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What people are saying about


A Westerly Wind Brings Witches


Honourable Mention runner up in A Woman’s Write 2021 novel writing competition:


I’m enchanted by Walker’s fresh — yet dry! — sense of humour and I know readers will be also. It’s rare to find a writer so adept at making fun and pun of even the simplest or most ponderous material, while balancing it with intelligent observations and diligent historical delving. Within a framework of irony and exaggeration and vibrant settings, Walker places a credible, likable central character — Moira, who becomes a witch. A strong story with an enthralling premise that will attract female readers especially!


Barbara Bamberger Scott, author of A Woman’s Write


This novel balances rather knowing humour about modern Pagans, with well informed dives into history. It’s a remarkable blend of comedy and compassion that manages to both make jests about some of our standard witchcraft fantasies while offering a compelling view of reincarnation and personhood. Full of unexpected things, entirely charming and well worth your time.


Nimue Brown, novelist and author of numerous books on Druidry and Paganism, including Druidry and the Ancestors and Pagan Planet.


A Westerly Wind Brings Witches is a cunningly woven tale, reaching back from the present unto the ghosts of our past. Within its pages Sally draws together the threads of community (its power and its pitfalls), patriarchal abuses of women and endurance, inner strength and transformation amidst the heady presences of the Land and the Otherworld. Thoroughly enjoyed.


Gemma Gary, author of Traditional Witchcraft, A Cornish Book of Ways www.gemmagary.co.uk
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Part I


Woman Goes West









Chapter One


Moira was “the plain one”.


And not just the plain one of the family – though she was that. And this family was plain to start with. Throughout Moira’s interminable childhood, they squeezed themselves into a basement flat in Feltham (an unassuming suburb tacked onto London’s outskirts like a tatty frill) where they were looked down on by the neighbourhood as the unpresentable, unpreventable Box family. Comprising of loud-mouthed, wide-berthed Mr. Box, sad sagging sorry Mrs Box and three or four little spotty Boxes, of whom Moira was the most pimpled and pitiable of all. (She was the latest, worst-rated edition to the Box set, born merely – they grumbled – to debunk the family catchphrase: “Things can only get better!”)


Not just the plain little kid in dowdy hand-me-downs, trailing behind the rest of the small fry on the council estate (scruffy end) either. Though she was that too. It wasn’t that Moira was picked last for the little girls’ games, she wasn’t picked at all. It had been gravely debated, while the stodgy six-year-old Box child stood stolidly at the garden gate (chewing her fingernails), and decreed that she wasn’t fit to fit in. She jeopardized the serious business of play. She fell over and bled on the skipping rope (someone else’s skipping rope). She didn’t invite anyone to her birthday parties (she didn’t have birthday parties.) Her only Princess Dress was sadly shabby, on the skimpy side and too tight to fasten properly (everyone agreed it would never get her into a Royal Ball.) And to top it all she ate liver sausage! (A secondary food choice, Daddy Box got to the cake first.) The Lower Feltham Girls’ Gang, all potential management material, closed ranks and voted her expendable. Moira (redundant) took to watching other children’s friends through gaps in the hedge. Naturally, it was a prickly hedge.


Neither was she just the continually overlooked plain-Jane of a bulging class of forty-five pupils in a 1960s primary school, though she ticked this box as well. Mrs Hartfield meant well and indeed often made a point of giving Moira a jovial “Good Morning!” But it doesn’t do for a shockingly overworked teacher to offer deprived children a kind word for they are apt to want another and another and another. They tend to attach themselves like ticks, especially at tea break. In addition, the Boxes stinted dreadfully on baths and clean laundry. So Moira was seated at the back of the class near an open window. (From where she spent the day dreaming of being in the central hub.) (Or any sub-hub. Even the teensiest bubble!)


Furthermore, Moira wasn’t merely that poor gnome of a child, plainly standing all by herself at the end of the queue into school every morning. Though had there been a certificate for this she would have got one at the end of term assembly. In the playground, the Big Girls baited her unmercifully on account of her gabardine mac. This dour garment reached down to her shins (it had belonged to a long lean cousin). And this in an era when the mini skirt was the only fashion – it being imperative for self-respect to flaunt your knickers. Only Moira, amongst the bevy of Class 4D girls, blushed with mortification every time they practiced handstands against the Elliot Hut wall; it went without saying that Moira’s translucent bri-nylon knickers were the wrong sort of knickers…


As children, like adults, judge by appearances, Moira was teased or ignored and got dumpy and grumpy. She played alone, ate sweets, collected stamps and grievances.


“I’m not just the sitting duckling that even the certified gawks and dorks take pot-shots at, sitting out the scout-hut Valentine Disco by dilly-dallying in the cloakroom all night,” Moira wailed despairingly to herself. She’d reluctantly given in to adolescence and made herself yet more hideous with thick powder-blue eye shadow and Barbie-pink blusher, while electrocuting her lank hair by frizzling it with electronic tongs. Adding to her own efforts, the hormones of puberty contributed acne, undesirable hair in unacceptable places and menstruation, bloating her tummy and swelling her into an emotional flood plain. She draped her body in 1970s scanty synthetics of large fluorescent or polka dot design. These emphasized her hip rolls – that is on body not dance floor. She danced like a drainpipe, inflexible from the ankles up. She was called “The Biscuit Barrel” (amongst other things).


“I am in fact The Plain One of the whole world and all sub-life in the universe, including those green pus globules found inside daleks!” So she concluded with all the agonizing of Sour Sixteen, her flat face further flattened up against the mirror.


But in this she lied, or at least exaggerated. Teenagers are apt to have illusions of grandeur and this was hers. Yes, Moira Box was plain, and in the plainest sense, but she didn’t have it in her to reach the Truly Appalling Pinnacles of Ugliness. Now that would have been something! Heads would have turned in the street! It would have been cause for public acclaim, just as great beauty is but with the advantage of being comic and so more popular. But alas the sad truth was Moira didn’t warrant a second glance. The first was uninteresting enough.


At secondary school, the careers advisor looked bleakly at the Box girl and found herself unable to suggest the run-of-the-mill shop work or “starting a family” she normally offered the low achievers. She resorted to “opportunities for working from home, um.... sticking envelopes and things.” Moira, slowly simmering in her overstretched bottle-green uniform, continued to sit sullen, substantial and as responsive as a beetroot – despite a lightning bolt of pure inspiration suddenly striking Miss Jarvis.


“Do you like the seaside, pet? There’s an exciting opportunity near Bognor for a lighthouse assistant!”


By the time Moira had lurched into her twenties (living, not in a lighthouse, but in a pokey bedsit in Slough) she was too nondescript to be even an unpaid extra in someone else’s drama. And she certainly didn’t have any of her own.


“If ‘All the world’s a catwalk’ for all the men and women to strut their stuff – and I’m beginning to think that’s exactly what it is! – then I’m the lame duck left backstage in the reject box,” she confided to her stripy brown roommate (having decided that boyfriends are, after all, just cat substitutes).


People sometimes went out of their way to be unkind, but generally they simply failed to notice her. On the rare occasion another young woman might try a little out of pity (as “there for the grace of God and my denim genes go I”) but on the whole they left her alone. They were secretly afraid that her visual boringness – short, blobby and ploddy – might reflect badly upon themselves. Besides, guys hunt in pairs and come August Moira sweated so.


Moira slogged hard to adapt to the laws of survival. She dressed in camouflage, lowered her low expectations, and avoided hairdressers and cosmetic counters as places of public humiliation. (Though, in secret, she also possessed a surreptitious and totally superfluous wardrobe of pretty clothes; ordered by mail catalogue, hidden in a locked box under the bed and only worn within the confines of her room, while her throbbing boombox serenaded her with Prince’s The Beautiful Ones.)


By her thirties she was accustomed to her rotund figure, the shape of an unopened kitchen roll, and gave up diets. She’d accepted her workplace in the grungy back office so as not to threaten profits, and had made a few like bodied friends. They were totally united in supporting the wall at the dreaded staff Christmas Party. Apart from these she didn’t get out much; she kept a now extensive stamp collection and had become an escape artist into mushy gushy romantic fiction, fantasy films as far from reality as faintly feasible, and Star Trek. She identified with the Ferengi.


It was not enough. When approaching the fearsome forty, Moira awoke one morning (raining again) and decided she wanted to live. Her life was (always had been and worse still looked like it was going to carry on being) a big flat, morose and moping, indeterminate Nothing-Very-Much.


“And clearly Fairy Godmother isn’t going to bother showing up, gifting glass footwear, at this late juncture,” she reluctantly acknowledged, looking down regretfully at her Extra Wide Fit feet.


So she resolutely gave away The Dress from under the bed to someone who looked less daft in it and her last lingering delusions, along with some untouched lace lingerie, were ditched with the box. As skedaddling had always been her one successful strategy, she posted her key to the landlord, packed cases and cat into her Ford Fiesta and drove out of Sloughdom, Heading West.


Bombing down the M3 – as if there were Mynocks sucking at her back bumper – Moira couldn’t shake off the uneasy sensation that she, cat and car were attached to a long length of elastic, like a giant bungee jump cord. She’d always thought of herself as an inadequately encased tortoise, doomed to spend eighty plus years laboriously clambering across a Sahara-sized desert of sharp jagged rocks but now, phenomenally, she was in the clear, in the sunshine and running!


“Too easy surely? At any minute someone’ll start reeling me back into my crate,” she pessimistically predicted, putting her foot down heavily on the accelerator until the little Fiesta shuddered in protest.


She hadn’t given much thought as to what she was running to, only euphorically grateful for what she was leaving behind. Yes, yes, somewhere over the rainbow might be good, and at the back of her mind she had a hazy vision of wandering over windswept moor looking interestingly demented in a trench coat. But she wasn’t particularly bothered as long as it was Far, Far Away.


“Quite frankly I don’t give a damn!” she shrieked out the window, feeling rather tiddly on a brew of reckless and ill-advised decision making; not at all in keeping with her habitual “keep your head down, stay in the slow lane and try-to-please-anyone-who-doesn’t-actually-spit-at-you” behaviour. She wasn’t even sure what had finally tipped her into this utterly unprecedented probable lunacy – that last mouldy straw of hopelessness perhaps, or awakening to the faecal fact that she had nothing to lose that she wasn’t secretly wanting to lose anyway! Moira was just relieved to be fleeing from her life and vaguely surprised that she hadn’t had to wait to die to do so.


“The tortoise has arrived at the Funfair and boarded the roller coaster!” she announced exuberantly, as she screeched into the A303 main roadway crossing middle England. “Here goes – WHEE!!!”


Moira and Tigger took the A30 to Penzance. From there they cut across moorland to St. Just with its squat church tower and bunched up houses, and then followed the coastal road overlooking Bronze Age strip fields and a sparkling Atlantic Ocean. They stopped at Zennor for scones for Moira and Cornish cream for Tigger. A side road slips down steeply into the village, which appears a mere blink-and-you’ll-miss-it clump to the eyes of a London Sprawl girl, though it has a shop, tearoom, little wayside museum and church with a mermaid.


A small ad sellotaped to the shop window read: Cottage to rent, apply Mrs Applebee, Wica, and giving a phone number. Wica turned out to be even more minute and remote – which suited Moira just fine. (In a past era women like Moira would have disappeared into convents, the far edge of Cornwall is simply the modern equivalent.)


So she transplanted herself, like a refugee from Mordor, into the wee cottage with its old warped wooden door and new PVC windows inserted against the wild winds and soaking sea fog that hugs the coast there. The cottage had charm, spiders, uneven floors and small windows with deep ledges set into hard granite walls. So hard that Moira was unable to hammer in nails for pictures, so she hung these on string pinned to the ceiling beams. She filled the larder with crucial provisions and some jam jars with pussy willow. There was a diminutive wood burner in the lounge which she lit, dabbing Tigger’s paws in butter so he could lick them in front of the blaze. Although this left greasy prints on Mrs Applebee’s rug.


As the light faded on her first evening of not needing to eat away the day’s discomforts, and as the amber glow warmed her knitted slipper socks, Moira heaved a huge sigh of relief for discovering that, despite being put on “Pause” since birth, she could change her monotonously loathsome lifestyle. (She’d give anything that cropped up from now on an “improvement” rating.) She was feeling cosily snug and smug at having opted for the Opt Out option and had real hopes that Grim Reality might not catch up with her in this well westerly hidey-hole. Additionally, she felt spectacularly excited that tomorrow wouldn’t have an office in it!


But before starting life afresh, there were a few weedy roots to pull up from her previous hardly-amounting-to-an-existence-even. Moira grudgingly unpacked pen and pad to write letters of explanation and justification. She dolefully considered the inevitable responses. Her family would write her off as an idiot, nothing new there then. Amongst her few friends, Jeanette and Pamela would endeavour to make her face the woeful truth for her own good. (Their solicitude invariably felt more like TCP than TLC, and listening to their advice was much like gargling with TCP – better to spit out than swallow.) She could just imagine what they’d have to say this time:


“Good gracious, Moira, didn’t you know that the Cornish, who are cranky in character, aren’t renowned for welcoming eastern invaders, calling them emmets (roving ants) and ‘the bloody English’?”


And, well, they didn’t like to mention it but, even if Moira hadn’t the social skills of a bladder worm (tee hee), didn’t she think she might find it hard fitting in?


And at her time of life too! For Pete’s sake, she’s coming on forty!


They wouldn’t sleep for worrying how she’d manage on her own!


Wouldn’t she miss her friends and family terribly?


Cornwall is such a long way away – the ends of the civilized earth (the only Primark there is in Devon). And what about her secure job in Staines!


Then they would indulgently laugh at her funny freakish behaviour, label her “the Gullible Goose” and a dear imbecile who would be lost without them. Meanwhile they would ruthlessly organise her return. And there she would be – back where she’d started. Well not quite. Without a doubt, there would be ‘The Big Joke’ of Moira’s nutty breakout / breakdown of ’98 which for years after would be festively pulled into conversation like a Merry Christmas cracker, never failing to put everyone else in stitches! Moira firmly crossed out “Pamela (Egham)” and “Jeanette (Hounslow)” from her slim address book.


She nibbled her pen top. Now Tina could be relied on to enthuse over Moira’s escapade. So much so that she would plonk herself on the doorstep with make-up bags and emotional baggage within a week. From then on, she would commute between fridge and sofa with sole possession of the TV remote. She’d just about galvanise herself at mealtimes and, in between, issue orders such as “make us a marshmallow butty, hun”. But inevitably Tina’s Will to Live would be too depleted to help with the washing up. She might manage the beach when it got warmer, and she might hang around until it did! In case of future amnesia, Moira tore out the page with Tina’s entry.


In the end, she just sent a postcard and friendly invitation to her dentist, who wasn’t married and rather good-looking. Well, you never know.









Chapter Two


During the following months, an enthusiastic Moira bought an Ordinance Survey map and eagerly explored. She developed a passion for folk museums and for a local species of ice cream topped with clotted cream and honey roasted hazelnuts called a hedgehog. Hedgehogs can be purchased at Chapel Porth, a narrow rocky inlet on the battered North Coast. She’d eat it standing on the pebbles, in woolly hat and stripy mittens, while watching the waves crash in.


The folk museums totally licked stamp collecting as her new nerdy hobby. They crop up in most market towns and even villages may boast their own converted barn full of rusty hoes, sickles and pitchforks. They offer – in what Moira felt was a sympathetic spirit – a pile of faded guidebooks on the counter, a draughty side room serving tea and saffron cake, and a welcome refuge for the disgruntled holidaymaker when it rains. During a wet summer they’ll be packed and steaming with sopping waterproofs and cross children. But now they were deserted and silent, echoing only with memories of a dingy distant past and Moira’s stomping footsteps. Amongst the old washtubs and mangles, leaky buckets, wooden dolly pegs and early sepia photographs of Cornish miners in tin hats topped with tallow candles, Moira was happily absorbed for hours.


“The most comfortable sort of past to remember,” she realised, “is one I’m not in.”


So she glimpsed (well gaped really) into a Cornwall of long ago. Browsing from room to room, she peered into the drab brown prints of the Victorian family grouped stiffly around the laburnum tree in the manse garden; the upright father, the promising sons, the seated daughters with restricted opportunities and restrictive corsets. Back further and there was the panting smelly beast, the steam powered beam engine, setting all the land chugging and spewing out smoke and tin ore. Around the stamps and dressing floors of the mines laboured the balmaidens with their thick muscles and ribald jokes, wearing gooks and hobnailed boots on workdays and bonnets, worsted stockings and second-hand finery on Sundays. (Moira briefly fantasised about being a balmaiden – who would mess with a woman who wielded a sledgehammer for a living!)


In her fascinated mind’s eye, she followed the ghosts of the ragged children and tough tinners down into the hot hewn out tunnels threaded through the rock, where life was cheap and working men seldom lived past forty. She swore she could virtually hear the clanging doors of the old workhouses (now hospitals) and the hymn singing Wesleyites, whose chapels (now deluxe homes) outsized the parish churches, hanging their hopes on Eternal Glory. And she miserably mourned the double coffin rest under the lychgate at St. Euny, built to bear the multiple deaths of the barefoot Redruth poor.


At the end of each visit, Moira found it a wrench to step back out onto the modern high street with its anonymous superstores, speeding cars and passers-by who passed her by.


As the season progressed she ferreted farther afield, until one sunny April morning took her to the quaint and curious little witchcraft museum at Boscastle. After her tour, while she mooched her way through the gift shops where the unfortunate shop girls were dressed in green tights and pixie outfits, and later on as she sat on the wall of the crooked harbour to chomp her pasty, Moira pondered upon the museum’s odd items. It had displayed a peculiar mixture, alongside the orthodox portrayal of the rancorous old harridan with broomstick were images of a village Wisewoman, adept in herbal lore and midwifery. And, as she’d moseyed around its sundry sinister exhibits, chants venerating the Goddess piped out over the museum’s loudspeaker system.


Moira toyed with the idea of a medieval job description:


Vacancy for position of witch. Desirable attributes: female, repulsive appearance, prepared to work nightshifts on full moon basis, scraggy hair and warts essential, knowledge of ragwort and hemlock an advantage. High public profile and notoriety guaranteed in terms and conditions.


Moira reflected that, ill qualified for most jobs though she was, she would have several of the right credentials for this one. She rather fancied frightening Christians out of their beds and complacency on Halloween. With very little practice she felt she could be a dab hand at cackling and cursing. And she’d always liked wearing black, such a slimming colour! Wondering whether it was a possible career choice today, Moira retraced her steps back to the museum to enquire. The proprietor, who took her questions seriously (creepy that) gave her some contact numbers. She walked out with a list of itemised witches, plus a pagan shaman in the Treliske Hospital religious services catalogue.


Moira was a trifle gobsmacked but she liked to follow things up. She phoned the next day.


The following week was foggy and wet, ideal weather for researching her new project. Moira loaded herself down with books and retired to the café at Geevor Mine, which feeds you well and claims sensational sea views in better visibility. Information was surprisingly plentiful. Historical stuff and stacks of paperbacks on contemporary witchcraft, ritual and magic, channelled wisdom of Ancient Egyptians and Indigenous American Indians plus helpful tips from bardic Druids, just lined the shelves of Smiths and Olivers. Such a prominence of Wicca studies caused Moira some anxiety that the subject was in danger of becoming respectable.


Hence it was a relief, once she’d actually met some local witches at the Penzance Moot, to find that they were reassuringly unlikely to feature in the more cosmopolitan of the women’s magazines. Not one resembled the lofty personas they aspired to (High priestess, Isis and the like), in fact several had really quite interesting personal problems. On the whole they had some pith and backbone; some were frankly terrifying!


Shakti Crows Wing (christened Debbie) advertised her witchy services and spell charge rates in the Yellow Pages phone directory. This sassy sage had jet black hair (improbably natural), a ginormous cast iron cauldron blocking her hallway and lived in Towednack, a village renowned for its history of witchcraft. It’s built around a crossroads, perhaps witches used to hang about there. Or hang there.


Cait, the editor of a Cornish Mystery Lines journal, looked most unwitchlike with bright blue eyes, a cherubic face and bubbly body, curls and personality. She also possessed a Virgoan obsession with collecting mounds of archaeological evidence of Ye Olde Goddess matriarchy nestling amongst the Penwith hills. Not a stone was left unturned in case fecundity, fertility and vulvas lay beneath it!


The scariest of all was Mage from Mousehole, who refused all men entry to her property, including the postman and the poor chap who tried to read the meter. Instead of a black cat she kept a quarrelsome Rottweiler and an Argentinian Mastiff, with a nasty glint in its eye, as her Familiars. She took her chosen archetype of Sarama, the Bitch Goddess who led the Vedic dogs of death, very seriously!


Gwenda, a pagan potter, was flint eyed, dagger tongued and hadn’t stopped rebelling since sauntering down the aisle to get married in red leather hotpants and fishnets (her parents had insisted on a church for her first wedding, they’d just rolled over for the following three). Her sensible nine-year-old daughter, Violet, confided that when her mum had given a talk on assertiveness skills to her Brownie group nearly all the mothers kept their daughters at home with colds. Gwen showed Moira around her studio, it was overflowing with colourfully confrontational canvasses and hair-raising sculptures of naked lascivious figures, several with snakes erupting from their genitalia.


“Um, very nice.” Moira, blushing and studying the carpet, had managed.


It was Gwenda who introduced her to the Great West-East Divide. Whenever Moira mentioned her address the Penwith witches of West Cornwall would ooze jubilation, divulging in voices saturated with awe and homage: “You’ll discover that very special people are drawn to this part of Cornwall, it’s a very enchanted place!”


As a Kerrier woman, Gwen had snorted on hearing this, “What they mean is that anyone east of the Hayle estuary is just not pagan enough! Of course, to have real credibility you’re expected to have Celtic blood in your veins and boast direct lineage to Gaelic speaking ancestors who wove cloth and sang a lot.”


Moira, whose descent from the London suburbs clearly didn’t count for much, was again deflated.


“Shucks,” she mourned, “yet another status hierarchy with me at the bottom – down with the scum Anglo Saxons this time.”


On a higher note, the Wicca dress code mainly consisted of ethnic cottons, big baggy sweaters (preferably with pentacle motif) and generous natured stretchy leggings. The hand of the hairdresser was thankfully not evident, long and tangled being the established mode. Men were thin on the ground (though thick in beard) amongst the pagan groups and excluded altogether from the witch covens. The majority of Wiccans were post-divorce and wickedly irreverent. Had they been around in feudal times they’d have all got a dunking on the ducking stool for sure.


Moira was accepted into a full moon group. (“Perfect,” she rejoiced, “my cheek size. All four in fact!”) Her new coven colleagues were very pleased to share their advice and opinions with her. They let her in on their secrets (well mostly other people’s) and initiated her into the benefits of belonging to a whole caboodle of stroppy women of a certain age when it comes to dealing with hoodies, hooligans and Jehovah’s Witnesses.


Sadly though, they refused to take her seriously when she requested a spell to make herself gorgeous before the end of the bikini season. Only Veronica, an incongruous slinky blond witch in floaty pastel chiffons, kindly recommended positive affirmations and mirror work. Moira declined the mirror work. She’d done enough of that in her life already – usually involving painful manoeuvrings with tweezers. Gwen’s contribution to the Love Yourself Formula was to “dance naked on your lawn at dawn”. Moira hoped the neighbours were either exceptionally broadminded or exceptionally short sighted.


The regular topics of conversation at the tarot card and rune stone meetings did not cover boob jobs, boring besotted boyfriend blabberings, nor panic-at-putting-on-a-pound freak outs. Sometimes they would chat for ages without a calorie count cropping up once! Moira, who hadn’t previously mixed much with older women, kept waiting for the usual sarky slights and derogatory digs, taking much comfort when they didn’t come. She started saying “Roll on cronehood!”









Chapter Three


It was the day of the Summer Solstice. The Moon Group were having a picnic by the Neolithic Men-an-Tol. With a full stomach of banana bread and blueberry muffins, Moira was lying flat on her back contentedly contemplating the sunlight bouncing off specks of quartz in the granite monoliths. She had embraced her new witchy life like Fat Cat Meets Cream. She was at heart – slowly defrosting from cold storage where it had been (partially) protected from past pummellings – a nice, well meaning, simple soul. She didn’t attempt to analyse the Jungian complexities of her metamorphose, she just felt a lot more cheerful without needing to find reasons to be. She’d flushed her Prozac down the toilet.


The lazy drone of a bumblebee hovering by her ear drowned out the bickering coven. (They’d eventually reached a consensus that the universe is malleable, in keeping with the old English word Wicca meaning ‘to bend or shape’, but were ferociously squabbling over the extent to which it is permissible to create one another’s reality. Is weather magic and rain dancing ethically sound for instance?) There was a skylark singing overhead and the smell of yellow gorse in the air from the heath.


“It’s on such a day as this” Moira mused “that old white-haired rabbits wonder which way Time went. Or maybe, when twilight tints the shadows purple, a doorway opens in the ageless hills leading to the Faery Halls!” She’d been indulging in tales of Morgan le Fay and Tintagel, Tristan and Iseult, the giant Cormoran and legends of Madgy Figgy of Tol-Pedn-Penwith. Today her soul was being pisky led into the lavender and lilac realms.


The mayhem of the group packing the picnic remains into their rucksacks broke Moira’s reverie and recalled her to coven controversy. Discussion had moved on from the morality of manifestation magic to whether the central holed stone of the Men-an-Tol symbolised Mother Earth’s vagina. Moira declined both an opinion on the terrestrial anatomy debate and the traditional squeezing through the granite orifice. Local custom guaranteed pregnancy; although she was getting no more sex than an amoeba, Moira wasn’t taking any chances.


“You think you’re safe and then angel Gabriel turns up,” she warned.


On reaching the remote Nine Maidens stone circle across the moors, with Ding Dong engine house standing sentry in the distance, they encountered a group of Americans armed with what Moira supposed to be mangled coat hangers.


“Dowsing rods,” Shirl amended, “made from mangled coat hangers”.


They seemed to be reverentially placing their foreheads against each standing stone, though all moving at different speeds and directions around the circle. Consequently, there was a pile up forming in the top left-hand corner.


“Widdershins!” a woman in green with a red face was shouting, waving her arms to indicate an anticlockwise route.


“St Just woman,” Maddie whispered. “She runs the Gaia Goddess Tours Ltd during the summer season. It caters for tourists with legs. Your average coach trip only stops off at the Merry Maidens because it’s on the road to Land’s End and has a car park.”


Gwen rushed forward to greet the overheated green woman, interrupting her spiel on the St. Michael and Mary serpent ley lines.


“Hello Pat!” she waved. Pat shook her head severely.


Maddie nudged Moira again, “She’s Ceres the Great Mother in work hours and Pat out of them,” she explained.


“Business is thriving,” Ceres-returning-to-Pat told them, having abandoned the Americans to their own devices with instructions to “close your eyes and tune into the Land’s currents”. (Though the resulting spate of bodily collisions amongst the megaliths didn’t abate until she specified “a stationary tuning!”)


“But I’m having trouble with the hate mail,” Pat complained. “The local evangelicals have started a crusade to rescue their Holy Isle from the witches. Can’t somebody tell them we had it first? They’re accusing me of having a pact with Lucifer. Nonsense of course, I never truck with male immortals, neither God the Father, God the Son, nor God the Holy Ghost if it has a ghostly penis.”


No one noticed that the ground shook.


Pat and Moira struck up an unlikely friendship. Moira enjoyed Pat’s pungent put-downs of all things respectable / mainstream, while Pat found Moira’s candid naivety endearing. (Moira was now feeling safe enough to start opening her mouth and letting things spill out, jettisoning her timeworn south-eastern survival strategy of appearing mute when possible and mumbling short insincere fabrications when not.) Pat, who was in her sixties, was kind and honest though as unbendable as her miner’s cob terraced house which, like Pat herself, was unrenovated, undecorated and a bit jumbled. But also homely and warm. Her kids had outgrown it and flown east to become city sophisticates, leaving their less pretentious belongings behind to clutter up the place in their absence.


There was a shiny brass plaque on the front door, such as you’d find at a doctor’s, which read in elegant italics, Pat Trenoweth. Witch of the West. On first seeing this, an embarrassed Moira had squirmed from foot to foot on her friend’s behalf. Pat came bounding up the path behind her, beaming and booming:


“Like it? I’m thinking of adding a logo. What do you reckon – pointed hat or broomstick?”


After some preliminary cosmic ordering exercises, Moira secured herself a part time job in a bric-a-brac – referred to as ‘Cornish curios’ and extortionately priced for the tourists – shop in St. Ives. (Home town to the Seagull Mafia, with a sneaky beaky mobster on every post, all strategizing your bag of chips…) Moira spent her half days off in Pat’s laidback lounge, which was filled with big bulgy cushions and a surplus of little tables – the sort that ought to fold into each other but didn’t. Pat dished out mugs of strong tea and yummy homemade flapjacks. She talked a lot, at length and loud enough to be heard from her lofty soap box on the moral high ground. Moira nodded at regular intervals, borrowed her books and, when she wasn’t looking, cleaned her kitchen.


They often walked the cliffs together as the sun was setting its burnish over the sea, sometimes they walked on until the moon rose up to sheen it silver. They followed the Tinner’s Way or past Pendeen to the lighthouse. On damp days they’d trek through the eerie mist with the foghorn bellowing like a marine monster in labour. Moira found that when she talked Pat listened. This was an unusual experience, “It never happens in Staines” as she remembered.


Moira tried to expound to Pat, and to herself, on how she was feeling.


“I wake up in the early hours and for no apparent reason I start sobbing. And I can’t stop. I don’t know why. I’m happier now than I’ve ever been. My life’s been fuller in the last four months than it has in the previous four decades! And I’m hardly a tragic figure, I’ve not suffered any heartbreaks, shark attacks or disfiguring fungal infections. Yet I feel like I’m in mourning. When I’m on the beach I keep turning to scan the horizon, as if there’s something I’ve just missed. Something important. And it’s too late to find it now. It’s a sore, itchy sort of sad sensation.”


Moira shuffled about a bit to help relieve the discomfort of opening up to emotions, hitherto kept securely buried somewhere in the earth’s central iron core. Pat nodded sympathetically.


“Perhaps it’s too late to reclaim your past but it’s not too late to claim your future.”


Moira thought it over, “Maybe if I get up extra early, I might squeeze more in to make up for lost time.”


“Start with more marmalade on toast,” Pat advised.









Chapter Four


After a spot of physical coercion, Moira attended the Five Rhythms dance class at Sancreed. When dancing in public had first been suggested she had replied with a definite “I’d prefer to pick stinging nettles naked, chew cacti, suck slugs, bathe in a tub of swarming wasps and fill my knickers with red ants, thank you all the same.”


Pat had soothed her impending panic attack with a “That’s fine, we’ll leave it,” and then collected her on the day and drove her there, holding her hand in a friendly gesture as she dragged her out of the car. Moira’s heels left tracks along the entire length of the drive. Despite her acute trepidation it had been O.K. Nobody wore high-cut designer leotards and the women came in assorted shapes and sizes. In Wave Dance there are no steps or sequences to struggle over, and it felt deeper and more meaningful than aerobics.


One particular dancing session, about a month later, had been especially exhilarating and embarrassing. Moira had acted totally out of her normal passive nature. She’d got cross, very cross – well, ballistic blinding red-eyed rage really! And she’d shown it. It had spewed out of nowhere during the relentless drumbeat of the “Chaos” crest of the wave.


Moira had found herself roaring and snarling, barring her teeth and pounding the wooden floor in fury. And had she howled? Yes, she distinctly remembered throwing back her head and howling like a wolf! She growled and yowled and scowled magnificently, without a thought as to what a fright she was looking! She’d boiled in furious frenzied sulphur and thrashed about like a rampaging squid! Three people were scared off the dance floor. And, although afterwards they said it had been very expressive, Moira noticed they didn’t come too close while they were saying it.


Whilst in the midst of – what Sarah, the empathic dance facilitator, delicately described as “getting in touch with your Lilith and Eris energy” and Pat curtly dubbed “a whopping big strop” – she’d run amok around the hall smashing faces. Not physically but in her head. The faces of all those callous work colleagues, condescending bosses, condemning relations, cruel lads, false friends, sneering hairdressers, judgmental train commuters, dismissive teachers, sniggering schoolgirls and oblivious acquaintances who blanked her, dumped on her, patronised her, ridiculed her and left her feeling ugly and unacceptable. She cursed them all, and one by one shoved them off Hell’s Mouth cliff. Then she drove a heavyweight rotary mower over their corpses. And fed the seagulls. She felt a bit better after that.


Moira resolved no more playing the Doleful Doughnut role assigned to her. She stormed and fumed and railed to the spectres of her past (and to the room at large) that she “hadn’t been given a flea’s chance to like herself! And they could have afforded to be charitable, they were the Loved Lovelies after all!” Majestically and with relish, she swiped the blame back from herself and heaped it, sizzling with hot coals, on everyone else. She didn’t care if this was unreasonable. She was fed up with being reasonable; she wanted to be as temperamental and selfishly wilful as only pretty girls and seductive women get away with. So, she would so!


At the end of the dance, she limped out with blood blisters on both big toes.


Pat made her talk. “After a major clear out in the shit house you need to discuss new interior design,” she insisted as they sat in her car, engine firmly switched off.


A distressed Moira, still churning like a butter barrel, kept looking longingly at the ignition key, trying to silently indicate that her duvet was waiting for her to crawl and hide under.


“I guess you’re right about the shit,” she whimpered. “It was. My life stank. And I never even sussed how crap it was; it’s not as if I could wake up and smell the roses above the stench!”


She attempted to communicate the great big Full Stop at the end of this confession and again stared hard at the ignition. Pat waited. Clearly going nowhere. After an overdue-date-pregnant pause Moira was induced to confide, rather reticently as she was afraid of what else might spurt out of her atrociously behaved subconscious.


“Well, following my frenzy, I just slumped in a corner panting a lot. And the strangest thing happened. More memories but older ones, ones I’d forgotten, started seeping up into my mind. I remembered, I must have been about seven or eight at the time, lying face-down in the muddy grass with a boy’s boot in my back. I was desperately pretending to be lifeless in the hope of escaping more agro. I was always bullied on my way home from school. I used to call it The Walk of the Tin Can Maiden because I ended up with dents.


“That was at primary school. At secondary school it was more wit than thuggery, which hits harder and leaves deeper scars. (One smart Alec once commented that my backside reminded him of a planetary gas giant, so – unhappily ever after – whenever I lifted my bottom off a chair to stand up, the class would chorus ‘Jupiter ascending!’. That joke was milked until the geriatric cows came home.)


“Yep, the teen years were the worst. I used to die of humiliation daily – hourly! And yet that kick in my back at seven did something to me which never went away. It was like a vaccine injection of distrust and fear which stays in your bloodstream forever. If life had a dial, that kicking set mine on a background static of Unremitting Misery. I survived, survival of the unfittest, but I didn’t become who I might have been.”


She took a gasping breath at this point, like a shipwrecked sailor struggling up from the mucky depths with a mouth full of seaweed.


“Then this really trite image popped into my head, of a young me – not as a child but as a fledgling. A fledgling which never got airborne because someone was always putting the boot in. And I had this vision of lots of dowdy little brown sparrows, dragging broken wings, under every bush in Britain. Because some of us never got off the ground. We never learnt to fly. We didn’t get the chance. Does that sound pathetic?”


Pat shook her head and produced a tissue. Moira gulped, mopped up a bit, and plodded on.


“The other day a psychic fair Reiki Master told me that my solar plexus chakra (the seat of self-confidence) is badly debilitated. I’m only amazed it hasn’t shrunk down to threadworms and wriggled away completely!”


Moira paused but Pat didn’t laugh – not fooling no one.


“Oh, O.K. then… The truth is I’ve been screwed up, thrown away, kicked in the gutter, squashed down and walked over as if I’m an unwanted soggy paper bag. And I still feel damp.” Moira sniffed loudly and sighed.


Pat gave Moira a long soft look, “Come on home, Mogs. I’ll fix you a stiff drink.”


“How stiff?” Moira snuffled, but with a return to the reason for living, “Can I have a Hot Chocolate thick enough to stand a spoon up in?”


It was pitch black when they got to St. Just. Pat made Moira a Horlicks (oh woe! no chocolate in the house, liquid or solid). She kindled a fire in the lounge grate and lit candles instead of switching on switches, possibly out of respect for Moira’s swollen eyelids and blotchy face.


“First fire for months. It’s only the end of August but the nights are drawing in and there’s already a nip to the air,” Pat commented, as she coaxed the twigs to catch. “It seems only a moment ago we were celebrating Lammas. Now that’s a deceptive festival, there you are in the height of summer, surrounded by ripe wheat and flaxen corn, with the juicy fruits of harvest hanging in abundance and the freshly baked plait loaf smelling heavenly. But underlying all this bounty lies the sharp edge of the scythe, the approaching sacrifice to appease the ruthless winter ghouls waiting in the wings! The Corn God mercilessly cut down by the Grim Reaper. The red evening sun burns without heat and everything is at its fullest before it begins to fade from the world.”


In honour of the approaching doom and gloom, and to make up for the lack of chocolate, Pat mixed a saucepan of warming punch. The spicy aroma wafted deliciously about the room and Moira, who enjoyed being pampered and fussed over, started to cheer up – though still a little limp from her unaccustomed energetic and emotional expenditure. (She was also beginning to cringe, now that the steam had subsided and lava congealed, in hot sticky plum-faced mortification over her public eruption and was thoroughly considering the possibility of Life in a Cupboard. Preferably a kitchen cupboard.)


“And tonight, my poor lacerated lamb, because it’s a blue moon and because digging out the debris from old scars is a sore and sopping process, you get to peep inside my Treasure Chest!” Pat pledged in thrilling accents, dramatically whipping the tie-dyed cover off a leather and brass trunk standing in the corner.


“Ooh goody!” Moira squealed, and fell to.


Pat’s treasure trove was a kooky cache of ritual objects, several of which Moira had seen in both the psychologically intense lunar meetings and in the wayward celebratory solar festivals. There was a ceremonial wand, with a pointed clear crystal inserted at one tip and a smoky quartz at the other. Lying in a lead scrying bowl, very heavy with Norse cyphers around the rim, was a silver paper knife,


“An Athame,” Pat corrected, “used for cutting a gateway in the sacred circle – on account of my dodgy bladder.”


There were ceramic bowls of small shells collected at low tide, gemstones and polished pebbles. A deep blue glass chalice cast an indigo shadow when held to the candle flame. Mother Peace tarot cards lay scattered about and there was a smudging stick of buzzard feathers bound in red and green wool at the shafts. A velvet alter cloth, slightly muddied from outdoor use, had been embroidered with phases of the moon in silver thread. And from the bottom of the trunk Moira drew out an old circular mirror, badly tarnished, set in a dark oak surround.


“Ah,” Pat whispered mysteriously, “my witch’s mirror. Incredibly ancient and doubtless used by some aged hag up to mischief many centuries ago. Look into the glass to see enchantment unfolding before your very eyes!”


“Hocus-pocus,” Moira derided stoutly. Pat acquired a quizzical look. Moira half believed her and shivered.


Mustering up a sturdy show of bravado, she took a deep breath, “O.K. then, here goes. I wish to see my Life’s Meaning!”


She held the mirror resolutely before her face, with its oaken back to the fire. With her thick eyebrows drawn together in concentration, she stared fixedly – like a kid with her first conjuring set – fiercely willing the magic to work.


Neither of them moved nor spoke; slowly the shadows shifted and the silence started to shout. As her eyes ached and blurred, a misty form took shape in the glass. The swirling grey haze steadily settled into a softly oval face, not her own, with heart rending almond eyes reflecting back at her. Moira caught her breath in a gasp and Pat moved closer to peer over her shoulder. As she did so another face appeared, the deeply lined visage of an old woman, stern enough in aspect to make Moira scream and drop the mirror. It smashed.


“Look out!” Pat warned, “Here comes the seven-year Bad Luck!” Then she whacked Moira smartly across the knuckles with the punch ladle.









Chapter Five


Moira was pacing the floorboards. After leaving Pat’s (as soon as she could without appearing too much of a cowardy custard), she’d driven back home through the darkness; slowly to avoid the rabbits which nibble on the grassy verges and also because that stretch of coastal road twists sharply and unexpectedly, especially at night. Moira could have sworn the road was wriggling into fresh curves, like the long slither of an adder, whenever she nervously glanced in the rear-view mirror.


She’d slept fitfully and awoke at daybreak in a fidgety state resembling an overcharged electric toothbrush. She’d been doing housework ever since; which, after yesterday, felt a blessedly humdrum activity. While she wiped and hoovered, she puzzled over the evening’s events. There must be a key to explaining it somewhere. But where do you find missing keys to open hidden doors to uncover lost answers? Hell’s teeth and Hecate’s gums! She wasn’t even sure of the question.


By eight o’clock Moira had mopped the kitchen floor, degrimed the sink, polished the cat’s bowls, removed the dead mouse from under the cooker and was hanging up the washing on the clothesline. Her next-door neighbour, Bev, was likewise hanging out her laundry, in an identically compact garden (though neater, with more patio tiles and plaster garden ornaments). Beverly was a spotless person, inside and out, a house-proud housewife (anxious to assist her more grubby neighbours) who smiled continually like a Tupperware party hostess and described everything as “lovely!”


“Cooey! Lovely drying weather!” Bev had called to gain Moira’s attention. “You’re busy early!” she flagged up with a note of approval.


“Couldn’t sleep. Would you like tea and toast with me?” Moira offered, knowing that Beverly was the very woman to admire so much manic cleaning.


Bev and Des were a very normal couple in their thirties who couldn’t have been married very long as they were always scrupulously polite to each other. There was a chrome framed wedding photograph on their sideboard revealing the happy couple in all their white frilled glory. On the lawn in the background of the photo, Moira spotted two toddlers in tangerine taffeta thumping each other and the unmistakable outline of a black Labrador having a poop.


“Oh my Goodness! Your kitchen’s looking lovely!” Bev effused as Moira burnt the toast whilst making the tea.


“Here, let me do that,” Bev insisted, decisively removing the breadboard from Moira’s grasp.


“Sorry,” Moira apologized, trying to conceal a tablecloth stain from her neighbour’s rigorous scrutiny. “I can’t seem to get my head straight this morning,” she excused herself. “It’s buzzing like a cicada bug on crack cocaine!”


She was feeling jittery and increasingly on edge, and Bev’s chipper chitter-chatter about which foods were on special offer at the Co-Op really wasn’t helping. In fact, she realised, if she didn’t confide in someone soon, she might just have to grab the food waste caddy from the draining board and empty it over her hygienic neighbour’s head! So, risking being thought crackers (but – hey – news of last night’s Irate Stomp would doubtless be spreading across the district like one of its heath fires at this very moment), Moira sat down to tell her about the queer goings on at Pat’s house. Above her hot buttered toast Bev’s eyes grew rounder and rounder, her eyebrows heading Heavenwards as she listened. When Moira had finished, and was waiting for comment and critique, Bev remained dumb and gawking at her. Moira tried to open the debate:


“You probably think I’m gaga?” she volunteered.


“Oh no!” Bev breathed gravely. “I’m sure it happened just as you described! But you must be more careful about what you’re getting yourself into!” And with that she gathered up her handbag and scuttled back next door to Des and her dishcloth.


Moira felt snubbed and deflated, so she talked to the cat instead. Tigger proved a better audience (cats considering it undignified to register anything as vulgar as common shock. Though they do a good line in disdain when it suits them) and he got a tin of tuna in recompense. Moira made herself a sandwich for elevenses and set off to Cot Valley cove to clear her head with the smell from the sewage outlet.


By the end of the day, Moira only needed a sensible man with a perfectly rational explanation to convince herself it had all been a trick of the mind. She was to have one. At six o’clock on the dot the doorbell rang. Standing on the front step, looking self-important, was her next-door neighbour and a man in a suit. He was middle aged, paunchy in the stomach, balding with a pasty complexion and he looked like a Man on a Mission. Which indeed he was.


Bev introduced her accomplice, “Ah Moira, this is Mr Hoskings, our lay preacher at St Edwyn’s Chapel. He’d like to have a word.”


“David,” the man of a word spoke. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Box. I hear you’re new to the neighbourhood. I do trust you’re settling in well?”


“Yes, thank you,” Moira replied, wondering why this ecclesiastical welcoming committee hadn’t occurred back in March when she’d moved in.


There was a pause in which her visitors smiled in determination at Moira until she invited them in.


“Tea, coffee or something stronger?” she offered.


“Tea, black, no sugar, if you please,” Mr Hoskings instructed.


“He’s teetotal,” Beverly whispered loudly enough for them all to hear.


They sat at the dining table which felt rather business like. David cleared his throat,


“We’d be delighted to see you at St. Edwyn’s any Sunday, Miss Box. Des and Bev are regular attenders and would be happy to bring you, I’m sure.” (From the other side of the table Beverly elevated into an angel.) “You’ll meet some smashing people who will do their utmost to make you feel at home – decent, trustworthy folk I mean!”


At this he looked significantly at Moira. Bev joined in. Then he leant forward to be virtually eyeball to eyeball. This was the most intimate Moira had been with a man for years. She wondered if he had any amorous intentions. He was no oil painting but then neither was she for Elysium’s sake! He also pervaded an off-putting well-scrubbed soapy smell. Moira began to deliberate upon which aftershave she could give him for Christmas, Brut didn’t seem appropriate somehow. Moira tried to adjust her expression to look adorably puppylike and waited hopefully.


“I’m very concerned for you, my dear,” he prosed on in a solicitous tone (so far so good). “I hear you’re being drawn into some unsavoury company. I feel it’s my duty as a Christian to warn you of the danger. I’ve lived in this part of the county for a long time and believe me when I tell you there’s more to West Penwith than cream teas and holiday homes. There’s a nasty sinister secret hidden in this peninsula, you only need scratch the surface and you’ll discover the canker beneath the pretty picture postcards! Witchcraft and Satanism! The Devil isn’t dead but walks in disguise in twentieth-century Cornwall! He preys upon the naive and innocent who are new here. I fear you’re being manipulated and mislead. We’ve come to sound the alert and help you avoid the gaping pit before your feet! It’s all too easy to fall in!”


As he spoke Moira began to see him standing on a plinth in a pulpit. She was rivetted by the way he stretched his eyelids back so the irises gleamed in two large white pools. There were little pink blood vessels creeping across from the corners and Moira wondered if he suffered from high blood pressure.


As he continued, he upped the tempo by a further octave, “People muck around with the paranormal as if it’s a party game! They don’t realise the strength of its Destructive Power! Mental institutions are full of poor gullible souls who foolishly dabbled with the occult! Be warned! It can scorch your mind until it burns to the socket!” (The whites of his eyes were positively raspberry-rippling milky lagoons by the time he had swelled and amplified into his grand finale.)


“You look like a common-sensible young lady,” he appended his denunciation, coming down in decibels and wiping his brow with a blue checked handkerchief. “Check it out. Be vigilant and wary. Call upon us, day or night, if they pester you. Remember, we’re here to save you from Moral Peril!”


After an impressive silence, David got up to go and Moira’s charitable neighbour, eager to walk in his footsteps, hastily followed. (So hastily she trod on his heels – rather ruining the solemnity of his exit amidst profuse apologies.) At the front door, Mr Hoskings warned again “Beware of the Dark Side!” just like in Star Wars. Only he wasn’t joking or a Jedi.


“We’ll be praying for you!” was Beverly’s parting contribution. She crossed herself as she left the premises.


Moira took the good Mr. Hosking’s advice and checked it out. On her next visit to Redruth, she called in at the psychiatric hospital (built next to the viaduct to save on overdoses).


“I’m very worried about my Susie, you see nurse. Would you say many of your clients have a personal history of involvement in occult practices?” she enquired at the end of an impassioned monologue, clutching a mumsy handbag and adopting a native Cornish alias for credibility.


The staff nurse looked overworked and underpaid, but answered patiently and without undue interest.


“I really wouldn’t stress out so much about your daughter, Mrs Cow Meadow,” he reassured her. “Certain personality types suffering with mental health issues may well grasp on to anything mystical which feeds their delusions, but we’ve just as many fanatical Christians here who wear open-toed sandals and believe they’re the Saint Augustine of Hippo, bless them! You see, Mrs Cow Field, there’s really no more likelihood of your daughter developing psychoses from buying crystals and playing with her astrology starter kit than if she joined your neighbourhood church. It’s probably best that you speak to your doctor next time you’re worried, Mrs Cow Herd.”


Moira then asked if there was an abnormally high percentage of psychiatric cases in her locality. She was told that “If the shape of Cornwall is like the Sock of England then Penwith is in the toe. Well, we all know where the nuts fall to.”


Pat chuckled copiously when she got to hear about the Holy Delegation.


“David and I go back a long way unfortunately. The rest of the clergy have given up on me but Hoskings is like a pesky Jack Russell – always getting underfoot, scampering around with raised hackles and once he’s got his teeth into your trouser hem there’s no shaking him off at all! Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy a good row – er, I mean discussion – but he will keep quoting scripture at you, as if it were some sort of final clincher on the ultimate truth. Most irritating.”
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