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CHAPTER ONE

A letter from Julian

‘ANNE!’ SHOUTED George, running after her cousin as she went along to her classroom. ‘Anne! I’ve just been down to the letterboard and there’s a letter from your brother Julian. I’ve brought it for you.’

Anne stopped. ‘Oh thanks,’ she said. ‘What can Julian want? He only wrote a few days ago – it’s most extraordinary for him to write again so soon. It must be something important.’

‘Well, open it and see,’ said George. ‘Hurry up – I’ve got a maths class to go to.’

Anne ripped open the envelope. She pulled out a sheet of notepaper and read it quickly. She looked up at George, her eyes shining.

‘George! Julian and Dick have got a few days off at our half-term weekend! Somebody’s won a wonderful scholarship or something, and the boys have got two days tacked on to a weekend to celebrate! They want us to join them in a hike, and all go off together.’

‘What a glorious idea!’ said George. ‘Good old Julian. I bet he thought of that. Let’s read the letter, Anne.’

But before she could read it a mistress came along. ‘Georgina! You should be in class – and you too, Anne.’

George scowled. She hated to be called by her full name. She went off without a word. Anne tucked the letter into her pocket and rushed off joyfully. Half-term with her brothers, Julian and Dick – and with George and Timmy the dog. Could anything be better?

She and George talked about it again after morning school. ‘We get from Friday morning till Tuesday,’ said George. ‘The boys are getting the same. What luck! They don’t usually have a half-term in the winter term.’

‘They can’t go home because the painters are in our house,’ said Anne. ‘That’s why I was going home with you, of course. But I’m sure your mother won’t mind if we go off with the boys. Your father never likes us in the middle of the term.’

‘No, he doesn’t,’ said George. ‘He’s always deep in the middle of some wonderful idea, and he hates to be disturbed. It will suit everyone if we go off on a hike.’

‘Julian says he will telephone to us tonight and arrange everything,’ said Anne. ‘I hope it will be a nice fine weekend. It will still be October, so there’s a chance of a bit of warm sunshine.’

‘The woods will be beautiful,’ said George. ‘And won’t Timmy enjoy himself. Let’s go and tell him the news.’

The boarding-school that the two girls were at was one that allowed the children to bring their own pets to school. There were kennels down in the yard for various dogs, and Timmy lived there during term-time. The two girls went to get him.
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He heard their footsteps at once and began to bark excitedly. He scraped at the gate of the kennel yard, wishing for the thousandth time that he could find out how to open it.

He flung himself on the two girls, licking and pawing and barking.

‘Silly dog. Mad dog!’ said George, and thumped his back affectionately. ‘Listen, Tim – we’re going off for the weekend with Julian and Dick! What do you think of that? We’re going on a hike, so you’ll love it. All through the woods and up the hills and goodness knows where!’

Timmy seemed to understand every word. He cocked up his ears, put his head on one side and listened intently while George was speaking.

‘Woof,’ he said, at the end, as if he approved thoroughly. Then off he went with the girls for his walk, his plumy tail wagging happily. He didn’t like term-time nearly as much as the holidays – but he was quite prepared to put up with kennel life so long as he could be near his beloved George.

Julian rang up that night as he had promised. He had got everything planned already. Anne listened, thrilled.

‘It sounds super,’ she said. ‘Yes – we can meet where you say, and we’ll be there as near as we can on time. Anyway, we can wait about if you others aren’t there. Yes – we’ll bring the things you say. Oh, Julian, won’t it be fun?’

‘What’s he say?’ asked George impatiently when at last Anne put the receiver down. ‘You might have let me have a word with Julian. I wanted to tell him all about Timmy.’

‘He doesn’t want to waste an expensive telephone call listening to you raving about Timmy,’ said Anne. ‘He asked how he was and I said “fine”, and that’s all he wanted to know about Tim. He’s made all the arrangements. I’ll tell you what they are.’

The girls went off to a corner of their common-room and sat down. Timmy was there too. He was allowed in at certain times, and so were three other dogs belonging to the girls. Each dog behaved well – he knew that if he didn’t he would be taken back to the kennels at once!

‘Julian says that he and Dick can get off immediately after breakfast,’ said Anne. ‘So can we, so that’s all right. He says we’ve got to take very little with us – just night things, toothbrush, hairbrush and flannel and a rolled-up mac. And any biscuits or chocolate we can buy. Have you any money left?’

‘A bit,’ said George. ‘Not much. Enough to buy a few bars of chocolate, I think. Anyway, you’ve got all the biscuits your mother sent last week. We can take some of those.’

‘Yes. And the barley sugar one of my aunts sent,’ said Anne. ‘But Julian says we’re not to take much because this is to be a proper hike, and we’ll get tired if we have to carry a heavy load. Oh, he said put in two pairs of extra socks.’

‘Right,’ said George, and she patted Timmy who was lying close beside her. ‘There’s going to be a long walky-walk, Tim. Won’t you love that!’

Timmy grunted comfortably. He wondered if there would be any rabbits on the walk. A walk wasn’t really exciting unless there were rabbits all over the place. Timmy thought it was a pity that rabbits were allowed to live down holes. They always disappeared most unfairly just when he had nearly caught one!

Anne and George went to see their house-mistress to tell her that they were not going to Kirrin Cottage after all, but were going walking.

‘My brother says he has written to you,’ said Anne. ‘So you’ll know all about it tomorrow, Miss Peters. And George’s mother will be writing too. We can go, can’t we?’

‘Oh, yes – it will be a lovely half-term for you!’ said Miss Peters. ‘Especially if this sunny weather lasts. Where are you going?’

‘Over the moors,’ said Anne. ‘In the very loneliest, most deserted parts that Julian can find! We might see deer and wild ponies and perhaps even a few badgers. We shall walk and walk.’

‘But where will you sleep if the parts you are going to are so very lonely?’ asked Miss Peters.

‘Oh Julian is arranging all that,’ said George. ‘He’s been looking up little inns and farmhouses on the map, and we shall make for those at night. It will be too cold to sleep out of doors.’

‘It certainly will!’ said Miss Peters. ‘Well, don’t get into trouble, that’s all. I know what you five are when you get together. I imagine Timmy is going with you too?’

‘Of course!’ said George. ‘I wouldn’t go if he didn’t go! I couldn’t leave him here alone.’

The two girls got their things ready as Friday came near. The biscuits were taken out of the tin and put into paper bags. The barley sugar was put into a bag too, and the bars of chocolate.

Both girls had rucksacks with straps for their shoulders. They packed and repacked them several times. One by one more and more things were added. Anne felt she must take a book to read. George said they must each take a torch with a new battery.

‘And what about biscuits for Timmy?’ she said. ‘I simply must take something for him. He’d like a bone too – a big one that he can chew and chew and that I can put back into the bag for another time.’

‘Well, let me carry all the biscuits and chocolate then if you’re going to put a smelly old bone into your bag,’ said Anne. ‘I don’t see why you want to take anything for Timmy – he can always have something to eat when we do – wherever we have a meal.’

George decided not to take the bone. She had fetched one from his kennel, and it certainly was big and heavy, and equally certainly it was smelly. She took it back to the kennel again, Timmy following her rather puzzled. Why keep carrying his bone here and there? He didn’t approve at all.

It seemed a long time till Friday, but at last it came. Both girls woke up very early indeed. George was out in the kennels before breakfast, brushing and combing Timmy to make him look spruce and tidy for Julian and Dick. He knew it was the day they were to set off and he was as excited as the two girls.

‘We’d better eat a good breakfast,’ said Anne. ‘We might have to wait some time before our next meal. Let’s slip off immediately after breakfast. It’s lovely to feel free of school and bells and time-tables – but I shan’t feel really free till I’m outside the school grounds!’

They ate an enormous breakfast though really they were too excited to want much. Then they got their rucksacks, ready-packed the night before, said goodbye to Miss Peters, and went to fetch Timmy.

He was waiting impatiently for them, and barked madly when they came near. In a trice he was out of his kennel-yard and capering round them, almost tripping them up.
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‘Good-bye, Anne and George!’ yelled one of their friends. ‘Have a good time on your hike – and it’s no good coming back on Tuesday and telling us you’ve had one of your usual hair-raising adventures, because we just shan’t believe it!’

‘Woof,’ said Timmy. ‘Woof, woof!’ Which meant that he was going to have adventures with hundreds of rabbits, anyway!



CHAPTER TWO

Setting off

JULIAN AND Dick were also on their way, very pleased to have such an unexpectedly long weekend.

‘I never liked Willis or Johnson much,’ said Dick, as they walked out of the school grounds. ‘Awful swotters they were – never had any time for games or fun. But I take my hat off to them today! Because of their swotting they’ve won medals and scholarships and goodness knows what – and we’ve got a weekend off in celebration! Good old Willis and Johnson!’

‘Hear hear,’ said Dick. ‘But I bet they’ll sit in a corner with their books all the weekend – they won’t know if it’s a brilliant day like this, or pouring with rain like yesterday! Poor mutts!’

‘They’d hate to go off on a hike,’ said Julian. ‘It would be utter misery to them. Do you remember how awful Johnson was at rugger? He never knew which goal he was playing against – always ran the wrong way!’

‘Yes. But he must have got terrific brains,’ said Dick. ‘Why are we talking about Willis and Johnson? I can think of plenty of more interesting things. Anne and George, for instance – and old Tim. I hope they’ll manage to get off in time all right.’

Julian had carefully looked up a large-scale map of the moors that lay between the two schools that he and the girls went to. They were vast stretches of lonely heathery land, dotted with farms here and there, with a few small cottages, and some inns.

‘We’ll keep right off the main roads, and the second-and third-grades,’ he said. ‘We’ll take the little lanes and paths. I wonder what Timmy will say if we see deer. He’ll wonder what in the world they are!’

‘He’ll only be interested in rabbits,’ said Dick. ‘I hope he’s not as fat as he was last hols. I think we must have given him too many ice-creams and too much chocolate!’

‘Well, he won’t get that in term-time!’ said Julian. ‘The girls don’t get as much pocket money as we do. Buck up – there’s the bus!’

They ran for the little country bus that rumbled along the country lanes, taking people to market, or to the tiny villages that lay here and there tucked away in the moor. It stopped most obligingly for them, and they leapt in.

‘Ha! Running away from school?’ said the conductor. ‘Have to report you, you know!’

‘Very funny,’ said Julian, bored at this joke, which the conductor produced regularly every time a boy got on board with a rucksack over his shoulders.

They had to get out at the next village and cut across country to get to another bus route. They managed to catch a bus there easily and settled down comfortably in their seats. It was half an hour’s run from there to where they had planned to meet the girls.

‘Here you are, young sirs,’ called the conductor, as the bus ran into a village. It had a wide green on which geese cackled, and a small pond for ducks. ‘You wanted Pippin Village, didn’t you? We don’t go any farther – we just turn round and go back.’

‘Thanks,’ said the boys and got out. ‘Now – are the girls here or not?’ said Julian. ‘They have to walk from a tiny railway station about two miles away.’

They were not there. Julian and Dick went to have a drink of orangeade at the village store. They had hardly finished when they saw the two girls looking in at the door.

‘Julian! Dick! We guessed you’d be eating or drinking!’ said Anne, and she rushed at her brothers. ‘We came as quickly as we could. The engine broke down – it was such a funny little train! All the passengers got out and advised the engine-driver what to do!’

‘Hallo!’ said Julian, and gave Anne a hug. He was very fond of his young sister. ‘Hallo, George! My, you’ve grown fat, haven’t you?’

‘I have not,’ said George, indignantly. ‘And Timmy isn’t fat either, so don’t tell him he is.’

‘Julian’s pulling your leg as usual,’ said Dick, giving George a friendly slap on the back. ‘All the same, you’ve grown a bit – you’ll soon be as tall as I am. Hallo, Timmy! Good dog, fine dog! Tongue as wet as usual? Yes, it is! I never knew a dog with a wetter tongue than yours!’

Timmy went nearly mad with joy at being with all four of his friends. He leapt round them, barking, wagging his long tail and sending a pile of tins crashing to the floor in his delight.

‘Now, now!’ said the shop-woman, emerging from a dark little room at the back. ‘Take that dog out. He’s gone mad!’

‘Don’t you girls want a drink of ginger-beer or something?’ asked Julian, getting hold of Timmy’s collar. ‘You’d better, because we don’t want to have to carry heavy bottles of drinkables with us.’

‘Where are we going to set off to?’ asked George. ‘Yes, I’d like ginger-beer please. Get down, Timmy. Anyone would think you’d been away from Julian and Dick for at least ten years!’

‘It probably does seem like ten years to him,’ said Anne. ‘I say – are those sandwiches?’

She pointed to a ledge at the back of the counter. There was a little pile of sandwiches there, looking most appetising.

‘Yes, they’re sandwiches, Miss,’ said the shop-woman, opening two bottles of ginger-beer. ‘I’ve made them for my son who works over at Blackbush Farm – he’ll be in for them soon.’

‘I suppose you couldn’t make us some, could you?’ asked Julian. ‘We wouldn’t need to bother about trying to get to some village at lunch time then. They look jolly good.’

‘Yes. I can make you all you want,’ said the shop-woman, putting two glasses down in front of the girls. ‘What do you want – cheese, egg, ham or pork?’

‘Well – we’d like some of all of those,’ said Julian. ‘The bread looks so nice too.’

‘I make it myself,’ said the woman, pleased. ‘All right – I’ll go and make you some. You tell me if anyone comes into the shop while I’m gone.’

She disappeared. ‘That’s good,’ said Julian. ‘If she makes plenty of those we can avoid villages all day and have a really good day of exploration – treading where no foot has trod before and all that!’

‘How many can you manage each?’ asked the woman, suddenly reappearing. ‘My son, he has six – that’s twelve rounds of bread.’

‘Well – could you manage eight sandwiches for each of us?’ said Julian. The woman looked astonished. ‘It’s to last us all day,’ he explained, and she nodded and disappeared again.

‘That’s a nice little sum for her,’ said Anne. ‘Eight sandwiches each, making sixteen rounds of bread – for four people!’

‘Well, let’s hope she’s got a bread-cutting machine!’ said Dick. ‘Or we’ll be here for keeps! Hallo – who’s this?’

A tall man appeared at the entrance of the shop, a bicycle in his hand. ‘Ma!’ he called.

The children guessed who he was at once – the son who worked over at Blackbush Farm. He had come for his sandwiches!
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‘Your mother is hard at work cutting sixty-four rounds of bread,’ said Dick. ‘Shall I get her for you?’

‘No. I’m in a hurry,’ said the man and he set his bicycle by the door, came in, reached over the counter for his sandwiches and then went back to his bicycle.

‘Tell my mother I’ve been in,’ he said. ‘And you might tell her I’ll be late home today – got to take some stuff to the prison.’

He was off at once, sailing away down the road on his bicycle. The old woman suddenly came in, a knife in one hand, a loaf in the other.

‘Did I hear Jim?’ she said. ‘Oh yes – he’s got his sandwiches. You should have told me he was in!’

‘He said he was in a hurry,’ explained Julian. ‘And he said we were to tell you he’d be late today because he had to take some stuff to the prison.’

‘I’ve got another son there,’ said the woman. The four looked at her. Did she mean he was a prisoner? And what prison?

She guessed their thoughts and smiled. ‘Oh, my Tom isn’t a prisoner!’ she said. ‘He’s a warder – a fine fellow. Not a nice job there though – I’m always afraid of those men in prison – a fierce lot, a bad lot!’

‘Yes – I’ve heard there is a big prison on this moor,’ said Julian. ‘It’s marked on our map too. We’re not going near it, of course.’

‘No. Don’t you take the girls near there,’ said the woman, disappearing again. ‘If I don’t get on with your sandwiches you’ll not have them before tomorrow morning.’

Only one customer came in while the children were waiting – a solemn old man smoking a clay pipe. He looked round the shop, couldn’t see the woman, took a packet of blancmange powder, which he slipped into his pocket, and put the money down on the counter.

‘Tell ’er when ’er comes,’ he mumbled with his pipe still in his mouth, and out he shuffled. Timmy growled. The old man smelt very unwashed and Timmy didn’t like him.

At last the sandwiches were finished and the old woman appeared again. She had packed them up neatly in four parcels of grease-proof paper, and had pencilled on each what they were. Julian read what she had written and winked at the others.

‘My word – we’re in for a grand time!’ he said. ‘Cheese, Pork, Ham and Egg – and what’s this?’

‘Oh, that’s four slices of my home-made fruit cake,’ said the old woman. ‘I’m not charging you for that. It’s just so that you can taste it!’

‘It looks like half the cake!’ said Julian, touched. ‘But we shall pay for it, with many thanks. How much is all that?’

She told him. Julian put down the money and added five pence for the cake. ‘There you are, and many thanks,’ he said. ‘And that money there was left by an old fellow with a clay pipe who took a packet of blancmange powder.’

‘That would be Old Gupps,’ said the woman. ‘Well, I hope you’ll enjoy your tour. Come back here if you want any more sandwiches cut! If you eat all those today you won’t do badly!’

‘Woof,’ said Timmy, hoping that he too would share a few. The woman produced a bone for him, and he took it up in his mouth.

‘Thanks!’ Julian said. ‘Come on – now we’ll really start!’



CHAPTER THREE

Across the countryside

THEY SET off at last, Timmy running in front. School already seemed far behind them. The October sun shone down warmly, and the trees in the village glowed yellow and red and golden, dressed in their autumn colourings. A few leaves floated down in the breeze, but not until there was a real frost would many come whirling down.

‘It’s a heavenly day,’ said George. ‘I wish I hadn’t got my blazer on. I’m cooked already.’

‘Well, take it off and carry it over your shoulder,’ said Julian. ‘I’m going to do the same. Our jerseys are quite warm enough today!’

They took off their thick blazers and carried them. Each of them had a rucksack, a mac rolled up tightly and tied to it, and now a blazer to carry. But none of them noticed the weight at the outset of their day.

‘I’m glad you girls took my advice and wore your thickest shoes,’ said Julian, looking with approval at their brogues. ‘Some of our walking may be wet. Have you got changes of socks?’

‘Yes. We brought everything you told us to,’ said Anne. ‘Your rucksack looks a bit fuller than ours, Ju!’

‘Well, I’ve got maps and things in it,’ said Julian. ‘It’s a strange place, this moor – miles and miles and miles of it! Strange names on it too – Blind Valley – Rabbit Hill – Lost Lake – Coney Copse!’

‘Rabbit Hill! Timmy would love that,’ said George, and Timmy pricked up his ears. Rabbits? Ah, that was the kind of place he liked!

‘Well, actually we’re going towards Rabbit Hill now,’ said Julian. ‘And after that there’s Coney Copse, and as coney is a country word for rabbit, Timmy ought to enjoy himself!’

‘Woof,’ said Timmy joyfully and bounded ahead. He felt very happy. His four friends were with him, their rucksacks were full of delicious-smelling sandwiches, and a long, long walk lay ahead, teeming, he hoped with rabbits!

It was lovely walking along in the sun. They soon left the little village behind and took a winding lane. The hedges on either side became so high that the four couldn’t see over the tops at all.

‘What a sunken lane!’ said Dick. ‘I feel as if I’m walking in a tunnel! And how narrow! I wouldn’t like to drive a car along this lane. If I met another car I might have to back for miles!’

‘We shan’t meet anyone much,’ said Julian. ‘It’s only in the summer that cars come along these lanes – people on holiday, touring round the countryside. Look – we take that path now – it leads to Rabbit Hill, according to the map!’

They climbed over a stile in the high hedge and walked over a field towards a curious little hill. Timmy suddenly went mad with excitement. He could smell rabbits – and he could see them too!

‘You don’t often see so many rabbits out in the daytime,’ said George, surprised. ‘Big ones and little ones too – what a scampering.’

They came to the hill and sat down quietly to watch the rabbits. But it was quite impossible to make Timmy do the same. The sight and smell of so many made him quite wild. He pulled away from George’s hand and went bounding madly up the hill, scattering rabbits by the dozen.

‘Timmy!’ yelled George, but for once Timmy paid no attention. He rushed here and rushed there, getting very angry as first one rabbit and then another neatly popped down a hole.

‘It’s no use calling him,’ said Dick. ‘He won’t catch one, anyway – see how nippy they are. It’s my belief they’re having a game with our Timmy!’

It did look rather like it. As soon as Timmy had chased two or three rabbits down one hole, a few more would pop up from another behind him. The children laughed. It was as good as a pantomime.

‘Where do you mean to have lunch?’ asked Anne. ‘If we stay here much longer I shall really have to have something to eat – and it’s not nearly time yet. I wish I didn’t always feel so hungry in the open air.’

‘Well, come on then,’ said Julian. ‘We’ve got some way to go before we get to our lunch-place. I’ve made a pretty good time-table of our tour – we’re going to go all round the moors and finish at the place we started at! I’ve really marked it all out pretty well.’

‘Do we sleep at farmhouses or something at night?’ asked George. ‘I should like that. Will they mind having us, do you think? Or do we go to inns?’

‘Farmhouses for two nights and inns for the other nights,’ said Julian. ‘I’ve marked them all.’

They went up Rabbit Hill and down the other side. There were just as many rabbits there. Timmy chased them till he panted like an engine going uphill! His tongue hung out, dripping wet.

‘You’ve had enough, Tim,’ said George. ‘Be sensible now.’

But Timmy couldn’t be sensible with so many rabbits about. So they left him to chase and dart and race at top speed and went on down the hill. Timmy came rushing after them when they got to the bottom.

‘Now perhaps you’ll stop tearing about like a mad thing and walk with us,’ scolded George. But she spoke too soon, for soon they were in a small wood which Julian informed them was Coney Copse.

‘And as I told you, coney means rabbit, so you can’t expect Timmy to stop being mad just yet,’ said Julian.

They very nearly lost Timmy in Coney Copse. A rabbit disappeared down a very big hole, and Timmy was actually able to get down a little way. Then he got stuck. He scrabbled violently with his feet but it was no good. He was well and truly stuck.

The others soon discovered he wasn’t with them and went back, calling. Quite by chance they came on the hole he was in and heard the sound of panting and scraping. A shower of sand flew out of the hole.

‘There he is! The idiot, he’s down a hole,’ said George in alarm. ‘Timmy! TIMMY! Come on out!’

There was nothing that Timmy would have liked better, but he couldn’t come out, however much he tried. A root of a tree had got wedged into his back, and he couldn’t seem to push himself out again, past the annoying root.

It took the four children twenty minutes to get Timmy out. Anne had to lie down and wriggle in a little way to reach him. She was the only one small enough to get into the hole.

She caught hold of Timmy’s back legs and pulled hard. Somehow the root slid off his back and he came backwards. He whined loudly.

‘Oh, Anne, you’re hurting him, you’re hurting him!’ shouted George. ‘Let him go!’

‘I can’t!’ yelled back Anne. ‘He’ll only go down deeper, if I leave go his legs. Can you pull me out? If so Timmy will come too – he’ll have to because I’ve got his legs!’

Poor Anne was pulled out by her legs, and poor Timmy came too, pulled by his. He whined and went to George.
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‘He’s hurt himself somewhere,’ said George anxiously. ‘I know he has. He wouldn’t whine like that if he wasn’t hurt.’

She ran her fingers over him, pressing here and there. She examined each leg and each paw. She looked at his head. Still he whined. Where could he have hurt himself ?

‘Leave him,’ said Julian, at last. ‘I can’t see that he’s hurt anywhere – except in his feelings! He probably didn’t like Anne hauling him out by his hind legs. Most undignified!’

George wasn’t satisfied. Although she could find nothing wrong, she couldn’t help being sure that Timmy had hurt himself somewhere. Ought he to see a vet?

‘Don’t be silly, George,’ said Julian. ‘Vets don’t grow on trees in moorland country like this! Let’s go on walking. You’ll see Timmy will follow quite all right, and soon forget to whine. I tell you, he’s hurt his doggy feelings, that’s all. His vanity is wounded!’

They left Coney Copse and went on, George rather silent. Timmy trotted beside her, also rather quiet. Still, there really didn’t seem anything the matter with him, except that he gave sudden little whines now and again.

‘Now here’s where I thought we might have our lunch,’ said Julian, at last. ‘Fallaway Hill! It’s a good name for it too – it falls away steeply, and we’ve got a marvellous view.’

So they had. They had come to the top of a steep hill, not guessing that it fell away on the other side. They could sit on the top and see the sun shining on miles and miles of lonely heather-grown moor. They might see shy deer in the distance – or little wild ponies.

‘This is heavenly,’ said Anne, sitting down on a great tuft of heather. ‘It’s as warm as summer too! I do hope it’s like this all over the weekend. We shall all be burnt brown!’

‘It will also be heavenly having some of those sandwiches,’ said Dick, choosing a lump of heather too. ‘What comfortable seats are provided for us! I’ve a good mind to take a tuft of this heather back to school with me to put on the very hard chair that goes with my desk!’

Julian put the four packets of sandwiches down in the heather. Anne undid them. They looked wonderful!

‘Super!’ said Anne. ‘What do you want first?’

‘Well, speaking for myself I’m going to have one of each, put them all on top of one another, and have a huge bite of cheese, ham, pork and egg at once,’ said Dick. Anne laughed.

‘Even your mouth isn’t big enough for that,’ she said. But somehow Dick managed, though it was difficult.

‘Disgusting behaviour,’ he said, when he had managed the first mouthful. ‘I think on the whole that one at a time is more economical. Hie, Timmy – have a bit?’

Timmy obliged. He was very quiet, and George was still anxious about him. Still, his appetite seemed remarkably good, so nobody but George wondered any more if he had hurt himself. He lay beside George, occasionally putting a great paw on her knee if he wanted another bit of sandwich.

‘Timmy does jolly well,’ said Dick, with his mouth full. ‘He gets bits from us all. I bet he eats more than any of us. I say – did anyone ever taste such smashing sandwiches? Have you tried the pork? It must have come from a super pig!’

It was lovely sitting there in the sun, looking over miles of countryside, eating hungrily. They all felt very happy. Except George. Was there anything wrong with Timmy? It would spoil the whole weekend if so!



CHAPTER FOUR

George is worried

THEY LAZED for some time in the sun after they had finished their meal. There were three sandwiches each left, and half a piece each of the fruit cake. No one had been able to manage a whole piece, much as they would have liked to.

Timmy seemed to think he could finish all the cake that was left, but Julian said no. ‘It’s such a gorgeous cake it would be really wasted on Timmy,’ he said. ‘You’ve had enough, Tim. Greedy dog!’

‘Woof,’ said Timmy, wagging his tail, and eyeing the cake watchfully. He sighed when he saw it being packed up. He had only had a bit of George’s half-slice – what a cake!

‘I’ll pack three sandwiches and a half-slice of the cake into each of four bags,’ said Julian. ‘Anyone can eat his or hers whenever they like. I expect we shall have a good meal at the farmhouse I’ve chosen for tonight, so you can eat when you like before then.’

‘I don’t feel as if I could eat anything till tomorrow morning,’ said Anne, putting her bag of food into her rucksack. ‘But it’s odd how hungry you keep on getting, even if you feel you can’t possibly be for hours and hours.’

‘Well, Timmy can wolf anything you don’t want,’ said Julian. ‘Nothing wasted when Tim’s about. Now, are we all ready? We’re going through a little village soon, where we’ll stop for a drink. I could do with a ginger-beer. And then on we go to our farmhouse. We ought to try and arrive about five, because it gets dark so soon.’

‘What’s the farmhouse called?’ asked Anne.

‘Blue Pond Farm,’ said Julian. ‘Nice name, isn’t it? I hope it’s still got a blue pond.’

‘Suppose they haven’t room for us?’ said Anne.

‘Oh, they can always put a couple of girls somewhere,’ said Julian. ‘Dick and I can sleep in a barn if necessary. We’re not particular!’

‘I’d like to sleep in a barn too,’ said Anne. ‘I’d love to. Let’s not ask for a bedroom, let’s all sleep in a barn – on straw or hay or something.’

‘No,’ said Julian. ‘You girls will have to be in the house. It gets cold at night, and we’ve brought no rugs. We boys will be all right with our macs over us. I’m not letting you two girls do that.’

‘It’s stupid being a girl!’ said George, for about the millionth time in her life. ‘Always having to be careful when boys can do as they like! I’m going to sleep in a barn, anyway. I don’t care what you say, Ju!’

‘Oh yes you do,’ said Julian. ‘You know quite well that if ever you go against the orders of the chief – that’s me, my girl, in case you didn’t know it – you won’t come out with us again. You may look like a boy and behave like a boy, but you’re a girl all the same. And like it or not, girls have got to be taken care of.’

‘I should have thought that boys hated having to take care of girls,’ said George, sulkily. ‘Especially girls like me who don’t like it.’

‘Well, decent boys like looking after their girl cousins or their sisters,’ said Julian. ‘And oddly enough decent girls like it. But I won’t count you as a girl, George, decent or otherwise. I’ll merely count you as a boy who’s got to have an eye on him – my eye, see? So take that look off your face, and don’t make yourself any more difficult than you already are.’

George couldn’t help laughing, and the sulky look went at once. She gave Julian a punch. ‘All right. You win. You’re so jolly domineering these days I feel quite afraid of you!’

‘You’re not afraid of anyone,’ said Dick. ‘You’re the bravest girl I ever knew! Aha! That’s made old George blush like a girl! Let me warm my hands, George!’

And Dick held his hands up in front of George’s scarlet face, pretending to warm them at her fiery blush. She didn’t know whether to be pleased or angry. She pushed his hands away and got up, looking more like a boy than ever with her short tousled hair and her well-freckled face!

The others got up and stretched. Then they settled their rucksacks on their backs again, with their macs fastened to them, threw their blazers over their shoulders and set off down Fallaway Hill.
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Timmy followed, but he didn’t bound about as usual. He went slowly and carefully. George looked round for him, and frowned.

‘What is the matter with Timmy?’ she said. ‘Look at him! Not a jump or a scamper in him!’

They all stopped and watched him. He came towards them and they saw that he was limping slightly with his left hind leg. George dropped down beside him and felt the leg carefully.

‘I think he must have twisted it – sprained it or something, when he was down that rabbit-hole,’ she said. She patted him gently on the back and he winced.

‘What’s the matter, Tim?’ said George, and she parted the hair on his back, examining the white skin underneath to see why he had winced when she had patted him.

‘He’s got an awful bruise here,’ she said at last, and the others bent to see. ‘Something must have hurt his back down in that hole. And Anne must have hurt one of his legs when she held on to them and dragged him out. I told you not to hold on to his legs, Anne.’

‘Well, how were we to get him out if I didn’t?’ demanded Anne, feeling cross but rather guilty. ‘Did you want him to stick there for days and days?’

‘I don’t think there’s much damage done,’ said Julian, feeling the hind leg. ‘I honestly think he’s only just twisted it a bit, George. He’ll be all right after tonight, I’m sure.’

‘But I must be certain,’ said George. ‘Did you say we come to a village soon, Ju?’

‘Yes – Beacons Village,’ said Julian. ‘We can ask if there’s a vet anywhere in the district if you like. He’ll look at Timmy’s leg and tell you if there’s anything much wrong. But I don’t think there is.’

‘We’ll go on to the village then,’ said George. ‘Oh dear – the only time I ever wish Timmy was a little dog is when he’s hurt – because he’s so very very heavy to carry.’

‘Well, don’t think of carrying him yet,’ said Dick. ‘He can walk on three legs even if he can’t on four! He’s not as bad as all that, are you, Timmy?’

‘Woof,’ said Timmy, mournfully. He was rather enjoying all the fuss. George patted his head. ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘we’ll soon get that leg put right. Come on, Tim.’

They all went on, looking round to see how Timmy was getting on. He followed slowly, and then began to limp more badly. Finally he lifted his left hind leg up from the ground and ran on three legs only.

‘Poor boy,’ said George. ‘Poor Timmy! I do hope his leg will be all right tomorrow. I can’t possibly go on with the hike if it isn’t.’

It was rather a gloomy company that came to Beacons Village. Julian made his way to a little inn that stood in the middle, called Three Shepherds.

A woman was shaking a duster out of a window. Julian called up to her.

‘I say! Is there a vet anywhere in this district? I want someone to have a look at our dog’s leg.’

‘No. No vet here,’ answered the woman. ‘Not one nearer than Marlins over six miles away.’

George’s heart sank. Timmy would never be able to walk six miles.

‘Is there a bus?’ she called.

‘No. Not to Marlins,’ said the woman. ‘No bus goes there, missy. But if you want your dog’s leg seen to, you go up to Spiggy House, up along there. Mr Gaston lives there with his horses, and he knows about dogs too. You take the dog there. He’ll know what to do.’

‘Oh thank you,’ said George, gratefully. ‘Is it very far?’

‘About half a mile,’ said the woman. ‘See that hill? You go up there, take the turning to the right and you’ll see a big house. That’s Spiggy House. You can’t mistake it because of the stables built all round it. Ask for Mr Gaston. He’s nice, he is. Maybe you’ll have to wait a little if he’s out with his horses though – he may not be in till it’s almost dark.’

The four put their heads together. ‘We’d better go up to this Mr Gaston’s, I think,’ said Julian. ‘But I think you and Anne, Dick, should go on to the farmhouse I planned to stay in for the night, and make arrangements for us. We don’t want to leave it till the last minute. I’ll go with George and Timmy, of course.’

‘Right,’ said Dick. ‘I’ll take Anne now. It will be dark pretty soon. Got your torch, Julian?’

‘Yes,’ said Julian. ‘And I’m pretty good at finding my way, as you know. I shall come back to this village after we’ve been to Mr Gaston’s, and then make straight for the farmhouse. It’s about a mile and a half away.’

‘Thanks awfully for saying you’ll come with me, Julian,’ said George. ‘Let’s go now, shall we? Well, Dick and Anne – see you later!’

Julian set off with George and Timmy up the hill to Spiggy House. Timmy went on three legs, and still seemed very sorry for himself. Anne and Dick watched him, feeling sorry for him too.

‘I hope he’s all right tomorrow,’ said Dick. ‘It will spoil our weekend if he’s not, no doubt about that!’
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They turned away and walked through the little village of Beacons. ‘Now for Blue Pond Farmhouse,’ said Dick. ‘Julian didn’t give me very clear directions. I think I’ll ask someone exactly where it is.’

But they met nobody except a man driving a little cart. Dick hailed him and he pulled up his horse.

‘Are we on the right road for Blue Pond Farmhouse?’ shouted Dick.

‘Ar,’ answered the man, nodding his head.

‘Is it straight on – or do we take any paths or little lanes?’ asked Dick.

‘Ar,’ said the man, nodding again.

‘What does he mean – “ar”?’ said Dick. He raised his voice again.

‘Is it this way?’ And he pointed.

‘Ar,’ said the man again. He raised his whip and pointed up the road where the two were going, and then across to the west.

‘Oh, I see – we turn to the right up there?’ called Dick.

‘Ar,’ said the man, nodding, and drove on so suddenly that the horse almost stepped on Dick’s foot.

‘Well – if we find the farmhouse after all those “ars” we’ll be clever,’ said Dick. ‘Come on!’



CHAPTER FIVE

Anne and Dick

IT BEGAN to get dark very suddenly. The sun had gone, and a big black cloud slid smoothly over the sky. ‘It’s going to rain,’ said Dick. ‘Blow! I thought it was going to be a lovely evening.’

‘We’d better hurry,’ said Anne. ‘I hate sheltering under a hedge in the pouring rain, with drips down my neck, and puddles round my feet!’

They hurried. They went up the road that led out of the village and then came to a turning on the right. This must be the one the man had meant. They stopped and looked down it. It seemed to be like one of the sunken lanes they had walked down in the morning, and it looked rather dark and tunnel-like now, in the twilight.

‘I hope it’s right,’ said Dick. ‘We’ll ask the very first person we meet.’

‘If we do meet anyone!’ said Anne, feeling that they never would in this curious deep lane. They went up it. It would round and about and then went downhill into a very muddy bit indeed. Anne found herself sloshing about in thick mud.

‘A stream or something must run across the lane here,’ she said. ‘Ugh! The water’s got into my shoes! I’m sure we don’t go this way, Dick. The water’s quite deep farther on, I’m certain. I was up to my ankles just now.’

Dick looked about in the deepening twilight. He made out something above him in the high hedge that grew on the steep bank each side.

‘Look – is that a stile?’ he said. ‘Where’s my torch? At the bottom of my rucksack, of course! Can you get it out, Anne, to save me taking the thing off ?’

Anne found the torch and gave it to Dick. He switched it on, and immediately the shadows round them grew blacker, and the lane seemed more tunnel-like than ever. Dick flashed the torch upwards to what he had thought was a stile.

‘Yes – it is a stile,’ he said. ‘I expect that leads up to the farmhouse – a short cut, probably. I’ve no doubt this lane is the one used by the farm-carts, and probably goes right round to the farm – but if this is a short cut we might as well take it. It must lead somewhere, anyway!’

They scrambled up the bank to the stile. Dick helped Anne over, and they found themselves in a wide field. In front of them was a narrow path, running between crops of some sort.

‘Yes – this is obviously a short cut,’ said Dick, pleased. ‘I expect we’ll see the lights of the farmhouse in a minute.’

‘Or fall into the blue pond first,’ said Anne, rather dismally. It was just beginning to rain and she was wondering if it was worth while to untie her mac from her shoulder and put it on. Or was the farmhouse really nearby? Julian had said it wasn’t very far.

They walked across the field and came to another stile. The rain was coming down fast now. Anne decided to put on her mac. She stood under a thick bush and Dick helped her on with it. She had a small sou’wester in the pocket and put that on too. Dick put his on and they set off again.

The second stile led into another endless field, and the path then came at last to a big field-gate. They climbed over it and found themselves on what looked like a heathery moor – wild and uncultivated land! No farmhouse was to be seen – though, indeed, they could not have seen anything of one unless they had been very close to it, because the night was on them, dark and rainy.

‘If only we could see lights somewhere – shining out of a window,’ said Dick. He shone his torch on to the moor in front of them. ‘I don’t quite know what to do. There doesn’t seem to be a path here – and I just hate the idea of going all the way back across those wet fields, and into that dark little lane.’

‘Oh no – don’t let’s,’ said Anne, with a shiver. ‘I really didn’t like that lane. There must be a path somewhere! It’s silly for a gate to open on to moorland!’

And then, as they stood there, with the rain dripping on them and not much else to be heard, another noise came to their ears.

It was so unexpected and so very startling that both of them clutched the other in a start of alarm. It was certainly a strange noise to hear in that deserted bit of country.

Bells! Wild, clanging bells sounding without a stop, jangling out over the dark countryside in peal after peal. Anne held on tightly to Dick.

‘What is it? Where are those bells? What are they ringing for?’ whispered Anne.

Dick had no idea. He was as startled as Anne to hear this extraordinary noise. It sounded some distance away, but every now and again the wind blew hard and then the noise of the jangling swept round them, close to them it seemed.

‘I wish they’d stop. Oh, I wish they’d stop!’ said Anne, her heart beating fast. ‘I don’t like them. They frighten me. They’re not church bells.’

‘No. They’re certainly not church bells,’ said Dick. ‘They’re a warning of some kind. I’m sure – but what for? Fire? We’d see fire if there was one anywhere near us. War? No – bells and beacons were used to warn people of war long long ago. Not now.’

‘That village was called Beacons,’ said Anne, suddenly remembering. ‘Do you suppose it has that name because long ago there was a nearby hill where people lighted a beacon, to send a warning to other towns telling them that the enemy was coming? Did they ring bells too? Are we hearing long-ago bells, Dick? They don’t sound like bells I’ve ever heard in my life before.’

‘Good gracious! They’re certainly not long-ago bells!’ said Dick, speaking cheerfully, though he was really just as puzzled and alarmed as Anne. ‘Those bells are being rung now, at this very minute!’

Quite suddenly the bells stopped and an enormous silence took the place of the wild ringing. The two children stood and listened for a minute or two and then heaved a sigh of relief.

‘They’ve stopped at last,’ said Anne. ‘I hated them! Why did they ring out on this dark dark night? Oh do let’s find Blue Pond Farmhouse as soon as ever we can, Dick. I don’t like being lost in the dark like this, with bells ringing madly for nothing at all!’

‘Come on,’ said Dick. ‘Keep close to the hedge. As long as we follow that we must come to somewhere. We won’t wander out on to the moorland.’

He took Anne’s arm and the two of them kept close to the hedge. They came to another path at last and followed it. That led to a lane, but not a sunken one this time – and then, oh wonderful sight – not far off they saw a light shining!

‘That must be Blue Pond Farmhouse!’ said Dick, thankfully. ‘Come on, Anne – not much farther now!’

They came to a low stone wall and followed it till they came to a broken-down gate. It opened with a squeak, and Anne stepped through – right into an enormous puddle!

‘Blow!’ she said. ‘Now I’m wetter than ever! For a moment I thought I must have stepped into the blue pond!’

But it was only a puddle. They went round it and followed a muddy path to a little door set in a white stone wall. Dick thought it must be the back door. Nearby was a window, and in it shone the light they had seen so thankfully.

An old woman sat near the light, her head bent over some sewing. The children could see her quite clearly as they stood by the door.

Dick looked for a bell or knocker but there was none. He knocked with his bare knuckles. Nobody answered. The door remained shut. They looked at the old woman by the lamp, and saw that she was still sewing.

‘Perhaps she’s deaf,’ said Dick and he knocked again, much more loudly. Still the old woman sewed on placidly. She must indeed be deaf!

‘We’ll never get in at this rate!’ said Dick, impatiently. He tried the handle of the door – it opened at once!

‘We’ll just have to walk in and announce ourselves,’ said Dick, and he stepped on to the worn mat inside the door. He was in a narrow little passage that led to a stone stairway, steep and narrow at the farther end.

On his right was a door, a little ajar. It opened into the room where the old woman was sitting. The two children could see a streak of light coming through the crack.

Dick pushed the door open and walked boldly in, followed by Anne. Still the old woman didn’t look up. She pushed her needle in and out of her sewing and seemed to hear and see nothing else whatsoever.
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Dick had to walk right up to her before she knew he was in the room. Then she leapt up in such a fright that her chair fell over with a bang.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Dick, upset at frightening the old lady. ‘We knocked but you didn’t hear!’

She stared at them, her hand over her heart. ‘You give me such a fright,’ she said. ‘Where did you come from this dark night?’

Dick picked up her chair, and she sat down in it, panting a little.

‘We’ve been looking for this place,’ said Dick. ‘Blue Pond Farmhouse, isn’t it? We wondered if we could stay the night here – and two others of us as well.’

The old woman pointed to her ears and shook her head. ‘Deaf as a post,’ she said. ‘No good talking to me, my dear. You’ve lost your way, I suppose?’

Dick nodded.

‘Well, you can’t stay here,’ said the old woman. ‘My son won’t have no one here at all. You’d best be gone before he comes. He have a nasty temper, he have.’

Dick shook his head. Then he pointed out to the dark rainy night, then pointed to Anne’s wet shoes and clothes. The old woman knew what he meant.

‘You’ve lost your way, you’re wet and tired, and you don’t want me to turn you out,’ she said. ‘But there’s my son, you see. He don’t like strangers here.’

Dick pointed to Anne, and then to a sofa in a corner of the room. Then he pointed to himself, and then outside. Again the old woman understood at once.

‘You want me to give your sister shelter, but you’ll go out into the night?’ she said. Dick nodded. He thought he could easily find some shed or barn for himself. But Anne really must be indoors.

‘My son mustn’t see either of you,’ said the old woman, and she pulled Anne to what the girl thought was a cupboard. But when the door opened, she saw a very small, steep wooden staircase leading upwards into the roof.

‘You go up there,’ said the old woman to Anne. ‘And don’t you come down till I call you in the morning. I’ll get into trouble if my son knows you’re here.’

‘Go up, Anne,’ said Dick, rather troubled. ‘I don’t know what you’ll find there. If it’s too bad, come down. See if there’s a window or something you can call out from, and then I’ll know if you’re all right.’

‘Yes,’ said Anne, in rather a trembling voice, and she went up the steep, dirty wooden stairs. They led straight into a little loft. There was a mattress there, fairly clean, and a chair. A rug was folded up on the chair and a jug of water stood on a shelf. Otherwise the room was bare.

A tiny window opened out on one side. Anne went to it and called out. ‘Dick! Are you there? Dick!’

‘Yes, I’m here,’ said Dick. ‘What’s it like, Anne? Is it all right? Listen, I’ll find somewhere nearby to shelter in – and you can always call me if you want me!’



CHAPTER SIX

In the middle of the night

‘IT’S NOT bad,’ said Anne. ‘There’s a fairly clean mattress and a rug. I’ll be all right. But what about if the others come, Dick? Will you look out for them? I almost think George will have to sleep in a barn with you and Julian if she comes. That old woman won’t let anyone else in, I’m sure!’

‘I’ll look out for them and arrange something,’ said Dick. ‘You eat the rest of your sandwiches and your cake, and see if you can dry your wet feet and make yourself really comfortable. There’s a shed or something out here. I shall be quite all right. Yell for me if you want me.’

Anne went back into the room. She felt wet and tired, hungry and thirsty. She ate all her food, and had a drink from the jug. Then she felt sleepy and lay down on the mattress, throwing the rug over her. She meant to listen for the others to come, but she was too tired. She fell fast asleep!

Dick was prowling about down below. He was careful because he didn’t want to run into the old woman’s son. He didn’t like the sound of him somehow! He came to a small barn with piles of straw in one corner. He flashed his torch cautiously round.

‘This will do for me,’ he thought. ‘I can be quite comfortable here in that straw. Poor Anne! I wish old George was with her. I’d better wait about and watch for the other two, or I’ll fall asleep and miss them, once I bed down in that straw! It’s only about six o’clock too – but we’ve had a long day. I wonder how Timmy is. I wish he was here!’

Dick thought that probably George and Julian would come in through the same gate as he and Anne had used. He found a broken-down shed near the gate and sat down on a box there, waiting for them to come.

He ate his sandwiches while he waited. They were very comforting! He ate every one and then the cake. He yawned. He felt very sleepy indeed, and his feet were wet and tired.

No one arrived at all – not even the old woman’s son. She could still be seen sewing under the lamp. But after about two hours, when it was almost eight o’clock, and Dick was beginning to be very worried about George and Julian, the old woman got up and put away her workbasket.

She disappeared out of Dick’s sight, and didn’t come back. But the light was still there, shining out of the window. Left for her son, probably, thought Dick.

He tiptoed to the window. The rain had stopped now and the night was much clearer. The stars were out and a moon was coming up. Dick’s spirits rose.

He peered in at the lighted room. Then he saw the old woman lying on a broken-down sofa in a corner. A blanket was pulled right up to her chin and she seemed to be asleep. Dick went back to his shed, but now he felt there was no use in watching for George and Julian. They must have lost their way completely! Or else Mr Gaston, or whatever his name was, must have had to do something to Timmy’s leg, and Julian had decided to stay at the inn in Beacons Village for the night.

He yawned again. ‘I’m too sleepy to watch any more,’ he decided. ‘I shall fall off this box with sleep if I don’t go and lie down in that straw. Anyway I think I’d hear if the others came.’

Using his torch cautiously, he made his way to the barn. He shut the door behind him and bolted it roughly from the inside by running a stick through two hasps. He didn’t know why he did that – perhaps because he was still thinking of the old woman’s bad-tempered son!

He flung himself down on the straw, and immediately fell asleep. Outside the sky became clearer and clearer. The moon came up, not fully, but large enough to give some light. It shone down on the desolate little stone house and ill-kept outbuildings.

Dick slept soundly. He lay in the soft straw and dreamt of Timmy and George and Blue Ponds and bells. Especially bells.

He awoke suddenly, and lay for a moment wondering where he was. What was this prickly stuff round him? Then he remembered – of course, it was straw and he was in a barn! He was about to cuddle down again when he heard a noise.

It was only a small noise – a scratching on the wooden walls of the barn perhaps. Dick sat up. Were there rats there? He hoped not!

He listened. The scratching seemed to come from outside the barn, not inside. Then it stopped. After an interval it began again. Then there came a gentle tapping at the broken window just above Dick’s head.

He felt very startled. Rats scratched and scrabbled about – but they didn’t tap on windows. Who was tapping so very cautiously on the little window? He held his breath and listened, straining his ears.

And then he heard a voice – a hoarse whisper.

‘Dick! Dick!’

Dick was amazed. Could it be Julian? If so, how in the world did he know that he, Dick, was in the barn? He sat listening, stiff with surprise.

The tapping came again, and then the voice, a little louder. ‘Dick! I know you’re there. I saw you go in. Come here to the window – quiet, now!’

Dick didn’t know the voice. It wasn’t Julian’s, and it certainly wasn’t either George’s or Anne’s. Then how did the owner know his name and that he was there? It was astounding. Dick didn’t know what to do!

‘Buck up!’ said the voice. ‘I’ve got to go in half a tick. I’ve got that message for you.’

Dick decided to go nearer to the window. He was quite certain that he didn’t want whoever it was outside to come into the barn. He cautiously knelt up in the straw and spoke just underneath the window.

‘I’m here,’ he said, trying to make his voice deep and grown-up.

‘You’ve been long enough coming,’ grumbled the one outside, and then Dick saw him through the window – just a face, dim and wild-eyed, with a round bullet-like head. He crouched back, thankful that the face couldn’t see him in the darkness of the barn.

‘Here’s the message from Nailer,’ said the voice. ‘Two-Trees. Gloomy Water. Saucy Jane. And he says Maggie knows. He sent you this. Maggie’s got one too.’

A bit of paper fluttered in at the broken pane. Dick picked it up in a daze. What was all this? Was he dreaming?

The voice came again, insistent and urgent. ‘You heard all that, Dick? Two-Trees. Gloomy Water. Saucy Jane. And Maggie knows too. Now I’m going.’

There came the sound of someone cautiously creeping round the barn – and then there was silence. Dick sat amazed and bewildered. Who was this wild-eyed fellow, who called him by his name in the middle of the night and gave him extraordinary messages that meant nothing at all to a sleepy boy? But Dick was wide awake now. He stood up and looked out of the window. There was nothing and no one to be seen except the lonely house and the sky.
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Dick sat down again and thought. He put his torch on cautiously and looked at the piece of paper he had picked up. It was a dirty half sheet, with pencil marks on it that meant nothing to Dick at all. Words were printed here and there, but they were all nonsense to him. He simply couldn’t make head or tail of his visitor, his message or the bit of paper!

‘I’m sure I must be dreaming,’ thought Dick, and put the paper into his pocket. He lay back in his straw, cuddling in deep, because he had got cold by the window. He lay and thought for a while, puzzling over the curious happenings, and then he felt his eyes closing.

But before he was quite asleep, he heard cautious footsteps again! Was that fellow back once more? This time someone tried the door – but the wooden stick was in the hasps. Whoever it was outside shook the door and the stick fell out at once. The man shook the door again as if thinking it had stuck, and then opened it. He came inside and shut the door behind him.

Dick caught a quick glimpse of him. No – this wasn’t the same man as before. This was a man with a head of thick hair, Dick hoped and prayed that he wouldn’t come over to the straw.

He didn’t. He sat down on a sack and waited. He talked to himself after a while, but Dick could only make out a word or two.

‘What’s happened?’ he heard. ‘How much longer do I wait?’ Then there was a mumble and Dick could not catch a word.

‘Wait, wait – that’s all I do,’ muttered the man, and he stood up and stretched himself. Then he went to the door and looked out. He came back and sat down on the sack again.

He sat still and quiet then, and Dick found his eyes closing once more. Was this part of a dream too? He didn’t have time to think it out because he was suddenly in a real dream, walking along ringing bells and seeing trees in twos everywhere round him!

He slept heavily all night long. When morning came he awoke suddenly and sat up. He was alone in the barn. Where had the second visitor gone? Or could it all have been a dream?



CHAPTER SEVEN

In the morning

DICK STOOD up and stretched himself. He felt dirty and untidy. Also he was very hungry. He wondered if the old woman would let him buy some bread and cheese and a glass of milk.

‘Anne must be hungry too,’ he thought. ‘I wonder if she’s all right.’ He went cautiously outside and looked up at the tiny window of the loft where Anne had spent the night. Her anxious face was already there, watching for Dick!

‘Are you all right, Anne?’ called Dick, in a low tone. She pushed open the tiny window and smiled at him.

‘Yes. But I daren’t go down because that son is downstairs. I can hear him shouting at the deaf old woman every now and again. He sounds very bad-tempered.’

‘I’ll wait for him to go out to his work then, before I go and see the old woman,’ said Dick. ‘I must pay her something for letting you sleep up in that loft – and perhaps I can persuade her to let us have something to eat.’

‘I wish you could,’ said Anne. ‘I’ve eaten all the chocolate I had in my bag. Shall I wait till I hear you call me?’

Dick nodded and disappeared into the barn in a hurry. He had heard footsteps!

A man came into sight – a broad, short, hunched-up man, with a shock of untidy hair. He was the man that Dick had seen in the barn the night before. He was muttering to himself and looked very bad-tempered indeed. Dick decided to keep out of his way. He crouched down in the barn.

But the man did not go in there. He walked past, still muttering. Dick listened for his footsteps to die away. He heard the opening of a gate somewhere, then it crashed behind the man.

‘I’d better take my chance now,’ thought Dick, and he went quickly out of the barn and up to the little white house. It looked very tumble-down and neglected in the daylight, and had a more forlorn air.

Dick knew that it was no good knocking, because the old woman wouldn’t hear him. So he walked right into the house and found the woman washing up a few dishes in a cracked old sink. She stared at him in dismay.

‘I’d forgotten about you! And the girl too! Is she still up there? Get her down quickly before my son comes back! And then go, both of you!’

‘Can you sell us some bread and cheese?’ shouted Dick. But the old woman really was stone deaf, and all she did was to push Dick away towards the door, jabbing at him with the wet cloth in her hand. Dick slipped aside and pointed to some bread on a table.

‘No, no – I tell you, you’re to go,’ said the old woman, obviously terrified in case her son should come back. ‘Get the girl, quickly!’

But before Dick could do anything, there were footsteps outside and in came the hunched-up fellow with the shock of hair! He was back already, holding some eggs he had been to find.

He walked into the kitchen and stared at Dick. ‘Clear out!’ he said, angrily. ‘What do you want here?’

Dick thought he had better not say he had slept the night in the barn. There were strange goings-on here, and the man might be very savage if he knew Dick had slept the night nearby.

‘I wanted to know if your mother could sell us some bread,’ he said, and could have bitten his tongue out. He had said ‘us’! Now the man would guess there was someone with him.

‘Us? Who’s “us”?’ said the man, looking round. ‘You fetch him and I’ll tell you both what I do to boys who come stealing my eggs!’

‘I’ll go and fetch him,’ said Dick, seizing the chance to get away. He ran to the door. The man made a clumsy dart at him and almost caught him. But Dick was out and away, running down the path. He hid behind a shed, his heart thumping. He had to wait for Anne. Somehow he had to go back and get her.

The man stood at the door, shouting angrily after Dick. But he didn’t chase him. He went back into the house and after a while came out again with a pail of steaming food. Dick guessed he was going to feed the chickens wherever they were.
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He had to take this chance of fetching Anne. He waited till he heard the crash of the distant gate again and then he rushed to the house. Anne’s face was at the window, scared. She had heard all that the man had said to Dick, and then to his mother about allowing boys to come to the house.

‘Anne! Come down at once. He’s gone,’ shouted Dick. ‘Hurry!’

Anne’s face disappeared from the window. She ran to the door, tumbled quickly down the stairs, and ran through the kitchen. The old woman flapped a cloth at her, screaming at her.

Dick ran into the kitchen and put a pound coin on the table. Then he caught Anne’s arm and both children tore out of the house and down the path. They came to the hedge they had followed the night before.

Anne was quite scared. ‘That awful man!’ she said. ‘Oh Dick – what a horrible place. Honestly I think Julian must be mad to choose a place like that to sleep in for the night – horrible little house! And it didn’t look a bit like a farm. There were no cows or pigs that I could see and not even a farm-dog!’

‘You know, Anne, I don’t think it could possibly have been Blue Pond Farmhouse,’ said Dick, as they walked beside the hedge, looking for the gate that they had come through the night before. ‘We made a mistake. It was an ordinary cottage. If we hadn’t lost our way we’d have come to the proper Blue Pond Farmhouse I’m sure.’

‘Whatever will George and Julian be thinking?’ said Anne. ‘They’ll be dreadfully worried, won’t they, wondering what has become of us? Do you suppose they’re at the real Blue Pond Farmhouse?’

‘We’ll have to find out,’ said Dick. ‘Do I look very messy and untidy, Anne? I feel awful.’

‘Yes. Haven’t you a comb?’ said Anne. ‘Your hair’s all up on end. And your face is very dirty. Look, there’s a little stream over there. Let’s get our flannels out and wash our hands and faces with them.’

They did a little washing in the cold water of the stream, and Dick combed back his hair.

‘You look a lot better,’ said Anne. ‘Oh dear – I wish we could have some breakfast. I’m really starving! I didn’t sleep awfully well, did you, Dick? My mattress was so hard, and I was rather scared, up in that funny little room all alone.’

Before Dick could answer, a boy came whistling through the gate. He looked astonished to see Dick and Anne.

‘Hallo!’ he said. ‘You hiking?’

‘Yes,’ said Dick. ‘Can you tell me if that place up there is Blue Pond Farmhouse?’

He pointed back to the old woman’s house. The boy laughed.

‘That’s no farmhouse. That’s Mrs Taggart’s place, and a dirty old place it is. Don’t you go there, or her son will drive you off. Dirty Dick we call him – he’s a terror! Blue Pond Farmhouse is down along there, see? Past the Three Shepherds Inn and away up to the left.’

‘Thanks,’ said Dick, feeling very angry indeed with the man who had said ‘ar’ and sent them all wrong the day before. The boy waved, and set off across a moorland path.

‘We certainly went the wrong way last night,’ said Dick, as they walked over the fields they had crossed in the dark the night before. ‘Poor Anne! Dragging you all that way in the dark and the rain to a horrible place that wasn’t Blue Pond Farmhouse after all. I can’t think what Julian is going to say to me.’

‘Well, it was my fault too,’ said Anne. ‘Dick, let’s go down to the Three Shepherds and telephone Blue Pond Farmhouse from there, shall we? If it’s on the phone, that is. I don’t somehow feel as if I want to walk for miles and perhaps not find Blue Pond Farmhouse again.’
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