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The idea for this book came from some friends of mine who tried to crowd into a phone box together, with disastrous consequences for the phone box. People say we don’t have phone boxes any more because of mobiles and the internet, but really I think it was because they were all destroyed one mad summer when there was an inexplicable craze of people cramming into them by the dozen. In that tradition, I would like to see how many people I can cram into one dedication, so don’t be surprised if you open this book and literally hundreds of people suddenly come flying out.


*


Mum, Dad, Cora, Gráinne, Micheál, Eamon, departed but deeply beloved grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, in-laws, nephews, nieces, school friends, college friends, work friends, eco-friends, Facebook friends, neighbours, everyone in Murroe (home of the original Weatherbox), everyone in Cloughjordan, but especially the Cloughjordan Drama Group, the staff and customers of the Sheelagh Na Gig Bookshop, and the stalwarts of the Cloughjordan Writers’ Group.


*


My agent Jenny Saville and everyone at the Andrew Nurnberg Agency, my editor Amber Caravéo and her assistant Robin Stevens at Orion. They made this happen.


*


My own Magic Maloneys are Annemarie, Eddie and Nicky, not forgetting Kevin, and with fond, eternally grateful memories of Frances and Owen.


*


There. Not bad. Especially when you recall that, unlike certain other phone boxes I could mention, ours are smaller on the inside.
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The Magic Maloneys’ Legendary B&B and Weatherbox
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‘I challenge you, Weatherman.’




Chapter 1
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NEIL


There’s Mum and Dad and me and Liz, my younger sister, who’s mad and dangerous so watch out, and our little brother, Owen, who’s as soft as wet soap and needs looking out for. We’re the Maloneys and we’re very pleased to meet you, I suppose. People who think they’re hilarious like to call us the Magic Maloneys. ‘Hup there, it’s the Magic Maloneys!’ they yell, and then they laugh and wink, or tip their hat, or stare, always keeping their distance.


Once upon a time we lived together in a house in the middle of Ireland, the bit they call the Midlands, in case anyone gets confused about which part of the country they’re living in, and to remind them that they’re not actually in any danger of falling into the sea. The house was called Maloneys’ Bed and Breakfast, and there were always people staying with us, and Mum was always using us like slaves and servants, cruelly making us do jobs like cleaning up and sweeping the floor and changing the sheets and filling the dishwasher.


Summer was the busiest. We’d get tourists driving or biking or hiking around the country. A lot of them didn’t speak English. Mostly they were nice, friendly people, and sometimes they had kids who didn’t know we were the crazy, spooky, scary Magic Maloneys and they’d stay a few days and we’d make friends for a while. Then they’d go away and we’d never see them again, which was kind of sad. Sometimes we promised to write, but we never did.


‘Back to being the Lonely Maloneys,’ Liz would say, and run off into the woods or climb up onto the roof or do a strange dance in the middle of the lawn.


Mum was in charge of the Bed and Breakfast, doing the booking and the cooking and some of the cleaning, except for most of it, which her slaves had to do for her.


Our Dad is the Weatherman. Our Dad is one of the Most Important People In The World.


Was. Was the Weatherman. Was one of the Most Important People In The World.


That was one of our secrets.


Here’s another …


Outside The Magic Maloneys’ Legendary B&B (as we liked to call it) there was an old-fashioned wooden phone box, the sort nobody uses any more. We called it the Weatherbox. The phone inside only rang four times a year and only my dad answered it. When he did, something amazing happened: the Season changed. The old Season left, and the new Season came through the phone and went to work making things warmer or colder or wetter or drier or whatever it wanted to do.


There are only four special places with four special people like this in all the world. There’s the hollow of an ancient tree. There’s a deep underground chamber. There’s the summit of a holy mountain. And there was our Weatherbox.


When Summer arrived that year, everything seemed fine. Everything seemed normal. We walked, all together in the early morning, down from the house to the gate, rubbing sleep from our eyes. Owen held Mum’s hand tight, and Liz was doing her weird dancing and her weird chanting. She used to get me to do the dancing and the chanting with her, but I don’t do that any more.


The sky got brighter. The stars and the planets all faded away, and there was a tiny sliver of moon lying on its back like God’s coat-hook. Mum put the thick blanket down on the wall. We sat on it and draped it over our shoulders to keep out the chill, and we waited, and we watched the Weatherbox grow solid and real as the morning light spread around us. Molten gold began to flow into the sky behind the house. The few cottony clouds were glowing. An aeroplane laid a snail’s trail of white vapour across the rim of the sky and the twin white lines were a welcome mat laid out for the sun.


We waited, and we watched, and when the tip of the sun rose above the horizon and the light touched the words carved above the door of the Weatherbox, the phone began to ring.


Dad, the Weatherman, opened the door. It swung easily, heavily on its hinges, while large springs at the top and bottom tried to pull it closed again. Dad stepped inside and let the door shut and we heard the ringing stop as he picked up the phone and put it to his ear. It was hard to see through the small square panes of glass into the darkness of the box, but Dad seemed to change. For a moment he became something else.


I don’t remember ever really seeing what happened, not clearly. What I remember is the smell. People are made of memories and the best key to memory is smell, so what we smell reminds us of who we are. Summer came pouring from the box, and it was …


the sweetness of flowers …


and fruits …


and warm sand …


and deep waters …


and cut grass …


and insects buzzing …


and birdsong …


and endless days …


and hot sun …


and cool showers.


I laughed and danced and sang and Mum and Liz and Owen laughed and danced and sang with me. It was the most perfect, beautiful magic.


Then we went in for breakfast. We had pancakes, as usual, and after that we had a Summer. We didn’t know it was going to be the last one before everything went wrong. We didn’t even begin to know until the Tourist arrived, the day before the Autumn.




Chapter 2
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LIZ


It was me that met the Tourist first. It was me that saw the hags first, too, and the bog beast, though Owen was with me at the time.


The Day of the Tourist, which was when it all started, was bright and warm and sunny – the twentieth of September. I decided I was a hawk, and climbed up the wall and up the tree and up the drainpipe until I was perched on the roof beside the chimney. There was no breeze. No birds flying or singing. Sometimes a car went past. Sometimes I ruffled my feathers and flapped my wings, ready to spring into the air and fly.


It had been a Summer of extremely Weird Weather, so I had decided to be particularly alert coming up to the day the new Season was to arrive. Dad told us that there’d been Weird Weather every couple of years since he and Granddad moved from the farm, but this Summer had been pure hectic. Not a week had gone by without Weird Weather breaking out all over us. In June we had hailstones the size of golf balls. Umbrellas were useless so Dad made us wooden shields that we held over our heads while we pelted like rabbits to and from the house. In July we had multicoloured rain – starting with black, then red, then green, then yellow and then flippin’ purple! It was from all different types of dust and sand and mud and muck being swept up by winds, mixed in with the moisture, carried through the atmosphere and then falling in the raindrops all over our house and garden. Purple precipitation, Dad called it.


Dad was usually able to cut the Weird Weather short fairly sharpish, no bother, except he always found fogs tricky – which was why we spent three weeks in August under a white block of fog. It was like being blind, and everything sounded funny, but the fog itself only stretched about fifty yards in each direction.


‘So what the heck’s going on, Dad?’ we asked him.


And Dad furrowed his brow and chewed his lip and didn’t answer.


Anyway, there was no sign of any Weird Weather trying to sneak up on us that afternoon so I decided to stop being a hawk, climb down off the roof and go patrol the woods.


Long ago, I’d made up my mind that I was going to be a Shieldsman when I grew up. It’s the Shieldsmen’s job to protect the Weatherman. Way back in the days when the Doorway was protected by a fort that stood beside where Loch Farny is now, that was where the Weatherman, the Shieldsmen and the Weathermages all lived together for hundreds of years until the Weatherman threw them out, knocked down the fort and built a farm, because things like guns and cannons had made forts next to useless.


‘Go hide,’ the Weatherman told the Shieldsmen and the Weathermages. ‘Do your duty, but be quiet about it.’


And they did. Some people may have decided the farm would make a nice prize and tried to attack, but they never reached it. Bandit, rebel or redcoat: none of them so much as set foot on the hill. They all went into the bogs and the woods and the glens and they never came out.


After a few hundred years, however, the Weathermages got tired of hiding in ditches, wandering the roads, fighting nasty, sneaky battles, and chasing the rich and powerful to recruit them or warn them off. They left the Shieldsmen to do the dirty work and decided they preferred to protect the Weatherman from the luxury and comfort of somewhere warm and dry, where the rich and powerful could come to them and rebels, bandits and redcoats were unpleasant rumours that occasionally disrupted the traffic and startled the servants. They opened an extremely exclusive and snooty gentlemen’s club in Dublin, The Weathermen’s Club. Its members were rich and powerful secret Weathermages, and they had rich and powerful friends in politics and business and the military. Everything the club did was designed to hide what went on in one small farm in the Midlands.


And so the Doorway – where each Season comes through – was well protected from everything. Well. Nearly everything.


Dad was the Weatherman now, and Neil was going to be Weatherman one day. I couldn’t be the Weatherman because I hadn’t been born first. If I had been born first I still couldn’t be the Weatherman because I’m a girl. Well, fine, I decided. I was going to be a Shieldsman. But the Shieldsmen were gone so I had to learn how all by myself.


I went into the house and got my bow and my arrows and went down the path and through the front gate, testing the string on my bow and making sure the feathers in my hair weren’t going to fall out. It’s moments like that, when you’re distracted by small things, that the Weird sneaks up on you …


‘That’s a very nice bow,’ someone said.


I jumped and dropped the bow, both of which are unforgivable for a Shieldsman. The man was big and wide, wearing faded jeans and a big checked shirt, which were full of his fat and his muscle, and he had a huge dark beard that exploded from his face in all directions like a clump of wild moss. As I looked up at him he seemed to fill the sky, while under the beard was an apologetic smile and eager eyes.


I couldn’t understand how someone so big could have sneaked up on me like that.


‘Sorry,’ he said and he dropped the suitcase which he was carrying and bent down to pick up my bow, and then dropped the other suitcase which he was pulling behind him on little wheels. He turned to catch it, still bent over, and his fingers got tangled in the handle and he tripped over the other suitcase and fell sort of sideways, like a mountain tilting over, but he was so big and wide he didn’t fall fully; instead he went down on one knee, waving his arms for balance, and the suitcase on wheels went flying out of his hand and over the wall. The lid popped open and clothes spilled everywhere. He lurched after it, kicking the other suitcase, which also sprang open, and books and books and more books, flapping like crows – a murder of books – went flying all over the road.


I grabbed my bow and ran for the woods.




Chapter 3


[image: img]


NEIL


It was as if, I don’t know, a giant balloon made out of extra-extra-large clown costumes stitched together had exploded all over the front lawn. Enormous checked shirts and stiff denim jeans and woollen socks and long underwear lay everywhere. If we’d hoisted one of the shirts like a sail over one of the pairs of jeans, the whole family could have gone floating down the Shannon. We could have built a small cottage out of all the books, which had spilled out onto the road as if a library had sprung a leak.


‘Sorry!’ said the Tourist as he tried to stuff everything back into his suitcase. ‘I had a … I saw a … There was a girl with a bow and then, well, I, er. Sorry.’


‘And where did Liz go?’ Mum asked as she and Dad folded the ends of a tent-sized pullover together.


‘Oh, across the road into the woods. I think I scared her.’


‘Scared?’ I said. ‘Liz?’


‘My name’s Ed,’ said the Tourist. ‘Ed Wharton. Uh, I booked a room …’


‘Yes, Mr Wharton, that’s right,’ Mum said. We had the clothes and the books more or less repacked. Dad carried one suitcase, and I pulled the other along while Owen pushed. Mum held the door open and invited Ed Wharton inside.


‘Great!’ said Ed, striding up the path. ‘I’ve been driving for half the day. It’s great to finally be here. I drive a truck for a living – left it parked up the road there a bit; I hope nobody minds. Didn’t think you’d want a great big lorry blocking your drive. Lovely house. What a view! And that phone box – classic design! And so well maintained! You do that yourself, do you? So nice to see people looking after their heritage. Well done, well done!’


I think I was the only one who noticed Owen’s head go up at the mention of the truck, mostly because he left me to pull the suitcase all on my ownsome and went trotting off to have a look.


The Tourist blustered into the house, stopping to open door after door and peer into the living room and the dining room and the kitchen, until Mum cornered him against the greeting desk, forced him to sign the book and ushered him up the stairs.


‘Lovely old farmhouse this. Beautifully preserved. Love what you’ve done with the panelling. Is this the original staircase? When do you serve dinner? Oh! Who am I standing on? What’s your name?’


‘Neil,’ I told him.


‘These narrow corridors can be a bit tight, can’t they?’


Mum was trying to squeeze past him to unlock the door to his room. He turned and nearly flattened her against the wall.


‘Sorry!’


Dad and I carried his suitcases into the room, which had always been bright and airy, but now seemed dark and cramped with his huge body blocking all the light and dwarfing everything. Dad touched my elbow and made a gesture with his head, so we left Mum to settle our visitor and slipped away.


‘Weathermen,’ mused Dad as we went down the stairs, ‘were not traditionally renowned for their hospitality, you know. By nature we tended to be closed-off and secretive. Visitors were not encouraged. Travellers seeking shelter were not welcomed. Some Weathermen shrouded the fort in mist and rain all year round, which must have been a bit glum. One guy thought it was a good idea to embed the whole thing in a block of ice! He was frozen solid for a month and nearly didn’t thaw out in time for the next ceremony. Never thought I’d be nostalgic for those times.’


Instead of leading the winding way down to his study where I do most of my Learning The Awesome Responsibilities Of Being The Weatherman, he went out through the front door and stood on the path and stared out over the wooded hill in front of our house.


‘Can you feel it, Neil?’ he said. ‘Can you feel it building up over there?’


I swallowed and stood up straight and tried to reach out with all my senses, to feel the weight of the air and the movement of things too small and light to be seen or touched, but whose shifting patterns fill the sky with avalanches and tidal waves. It’s hard, sometimes, to tune into the elementals. It’s like the trick with that picture which is a woman one minute and a rabbit the next. I can’t always make myself see the one I’m looking for. But this time the dark cold mass building behind the hill was impossible to miss. I felt it like an angry chill running over my skin.


‘What the heck is that?’ I asked.


‘Snowstorm,’ Dad replied. ‘Now, Weatherman, what are you going to do about a snowstorm in September?’


‘Me?’ I squeaked.


‘What have I taught you, Neil? You have everything you need. Take your time. But don’t take too long about it, or we’ll get snowed in on the last day of Summer!’


Yeah, so, what exactly had he taught me?


Liz and Owen and me had never gone to school. Mum and Dad had always taught us at home, because all the stuff I had to learn to be Weatherman couldn’t be learned at school. When they tried to send Liz she ran away and hid for two days, and when they tried to send Owen he looked up at them with his big brown eyes and his lower lip all wobbly and they gave up on school for any of us altogether. So the two of them kept crowding into classes that were supposed to be just for the future Weatherman. They were learning all the stuff that was supposed to be secret Weatherman knowledge. Liz said it would save her the trouble of having to learn it all later when I turned out to be useless and she had to take over, and Owen was emergency back-up Weatherman in case I went mad with jealousy and started a Weather War with Liz and we ended up destroying each other with giant tornadoes. Stuff like that is why you should never, ever, listen to Liz.


Lesson one: how the weather works.


The skies are crowded. Honestly, they’re just packed.


We call them the elementals, because they’re, well, elements. They live in the sky and make the weather, and the things they do affect stuff like temperature and moisture and air pressure and who knows what else? (Hint: I’m supposed to know what else.) And when they clump together you get wind and rain and snow and heat and frost and fog and monsoons and squalls and everything else that is, you know, weather.


The big ol’ sun does most of the work, heating things up and letting things cool, while elementals run around, doing their thing – mixing it up, making the weather, being the weather.


The winds that roar through our upper atmosphere you would not believe. Powering through the stratosphere, around the poles and across the tropics. Those winds used to be everywhere. Some could freeze you solid. Some could roast you in a flash. Some were full of dust that could strip you to the bone, and some were full of rain so hard and heavy that it could flatten you to a strip. Mostly you stayed in your cave and you didn’t go out much. If you were lucky, the weather wouldn’t scour everything edible off the face of the Earth while you were in there.


We were all going to die. All of us. Everything. There would have been a planet of nothing but rock and dust and water for the elementals to play with till the sun went nova.


Whoever the first Weatherman was, he (or she, Liz would say here) somehow saw the elementals and reached out to them and touched them and tried to talk to them – even though elementals don’t talk, any more than the microbes in your bodies talk. But somehow that Weatherman pushed them together, made them co-operate – more and more of them clumping together, working together, until finally they became a complex creature that could take control. And the Weatherman could speak to it – and it could listen.


That first lonely, lost, amazing genius of a Weatherman saved us all. We owe that person everything. We have no idea who they were.


There were four of these creatures. We call them Seasons. Don’t try to understand them. They’re too big and powerful and alien, and they don’t care about us. Except for one thing. Without that first Weatherman, they would not exist, and so they kind of owe us, and they pay us back every day by NOT sweeping us into the air and sending us flying around the top of the world for all eternity.


The Weathermen at the four corners of the world regulate the Seasons, ushering them through the Doorways, allowing the Seasons to change at the right times around the world, ensuring the weather doesn’t spiral out of control and destroy us all. The Weathermen have a special and terrible power of final resort to control the Seasons if necessary – a power which they try not to use because the Seasons would get really mad if they did. The Seasons don’t like it when anyone interferes with the weather at all, which is why the Weathermen almost never do, even though they can. Except when things get Weird.


I focus on the task at hand …


The skies were crowded, so I felt my way into the crowd. I rose up through the top of my head, seeing my body standing next to Dad on the path below. I floated away from the house, out over the trees and the hill to Loch Farny and the farm beside it. Low over the lake, practically on top of it, I saw a heavy black cloud – the sort that’s only supposed to form under certain conditions at certain times of the year. Not here and not now. I could hear Dad’s voice beside me, guiding me. I could see down, down, down into the microscopic world where elementals were swarming and rushing. Wherever they went the wind blew, snow formed, clouds billowed, air froze. All those tiny things were joining together, building and swirling, working to make a cloud full of snow. I reached out to them. Dad showed me how. I touched them and changed them, I turned them and broke them up and sent them away.


Back you go to where you should be, I told them.


The cloud broke and the elementals scattered and the temperature rose. Something under the lake wailed and groaned, so faint and far away I might have dreamed it, but this wasn’t dreaming.


‘Dad,’ I said, sick and horrified for reasons I didn’t understand. ‘Dad, there’s something under the lake.’


‘It’s OK,’ he said. ‘Come back now.’


There was a rush and a sound like the flapping of wings, and I was back in my own body again.


‘Dad,’ I began.


‘Don’t worry about it,’ Dad said. ‘I’ll take care of it.’


‘Wow!’ said a voice from behind us, and we whirled around to see Ed Wharton grinning at us from the open door. ‘Heightened sensory perception, extra-physical projection of consciousness and fine-particle manipulation. I knew it!’


‘Now look here, Mr Wharton,’ Dad said.


‘Call me Ed!’ he boomed. ‘So which one of you is the Weatherman?’




Chapter 4
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LIZ


I leaped the ditch and ran along the tree trunk that had fallen across the wire fence years before. The trees swallowed me up, and I was safe and hidden. The woods are about half a mile wide and a mile and a half long. There’s a wide path for walkers that runs down the middle, but we mostly stayed off that and roamed and quested and fought through the twisty small paths and tracks, the hidden hollows full of ivy and ferns and the broken mossy walls.


Behind me the Tourist was bent over, trying to gather up his stuff, and I heard the door open and the others come out. I knew I’d get into trouble for not staying to help him, but I was mad at him for sneaking up on me and mad at myself for being snuck up on. Nobody should be able to sneak up and startle a Shieldsman like that.


Neil and me, we used to play in the woods a lot. I’d be a Shieldsman and fight battles and defeat enemy armies and ninjas and monsters. He’d be the Weatherman and cast spells and fight witches and wizards and warlocks. We didn’t play much any more. Sometimes Owen would come into the woods with me but he was too little and annoying to be any good at those games.


Neil didn’t think being the Weatherman was a game any more. Well, neither was being a Shieldsman. He had his job to do. I had mine. All the Shieldsmen had vanished hundreds of years ago and the Weathermen’s Club was nearly gone – the members blaming Dad for it, too, telling lies and things. So to heck with them. It was up to me and Neil now.


I was just crossing the big path when I heard footsteps coming down the hill.


The woods ran from the road to the big path, then up from the big path to the crown of the hill, and on the crown of the hill was a tall old wall. On the other side of the wall was enemy territory where we could not go. That was where the Fitzgeralds lived, on the shore of Loch Farny, in the house they stole from my grandfather. When you heard someone coming down from there it usually meant Hugh Fitzgerald was riding forth to do Evil. It was not a good idea to meet Hugh Fitzgerald.


Good old horrible old Hugh. One year older than Neil; three years older than me. Tall, tall, tall – not to mention slim and golden-haired, with a face like an angel in an old painting, and every time he met us he beat us up. We didn’t let him! We’d fight back or run away and if it was me and Neil together we’d sometimes very nearly almost kind of sort of win. Mostly it was just hitting and slapping and pulling hair, pushing us down, rolling us around on the ground with his foot while he laughed and said mean things. I’d got really good at hearing him coming and hiding and following without him knowing it.


I ducked off the path and behind a thick clump of nettles. I watched his back as it moved out of the shade into a patch of light and back into shade again. That was him – Hideous Hugh, light-dark, light-dark, all tangled in his own shadows. He had his mum’s face and his dad’s hair. He was lucky it wasn’t the other way around, Neil always said, or they’d keep him in a kennel and teach him to round up sheep.


And then I felt myself draw in and go still, and cold shivers ran over me and through me. I’d been startled by the Tourist, and he’d made me jump and breathe fast. I was wary of Hugh because, while I’d fight him if I had to, I didn’t want to. I preferred to practise my stalking on him instead. But this was me feeling scared, really scared, as if I’d suddenly realised something was stalking me.


I heard voices, high and cracked and old, like trees creaking before they fall. Hugh stepped out onto the main path while I squatted down even further behind my clump of nettles and tried to stop myself from shaking. Two toothless, bent old women, with bony faces and sharp chins, wearing dirty, raggedy dresses, came up the big path, leaning on sticks but moving surprisingly fast. They called Hugh over to them.


Don’t go, I thought. It seemed stupid. Why was I scared of two old women in the woods? So scared I was even worried for flipping Hugh?


The women were complete strangers to me. I had no idea who they were or where they’d come from. Sometimes buses brought groups of pensioners out here for walks along the big path, but these two looked older than anyone I’d ever seen on the path before. Their clothes and their hair and their skin were so dirty and worn and ragged they might have come out of ancient times, when old women lived wild in the woods and everyone kept clear of them because they said they were mad or witches or hags or mad-old-witch-hags – which is an absolutely disgraceful and horrible way to treat old women.


Except maybe not these old women.


‘Have you seen our cat?’ one of them asked Hugh.


Hugh stopped and stared at them. I could tell by his face he was more disgusted than scared.


Idiot, Hugh! Run while you can!


‘No,’ he said, and he stuck his hands in his pockets, hunched his shoulders and walked past them. One of them did something with her stick, and Hugh’s foot flew up into the air like a high kick in a dance. He fell flat on his back with a cry and a groan. The old women whirled around him like savage birds.


‘He tripped!’ one said.


‘He is clumsy,’ the other one added.


‘Tripped over his own feet, the craytur.’


‘He has a nice singing voice.’


‘Sing us a song, little boy.’


‘About our cat.’


‘We’re looking for our cat.’


‘Have you seen him?’


‘Naughty cat.’


‘Sing again and he might come running.’


They were standing over Hugh, one on either side. He was sitting up now, leaning on his elbow and trying to rub his back with his hand, his expression all puzzled and mad.


‘Go away, you crazy old—’


One of the women, her crooked stick in her crooked hand, poked him in the stomach.


‘Aaagh!’ Hugh cried.


‘That’s it, sing!’


They were both poking him now. He was flat on his back, trying to fend them off. They must have been stronger than they looked. I should have been enjoying it, I suppose. I’d never seen anyone torment Hugh like that before, and God knows he deserved it, but something about the old women was so wrong and out of place I felt as if I were almost on Hugh’s side, and I just wanted him to get away from them.


Please don’t see me, I thought. Please don’t see me.


‘Here, kitty, kitty, kitty!’ called one of the women.


Poke, poke, poke.


‘Aaghaaghagh!’ squawked Hugh.


‘Louder! He can’t hear you!’


At last Hugh rolled himself out of poking range. He groaned and clutched his stomach.


‘Golden boy! Golden giant! Did you eat our cat?’ demanded one of the women. ‘Will I poke you some more to see if he flies out of your mouth?’


She waved her stick at him with her left hand. The other one waved a stick with her right hand. They made for Hugh, sticks ready to poke. Then one of them stopped and pointed with her stick.


‘I see him!’ she screeched. ‘Over there!’


‘Get him!’


‘Bad cat!’


‘Do you want the golden boy to eat you? Is that it?’


‘He’ll eat you! He’ll eat you all up!’


Waving their sticks and screeching, the old women hobbled across the track, straight for my nettle patch. They stopped in front of it, and through the leaves I saw their scabby knuckles gripping their sticks and their hairy chins and their squinting eyes and knotted hair. I was taking tiny little breaths and my heart was beating like a rock that’s hurrying down a mountain because it’s late for an avalanche.


‘That’s not the cat! That’s a dandelion!’ one of them cried suddenly.


‘Bad dandelion! Pretending to be our cat!’


And they whacked furiously at the dandelion, missing it completely and flattening a small bunch of ox-eye daisies.


Then suddenly they pushed their way through the nettles. I put my arms around my head, but they ignored me completely, brushing past me and knocking me over. I scrambled away from them and stumbled down onto the path. I slipped and went down on one knee. The old women were gone, their voices fading into the trees. I looked around and saw Hugh standing upright, face flushed, glowering furiously at me.


‘Wow,’ I said. ‘Who were—’


‘There you are,’ he interrupted. ‘I was looking for you.’


‘You were?’ I got ready to run. I’d just watched Hugh get beaten up by two little old ladies. There was no way I was going to let him take it out on me.


‘Well,’ he said. ‘Your brother, really, but you’ll do. Tell him—’


‘I’m not your messenger!’


‘Shut up! It’s important!’


‘Important? A message to Neil from you, important? What is it? “Next time I see ya, I’ll fight ya”? That sort of thing?’


‘No! God, why do you have to be so difficult? Just tell him to come to the lake, right? He’s to come to the lake. There’s something there for him.’


‘What, a beating?’


‘No! Come on! This isn’t me, this is Mum, right?’


‘Your … your mum?’


‘Yeah, so, you know, it’s important.’


I wasn’t sure what to say to that. Why would Mrs Fitzgerald want Neil to go to the lake? I was kind of surprised she even knew Neil existed.


‘Fair enough,’ I said. ‘If it’s important to you and your mum, then you can be absolutely sure and certain that there’s no way in hell he’ll ever come.’


‘He has to! We’ve been trying to get your old man to come all Summer, but he won’t. Mum says Neil will do instead, and I’m supposed to—’


He stopped. The two old women must have shaken him up even more than I’d thought. Hugh was obviously supposed to get Neil up to Loch Farny, either by using some clever plan or by just twisting his arm behind his back and forcing him. Instead he’d blurted the whole thing out to me, and I saw him clench his teeth as he realised what he’d done.


‘Dad?’ I said. ‘Why do you want Dad?’


‘Never mind,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘Try this. You tell Neil I’ll be waiting for him at the lake if he wants to get back at me.’


‘Back at you for what?’


And for the second time that day, someone took me completely by surprise. Hugh lunged at me, hands outstretched, and gave me an almighty shove that lifted me right off my feet and threw me off the road and into the dry, stony ditch. I landed on my back, and my legs went flying over my head, rolling me onto my front so that I was lying face down, mouth full of dust and sharp pebbles, half in the ditch and half in a patch of nettles and briars. The breath had been knocked so far out of me it was probably a gentle sea breeze on a distant beach. I waited for it to come back, and, when it did, a whole lot of hurting came with it.


‘Ah! Ah! Ah! Ow!’


There were nettle stings and briar scrapes all along my legs, bruises and cuts on my back, more on my front and my arms and hands. I was covered in yellow dust, my head was ringing and my eyes watered, I hobbled out of the ditch, climbing the side with tiny, stiff steps. With every step I vowed an unholy vengeance on Hugh.


‘What happened to you?’ Owen asked. He was standing on the big path, holding my bow and arrows, which I had dropped.


‘Hugh,’ I spat, wiping my eyes clear. ‘Flippin’ Hugh Fitzflippin’gerald happened to me. What the hell are you doing here?’


He held out the bow and arrows.


‘You have to help,’ he said. ‘He’s trapped and you have to get him out.’


‘Who?’ I asked, waving the bow and arrows away. I could barely put up with the breeze blowing on me; I didn’t want them knocking against my scrapes and bruises, too. ‘Who’s trapped? Where?’


‘I’m not sure. At the smoky barn.’


‘Owen,’ I said. ‘I need … I need to go … I can’t …’


‘Please,’ he said.


‘Oh, for flip’s sake, Owen.’


We went slowly and carefully – me limping and groaning and grabbing clumps of dock leaves to rub on my nettle stings. There’s a big wide boggy clearing called the Ditches next to the road, just up from our house. We crossed over the mud and the reeds and the goat willow and climbed onto the road. I nearly turned and headed for home. I wanted a cool shower and a soft bed, and maybe Mum to put cream on my cuts and bruises, and Dad to make me hot chocolate, and both of them to tell me I was an idiot but smiling while they did it.
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