed by smiling lips, she knew he wasn’t dead after all and that they could live happily ever after.

Smiling dreamily at the satisfactory ending of her current favourite fantasy, she laid the gun on top of the bed and began looking through the suitcase. Taking out a large book of photographs she turned the black pages until one caught her eye and she stopped to look at Charles’s wife sitting in a garden beneath a parasol and seeming very regal in her old-fashioned clothes. Peering closely beneath the wide-brimmed hat, she could see the pretty face smiling happily down at the baby on her lap whose long lacy gown cascaded down beside her elegantly crossed ankles and onto the ground.

On the next two pages there were several pictures of men wrapped in bandages and leaning on crutches alongside smiling nurses wearing long frocks and white aprons. Replacing the book she picked up a bundle of letters which looked promising, but the writing was difficult to read and the few sentences she slowly deciphered were boring accounts of the activities of a child called alternately ‘my darling Edgar’ or ‘my dear boy’.

The little tabby cat slithered through the doorway, leaped onto the bed, and began investigating the piles of clothes, purring loudly while massaging them with her paws.

She stroked the cat and buried her face in the scented fur for a moment before kissing the ecstatic animal. ‘You’d better not get locked in here, Pudden,’ she whispered, then continued to search very carefully, replacing every item as she had found it. She had no intention of stealing anything, she wasn’t really a thief, although she had taken a ring from Gran, there was no denying the fact. She knew the old woman was aware of it even though nothing was ever said about anything being missing. She’d wanted to put it back, but time went on and on until Gran died and it was too late. When at last she’d confessed to Kate, her sister didn’t really seem bothered, which was a relief after all that anxiety.

Most of Charles’s cases contained books with gold writing on their leather spines. Some looked really interesting and had pictures inside protected by tissue paper but there wasn’t time to look at them now, she’d come back later. She was kneeling on the floor sorting through the trunk when scuffling on the landing made her head spin with fear and, picking up the gun, she turned towards the sound.

They were standing watching her, barefoot and obviously naked under the dressing gowns they clasped about them. Kate’s dark hair was hanging untidily around her flushed face as she silently tied the belt of her blue Japanese kimono. She opened her mouth as if to speak, but evidently changed her mind and, whilst turning and knotting the cord around Charlie’s waist, whispered to him and he nodded.

‘Hello, Betty,’ he said reaching for the door with his left hand.

‘I thought you might be a burgular,’ she replied, her voice sounding squeaky and unnatural.

‘You’re quite safe, it’s only us.’ He smiled and put his right arm around Kate.

Having the gun in her hand gave her courage and, looking up at the scarred stump resting on her sister’s shoulder, she asked, ‘Did it hurt?’

He nodded. ‘Still does sometimes.’

‘Did you get a medal?’

He nodded again and held out his left hand. ‘May I have my revolver please, Betty?’

He seemed to be a long way off. ‘Bang, bang, you’re dead!’ she said, aiming at his face.

Kate gasped and entreated, ‘Please give it to Charlie, sweetheart. Please –’ she gulped ‘– please, there’s a good girl.’

Her sister’s face seemed far away and small, just like the time she had looked at Billy through the wrong end of a telescope at Pridden Fair. Feeling a terrible fear tighten her chest and churn her stomach, she narrowed her eyes and hissed, ‘Prepare to meet your doom.’

Pudden meowed and stood up with back arched and bushy tail erect.

She turned towards the cat and gasped in horror.

The air was thick with smoke. A sudden blast of intense heat to her left caused her to stagger and a smell sickeningly like roasting pork made her retch. Figures loomed through the fog. A soldier wearing a helmet came towards her pointing a gun. She squeezed the trigger. Her arm juddered. ‘Bang, bang!’ she whispered, watching the man jerk up into the air, then, after he had fallen back into the mist, added flatly, ‘Bang, bang you’re dead.’

A myriad of stars burst in her head as an explosion threw her to the ground. Opening her eyes, she saw the cat fly across the room and skid through the doorway onto the wooden boards of the landing whilst Charles dived towards the bed and retrieved the gun from under it with his left hand. She sniffed the air, surprised to find no sign of smoke or burning meat, then, aware of Kate leaning over her, she moaned, ‘Oh, the pain, the pain!’

‘Are you really hurt?’

‘Of course I’m really hurt!’ Rubbing her head she pouted and, recalling the tragic performance in a moving picture she had seen the week before, allowed her lower lip to quiver before adding, ‘He hit me!’

‘I was protecting your sister, you silly little fool! For all I knew you’d found the bullets and loaded it.’ Charles took a roll of canvas out of the suitcase and held it to his chest.

She sniffed. ‘I thought that was just a sewing kit with cotton reels and things.’

‘Things aren’t always what they seem, Betty.’ He looked at Kate, whose face was drained of colour. ‘Don’t worry, darling, I’ll get rid of them.’ He put his maimed arm around her. ‘Come and lie down for a little, you look all in.’

‘I must do something. I mean she might have …’

‘But she didn’t. Come along, you’ve had a nasty fright.’

Watching them walk across the landing and go into the room that had once been their grandmother’s Betty remembered the day Kate pretended to have found an opal ring in a box on top of the wardrobe in there and shouted, ‘You’re a beastly liar, Kate. That ring was never Gran’s. He gave it to you.’ Seeing the door close behind them, she poked out her tongue and crossed her eyes before adding in a lower voice, ‘I knew when I held it. I saw him give it to you in a place with lots of trees. So there!’

She stood up, and making the shape of a gun with her fingers, pointed it across the landing, saying, ‘Yeah, I killed ’em. Shot ’em down like the beastly dirty rats they are. They won’t be making no big trouble for this town no more.’ Putting her hand into an imaginary holster at her hip, she hunched her shoulders and, just in case Kate was peeping through the keyhole, limped dramatically to her room.

Having locked the door behind her, she sank to her knees then pulled up a piece of loose floor board from under her bed and took out a small rectangular cardboard box that had once contained chocolates from a smart shop in Bath. After lifting the lid and placing it beside her, she looked down at four tiny parcels of blue tissue paper lying on top of a collection of glass beads and odd buttons then sighed with satisfaction. No one in the whole world, apart from Billy, knew about these treasures and how they gave her messages.

Picking up the smallest one she unwrapped the gold ring in which three small red stones were set and slid it onto her middle finger. Closing her eyes she saw logs burning under a wide chimney breast and, on one side of it, a man with brown curly hair and kindly grey eyes sat smiling contentedly at a beautiful young woman holding a sleeping baby.

Next she took out the gold pin with a single pearl at one end and, breathing in the sweet scent of privet flowers, listened to the sound of a man’s voice singing in a foreign language. Then, having re-wrapped both of them in the tissue paper, she picked up the cameo brooch that had belonged to her grandmother and which Kate had given her the night Charles moved into the cottage. When touching it she felt confident and wise. Now, holding it close to her chest and remembering the horrific episode with the gun, she understood it had been a powerful experience of the ‘sight’, as Gran called it, and even more terrifying than the dream in the cave.

She knew she had the gift, of course, but had never admitted as much to anyone except Billy. She’d seen Gran telling fortunes and witnessed Kate’s eyes going milky when reading the tea leaves often enough to understand the experience. So long as she had this secret she felt her bossy sister wasn’t in complete control. It was bad enough knowing Kate had been her mother in a past lifetime and had brought her up in this one since their mother died; she didn’t want her to know absolutely everything about her.

Suddenly wracked with uncontrollable shivers, she hugged her knees and, clenching her jaws to keep her teeth from chattering, ached for someone to confide in. Who would believe what had happened with the gun? Even Billy would think she was making it up, and anyway she’d hardly seen him lately. Gran would have been impressed, she might even have stopped calling her ‘Whatsername’ all the time, but the beastly old woman was dead!

Still shivering, she reached for the fourth little parcel and unwrapped the sliver of wood she had found in the cave a week earlier, then climbed into bed holding it close to her chest and closed her eyes.

Awakening to the sound of the sisters singing in the chapel, she reached under the mattress and pulled out the knife. Whilst the nuns were at matins she was safe from prying eyes, but she dared hold it for only a few heartbeats before returning her treasure to its hiding place. No one must ever know of its existence or that she had taken a life with its sharp point. It must be kept in readiness for her return to the valley, for without a knife she would be helpless and, above all, it was the only link with her grandmother who had given her the blade and her mother who had carved the handle.

As the memory of the limp figure hanging from the oak tree filled her mind and she saw again her mother’s beautiful face reduced to bloody pulp, she groaned aloud and wept.

The nuns were singing a hauntingly beautiful anthem that reminded her of a lullaby her grandmother had sung for her long ago.

Remembering the warmth of loving arms enfolding her as both the old woman’s and her mother’s had done, she ached with grief and, as usual, after thinking of them, she longed to walk again by the river or wander through the woods as they had done together. Within the convent walls she was safe and well fed and her life was easier than it had been in the valley when every waking minute was spent fetching wood or water or finding food, but she yearned to return nevertheless. Here there were large logs always burning in the warming room for her to ease her frozen hands and feet, but she longed to be in the small dwelling huddled by the tiny fire in the evening or sleeping beside it at night.



Chapter Three


Both tea and ointment made from the lesser Celandine, or Pilewort
as it is also known, may be good for treating haemorrhoids.

The old man was humming his favourite hymn tune and chewing his bacon at the same time.

Betty looked at Kate, standing by the range. Was she deaf? How could she stand there gazing at Charles Wallace with that soppy expression on her silly face while Uncle Albert droned on and on? Why didn’t somebody tell him to shut up? Why didn’t Charles shout, ‘Stop that damned noise before I go insane! And, while you’re at it, stop staring at me like a white-haired sheepdog!’?

Kate said, ‘Are you ready for school, sweetheart?’

She pretended not to have heard and simpered whilst enquiring, ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘I asked if you’re ready for school.’

‘I haven’t drunk my tea yet.’ Picking up the cup she took a sip and, seeing the old man placing the knife and fork together on his empty plate, nonchalantly stuck her foot out to one side.

Albert reached the line, ‘For those in peril on the sea,’ and stood up. He turned away from the table, looked down, carefully stepped over her shiny new shoe, and left the kitchen humming ‘All things bright and beautiful’.

Damn! She was taken by surprise and almost choked on her tea with laughter. He was getting quite good at this!

‘Betty, Betty, come along, sweetheart. Please get ready for school.’

‘Alright, I’m going.’

‘I’ll walk there with you,’ Kate said, her hand lingering on Charles’s shoulder as she placed a plate of eggs and bacon before him.

Furious anger exploded within her. ‘You can’t do that to me! It’s bad enough already, but you’d really make sure I was the laughing stock of the village. I’m one of the oldest pupils, I’m nearly fourteen!’

‘You’re just thirteen, Betty. There’s a new teacher and I want to be sure you’re there on her first day.’

‘But …’

‘No arguing, sweetheart. I’m walking to the school with you for obvious reasons.’ Kate straightened her back. ‘That’s what we’ve decided.’

‘We’ve decided!’ she exclaimed. ‘What’s it got to do with anyone else?’

Charles looked up from his plate. ‘We’re sharing our lives, Betty, and that means problems as well as pleasures.’ He smiled at Kate, who blushed.

She groaned inwardly. Ugh! Disgusting! She’d heard them laughing in the bedroom. They even did it in the daytime. Truly disgusting! That’s what they’d been doing when they caught her with the gun. The door had been locked ever since as though they thought she was a thief, but she’d only wanted to see what he had in the trunk and then picked up the gun out of curiosity, she wasn’t going to steal it. They’d never mentioned the episode since – obviously they were embarrassed and ashamed of themselves. For one thing they were ancient! Kate was nearly thirty and he was an old man of forty-three. How could they make such fools of themselves? How could they not see they looked ridiculous walking hand in hand and leaning against each other all the time?

‘It won’t be so bad once you’re there,’ Kate said in a wheedling tone. ‘I’ve had a chat with the new teacher and she seems very nice. I apologised –’ she looked sideways at Charles ‘– for your absence during the summer term. She says so many children help on the farms the Attendance Officer couldn’t keep up, but if you play truant now he’ll be down on us like a ton of bricks.’

Feeling disconcerted, she looked down at her feet. No one had mentioned that she hadn’t been to school after Charles Wallace came to live here in June. She’d assumed Kate would too busy being in love and going to bed with him to notice if she didn’t go back to the beastly place ever again.

Charles said, ‘It’ll be nice to see your friends again, won’t it?’

Focussing on the small button holding the strap of her right shoe, she replied, ‘Billy’s left.’

‘I know the Nelson boy’s out at work now, but surely there are some nice girls to play with?’

Tears filled her eyes. You don’t just go and get a new best friend like you’d buy a yard of hair-ribbon from the haberdasher’s in Wells. You couldn’t just suddenly find someone so special you’d want to share secrets with them. And, another thing, why couldn’t the stupid man see that all the nice girls had been told not to play with her because her sister was living in sin with him and that was the very reason she hadn’t gone to school anyway?

Kate patted her shoulder. ‘Come along, sweetheart. I know you’re feeling shy but we really must go.’ She gently pushed her out of the door, along the garden path and into the lane. ‘What a wonderful morning!’ she said brightly. ‘Listen to the bees buzzing in the hedge. I think we’re going to have an Indian summer.’

Betty ignored her. How could someone so foolish be of the same blood as her? How could the stupid creature not understand that the boys teased her because her sister was a fallen woman? How could she be so utterly silly and ridiculous? Albert did at least have an excuse. He was simple because he’d been born the wrong way round. She knew that because she had heard her grandmother describe his birth to Mrs Shaw, who had come to get the regular supply of pilewort ointment for her husband and, while having a cup of tea as usual, had talked about someone in the village whose baby died because it came out feet first.

Walking along the lane, deliberately keeping two paces behind Kate, she touched her grandmother’s cameo brooch pinned to the liberty bodice beneath her cotton blouse and woollen cardigan, then smiled to herself. She’d heard lots of interesting things sitting under the kitchen table whilst the old lady listened to people’s problems. She’d be ready to strike if any of the children tormented her about Kate and Charles Wallace carrying on as though they were married, oh yes, she was ready for them. She nodded with satisfaction. Daisy or Elsie Nelson would soon leave her alone if she threatened to tell everyone their mother wet her knickers because of all the babies she’d had, and the Smarts boys would smile on the other side of their faces when she described the abscesses on their father’s arse.

A short distance from the school gate Kate paused and took her hand. ‘I know it’s not easy for you. I realise you’re suffering because of me living with Charles.’

‘It made it all worse.’

‘After that business with the maid from The Grange?’

She suddenly wanted to hug her sister and say she loved her. Instead she blurted out, ‘They all knew about it. Not what really happened, but what people said had happened.’

‘What did they say?’

‘That when Mrs Wallace’s cousin’s maid asked for some of Gran’s special mixture she gave it to her and got rid of a baby.’

‘But you were there with me. You know she just gave her raspberry leaves.’

‘I tried to tell them but no one listened. They all knew Mrs Wallace told the police about it. And they all knew you were –’ she shrugged and rolled her eyes ‘– friends with Mr Wallace.’

‘That’s all I was with him then.’

‘Everyone thought he got the police to hush it up ’cos you were having an affair with him. They called you names and I hated them.’

‘Names like the Wallace whore?’

‘And the Wicked Witch.’

‘Good heavens! I didn’t know about that one!’ Kate held her close. ‘I know what I’m doing makes life difficult for you, sweetheart. I know you wanted me to marry Jim Hall and I’m truly sorry I couldn’t love him. When you’re older you’ll understand.’ She kissed her cheek. ‘Will you try and stick it out for this last year at school?’

‘I suppose so,’ she mumbled, then turned and, looking neither to right nor left at any of the children milling about, walked into the schoolroom and sat at a desk in the front knowing no one else would want to share it with her.

The new teacher made her a monitor and smiled benignly at her enthusiastic distribution of pencils and paper, while the assistant, who had been a pupil herself the year before, watched suspiciously, making clear she had not forgotten her absence for most of the previous term.

At mid-morning break time she walked around the playground alone until, walking past a gang of boys laughing in one corner, she saw Jimmy Slater, the biggest bully of the village, sitting astride a prostrate figure and waving something in the air. Guessing the victim must be the frail new boy she had seen arriving earlier, anxiously biting his nails, she felt anger overwhelm her. Recalling the image of facing the enemy with Charles’s gun in her hand, she narrowed her eyes and strode towards Jimmy. Grabbing his hair, she jerked him backwards then banged his head on the ground. The bystanders all laughed and he burst into tears. Children appeared all around and cheered as she picked the gold-rimmed spectacles off the grass and handed them to their owner who grinned sheepishly and whispered his thanks.

‘Are you new to the village?’ she asked.

‘We come last week ter stay with me nan ’cos me dad scarpered.’

‘You from London?’

He nodded.

‘Me too. I’m going back as soon as I can.’

The boy hopped from one foot to the other. ‘I likes it better ’ere.’

Two of the girls came forward arm in arm. ‘That were really brave,’ Gladys Smith said.

‘Yeah,’ Daisy Nelson agreed, ‘our Billy’d be proud of yer.’

This was the first time they had spoken to her for months and she responded warily, ‘Your brother was my best friend before he left school.’

‘Mmm, I know, he’s walking out with Joan Mason.’

‘That’s nice.’

‘Me mum don’t think so, she says ’er family’s ever so common.’ Daisy offered her left arm. ‘Want ter walk with us?’

Feeling a fizz of excitement, she nodded and joined them.

When the bell rang at midday Daisy and Gladys brought their sandwiches to eat next to her and eagerly accepted half a cold sausage each. From that moment the other children began speaking to her and by the time the teacher brought the afternoon class to a close at four o’clock, only Jimmy the bully continued to ignore her.

She ran home singing and, feeling overwhelmed with love for her sister, she rushed into the kitchen and hugged her.

‘That’s nice,’ Kate said. Then, whilst placing a circle of pastry on top of a pie, she asked, ‘How was school?’

In her head she said, ‘It was wonderful. I’m a monitor. I was really, really brave and stood up to Jimmy Slater. It was like being in a film. Everyone cheered and now Daisy Nelson is friends with me and everyone’s talking to me.’ Whilst out loud she mumbled, ‘Alright, I suppose.’ Then she walked to the table, cut a slice of bread from the newly baked loaf and added with a sheepish grin, ‘Yeah, not bad at all.’

Later, as she lay listening to the creaks and groans of the old house settling down for the night, Albert snoring and whistling in the room next to her and the owl hooting in the garden outside, she felt too excited to sleep. Sliding out of bed she went and fetched her treasures from their hiding place and, taking the piece of wood, returned to snuggle under the bedclothes with it and closed her eyes …

‘Caitlin, come to the infirmary, we are bidden to help Sister Constance.’

She gave a sigh of irritation and nodded to the novice who had spoken, then, having laid the quill beside the vellum on the table, turned to the elderly nun sitting beside her and said, ‘I would rather stay and finish it, Sister Elfreda, ’tis almost done.’

The old woman’s eyes were warm and kindly as she replied, ‘Go, child. Go now.’

‘But ’tis so nearly …’

‘Learn to obey without question, dear child, ’tis the first rule of our kind. Go now with sister Isobel.’

She slid off the stool and stood for a moment looking down at the perfectly drawn letters she had copied so carefully before following the older girl out, through the warming room in which no fire was burning on such a hot day, and into the cloisters. Walking along behind the novice she thought of the copying she had done and smiled with pride. When first she had been sent to assist the elderly nun who needed help with cutting the quills and making the ink she had made no attempt to understand the marks she made, but after a few days while standing watching her gnarled fingers grip the quill, dip it into the ink and then draw on the parchment, she began to see the patterns being repeated and was fascinated.

Sister Elfreda spoke only to request a fresh quill or ink or some such matter, but nevertheless, a bond had grown between them and now, especially since she had set her to copying some documents, she counted the hours spent with her as the happiest she had known since leaving the valley and each morning after matins she went eagerly to assist her.
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