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For Henry, Isabel, Matthew, and Oscar
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Stella Montgomery gazed out of the window of the train as it trundled slowly through the bleak countryside. It had been drizzling all day, and now evening was approaching. The empty compartment was cold and shadowy and dispiriting. In the lamp overhead, dregs of yellowish oil and several dead moths sloshed to and fro. Stella’s new boots pinched her feet, and her new dress was stiff and uncomfortable. Pulling her coat more tightly around herself and burrowing her hands into the pockets, she stared out at the wintry trees.


She had never felt more lonely. She wished she had a friend for company. Even Ada, Aunt Deliverance’s bad-tempered maid, would have been better than nobody. But after a grudging currant bun and a cup of tea at the station, Ada had pushed Stella into the second-class compartment, said, “Behave yourself, miss,” and given her a silver shilling and a grumpy pat on the head. Then she had stalked away down the platform without looking back, and that was that.


Stella felt her eyes pricking with tears. She looked down at the little book that lay open on her lap. It had gold writing on its cover: A Garden of Lilies: Improving Tales for Young Minds, by Prudence A. Goodchild. The book had been a going-away present from the Aunts. It was full of depressing stories of children who did wrong and met with tragedy. In the first story, Agnes, a servant girl, wore vulgar, brightly colored ribbons in her hair and went to a fair, and so lost her position, became a beggar, and finally drowned in a river. The moral of that story was:


Modesty should be your aim,


Or you will surely come to shame.


In the next story, Beatrice stole a preserved damson, tried to wash the incriminating stains from her pinafore, and later died of a fever, brought on by the damp fabric.


Greedy children always tend


To meet with a disastrous end.


Cornelius and Drusilla disobeyed their parents and were trampled by a flock of angry sheep.


Always do as you are told,


Or you will soon be dead and cold.


It was not a cheerful book, and the pictures were vivid and rather unpleasant. Stella had read it all the way through three times. She sighed and tried to think of something encouraging, but she was too miserable and forlorn.


It had been a very long day. She had changed trains twice. The first change had occurred at an enormous, smoke-filled station, where she had been almost overwhelmed by the noise. A helpful porter had rushed her through the crowd at a desperate pace and bundled her into her train just as it was leaving. Despite this, she had somehow missed her second connection and had waited for several hours on a lonely country platform, with only the cold rain, a row of empty milk cans, and a station cat for company.


This train was the slowest so far. It wound its way through the woods and fields and tiny huddled villages, sometimes stopping at stations where nobody seemed to get on or off, and sometimes stopping between stations for no reason at all.


The railway bun had been many hours ago, but Stella was too nervous to feel hungry. She blinked back her tears and swallowed. She did not want to arrive with her eyes red from crying. And if she started to cry, she might not be able to stop.


The Aunts had been furious. Stella had never seen them so angry. She had been in disgrace many, many times before. Even when she tried hard to be good, the Aunts were disapproving. But this time had been far worse. She had been missing for two nights. The police had been searching for her. And when she had returned, she had been dressed as a boy and covered with mud.


She had tried to explain how it had happened, but somehow it only made things worse. The Aunts refused to listen. Stella could almost hear Aunt Deliverance’s bellowing voice, keeping time with the rattling train.


“Ungrateful. Willful. Obstinate. Unladylike.”


“Disgraceful,” Aunt Temperance had added, her wandering eye circling in an agitated manner.


“Yes, indeed,” Aunt Condolence had agreed, her Particular Patent Corset twanging and creaking.


All three Aunts glared at Stella, and she looked at her muddy boots and tried not to cry.


“I’m sorry,” she muttered.


“Quiet!” Aunt Deliverance thundered. “Your behavior has been outrageous. We have been too indulgent with you entirely.”


“Train the vine as you would have it grow,” said Aunt Temperance.


“Spare the rod, spoil the child,” said Aunt Condolence.


“A firm hand is required. Discipline. Perhaps a strict governess. Or school.” Aunt Deliverance closed her mouth with a snap.


Stella’s heart sank. A strict governess sounded terrifying. And school might be even worse. She had seen the girls of Miss Mallard’s Academy for Young Ladies silently walking two by two along the Front at Withering-by-Sea. They seemed miserable, and their mistresses looked grim and bad-tempered. Any school chosen by the Aunts would be particularly dreadful.


For weeks she had been in disgrace. The weather had been terrible. Icy winds, rain, and storms had prevented the Aunts from taking their daily promenade along the Front. Instead they had stayed inside and glared at Stella as she walked around and around the parlor with a book balanced on her head (to improve her deportment), or sewed her sampler, or practiced the pianoforte.


Every day, Stella had learned difficult lessons from French Conversation for Young Ladies and repeated them to the Aunts as they had their tea. (That parasol is quite hideous. Permit me to offer you a small piece of seed cake. These cold winds are injurious to the complexion.)


Every day, she had cold porridge for breakfast, cold meat and potatoes for luncheon, and bread and water for supper.


Every day, she felt a bit more miserable.


At night she had leaned on the windowsill of her tiny bedroom on the third floor of the Hotel Majestic and looked out at the sea. Down along the pier, the gaslights twinkled in the rain. On still nights, she could hear the cheerful, tinkling music from the merry-go-round, and sometimes she imagined she could almost hear the band playing in the theater and the audience applauding. Her new friends were down there. Ben and Gert and Mr. Capelli. But they might as well be a hundred miles away. Her Aunts had forbidden Stella from seeing them again, and perhaps she never would.


Then, one morning, a letter had arrived with the first post. It was damp and salt-stained and looked as if it had been fished out of the sea. It had a row of colored foreign stamps on it. Aunt Deliverance opened the envelope with her ivory-and-silver paper knife, unfolded the letter, and read it through twice, in silence, as she ate her breakfast kipper. Then she had fixed Stella with an imperious glare.


“Cousin Frederick has at last listened to reason and sent his children home to be educated. And not before time.”


Stella swallowed a mouthful of cold porridge too fast. “Who? But—”


“Quiet, child,” Aunt Deliverance snapped. “I will not tolerate any of your imbecilic questions.”


“Curiosity is a sign of a vulgar mind,” said Aunt Temperance.


“Yes, indeed,” agreed Aunt Condolence, spreading marmalade onto a triangle of buttered toast.


Aunt Deliverance continued, “It is extremely charitable of Cousin Frederick to allow you to join Strideforth and Hortense and their governess at Wormwood Mire.”


Aunt Condolence made a choking sound, and Aunt Temperance started to say, “Not—”


Aunt Deliverance interrupted. “The house has an unfortunate history, but it has been empty for ten years, without incident. Now that Frederick has inherited it, I imagine he wishes it to be occupied. I see no necessity for concern.” To Stella, she said, “I trust you will be grateful and dutiful and obedient.”


“Yes, Aunt Deliverance,” Stella said, as gratefully and dutifully and obediently as she could manage. Frederick? She was astonished to learn that the Aunts had a cousin. They had never spoken of him.


“Frederick’s children, Strideforth and Hortense, have been living abroad. No doubt their manners are foreign and disagreeable. However, a strict governess will correct any faults. They are being prepared for school. You will join them immediately.” Aunt Deliverance glared as she popped a piece of kipper into her mouth and chewed it up in a decisive manner.


Stella had stared back at her and bitten her lip to stop the questions from spilling out.


She had always lived with the Aunts. First at the Ozone Hotel (where the Aunts had been treated with magnetism and leeches, which had sadly aggravated several of Aunt Deliverance’s many illnesses), then at the Royal George Hotel (where the Aunts had taken cold-air baths and made use of the Influence Machine, which had caused Aunt Condolence’s Particular Patent Corset to hiss and spark in an alarming manner), then at the Hydro Imperial (where the Aunts had eaten a special diet of white food, consisting mainly of lard and tapioca and potato juice, which Aunt Temperance’s insides had found intolerable), and finally at the Hotel Majestic, at Withering-by-Sea (where the Aunts drank the water, took wave baths, and walked briskly along the Front every day).


But now the Hotel Majestic was many miles behind her, and every minute Stella was moving farther away from the Aunts and closer to Wormwood Mire and the unknown cousins.


“Strideforth and Hortense,” she whispered. They sounded dreadful. The Aunts were dreadful, of course, but at least they were familiar. The cousins would be strangers.


In another story from A Garden of Lilies, Euphemia went to stay in a castle. During dinner, she outraged the company by inadvertently using the wrong spoon to eat her giblet soup. Afterward she fell into an oubliette (whatever that was), and she was never seen again.


Boys and girls must all be able


To eat correctly at the table.


Stella imagined Strideforth and Hortense and their strict governess as tall, intimidating strangers, sitting at a long table that glittered with knives and forks and spoons and other more complicated cutlery. They all watched her coldly, waiting for her to make a mistake.


Her heart sank still further.


She knew nothing about her cousins, but she had heard of Wormwood Mire. She had seen pictures of it in Aunt Temperance’s photograph album: an enormous dark house, bristling with towers and chimneys and turrets.


She turned the pages of A Garden of Lilies to find the stolen photograph she had tucked in there for safekeeping. She took it out and gazed at it. In the picture, part of a tall house, surrounded by trees, loomed against a cloudy sky. In front of the house, a young woman stood beside two babies in a perambulator. All three stared out of the photograph with startled eyes. Salt water had stained and blotched the picture. On the back was written, in faded sepia ink, P, S & L, Wormwood Mire.
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Stella stared at the picture and chewed her lip. Her mother’s name had been Patience. She had been the Aunts’ youngest sister and died when Stella was still a baby. Was this a photograph of her? P for Patience, S for Stella.


But there were two babies. They looked identical, like twins. Who was L? Had she once had a sister? What had happened to her? The Aunts would never answer her questions. Curiosity is vulgar, silence is golden, Aunt Deliverance always said.


Stella looked at the two little faces in the photograph. She did not know much about babies. These looked about one or two years old. Perhaps someone at Wormwood Mire would remember a lady with two babies. Someone who had been there about ten years ago.


In the refreshment room at the railway station, Stella had tried to ask Ada about Wormwood Mire, and Ada had snapped, “That place should stay empty. It should be left alone to molder away.”


Stella asked, “But—but why? What happened there?”


Ada did not look as if she would answer. Then she said abruptly, “Your Aunts were very good to take you in like they did. That I will say. Very good. Many wouldn’t have, after what happened. If it was me . . .” She stopped and looked at Stella, her lips tight and sour-looking, and she would say nothing more.


Stella looked out of the window of the train at the rain. She shivered as she remembered Ada’s words. After what happened.


“I’m going to find out,” she promised the three faces in the photograph. “I will.” They stared back at her, wide-eyed.


Ever since she had found the photograph in Aunt Temperance’s album, Stella had imagined a sister. Letty was the name she had chosen for her. She pictured her now, sitting here on the train, swinging her legs, cheerful and encouraging.


“What if it’s awful?” she whispered.


Letty did not answer, but Stella imagined that she shrugged and laughed. Though Letty never said anything very much, she was a great comfort. She was always brave, and she made Stella feel braver too. Stella took one more look at the photograph, then put it carefully back between the pages of the book and slammed it shut. She sat up straighter and gazed out of the window.


The train was passing a wood. Trees grew closely together, like a crowd jostling for space. Their bare branches, tangled with ivy, created a jagged pattern against the sky. The raindrops running down the glass made the trees seem to flicker and tremble.


The wood looked wild and dark. Anything might live in the shadows.


Bears, perhaps. Or wolves.


In A Garden of Lilies, on their way to pay a morning call, Florence and Gilbert wandered from the correct path and were eaten up by a hungry tiger that had escaped from a circus.


Always go the way you should


When you are walking through a wood.


Of course there were no tigers here. There were no large, dangerous animals at all. Not anymore.


The train slowed, with grinding sounds and hissing steam, and drew into a station. It jolted to a stop.


“Wormwood Halt,” called a porter.


Stella’s insides gave a lurch. Heart thumping, she scrambled up onto the seat to pull her small suitcase down from the overhead rack. She opened it, shoved A Garden of Lilies inside, and snapped the catches shut. She pushed open the carriage door and climbed out.


“Wormwood Halt,” called the porter again, in a mournful tone, farther down the platform. “Alight here for Wormwood Halt.”


It was nearly dark, and it was raining.


She had arrived.
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Stella made her way along the platform to the guard’s van to collect her trunk. Her legs were stiff from sitting for so long. The train gave a loud whistle and began to move.


“Young lady for the Mire?” asked the porter as he heaved her trunk onto a trolley. He had a sack draped over his head and another around his shoulders, tied with twine. He smelled of onions.


“Yes. Wormwood Mire,” said Stella, shivering.


“You’re late,” he said discouragingly. He led the way to the Ladies’ Waiting Room and dumped her trunk down. “They came, but they went away again. They ordered the station coach. But the driver’s gone for his dinner, and he ain’t back yet. Put your case down here. You can wait in there.” He pointed at the door.


The Ladies’ Waiting Room was damp and cold and deserted. On the wall hung a clock, which had stopped, and an advertisement for Meat Extract. The fireplace was empty. There was a fly-spotted mirror and a washbasin. Stella looked into the mirror. Her hat was squashed, and her coat was grimy from the journey. There was a sooty mark on her cheek. She turned on the tap and a trickle of icy brown water came out. She rubbed at the soot with her damp handkerchief, spread it around a bit, and made it worse.


In another story from A Garden of Lilies, Horatio wore a grubby collar and immediately drowned in a shipwreck.


Be neat and tidy, clean and trim,


Or your ending will be rather grim.


Stella’s eyes pricked with tears. A Garden of Lilies was not comforting at all. She missed her lovely Atlas. It had always been encouraging, even in the most difficult of circumstances. She sniffed, and a tear trickled down her cheek. Miserably, she gazed at herself in the mirror.


What would Letty do, if she were here? Certainly she would not just stand crying in this dismal waiting room.


Stella swallowed her tears and felt in her coat pocket for the shilling Ada had given her. She turned the little coin between her fingers. Perhaps she could buy some sweets? She could share them with the cousins, if they were friendly. And if they were not, she could eat the sweets herself.


“Come on, then,” she said to her reflection.


She opened the door and looked out. The platform was empty. She walked past the booking office and across the station yard. A few people hurried along a narrow cobbled street, bundled up in coats and shawls. A sign with a picture of a huge black cat hung above the door of an inn: THE LEOPARD. Dim lights shone in the windows. Next to the inn was a stretch of muddy grass and a weedy pond. Several white ducks stood beside the pond in the rain. Beyond was a row of shops. Seen closer, they did not look promising. Several had already put up their shutters. She walked past a post office and a forge and a bakery. A grocer’s window was full of dull jars and tins of tapioca and fish paste and isinglass, and an ironmonger’s had a collection of nails and washboards.


Beyond the ironmonger, Stella spied a narrow, winding alleyway. At the far end, a greenish light shone from a curved bay window. The sign read:



SPINDLEWEED



APOTHECARY AND SWEETS


Stella turned the small coin in her pocket, hesitating, and then she ventured into the alley. The upper stories of the buildings on either side nearly touched. Tendrils of ivy snaked along the walls, and the branches of a large tree arched overhead, making a dark tunnel.


Stella approached the little shop, cupped her hands, and peered through the rippled glass of the window. The shadowy interior swam with green light. It was like looking into a pond.


There was a row of sweet jars in the window. Treacle fudge, gleaming acid drops, cinder toffee, and aniseed balls. Barley sugar and striped black-and-white humbugs, shining like satin.


She climbed the two steps, pushed open the door, and went in. The bell above the door jangled. An oil lamp with a green glass shade hung from the ceiling. Shelves lined the walls, full of jars of sweets. There was a strong smell of peppermint and licorice, and something musty that she did not recognize.


Nobody came in answer to the bell.


“Good evening,” Stella called. There was a scuffling sound. “Good evening?” she called again, her voice faltering. She thought she heard quick, pattering footsteps, but there was no reply.
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She looked at the rows of sweets. A jar held a bundle of rough gray twigs tied with twine. She crouched to read the label: LICORICE ROOTS. The next jar was full of knobbly seedpods.
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In the curved glass of the jar, a reflection moved. Stella turned around. Something shifted in a dark corner behind the counter.


“Is anyone there?” Her voice faltered a little more.


Her gaze fell on a jar that seemed to be full of cobwebs. Another contained dried leaves and several large snails. Their silver trails glinted in the greenish light.


Perhaps this was not such a good idea after all. She took a step toward the door.


Suddenly a flurry of raindrops struck the window and a pale shape swooped past outside. A shutter banged, an owl hooted, and something scrabbled on the floor of the room above. There was a cough, and then heavy footsteps dragged across the floor and started down the stairs. A hoarse voice called, “Who’s there? Tick? Is that you?”


Stella clutched her hands together.


An old woman shuffled behind the counter. She had white hair and a hooked nose, and was wrapped in a black shawl, embroidered with a pattern of feathers and stars. She started to say something, but then she shot out a hand, wrinkled like the claw of a bird, and clasped Stella’s wrist. “Who are you? Who?” Her voice was fierce. Her wide eyes were a strange light yellow.


“I—I—” Stella stammered. Panic rising, she tried to pull away. “I’m sorry, I have to go.” She wrenched her arm free and darted to the door. Her fingers scrabbled on the handle. She flung the door open, setting the bell jangling again, half fell down the stairs, and fled back along the narrow alley.


Stella’s feet skidded on the muddy ground as she raced out of the alley and into the street. Gasping for air, she looked over her shoulder, but there was nothing to see. She hugged her arms around herself as she hurried back along the street, weaving between people, past the shops and the inn.


In the station yard, an old-fashioned coach was waiting. The coachman was helping the porter to load Stella’s trunk and suitcase. As she came toward them, Stella heard him say, “Three sheep gone, Tom Pintucket says. It’s back, surely. It will be a child next, mark my words.”


“Fiddle-faddle,” said the porter. “Nonsense. It ain’t been seen for ten years, or thereabouts. It’s long dead.”


“Cobbin’ great thing, Tom says. Teeth like—” The coachman saw Stella and stopped.


The porter turned. “There you are, miss. Where’d you get to? Here’s the fly.”


“Thank you,” said Stella, her heart hammering.


“It’s near on dark,” said the coachman with a quick look over his shoulder.


The porter said, “Best get going, then,” and gave one of the horses a slap.


The coachman said something as he helped Stella up, but the sound of rain on the roof drowned his words.


“Thank you,” she said as he slammed the door.


The interior of the coach smelled of damp straw. Stella groped around, felt the cracked leather seat, and clambered up.


Outside, the coachman spoke in a hurried, anxious voice and the porter grunted a reply. Then the coachman climbed up and growled to the horses, and the coach jolted and trundled out of the station yard.


A few people were hurrying through the rain. In one of the cottages, someone looked out from a window before slamming the shutters.


Beyond the village, the road wound between fields of dejected-looking shaggy sheep and rocks and brambles and clumps of trees. Farmhouses were dark, huddled shapes in the dusk. Stella realized she was clutching her hands together so tightly her fingers hurt. She felt as if a large, cold frog were leaping around her insides. She took a breath and pushed her hands into the pockets of her coat.


The coach bumped along the winding lanes, its lights flickering on the overgrown hedgerows. Presently it stopped with such a jerk that Stella was almost flung from her seat. She peered out of the window to see a high stone wall. Along the top was a row of rusty spikes. A pair of curly iron gates was set in a tall archway. A light shone from the window of a small gatehouse. The coachman blew his horn, and after a moment a hunched figure stumped out, unlocked the gates, and heaved them open.


The coach passed through the archway. The road sloped downward into an overgrown garden; it was like plunging into dark water. The coachman cracked his whip to hurry the horses along. The coach bounced and plunged and swayed, and Stella clung on, heart thumping. Mist drifted amongst the trees. Palms and ferns with large, spiky leaves loomed in the flickering coach lights.


The coach slowed and jolted to a stop at the front of an enormous house.


Stella unlatched the door and clambered down into the rain.


The coachman unloaded the luggage and carried it up the curving steps to the door. He dumped it down in the shelter of the portico.


Stella said, “Wait, please—” as he turned to go.


“Ring the bell, miss,” he grunted, and with a nervous look over his shoulder, he added, almost reluctantly, “Mind you stay inside after dark.” Then he hurried back to the coach, climbed up, and drove away quickly, cracking his whip.


Stella watched the coach until it was out of sight and the glimmer of its lights was lost amongst the trees. She was shaking, partly from cold and partly from fright. She spied the iron bellpull beside the door. She took a breath, grasped it, and pulled it down.
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There was a coughing wheeze, a long pause, and then a crashing, clattering sound echoed from somewhere far inside the dark house, as if a load of saucepans were being banged together.


Stella looked up. Towers and chimneys and carved stone animals loomed above her. Raindrops pattered down. In the overgrown garden, trees tangled with vines made uncanny, shadowy shapes.


A night creature gave a drawn-out, mournful cry. Something took flight with a sound like an umbrella being shaken. There was a crash of branches.


Stella imagined Letty was standing beside her. “What was that?”


Before Letty could answer, a harsh scream from inside the house made Stella jump. She took two steps away from the door, her heart beating in her throat. The scream came again, louder and closer.


Stella felt herself begin to fade, as she sometimes did when she was trying to hide. Like a wisp of smoke dissolving into the air. She took a deep breath and forced the horrible, dizzying feeling away. She did not want to disappear. What would the cousins say, if they knew she was so strange? That she was fey? What would they think of her? She hoped they would never find out.


She gripped her hands together tightly, feeling the bones in her fingers, solid and reassuring.


The bolts were drawn back with a squeal, and the door opened with a reluctant grinding of hinges.


A light glimmered.


A large white bird flapped out.


Stella shrieked. She put her hands up to shield her eyes and felt the beating of wings.


A little girl darted out, waving her arms. The bird gave a scream and flew away into the rainy dark.


“Did he frighten you? I’m sorry. He wouldn’t hurt you. Not really.”


Stella turned to see a boy of about her own age. He was stocky, with untidy black hair and dark eyes.


“That was Henry. He’s a mollymawk.” The boy was bundled up in a hairy coat, so he looked rather like a small, shaggy bear. A long scarf was wound around his neck, and he was carrying a lantern. He pushed the last bit of a jam sandwich into his mouth and shook Stella’s hand. “How do you do?” he said with his mouth full. “I’m Strideforth. This is my sister, Hortense.” He spoke quickly, with a slight foreign accent.


The girl was two or three years younger than the boy. She was wrapped in an embroidered velvet curtain that trailed on the ground behind her. She had tangled dark hair, the same dark eyes as her brother, and a solemn expression. She put out her hand.


“I’m Stella,” said Stella as she shook hands.


Strideforth said, “We’re very pleased to see you. We met your train, but you weren’t on it. We thought you weren’t coming after all. Did you hear the bell? The wire was rusted and broken. I fixed it. And I improved it too. It’s very loud now.”


Hortense cupped her hands around her mouth and made a harsh cry. The bird flew down out of the dark and landed heavily on her head, making her stagger. He looked like a large seagull. His front was gleaming white and his back was gray. A black line on his brow made him appear to be frowning. He clicked his beak several times and cackled at Stella. Then he unfolded his long wings and flew back into the house.


“Hortense rescued Henry when he was a chick,” said Strideforth. “He thinks she is his mother. He’s very bad.” Hortense scowled at Strideforth, and he said, “Oh, he is, Hortense. He is very, very bad. He steals things and tears them to bits.” He passed her the lantern, grabbed Stella’s trunk by the handle, and heaved it over the threshold. He closed the door and bolted it. He said, “I’ll ask Mr. Burdock to help take your trunk up later. Can I carry your case now?”


“Thank you.” Stella passed him the suitcase and looked around the hallway. Magnificent stairs curved up into darkness. Wallpaper with a complicated curly pattern of gold vines gleamed in the lantern light. The head of a large animal with long, pointed horns gazed down with a glassy expression. Cobwebs and dust covered everything.


“This way,” said Strideforth. He led them through a carved archway and along a wide passage. The wallpaper here hung in damp, curling strips. Henry flew ahead, his loud cries echoing.


“Dining room. Moroccan drawing room,” said Strideforth, pointing at doors. “Music room. Chinese parlor. Come on. Are you cold? It’s warm in the kitchen.”


They went through a doorway, along another passage, past rows of paintings and glass cases containing a scattering of moldering insects and broken seashells. A stuffed bird with dusty black feathers and a hooked beak stared at them, its eyes glinting.
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“Wilberforce Montgomery built this house”—Strideforth turned around and walked backward—“a long time ago. He was our ancestor, you know. Our great-great-grandfather. And yours, too, I think. He was a collector. And he brought things back here from everywhere. Animals and bones and birds’ eggs. All kinds of things. He was famous for it. Look, there’s a picture of him.” He pointed to a large portrait in an ornate frame. “There. That’s him.”


Stella looked at the painting with interest. She had never had an ancestor before. Wilberforce Montgomery was a plump, cheerful-looking man wearing an old-fashioned white wig. He sat in a summerhouse in a garden, beside a lake, surrounded by plants and birds, a pile of books, and a globe of the world.
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Below the picture, a large, rusty iron pipe snaked along the wall. Strideforth bent down and felt it. “This is quite cold,” he said. He tapped the pipe with his finger, then put his ear to it and frowned.
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