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  PROLOGUE




  Snow has a way of calming things down. Once it covers the ground, everything gets soft and quiet. The kind of quiet you can almost hear. The kind of quiet that tells you what

  has happened overnight, even before you look out of the window.




  And when you do finally get up and look outside and see all that unbroken white on the ground, and the snow still falling without any wind, it kind of makes everything okay for a while, you know

  what I mean?




  Everything is beautiful; everything’s at peace.




  You almost hate to go outside and spoil it.




  That’s the way it used to be for me.




  That’s the way it always used to be, before I moved to Oxrun Station.




  Now, watching the season’s first real storm, watching a bluejay try to hop through the snow to fallen bird seed beneath the feeder, all I can do is remember Halloween.




  Weird, right?




  Well, no, not really . . .




  See, the Station is different. I can’t really explain it. And, if nothing else, you have to understand that things happen here. No-one knows why, they just do.




  And when they do, nothing . . . nothing . . . is ever the same again.




  You wouldn’t know that to look at it, though. I mean, it’s real small, and it has lots of money and it’s tucked away in a corner of Connecticut that hardly anyone ever visits

  unless they’re on their way to somewhere else. It has a big park and a college and a train station; there’s a cinema and lots of places to eat, a graveyard and a few churches. All the

  blocks are pretty long and the houses pretty big and old – for America, that is. The cops are okay, for cops, and even the teachers aren’t all that bad, for teachers.




  I mean, if you came here, you’d think everyone is just like everyone else, everyplace else.




  Well, they are.




  Except . . . things happen to them.




  Weird things.




  The kind of things you don’t even want to dream about in your nightmares.




  Like what happened on Halloween.




  The snow keeps falling and there’s a breeze now and then, and the flakes twist and dance and kind of form pictures.




  I don’t want to look, but I can’t help it.




  Over there by the big maple tree I can see Eleanor Trent from New York; on the sidewalk I think I can see Sam Jones from Norwich, all the way over in England; and across the street, getting out

  of his father’s car, the snow lets me see Chuck Antrim, born and bred right here in the Station. Cody Banning is right beside him. Tina Broadbent, smart as her dad, is whispering something to

  her best friend Cerise.




  It wouldn’t be all that bad, seeing them again, but they’re all gone now.




  It’s not exactly that they all . . . lost.




  It’s more like they had to get away – those that were left.




  And I know I said that strange things just happen in Oxrun Station, but this Halloween was different. Maybe it really was the rare conjunction of Mars and Saturn with Venus, lowering the

  barriers between our world and another, shadowy realm . . . or maybe it was just that the full moon always makes the weirdnesses come out in this place. Trick or treat is crazy enough, I guess,

  with ghosts and goblins and witches and warlocks and all manner of nasties roaming the streets – and it’s true that you can never tell what’s really going on underneath a mask . .

  . it’s just that in Oxrun Station, the masks aren’t always made of rubber . . .




  And now the guys want to tell me what happened to them to change their lives so totally . . .




  Some are telling their own stories, others are showing me just what happened to them when the moon was full in the sky, Saturn gleamed yellow and Venus shone down so brightly, making the shadows

  even more dense and threatening . . .




  Whether I want it or not, they’re going to tell me.




  You see, they want me to know what really goes on in Oxrun Station.




  I have no choice now. The snow is telling me why . . .




  







  SAM




  JOHN GORDON
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  Two years have gone by since I left Oxrun Station. It is autumn again, the leaves have begun to fall, and I keep thinking of a girl who lives in Mildenhall Woods in the hills

  above the town. I long to see her again.




  Something strange happened to me on the evening we arrived in Oxrun. It was a welcome – and a warning, although I didn’t recognise it at the time.




  We came to Oxrun because my father’s work took him there – and my mother loves to travel. He is a researcher in plant biology at the John Hammond Institute in England, and when the

  chance came for him to take up an appointment to carry out a project linked up with Hawksted College in Connecticut my mother jumped at it. Dad is much more cautious than my mother, but he is the

  true ‘plantsman’ that he calls himself, and investigating the medicinal properties of the bark of a fairly rare woodland shrub is what lured him to the United States and to the forests

  of Oxrun Station.




  There is mystery in the air at Oxrun. Not everyone thinks so – perhaps you lose the sense of it as you become familiar with the place – but as we stepped off the little plane that

  brought us to Harley Airport, just the other side of the mountains, I already sensed that I was entering a hidden world. The air was heavy with the scent of the pine and spruce forest and as I

  breathed it in I felt that I was in a land cut off from everything I knew.




  It was dusk, there were no more flights that summer night, and the silence that seeped down from the darkening hillsides seemed to smother the putter of the engine of the private plane as it

  found its parking place for the night.




  London was twenty-four hours behind us, and the noise of aircraft, which had been our constant companion, suddenly ceased. The luggage trolley had gone on ahead of us and had disappeared among

  the airport buildings, leaving a straggle of passengers to cross the tarmac on foot. The noise of our footsteps was lost in the huge silence around us, and it was then that I heard the whispering

  for the first time. I stood still.




  “What is it, Sam?” My mother turned to look back.




  I shook my head, trying to clear my hearing. “My eardrums,” I said. “The cabin pressure’s got through to me.” Which was hardly surprising considering all the

  plane-hopping we’d had to do to get here.




  “A good night’s rest is what you need,” she said, and my father, loaded down with hand luggage, grunted.




  But the whispering, an illusion or not, was in my ears again. There were no words, but somewhere, just out of reach of my hearing, words were being formed only to die like the lisp of wavelets

  on a beach. Even stranger than the sounds themselves was that I sensed they came from a particular direction. I found myself turning to face the source, expecting to see ground crew talking quietly

  among themselves as they came out to service the aircraft. It was true that the intensity of the whispering increased as I turned, but the tarmac was unpeopled.




  I paused, and the formless whispering steadied. It was as though I had tuned in to a radio beacon and had found the direction of its source, so I listened carefully as my eyes scoured the

  shadows of the airport buildings. Something in its tone encouraged me to lift my eyes beyond the roofs and radio aerials. On the nearest hills the shapes of the trees were already dissolving in the

  twilight, and further away the slopes themselves were blurred, but the whisper, as if it came from the heart of the dark forests, increased in intensity until, obeying it, I shifted my gaze to

  where one hill, above the rest, lifted itself on the distant horizon.




  It was then, with a thin shriek, that my ears cleared themselves. A huge silence swept over me as if the night, satisfied that I had arrived as expected, had fallen asleep.




  “Stop daydreaming, Sam!” It was my mother’s voice. “You’re keeping everyone waiting.”




  Mr Galbraith, who was to be a colleague of my father, was there with his camper – and his daughter – to welcome us and take us on the last lap of our journey. Oxrun Station, he said,

  was just over the horizon, which was a strange way to put it but was very much in tune with my state of mind. Oxrun was a place out of this world, but it wanted me. And Penny Galbraith was very

  pretty.




  2




  That night, as he drove us to our new home, Mr Galbraith told us a lot about ‘the real friendly folk’ who would soon absorb us in ‘community activities’,

  but it was his daughter, sitting next to me and saying hardly a word, who told me most. Just to look at her made me realise I would enjoy Oxrun.




  Mr Galbraith, who taught at Hawksted College and would be working with my father, was a tall, lanky man with a slow way of speaking that seemed to exasperate his daughter but which I’m

  sure he exaggerated in order to amuse us, me in particular.




  “Getting dark,” he said, “and we’re going to climb.” The road snaked steeply upwards through the forest. “Penny, give these good people some candy to suck to

  stop their ears popping.”




  “Father,” she said, “stop being so childish.”




  “My ears have been popping ever since we got off the plane,” I said.




  He glanced back at us over the wire frames of his glasses, and even in the dimness inside the car I could see the amusement in the faded blue of his eyes. “You’ll have to excuse her,

  Sam,” he said, “but she’s a little excited to discover you’re in her grade at school and she’ll want to show you off to her friends,” he chuckled, “as a

  novelty.”




  “Father!” I’ve never really believed that girls look beautiful when they’re angry, and it is true that the sudden redness in Penny’s cheeks did nothing for her

  looks, but when she caught me looking at her and turned away as if to hide herself she added to the mystery of this unknown world that was already beginning to absorb me.




  Mr Galbraith drove with one elbow resting on the sill of the open window. He asked us if the rush of air troubled us, but we all said no, not at all.




  “It’s such a hot night,” said my mother, “and the scent of all these trees is lovely.”




  He was pleased, and tried to bring his daughter into the conversation. “We hardly notice it, do we, Penny?”




  Beside me in the back seat she shrugged and gazed indifferently at the columns of black trees that pressed so close to the road that the branches seemed to be reaching out to touch us. We

  rounded a bend that made our headlights swing suddenly beyond the road edge and their beams were lost in nothingness. For an instant I felt giddy, as if we had suddenly become airborne, and all of

  us, except Penny and her father, gasped.




  Mr Galbraith heard us. “Night flying,” he said, “it’s one of our pleasures hereabouts.”




  “Pay no attention to my father,” said Penny, speaking directly to me, “he’s an embarrassment.” She raised her voice. “Daddy, will you stop being so

  scary!”




  Now it was my own father’s turn to speak. “Don’t worry about us, Penny,” he said, “we just find it all so stimulating.”




  That’s one of my father’s words, ‘stimulating’. The grotty bits of bark he peels off trees and puts into test tubes are ‘stimulating’, and I feared a little

  lecture coming on. ‘Instructive’ is another word he goes for, and when he went on to say that a stimulating experience was also instructive, I had to interrupt.




  “I like it here,” I said quickly. “It’s not the same as Norwich.”




  “Where’s that?” said Penny, and her father answered.




  “You’d likely call it Nor-witch,” he said, and repeated it. Fathers were being a pain.




  “Oh,” she said, not at all impressed. “Is that near London?”




  London, I was soon to discover, was the only place in Britain that any of Penny’s friends seemed to know about. “No,” I said, “it’s nowhere near London. It’s

  at least a hundred miles away.”




  “Oh,” she said again, and I could tell that a hundred miles didn’t mean much in a country where cities were separated by thousands. “Is it old?” she asked.




  “Oh, yes,” I said. I’d never before been asked if a place was old. “It’s very old.”




  “I’d love to live somewhere old,” she said. She raised her voice, “And Daddy, you can be quiet. I’m not going to ask him about castles and dungeons and stuff.

  I’m not a kid any more.” She turned back to me. “He thinks I still believe in fairy tales.”




  “Well,” I said, not quite sure what effect it would have, “there is a castle. On a hill. Right in the middle of town.”




  “Oh.”




  “And it does have dungeons.”




  She drew in her breath. “There you are, you see,” she said. “My father is probably the most ignorant man on this planet.”




  Mr Galbraith laughed, and he and my parents in the front began talking among themselves.




  “There’s also a place inside the castle where they used to hang people,” I said, “and it’s probably haunted.”




  She was very matter of fact. “Quite likely,” she said. “I don’t like to go any place where people have died.”




  Then I made myself wince as I asked, “Do you have ghosts here?”




  “Oh, yes,” but she no longer appeared interested.




  I thought I must have offended her. “I’m sorry,” I said.




  “Sorry?” She was mystified.




  “It’s stupid of me to be talking about ghosts when I’ve just arrived.”




  “Do you always apologise about everything?” she asked. A hand flew to her mouth. “Have I embarrassed you, Sam? I’m so sorry!”




  We were both laughing as the car, having crossed the pass, began to slide downhill into Oxrun.
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  That night I slept well, but I dreamt. The house we were to occupy for the next year and a half was on Thorn Road, and was larger than anything I was used to in England, but not

  as large as the house in my dream. The rooms in that house were enormous and were connected by corridors and staircases that were endless, and they were magnificent but empty. And I was lost, and

  no matter how loudly I cried out there was no-one to hear me. And when I woke up in the night, in a strange room, the house on Thorn seemed too big, and the whole of Oxrun outside was too

  mysterious, and faintly menacing.




  But in the morning the sun shone and I thought I saw a bluejay in the garden. A bluejay was something new and it made a change from starlings. And the refrigerator in the kitchen was twice the

  size of the one we had at home. Bluejays and refrigerators – just two things among many that came to me that day so vividly that they appeared to be deliberate signs showing me into a world

  that, like an enchanted forest, would be full of surprises.




  And the streets were very wide and the kerbs higher than any I had known. Penny Galbraith laughed to see me hesitate before crossing the road. “Sorry,” I said, “I can’t

  get used to the traffic coming at me from the wrong direction.”




  “There you go again,” she said, and when I looked puzzled, she added, “Apologising – you don’t have to be sorry about everything, do you?”




  “Sorry,” I said, and she dragged me across the road to the Herbert Bass Museum. We were on Chancellor Avenue and she was showing me the town. “I don’t know what you think

  of museums and stuff,” she said.




  “Now it’s you who’s apologising. Museums are just what I need.” And I did. There was so much around me that had to be digested that I welcomed the chance to breathe the

  air in some quiet place.




  And the museum was quiet. Apart from a fat lady who sat at a desk in the hall and was busy on the phone or answering letters, there was just one other person, a girl with long, pale blonde hair

  and quite startling green eyes, who was peering intently at a display of ancient folk customs and traditions. She tucked her left hand into her pocket as we passed her.




  “Who’s she?” I whispered, and got a sharp jab in the ribs from Penny.




  “That’s stuck-up Eleanor Trent. She’s kind of new in Oxrun Station. She’s definitely not your type – so keep your mind on why we’re here.”




  Penny kept her voice lowered as we walked through the rooms. “This place is weird,” she said. “My parents recall when it was still a house and people actually lived

  here.”




  “Mr Herbert Bass,” I said, “and his wife Ida.” The lady at the desk had given me a leaflet.




  Penny giggled. “Well, Mr Bass was a little before Mom’s time,” she said. “He built the place way back.”




  The leaflet said 1898, which was about the time our own house in Norwich had been built, and that wasn’t reckoned to be all that old, but it was nevertheless strange to be walking through

  rooms and opening doors and hearing the floorboards creak where once the footsteps of Herbert and Ida or one of their four daughters had made the same soft sounds that we were making now.




  “I can just hear their dresses swishing as they went up these stairs,” said Penny, and in a room at the top there were some of the very dresses the girls had worn, preserved in glass

  cases. “Elegant,” said Penny, and a bluejay outside the window gave a harsh cough that made us both jump.




  The windows were large and filled the room with sunshine, but that solitary sound from outside reminded me that we were upstairs in an almost empty house and brought my dream to mind with all

  the hollow loneliness of the empty mansion I had been lost in while I slept. I was not sorry to leave the room and come out on to the landing where we were once more in sight of the curator in the

  hall.




  The landing circled the stair well, and Penny had gone ahead to a room at the back of the house.




  “Sam,” she said, “this will interest you more than a bunch of old dresses.”




  She was right. The room was set out to show the earliest years of Oxrun, which happened to coincide with the early generations of the Bass family, so there was a great deal about the interests

  of Herbert Bass himself. He was a businessman involved in hotels, stores and homesteading, and even telephone lines – but he had made his fortune in logging, and it was the forests

  surrounding Oxrun Station that dominated the room. It was then I realised why, ever since I’d entered it, the house had seemed to remind me of something that just eluded me, as haunting as

  the dream but not quite the same. And then, as we trod the floorboards, it came back to me.




  “It’s the way the house is built!” I exclaimed suddenly, and saw instantly that I had puzzled her. “What I mean,” I said, “is that it’s built of

  wood.”




  She had startling light blue eyes. “Uh-huh,” she said, and kept those eyes fixed on me until I explained myself.




  “It’s the way it smells,” I said. “It’s the scent of all the wood and wax.”




  “Don’t you like it?”




  “Yes I do, very much. But it’s just the same as when you step off the plane at Harley – all those trees fill the air with a . . . I don’t know, a woody kind of smell that

  goes with the whispering.”




  I had said too much.




  “Whispering?” She was puzzled again, and I couldn’t blame her. So I told her about the aeroplane noise that had lingered in my ears.




  “Well, sure,” she said, trying to understand. “I guess we’ve all had that, getting off an air-o-plane.” She was laughing at my accent again. “And don’t

  you dare apologise about it, Sam, or I won’t buy you a coffee.” She puckered her brow. “You do drink coffee?”




  “Sure,” I said, putting as much of her drawl into the word as I could.




  “Help!” she cried. “That sounds awful! Just speak the way you do, Sam, or I won’t think you’re cute any more.”




  Cute was not quite what I wanted to be, but it was what she certainly was. And at least I had changed the subject.
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  Last night’s dream had faded, but strolling with Penny Galbraith through the streets of Oxrun Station was a kind of waking dream. Facts that had lain, half-forgotten, in

  the base of my mind, kept floating to the surface so that I recognised a fire plug when I saw it, although there are no such things in England, and I was familiar with huge flat-fronted trucks as

  if I’d known them all my life, storm drains, and traffic lights on long stalks bending over roads like praying mantis. All from films I had seen. But when we paused before crossing to The

  Luncheonette on the corner of High and Centre, a much more vivid picture leapt to my mind.




  “Nighthawks,” I said.




  Penny’s blue stare was on me again, waiting for an explanation. I nodded towards The Luncheonette. Its long window on Centre was continued around the corner so that the whole length of the

  counter was in view. “It’s that painting,” I said. I even remembered the artist’s name. “The one by Edward Hopper – you know, with three people sitting on stools

  at the counter and a waiter at the bar stooping to get them coffee.”




  There was no waiter visible in The Luncheonette, but it did look exactly like that late-night picture of a lonely lunch counter in a deserted street, and there were three people hunched on bar

  stools. Whether Penny knew the picture I never found out because at that moment she recognised one of the customers and waved to him.




  It was, after all, only a small coincidence, and I was about to follow her across the road when a waitress came from the kitchen and moved along behind the bar. I smiled at the little surge of

  disappointment I felt, for the waitress should have been a man with a white hat to match Edward Hopper’s picture, not a dark-haired girl. She bent forward to take care of something behind the

  counter, and as she did so the little white cap pinned to her hair showed for the first time, and for one long second her solemn profile was exactly where it should be . . . and the whole

  night-time picture, in which nothing moves, was frozen there in the middle of Oxrun on the corner of High and Centre in broad daylight.




  “Sam, I want you to meet Jeff Dacre.”




  I had walked into Edward Hopper’s picture with Penny, but it was no longer “Nighthawks”, and Jeff Dacre was not a lonely man wearing a fedora. He was tall and blond, and he

  wore a baseball cap.




  We sat in a booth. “I was in England once,” he said. “London – you know it?”




  “Doesn’t just everybody ask you that?” said Penny to me, and then she turned to him. “He lives in Nor-witch and he doesn’t know anything about London because

  it’s too far away.” She laughed at me. She had very even white teeth. “And he says sorry all the time, which is very sweet – not like you, Jeffrey Dacre, you

  hulk.”




  He grinned. He never took offence – not, at least, at anything a girl said to him. “I apologise,” he said. He stuck out a hand across the table even though we had shaken hands

  just a moment before, and I shook it. “It was just the same for me in your country, Sam, when they asked me where I came from and I’d say Oxrun Station and they’d say

  where’s that – is it a part of New York?” He sat back. “I guess we all think that where we live is the centre of the world. Isn’t that so, Penny?”




  “Oxrun Station may be the centre of your world, Jeff Dacre, but it certainly isn’t mine.”




  His face fell a little at that, and for some reason I shared his disappointment. Before I’d thought about it I was backing him up.




  “Well,” I said, “I think Oxrun Station might just possibly be the true centre of the earth.” And that sounded so phoney that I blushed. “Sorry,” I said, and

  saw Penny grin, “but I’ve had a strange feeling ever since I arrived that there’s more going on here than you’d believe.”




  That made him laugh and slap the table. “You can say that again,” he said. “What’s Penny been telling you?”




  “Isn’t that truly typical!” Penny turned her eyes to the ceiling. “Everything’s got to have a double meaning for him.”




  He was about to respond when the waitress came from behind the counter to take our order. She was a girl of about our own age, maybe a year or two older, and they both knew her. “Hi,

  Glyn,” said Jeff and introduced her to me. She nodded but remained silent. “Glyn’s folks come from England,” he said, but this seemed to embarrass her.




  “Way back,” she said, as if apologising. She paused, biting her lip. “And they didn’t come from England. They were from Wales.” Her eyes flickered towards me as

  though she had said too much and needed help.




  “There’s a big difference,” I said. Wales was like Norwich, neither Penny nor Jeff had much idea about either, and for the first time I realised that I was as much a mystery to

  them as they were to me. But the girl knew about Wales. I had opened my mouth to say more when she became the waitress once again. “Coffee,” she said abruptly, and hurried away.




  “That Glyn.” Jeff shook his head. “She never did say much to anyone.”




  Penny had looked sourly at the girl as she retreated. “She’s so uncouth,” she said, which told me that further questions from me would be unwelcome.




  Jeff, intent on making me feel at home in his town, asked if I went fishing, and when I said yes but my tackle was far away, he was all for lending me some right now and taking me to a

  particular stream he knew in the woods.




  “Can’t you see Sam’s jet-lagged?” Penny protested. “Give him a chance.”




  He held up both hands in surrender. “Me,” he said. “I’m the dumb ox of Oxrun. Sorry, Sam.”




  “That’s my line,” I said.




  He laughed. “But really, Sam, you’ll love it up there in the hills, won’t he, Penny?”




  “It all depends where you take him.”




  This amused him. “Do you know what this girl’s worried about, Sam? She thinks those woods are spooked.”




  Penny was indignant. “I don’t think so – I know so!”




  He was having a good time teasing her, and neither of them noticed the waitress returning with our coffee.




  “Penny thinks there’s a great old ghost up there amongst the trees just aching to get his slimy old hands on any living person and snatch them away to hell and damnation.”




  “Well, I’ve heard of it,” she said, “and so has everyone.”




  Jeff had been waving his arms about so that the waitress had had to wait before she could set down her tray. He noticed her. “Glyn lives out of town,” he said.




  “What of it?” Her voice was as cool as the expression in her dark eyes.




  “Hold on!” Once again he held up both hands. “I didn’t mean any offence, Glyn.”




  “Okay.” There was a suggestion of a blush in her cheeks. “I guess I’m a little tired this morning.”




  “Look, all I meant was that you live a little way out among the woods and you don’t find anything to be scared of . . .” His voice died away and he looked awkward as she poured

  our coffee and left. “Wow!” He pretended to mop his brow. “That was a close one.” He saw I did not understand, and he lowered his voice. “I shouldn’t have spoken

  about that old ghost in front of her – they say it was a member of her family.”




  Penny was unimpressed. “But so far back it hardly matters,” she said. “That Glyn’s so touchy it’s ridiculous.”




  “Well,” said Jeff, “she’s certainly got nerve, I’ll say that for her.” He was big and good-natured and he smiled as he said to me, “Now Penny, she

  wouldn’t dare live up there in those woods. She’d be up among the top branches like a squirrel if a little old mouse squeaked.”




  “Pay no attention to him, Sam,” said Penny.




  There was mischief in Jeff’s face. “Okay, Penny,” he said, “if you’re so big and bold, just tell us the name of that little old ghost.”




  She lifted her nose and sniffed. “Don’t be so silly.”




  He spoke to me. “This ghost was a lumberjack, up there in Mildenhall Woods – where Glyn lives. And he was reckoned to have done away with several people – with his

  axe.”




  “You don’t know that!” Penny was suddenly vehement. “No-one’s ever said anything about an axe. You’re trying to make it worse than it is.”




  “See what I mean? She daren’t even think of it.”




  “That’s just nonsense!”




  Jeff continued to smile. “Well then, Penny, you go ahead and tell Sam what he was called.”




  “He already knows.”




  Jeff laughed. “How can he? He’s only just arrived in Oxrun.”




  “Because there’s a photograph of him in the museum with his name underneath it – that’s why.” She spoke in a rush and added, “That’s true, isn’t

  it, Sam?”




  I nodded, because I knew she wanted me to agree, but I had to admit I could recall no name.




  “That’s okay,” said Jeff. “Penny will remind you.”




  “I will do no such thing.”




  “Just what I said, she’s a squirrel.” He sat back, well pleased with himself. “You noticed that, Sam – she won’t say his name. And she won’t say it

  because she’s afraid that if she does say it, that old spook lumberjack will answer to his name and come looking for her. He likes girls.” He tilted his head. “Now me,” he

  said, “I can say it.”




  “Don’t you dare.” Penny glowered at him.




  “Well, as he used an axe, you could always call him Hugh . . .”




  “Stop it!”




  “I was only going to say that he isn’t human, but he did hew wood so you could call him the Hew Man.”




  I was facing them across the table. Behind their backs, unseen by either of them, the waitress had come out from behind the counter and was approaching our booth. Jeff had at last coaxed a smile

  from Penny, and I pushed out my cup for the waitress to refill it. The crisis was over and I was watching the black whirlpool of coffee as she poured.




  Jeff and Penny had their foreheads close together and were not aware of me or anyone else as he said, “That’s all I was trying to tell you, Penny. I was never going to say his real

  name, because you’re so frightened of it. I was never going to say it out loud – not Hugh Morgan, I was never going to say Hugh Morgan.”




  He chuckled and I was aware that Penny was angry with him but I did not hear her words. The frothing of the coffee seemed to drown them out. I heard the hiss of the bubbles and it intensified

  until the noise filled my head. I started back just as the coffee spilled over the edge of the cup and Jeff called out to warn the waitress.




  I looked up. She was gazing down at me. She was startled and, as our eyes met, the noise in my ears rose in a crescendo, thundering in my head like a waterfall and pressing in on me until the

  pain of it blurred my vision.




  I saw Jeff prise the coffee pot from her fingers, and I saw her turn and move away. And then Penny and Jeff were mopping spilled coffee with paper napkins, and the clamour in my head diminished

  and ceased.




  We sat for a while. Neither of the others could make out what had happened, and I said nothing. I think I would have let them know that yesterday’s whispering had increased suddenly and

  violently . . . I would have told them all about it if it hadn’t been for the expression on the girl’s face as she had looked down on me. She knew what was happening, and she was

  afraid.




  Jeff went to the counter to ask after her. “She’s sick,” he said, “and they’ve sent her home.”




  5




  It was vacation time and everyone of my age seemed to leave Oxrun. Jeff’s family always visited relatives in the South, and Penny and her parents went to Europe, so I was

  left pretty much on my own. It didn’t bother me because I still had a lot of exploring to do.




  The whispering did not come again, and I certainly did not mention it to anyone. It had all been caused by the fatigue of travel and I felt foolish at having overreacted. Even the incident in

  The Luncheonette became insignificant, and as I had no wish to go back there I didn’t see the girl – I’d even forgotten her name – who had been so unwell she had spilt a pot

  of coffee. But I did discover something about Penny. She’d lied to me.




  One sunny morning – and even to wake up and know that the day ahead was almost certain to have unbroken sunshine was new to someone born on an island that collected Atlantic rains –

  I was strolling out along Chancellor Avenue with the vague idea of getting to the end of the houses and seeing what lay beyond the outskirts of town when I realised I was passing the Herbert Bass

  Museum.




  By now I was recognising the styles of some of the buildings in Oxrun and it was obvious that Herbert Bass must have been a man of wealth when he built his residence a hundred years ago. It was

  a Queen Anne style house with steps up to a verandah (which I was learning to call a porch) and a spread of lawn and shrubs that set it well back from the road. It gathered an imposing silence

  around it, and I felt like an interloper as I climbed to the sunbaked porch and pushed open the door.




  Nothing had changed since I’d visited it with Penny; not that I expected anything to be different, but it was so precisely what it had been before that I felt that, like a doll’s

  house, nothing had so much as stirred until I’d opened the door a second time. The same green light filtered through the windows, the upper floors held the same secret silence, and the same

  fat woman sat at her desk in the foyer with the telephone to her ear. Only the pale blonde, Eleanor Trent, was missing.




  I was about to pass the curator and climb the stairs when her conversation ended and she put down the phone. “I’ve seen you before,” she said. The plumpness of her cheeks

  narrowed her eyes.




  I admitted that this was my second visit.




  “You English?” She may have been friendly, but her smile pushed her glasses further up her face and intensified the fierce glitter of her eyes. “What do they call

  you?”




  I told her.




  “Sam Jones,” she repeated, “then I guess you’re of Welsh extraction – am I right, Sam Jones?”




  “Almost,” I said. “It’s my mother who is Welsh, not my father, in spite of his name.”




  “Welsh,” she said. “Are you surprised I guessed that – you wouldn’t have expected a person in Oxrun to recognise a Welsh name, would you?” I shook my head.

  “It’s because there’re loads of folks hereabouts who have Welsh blood in their veins – me, too.” She laughed, and there was so much of her that it was like watching a

  minor earthquake. “And a mighty weird lot we are. What about you, Sam Jones?”




  “I’m a rum ’un,” I said.




  “What’s that? A rum ’un?”




  “That’s what we call someone peculiar in Norwich.”




  “Is that near London?”




  “Almost part of it,” I said.




  “Rum ’un.” She liked it. “So what do rum ’uns do? No, don’t tell me – I know what they do. Yes, indeed I do. They’re neither here nor there, out

  of their minds, gone to lunch – am I right? If a Norwich rum ’un is like an Oxrun rum ’un they believe in all manner of kooky things – what say you, Sam Jones? Things like .

  . .”




  She left a gap for me to fill. “Kooky spooky,” I said, entering into the spirit of it, “like ghosts, you mean?”




  “On the button, Sam Jones.” She slapped the desk and cocked her head. “And no doubt – you being Welsh and all – you felt something strange in the atmosphere just as

  soon as you set foot in this peculiar little town.”




  “Even before,” I said.




  “How’s that?” she asked, but I didn’t tell her. Instead I said, “I came here today because of the ghost of Mildenhall Woods.”




  “You did? And why is that?”




  I hadn’t even thought about it until the idea popped out of my mouth, but suddenly I remembered something Penny had told me. “You’ve got a photograph of him – before he

  was dead, I mean.”




  “That’s news to me.”




  I told her about the big picture of the lumberjack upstairs in the logging display.




  “In the lumber room, you mean – isn’t that what you British call the junk room?” I nodded, and she was laughing again. “Well there may be a lot of old rubbish in

  there but Hugh Morgan ain’t among it. This is a serious institution, sir, and we hold no truck with ghosts and such stuff. The very idea!”




  “Oh, but I was told . . .” I broke off as the fat lady shook her head.




  “Sam Jones,” she said solemnly, “that pretty young lady who brought you here has been having you on. It was the young lady who told you, wasn’t it?”




  I nodded, and she was pleased she’d got it right. “There you are, you see. I knew it all along. It’s the Welsh in me – it’s not only the Irish who’ve got the

  second sight. But you’d better go up and see that I’m not kidding.”




  I obeyed her, and she was right. Among the exhibits there were many old photographs of sawmills and tree felling, but none of any individual lumberjack, let alone an enlarged portrait of one, as

  Penny had insisted.




  “Young man!” I went out on to the landing and saw the curator at the foot of the stairs. She knew I had found nothing. “Are you very disappointed with that pretty young

  thing?”




  “Well,” I replied, “she told me the picture had his name printed underneath. I don’t think she wanted to say it out loud.”




  Her guffaw made the staircase tremble. “So you kids still believe that one, do you – that old Hugh Morgan will come for you if you call him?”




  “Not me,” I said. “I’m a stranger here.”




  “But you’re Welsh, Sam Jones, and so was he. You’d better watch your step.” Still shaking with amusement she went back to her desk, and I, now that I was up here, took a

  more leisurely tour than I’d had with Penny.




  There was one room that we had not bothered with, and I entered it more with a sense of duty than any real interest. I had heard of the Ox River Project but had shunted it to the side of my mind

  where I’d heaped up all those important but dull facts that one day, given a push from someone like a teacher, you might have to rummage among to pass an exam. But here was a room where the

  Project was spread out all around me and I recognised that I had better take some account of it just in case I was cross-questioned about it by the fat lady downstairs.




  My ignorance was so great that I was surprised to discover that the Project was the building of the Ox River Dam, of which I had heard because several of our neighbours had offered to take us

  there, but sightseeing trips had not yet taken us that far into the mountains. Now, in a lonely room that few people seemed to visit, I found something to fascinate me.




  I have always liked models, and I had no sooner walked through the door than I found one of such mechanical complexity that it engrossed me completely. The dam had needed a lot of a particular

  kind of rock in its construction, such a vast amount that it could not be cut from the mountain sides nearby but had to be quarried down in the valley near Oxrun Station. I knew there was a quarry,

  but what I did not know was just how that rock got to the dam six miles away. And here, in a glass case that ran the entire length of one wall, was a model that showed me.




  The engineers had lifted the rock by conveyor belt, millions of tons of it on a moving belt that ran for six miles up hills, through forests and across gullies to the site of the dam high up in

  the mountains. The model showed it all. It was behind glass but the tiny sponge-rubber trees were realistic enough to look as if the wind blew through them, and the quarry had rocks the size of

  thumbnails that nevertheless seemed weighty enough to crash down in a landslide. And the machinery worked. When I pressed a button the endless belt of the conveyor, grey and clogged with rock dust,

  ground its ponderous way up the hillside until it spilled its boulders into the head of the Ox River Valley to choke the river.




  The thrum of the electric motor broke the silence of the room, and I was up there in the hills listening to the heave and strain of the belt as it shifted itself through the treetops, groaning

  with the load it shouldered while the rumble and squeal of the great pulleys shed dust like sweat. I could hear it all, rending the silence of the forest, but, as I listened, another sound broke

  in. It seemed to be words, some faint commentary on what I was looking at, and I strove to hear it. I succeeded too well, for suddenly my head was filled with such a screaming that it pounded my

  brain, and dizziness made me snatch at the exhibition case to hold myself upright.




  I know I fell to the floor, although I do not remember it, but I do recall the terror that swept over me as I recognised the sound for what it was. The whispering had returned, now with an

  intensity that overwhelmed my brain.




  Then, through it all, I heard footsteps, and a voice. “Young man?” I found that I was crouching, and I turned to look over my shoulder. “Are you quite well?”




  The curator was looking at me from the doorway, and I realised that the noise in my head had ceased.




  “You okay?”




  “Yes,” I said. “I’m fine. I just . . .” and then I saw that something had fallen from my shirt pocket, “. . . I was just picking up my pen.” I got to my

  feet but had to hold the edge of the exhibition case.




  “You are very pale, Sam Jones. Will you kindly give me your telephone number?”




  I wasn’t even puzzled that she should ask, and I dumbly watched her write it down. “Can you make it down to the hall?”




  Of course I could.




  “Very well, then. Take care. I’m going to call your parents.”




  “Why? What have I done?”




  This made her laugh. “Ease up, Sam Jones, don’t try to act tough. Right now I’m looking at a young fellow who isn’t feeling all that well and I’m going to put him

  in good hands.”




  It was ridiculous. “There’s nothing wrong with me,” I protested.




  “You didn’t drop that pen,” she said. “It came out of your pocket when you fell. I heard you.”




  There was no stopping her. She had me sit in the hall while she telephoned. I felt foolish, a weakling, and she saw it. She put her hand over the mouthpiece. “Don’t you fret about

  this, Sam Jones. I’m not going to let on to any of your friends about it – everyone has a fainting fit once in a while.”




  But not me, I wanted to say. No, no, no. And then, no matter how I fought it, I went pale once more, because that was the word that the voice was repeating when it reached such a scream of

  terror that it blotted everything else from my mind. No! No! No!




  6




  I know everyone is supposed to enjoy being fussed over, but I’m fairly healthy and one thing I did not want was to be an invalid. So when my parents arrived at the museum

  in such a lather of anxiety about me, I was pretty brusque with them and made a point of leaping down the porch steps to prove how fit I was.




  But I have to admit that I was secretly relieved that the doctor – or doctors, because I was sent to the hospital for tests – decided there was nothing wrong with my heart or lungs

  or anything else. I had suffered ‘a stress-related syndrome’ due to the experience of moving house, and they said it was unlikely to affect me further. I had told them about the buzzing

  sound in my head, but not that it had resolved itself into words – and I got round to accepting that it was all due to an overwrought imagination.




  So I was fit and well, and in the days that followed I ceased to be a stranger in Oxrun and became much like anyone else – except for my accent, which I was determined not to lose. Penny

  Galbraith had said she liked it, and it is putting it far too mildly to say I liked her, although I disguised the way I felt because I had guessed from the very first that she and Jeff Dacre had

  something going together.




  I can’t pretend that I did not envy him, but after a while I discovered, confusingly, that it was possible to be both jealous and friendly with someone at the same time. It was made easier

  when, with Penny still away on her travels in Europe, Jeff came home and he and I were often in each other’s company.




  We went fishing. At home in Norfolk I would go float fishing for pike or ledgering on the river bottom for bream, but he angled for trout and he had a book of flies which, when he opened it,

  almost took my breath away. They were like tiny jewels and so delicate I could hardly credit they could be secured to a line, but he did it and, watching his fingers work so dexterously, I became

  fired with the urge to do the same. He instructed me in fly tying, but I never could match him so I was forced to be modest about my efforts, or even secretive.




  He had a favourite trout stream in the foothills above Oxrun, and one particular stretch where a deep pool lay in a hollow the stream had carved in the rock.




  “Not many people know about this,” he said, and I told him I wasn’t surprised. We had driven some miles out of town and had turned off into a dirt track that had petered out

  when the ground got too steep. Then it had taken us more than an hour to clamber up a slope through rocks and trees to where the pool lay on a broad ledge. It was a natural amphitheatre where the

  trees, rank on rank of them, looked down on us as if they were a silent audience.




  He slid the creel from his shoulder and pointed to where, in the vee between two mountains, something white shone in the sun. “The nearest sign of human habitation,” he said.




  “What is it?” It looked like the wall of a castle, but I knew it couldn’t be that.




  “Ox River Dam,” he said. “Listen.”




  We stood still. We were high above the valley floor but nowhere near the summit of the hill, and the pool lay at our feet. The stream that fed it was cushioned to silence among the trees, and

  nowhere, either near at hand or far away in the blue haze of the mountains, did a single branch stir. It was as though the world listened to the silence of the universe.




  “Awesome,” he said, but I could hear nothing.




  From the lip of the pool the stream split into runlets that were so deeply embedded in moss they seemed to be designed to flow in silence. “There isn’t a sound,” I said.




  “Sometimes,” he said, “you can hear it quite plain.”




  “Hear what?”




  “The dam.”




  I waited for him to explain, but he said nothing. I was hot, but a chill touched my backbone. “I didn’t know a dam could make any noise,” I said. “It’s solid

  concrete.”




  “The people who built it could hear it.” He was gazing towards the white wall far away. “They said it was all the stonework settling. That’s what they said then. They

  sometimes say other things now.”




  “You mean it still makes a noise?”




  “Nights,” he said. “You sometimes hear a kind of groaning from a long ways off. And some say it’s not the dam itself, but something else.” He pointed, not directly

  at the dam itself, but towards the nearer slopes above us. “They say it’s that great old conveyor belt still turning.” He tilted his head towards me and put an old man’s

  tremble in his voice. “Which is kinda strange, as it ain’t there no more.”




  I kept a straight face, playing along with him. “Another ghost,” I said. “Does it have anything to do with the . . .” I let my voice trail away.




  “With the . . . ?” He was grinning, tempting me to say it.




  “With the Nameless One,” I said.




  “Oh, him.” His eyes were bright with mischief. “You mean the . . . one who frightens the girls.” He paused and his mouth was open. I knew he was about to pronounce the

  forbidden name of the dead lumberjack, and I did not wish to hear it. I had been ill, no matter what I pretended, and at that moment, alone in the hills, I simply did not want to increase the

  tension that this discussion, playful though it was, was already creating, causing the muscles of my jaw to stiffen.




  I opened the lid of my tackle box. “I’ve got a new fly,” I said. “It’s a world beater – just take a gander at this.” I held it out on the palm of my

  hand.




  He took his time. “It ain’t pretty,” he said. It was brown and fluffy. “And it ain’t small.” He made it sound as big as a walnut.




  I turned it over, trying to squeeze the fibres together. “Its size is the point,” I said. “The fish have got to be able to see it.”




  “They’ll see it, all right.” He weighed it in his hand. “What’s it made of?”




  I didn’t tell him I’d taken a tuft out of a carpet and then embellished it. “Only the finest materials,” I said.




  “Hmm.” He took time to examine it before he complimented me. “About the size of an orange, and hefts like a rock – if it don’t choke the life out of ’em

  it’ll bomb ’em to death.”




  On my first cast it caught on a high branch and the line broke. “Now we shall never know,” he said, and I had to admit as we sat in the shade and ate our sandwiches that the ball of

  fluff above our heads was one of life’s great mysteries, “like Bermuda shorts and aftershave,” I added.




  “Hell now, Sam, you know I wouldn’t ever use aftershave.”




  “And I swear you’ll never see me in Bermudas.”




  “That’s because you’re British, old buddy.”




  “Too long for shorts and too short for strides – they’re still a mystery. Just like your ghostly lumberjack.” I had brought the subject back deliberately. I wanted him to

  know that I wasn’t as timid as I might have appeared.




  Jeff looked sideways at me. “He seems to be on your mind, that old feller.”




  “Feller is good.”




  We laughed.




  “Does he trouble you?”




  “Of course not. I’m just interested, that’s all.”




  “Like in The Luncheonette that day?” I did not answer, but he persisted. “Remember? – that time you didn’t feel well. We were talking about it then.”




  I thought I had disguised it, but Jeff had noticed. “I don’t see what that’s got to do with it,” I said.




  “Me neither.”




  The sun shone and the pond mirrored the blue sky, the scatter of clouds and the bright green of the hilltops. There was an enormous peacefulness around us, but now, like a little breeze that can

  bring goose bumps to your skin on the hottest day, a thin thread twitched in my mind and would not ease off. A girl talking about a ghost, the buzz of a working model in a museum, and now a tale of

  a groaning dam was making me feverish. I glanced at the white wall in the hills far away and my galloping mind saw a crack split it from top to bottom and a thundering torrent went lashing down the

  valley.




  I hauled back. “What is all this about the lumberjack?” I said. The dam was where it was, no water thundered, and no whispered words came to me through the trees. I threw a pebble

  into the pool. “Nobody has ever told me exactly what he’s supposed to have done, this woodman.”




  “I guess it’s because you never asked.” He was being tactful.




  “All I know is that he killed his wife.”




  “She was never found. Maybe even that isn’t true.”




  “Even that?” I repeated. “You mean there’s more?”




  “Well . . .” Now it was his turn to throw a stone into the pool and I could see he was embarrassed. “He had a daughter.”




  “And she disappeared, too?”




  “No. She stayed.” He was too decent to say any more, so I said it for him.




  “They lived together.”




  “Hell, Sam, it was a long time ago. It’s about time folk stopped talking about it.” Indignation had reddened his face, but I could not understand why he was so troubled.




  “Surely that doesn’t matter any more,” I said. “There’s no-one left to be hurt by it.” He did not answer. “Am I right?”




  He sat with his hands resting on his knees, and his head drooped as he spoke into his lap. “You weren’t the only one who felt sick to the stomach that day in The Luncheonette,”

  he said.




  My own feelings at that time had blurred my memory and I had to think. It couldn’t have been Penny, and it wasn’t Jeff. “There was only the waitress,” I began, and then I

  recalled seeing Jeff go to the counter and come back to say that something had upset her. “Is she the one you mean?” I asked. I could not remember her name. He nodded. “But why

  does it matter to her?”




  “Family,” he said. “It’s her family – and she still lives in the middle of those goddam woods.” He stood up. “Can you think what it’s like for

  her, with a man like that as your . . .”




  He broke off, and I wanted to ask more, but the whole business of the messy past embarrassed him and he’d had enough of speculation. The sky had clouded over and he thought we should call

  it a day.




  Just before we left he picked up a large stone and pitched it high in the air. “To hell with you, Hugh Morgan, you lousy old ratfink!”




  The stone came down vertically and hit the water with the deep plunk of a deadened guitar string. I even heard it click against other stones at the bottom and there were no reverberations, so

  the soft thud we heard immediately afterwards could have had no connection with it. Nevertheless we lifted our heads. Somewhere in the forest a rotten limb had fallen into the moss.




  We grinned at each other, mocking the moment’s alarm we had each felt. We had already collected our gear and it was time to go. I was hoisting the strap of my creel to my shoulder when the

  thud was repeated, and with it came a soft sound that could have been something pushing its way through the undergrowth – or, more likely, the rotten branch completing its fall to the forest

  floor.




  Neither of us wished to be the first to move, but when a jay sent up a screech that was like a woman’s scream, we both went charging down the hillside, in broad daylight but as if

  something from the blackest night was at our heels.




  7




  Next day neither Jeff nor I attached any importance to what had happened at the rock pool. We had built up the atmosphere quite deliberately, and had enjoyed giving ourselves a

  scare. It was easy to explain, and so was everything else that had happened to me. Taken one by one they were nothing. It was when they were added together that a picture formed in my mind in

  which, whether I liked it or not, I was finding a place. Why me – a stranger from far away?




  And then there was Penny. She had been away all summer, and altogether I had known her for only a few days, but she was always in my thoughts, so much so that I could feel uncomfortable about it

  when I was with Jeff. I was in danger of being disloyal to the best friend I had in Oxrun, so I was glad that the picture I had of her in my mind faded so fast that, whenever I tried to recall her,

  I was more and more uncertain of what it was about her looks that attracted me so strongly. I told myself this must mean my feelings towards her were weakening, and I was glad, because then I would

  have nothing to hide from Jeff.




  Then, one day, she sent me a snapshot of herself from London. I know that no camera is ever capable of seeing what you see yourself, so the Penny I saw smiling on the Thames Embankment with the

  Houses of Parliament behind her was not at all like Penny herself. That was what I told myself, but I fell in love with the photograph. I did not show it to Jeff, and it was because I felt I had to

  avoid him for a time that I wandered into town alone.




  The day was overcast and the clouds were low enough to lie as mist among the trees on the higher slopes beyond the roof tops, and lights had come on in the windows of shops and offices. A row of

  small table lamps glowed in The Luncheonette, which should have made it even more like “Nighthawks” than before, but now it was an unfinished picture without a single figure slouched at

  the long counter. It was typical of the way my mind was working that I chose to sit at just the spot the man wearing the fedora occupied in the picture, but even that did not gel and I merely felt

  awkward as the waitress came out of the kitchen and walked along to be opposite me.




  It was the girl of a few weeks ago and we recognised each other, but her name had completely escaped me by now. Nor, from the way she greeted me, could she recall mine. I ordered coffee, and she

  turned away to make it at the espresso machine.




  All I knew about her, and all I needed to know, was that she was not as good-looking as Penny. Everything about her was subdued. She had a thinner, smaller mouth than Penny, and her cheeks were

  pallid, less rounded, and her eyes did not gaze into yours with the bright inquisitiveness that always made me feel as if Penny was paying me the compliment of being interested. The dark girl kept

  her thoughts hidden behind lowered eyelids.




  She put the coffee on the counter in front of me. “Is there anything else, sir?”




  “There’s no need to call me that.”




  “I beg your pardon, sir?” She was very soft spoken.




  “Sir,” I said. “I’m not sir to anyone.” I was embarrassed, and I said more, trying to explain myself and making it worse. “It’s just that I’m not

  used to it . . . I mean I don’t seem to deserve it from someone my own age.” But she was older than me. She stood motionless, not looking at me, and saying nothing. It was a reproof,

  and I dried up.




  Then she spoke. “You’re British, aren’t you?” Her eyes glanced quickly at me and were hidden again.




  I said I was. And then, in order to redeem myself, I snatched at anything to keep the conversation going. “You live in Mildenhall Woods, don’t you?” Again that look, quickly

  shrouded but not fast enough to hide the fact that she resented the question. I spoke quickly. “It’s just that there’s a place near where I live in England called Mildenhall and

  there’s a forest there, too. Have you heard of it?” She shook her head.




  I had failed again. “I just wondered if there was some connection, that’s all,” I said lamely and looked away.




  She gave a bitter little laugh. “That’s not what you meant.” She must have seen the surprise on my face, but that did not prevent her accusing me. “You want me to tell

  you what it’s like living out there when everyone tells stories about the place. That’s what you want – you want to know what the hell it was that happened all those years ago,

  and what the hell I’m doing still living in the same place.”




  There was anger in her words but she had not raised her voice, and now she was gazing directly at me. She defied what people said and she rejected me, but she was hurt, and her eyes betrayed

  her. Their darkness was intensified and enlarged by the beginning of tears she refused to let fall.




  I was about to drink my coffee when anger suddenly swelled up inside me. She was accusing me of other people’s stupidity. “I don’t give a damn about Mildenhall Woods,” I

  said. “Let ’em say what they like – what’s it to me?” I lifted my cup and drank. Let her cry, if she feels she must. What’s she to me?




  I put my cup down. Like two fighters we gazed steadily at each other. I was right, and she knew it. I faced her down. Her lips parted slightly and she drew in her breath in a series of little

  gasps, and lowered her eyelids. I had won, but those shuddering little gasps gained the better of me. She had not intended it, but she had defeated me.




  “People scare too easily,” I said.




  She could not bear to bring her eyes back to me, but she nodded. I don’t think she could speak.




  “They get scared even in daylight.” I was speaking only to help her out. “I was darn near frightened out of my wits just the other day near here.”




  “Where?” She managed just the one word.




  “In the hills,” I said. “Up towards the dam.” Her mouth became small and round, almost as if she was about to whistle, and her eyes were on me again. “I was up near

  where the old conveyor belt used to run – you know, the one that’s supposed to squeal in the night?” I was smiling, making fun of all the stories, when she spoke quite

  seriously.




  “You heard it?” She was so absurdly solemn that I lost patience with her again.




  “No,” I said, “I didn’t hear it. I heard something much worse. I heard footsteps through the trees and I heard a woman scream.” It was brutally satisfying to see

  the effect this had. Her face which, with its pursed lips and wide, dark eyes, had become innocent and attractive, crumbled. She was afraid. My words had frightened her, and in my disgust I let go.

  “I guess it was that old idiot who’s supposed to wander about up there!” I cried. “Hugh Morgan!”




  I felt cold and I thought the outer door had opened. I tried to turn to see who had entered, but my head would not move. It would not move because, directly in front of me, someone was

  whimpering. It was the most pitiful sound I had ever heard, pleading for help, and I could not turn away. But it was not the girl. Her small mouth was still open but no sound came from her. No

  sound at all. And she, too, heard it. Her eyes told me so, and in the moment that we recognised it, the whimper, as if it had been waiting to be heard by both of us, rose to a shriek.




  It came with all the terror that had forced me to the floor of the museum. It pierced my head and I was half blinded by it. Panic made my muscles freeze, yet one thing was necessary above all

  else. To be alone was unbearable. We had to touch.




  I remember seeing my hand move crabwise across the counter. I saw my arm brush against the coffee cup and I watched it spill. I felt the liquid burn my arm but I ignored it. Her hand, smaller

  than mine and paler, was reaching for me. I knew I ought to cover it and protect it, but my true feeling was selfish. Only by reaching her could I save myself. Our fingers touched, and what went

  through us next was purely mechanical, out of our control. A shock jolted through us and a door slammed shut on the din. It ceased. Ordinary sounds came back. The espresso machine hissed, and I

  drew in my breath as I felt the pain in my arm.




  She poured ice water on to a napkin and laid it on my burning skin, and as I thanked her I remembered her name.




  8




  Penny returned. The photograph she had sent me was wildly wrong; she was prettier than ever. We were neighbours and we were often together.




  I did not go back to The Luncheonette. It was partly cowardice, but mainly embarrassment at what had happened there. The waitress – I could not bring myself to think of her as Glyn –

  must have been caught up in the hysteria that had been plaguing me, and all I wanted to do was put it behind me once and for all.




  And besides, as she had pressed the ice water to my arm until the pain eased, she had seemed to regard me as some sort of accomplice. I had no idea what might have been in her mind, but I did

  know that the last thing I wanted was to be involved. So I was content with the Mariner Cove which was the place that Jeff, and Penny, preferred. The Luncheonette was only a couple of blocks away

  but somehow I never seemed to be anywhere near it. My mind was filled with Penny.




  The days shortened and the weather got colder, but the trees on the hillsides glowed with such reds and yellows that when the sun, dipping towards the horizon, caught the slopes at an angle the

  trees flared like a forest fire. I said so to Penny when we sat on the steps of our porch and saw the blaze of colour blocking off the end of the street.




  She said, “I know it’s lovely, but it’s getting very cold.”




  “Just like England,” I said.




  “You’re knocking it. Why do you do that?”




  I shrugged. “School tomorrow,” I said.




  “What’s that got to do with anything? I was telling you how much I liked England.” She paused, then added, “And English people.”




  If she had not paused I would not have turned towards her and would have missed the wistful expression in the blue eyes that were resting on me.




  “I do,” she said. “I like English people.” She kept her eyes on me, and colour came into her cheeks.




  I said, “I’m half Welsh.”




  “Oh!” She banged her hand on the wooden step. “You’re half stupid, too!”




  It was then that I leant towards her. The top of her nose was cold against my cheek but her lips, when my own lips touched them, were warm and very soft.




  We were still kissing when my father’s car drifted into sight. She sprang back and was two steps down from me when he pulled up and she raised a hand to greet him. Mr Galbraith was sitting

  beside my Dad. “Don’t,” she said over her shoulder. “Whatever you do, don’t say anything.”




  I was hardly likely to, but I did not believe she was thinking of our parents. She was thinking of Jeff, and so was I.




  We helped my father and Mr Galbraith unload the trunk. They had been into the hills, exploring the woods to help my father’s research into shrubs, and had rooted up some specimens which we

  carried to the miniature forest of plants that filled our backyard. We had only just finished when my mother drove up with Mrs Galbraith and came indoors with an armful of books from the library,

  and soon Penny and I were handing round mugs of tea and Welsh scones my mother had made. I would have gone out to sit on the stoop again, but Penny made sure we had too much to do. So I had to

  listen to my father telling my mother about the quarry they had explored in the hills.




  “You’ve no idea of the size of it, Mai.” Her name is Mary but he likes to give it the Welsh pronunciation.




  “No idea, haven’t I?” She and Penny’s mother exchanged glances. “That’s just where you’re mistaken. They had to dig out ten million tons of stone, which

  makes it a pretty big hole in the ground.”




  He raised his eyebrows at this, and Joe Galbraith laughed and said, “You’ve been upstaged, old sport. While we’ve been digging up the forests, they’ve been digging into

  local history.”




  My mother wasn’t one to let it rest there. She told him about the Oxrun conveyor belt. “It went over hills and highways and railways,” she said, “and it ran day and night

  for I don’t know how many years.”




  “Five,” said my father, who had also done some homework.




  “Well, maybe,” she admitted, and then she put on that prim little smile that always means she knows something that’s going to shoot you down in flames. “And what about

  the men?” she said. “The men who worked in the quarry – what about them?”




  “I don’t know, Mai. What about them?”




  “They were miners.” The Welsh lilt had come back to her voice. “That’s what a lot of them were – miners. There now, what do you think of that!”




  My father was mystified and looked to Joe Galbraith for an explanation but he was equally puzzled.




  Mrs Galbraith put a hand on my mother’s arm. “We’ve got them beat, Mary,” she said. “Just tell them what you unearthed in the library this afternoon.”




  Keeping my father pinned down, my mother said, “Well, there was a labour shortage here in Oxrun, see – and there weren’t enough quarrymen so they set about looking for miners,

  and the news got around . . .” she paused, and her eyes were shining, “. . . even as far as Wales, would you believe!”




  Mrs Galbraith broke in to explain to her husband. “Mary’s been telling me what it was like in the coalmining valleys where she used to live, and how poor some of the people were, so

  it wasn’t surprising that they should look to this country if they got the chance.”




  “And they came – some of them, a few – but listen, Dai.” My father’s name is David but she sometimes shortened it, Welsh fashion. “I’m sure someone came

  from my own valley – my own village, even!”




  “That’s very interesting,” he said, but it was obvious he thought the excitement was out of proportion.




  “You stuffy old so-and-so,” she said, and turned to Penny’s mother. “Now then, Dorothy, didn’t I tell you he’d be a wet blanket – just like an

  Englishman?”




  This was an old tease, and my father smiled. “Better to keep your feet on the ground like a sensible scientist than fly around like a wild Welsh witch.”




  “Witch, is it? I’ll give you witch!”




  It was always a battle between the Welsh and the English in our house, and they loved it, but I began to wonder if it was just as amusing to the Galbraiths, so I said to Penny, “With a

  background like mine, you can’t blame me for being a nut case.” It was a mistake because then I was in the middle of all their kidding, and I had to try again. “Mum,” I

  said, “was the miner from your village called Morgan?”




  “Which Morgan?” she said. “There are a lot of Morgans about.”




  It had crossed my mind that the lumberjack that Penny was so afraid to name could have started out as a miner, and I was about to say so when I glimpsed Penny’s face. She was biting her

  lip, and there was real anxiety in her eyes. “Oh, I don’t know,” I said to my mother, “it’s just that I’ve heard you talk about people.”




  “But not Morgans. There wasn’t a single Morgan in my village, can you believe? No, I wasn’t exactly thinking of a miner who could have come here, I was thinking of a girl. I

  used to hear my mother talk about a girl who years and years ago married someone and went to live abroad.” She threw up her hands. “But Morgan . . . Morgan . . . No, I don’t think

  so.”




  As she repeated the name I was listening to the silence beyond the house and after a moment I realised uncomfortably, that I had been hoping to pick up the whispering once more, and even hear it

  rise to a shriek to din in my ears. There was nothing. I had been terrified when it struck, but now I felt I had lost touch with something that lay all around us, just below the surface of the

  ordinary world, and which almost nobody else had been able to detect. I went outside, but there was not even a breeze to stir the yellow leaves that littered the porch. All was silent.
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  There is no excuse for the way Penny and I behaved towards Jeff. We were deceitful. Even if it were true, as she insisted, that she and Jeff had no claim on each other, there

  was no doubt in my mind that he thought of Penny as his girlfriend.




  It had always seemed to be something understood between them and he, in his gentle, good-natured manner, was in awe of her and never made demands.




  We could have said we kept our feelings hidden in order to spare him, but that was not true. We enjoyed the secrecy.




  Penny and I had a kind of sign language, or at least we understood each other’s nods and gestures, so that even if she was explaining something very simple to me – and school was a

  minefield she enjoyed leading me through – there was more to it than Jeff could guess. Not that he was left out in the cold completely; I mean he taught me baseball and I told him about

  cricket.




  “You hit the ball with a paddle, isn’t that so?” he asked me.




  “We call it a bat, same as you.”




  “And the pitcher runs up to the mound before he pitches?”




  I put him right. “The bowler runs up to the stumps before he bowls.”




  “Okay – but the catcher is behind the batter just the same.”




  “The wicketkeeper is behind the batsman.”




  “Right,” he said. But what really got to him was that the cricket ball hits the ground before the batsman strikes it, and when I said that some games lasted for five full days he

  said, “Uh-huh,” and bought me a root beer, which I hated.




  I think that maybe, about this time, he’d begun to suspect that Penny was not playing fair with him, but he never said anything to either of us. I do know that I was feeling increasingly

  guilty but it still did not prevent me, every evening, leaving home to wander, as if by accident, along the narrow trail into the deep woods at the end of the road where Penny was waiting.




  We were together when an owl sent its mournful feathery cry through the trees and made us both start. We were at the mouth of a fire break and Penny gazed into the long avenue cut through the

  forest and shuddered. “I wouldn’t live where she does if you paid me a million dollars,” she said.




  “You don’t need to worry about her,” I said. “She doesn’t care.”




  Penny looked at me from the corner of her eye. “How do you know? I haven’t told you who I’m talking about.”
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