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  For John Steinbeck, who knows Sennacharib—in acknowledgment of all the happy reading hours his work has given me over a quarter-century.


  Part One


  Chapter One


  TWO MIRACLES occurred that October, the October of my fifteenth birthday. This story begins with those miracles, so I must record them in the order in which they took place; first the miracle of landscape, which was purely personal, secondly the encounter in the larch wood, involving Diana and myself.


  I had been living with Uncle Luke and Aunt Thirza for a fortnight or so, and the change of scene, from a second-floor apartment in the Brixton Road to a quayside cottage in a small Devon holiday resort, had done little to cure the wretchedness caused by watching my mother die, or seeing her buried in the hideously crowded cemetery where they laid her.


  People were kind. Uncle Luke came up from Devon the day she died and I had no uncertainty about the future, for he assured me of a home the moment he arrived. My mother and I, however, had been very close, for my father, a second cousin of my mother’s who shared the same name, had died years before and I barely remembered him. We had shared the genteel squalor of the Brixton boardinghouse and when she wasn’t at work and I wasn’t at school, we were seldom apart.


  On Saturday afternoons, and on fine Sundays, we explored London together. We went to all the usual places—the Tower, Westminster Abbey, Hampton Court. We also went to the Tate Gallery and it was here, only a short time before her death, that she revealed to me the fact that she carried in her mind the remembered scents of West Country gorse and purple heather. This puzzled me at the time, for I knew that she had left Devon as a small child and had never once returned. I knew also that since that time she had lived all her life in cities.


  We had been looking at a big landscape by an artist whose name I have forgotten, and the background of the picture was a rich blaze of golden gorse and purple heath, the kind of heath that most people mistake for heather. My mother said, “There John, that’s how it is! That’s how it looks and that’s how it smells!”


  The predominant smell at that moment was London fog, seeping through the dome of the gallery, and I made a feeble joke about this but she didn’t laugh, just shook her head and said, very quietly, “Ah, but I can smell it! It’s a kind of frosty freshness. You’ve got to see it first, though, then when you see it, a picture like that can easily conjure it up.”


  I forgot this conversation almost at once and I didn’t remember it again until that Saturday afternoon, the first Saturday of October, when Uncle Luke, who was paying forfeit of his weekend ramble because he had watched herring gulls all morning instead of delivering furniture, handed me twopence for the bus ride to Heronslea Cross and advised me to explore the country behind Shepherdshey and see if I could identify the holding that we Leighs were said to have farmed for eight generations.


  I went off eagerly enough, glad of an opportunity to be alone with my grief and put myself out of reach of Aunt Thirza’s well-meant but irritating endeavors to distract me. Uncle Luke had given me directions and I left the bus at the fork, walking down the unsurfaced road to Shepherdshey.


  It was a fine, keen afternoon and the road that I later came to know so well was firm underfoot. In summer the Shepherdshey road was thick with dust, so thick that it whirled up when disturbed and settled on the stalks of cow parsley, bending them forward until they were almost horizontal to the road. In winter the track was a slough, without a dry spot anywhere. Only after fine autumn weather was the surface firm as far as the village.


  In those days Shepherdshey was a hamlet that had strayed out of an eighteenth-century sporting print. Each side of the single street was lined with humpbacked cob cottages and the only two breaks in the frontages were the general shop on the left and the half-timbered pub on the right. I looked at the pub with interest. It was called The Jolly Rifleman, and I knew it, for it was the place where Grandfather Leigh had drunk himself to death.


  Heronslea House, the only sizable home in the area, lay on my left, on slightly rising ground. I couldn’t see much of it because it was approached by a winding, beech-lined drive, and further concealed by a clump of tall elms that grew beside the Teasel Brook. At Shepherdshey the brook ran out of its gully, or “goyle” as they called it in these parts, and the path up to the common followed the stream as far as its sharpest curve, a mile north of the village. On the left of this path were the huge rhododendron clumps of Heronslea House and on the right a broad slope that climbed to Teasel Wood, a vast tangle of fir, spruce, beech, chestnut and dwarf oak.


  I was not especially interested in the landscape, not at least until I had left the village behind and climbed the first ridge behind the big house. Then, as I approached the plank bridge that crossed the rushing brook, something stirred under my heart and I began to run without knowing why.


  When I reached the first trees of Teasel Wood I stopped and turned around, looking down over the half-moon of timber screening the rear of the big house and beyond it across five miles of pasture to the sea. It was on this spot that the personal miracle occurred. It was here that I first looked upon the area that Diana and I, but no one else on earth, were to know as “Sennacharib.”


  The sensation was as much physical as spiritual. It was as though something had struck me a sudden blow in the pit of the stomach, a fierce, winding blow that made me reel and reach out to steady myself against the smooth bole of the nearest beech. I saw on the instant the whole sweep of the country, the woods, dove-gray and russet, the white ribbon of road, the smoky, purple woods beyond, the patchwork green of the pasture, the red brown of the plowed land and finally, as a frame to the picture, the pale blue of the Channel on the skyline.


  I saw all this but it was the flaming gorse and purple heath that made me cry out, for it lay along each side of the valley like a hoard of guineas flung slantwise across a shallow bowl and at each point where the gold was thinly scattered the purple of the heath showed through, like an imperial mantle spread to catch the money.


  It was then that the tag of verse came into my head, the first two lines of “Sennacharib” that I had chanted in the tiled prison house of Brixton Road School:


  The Assyrian came down like a wolf on the fold


  And his cohorts were gleaming with purple and gold . . .


  The entire valley—gorse, heath, beechwood, larch-wood, elms, brook and all that lay between sea and the moor became mine and because it was mine I named it Sennacharib. Even the white mansion, glimpsed through the wood far below, was included and on entering into possession I experienced a moment of pure joy that has never been mine since. Grief, and a boy’s luxury in grief, fell away from me at the memory of my mother’s odd remark in the Tate Gallery and I sniffed a long, long, satisfying sniff that brought with it not only a calm acceptance of death but also a consciousness of ancestral heritage, the realization of the presence here, on this very spot, of all the long-dead Leighs who had stood and looked down on Sennacharib in the past. Dead they were and yet they were not, not while I lived; and I was gloriously, exultantly alive.


  This was the measure of my discovery on that October afternoon; this was the first of the two October miracles.


  I went over into Sennacharib the following Saturday and the Saturday after that. I wanted to know every bridle path, every bush, every fold in the valley between Shepherdshey and the frontier of the London Road, where it bordered the common seven miles inland.


  It was very quiet down here in the autumn. During those early expeditions I did not meet a soul and when I stood quite still on the edge of Teasel Wood the only sounds that I could hear were the gossip of the larches in Heronslea Wood, or the sudden crackle of bursting gorse pods shooting seeds into the thickets. The oaks and beeches of Teasel Wood never talked unless there was a stiffish breeze, and the air was very still that October, so still that sometimes it seemed to me that everything had stopped growing in Sennacharib and that I was its sole inhabitant.


  I came to understand this curious isolation of the area. Geography, and the pace of Edwardian development, had conspired to isolate the area. Our part of the West was a broad triangle, jutting into the Bristol Channel, and the estuary of the Whin and the town of Whinmouth on its left bank had been bypassed when the main railway line drove due west to the county town, fifteen miles inland. Whinmouth had a modest holiday industry and an even smaller fishing and coastal trade, but for the most part Whinmouth folk lived by taking in one another’s washing. Such visitors as found their way to the town came down the river road, or via the branch line that ran beside the river. Few of them turned east into the scrub, common and pasture of the Shepherdshey district. This fact delighted me; the fewer people who challenged my right the better I was pleased. But here I ought to speak briefly of my family, the Leighs, although none of them play more than a casual part in my story.


  I soon found Foxhayes Farm, where my mother had been born, and shortly afterward I crossed Teasel Wood and introduced myself to my Uncle Mark at his ramshackle riding stable on the edge of my domain. Uncle Mark was the second of my three Devon uncles, Uncle Reuben being the eldest, and Uncle Luke the youngest. Between them, during that first month in the West, I began to make sense out of our family history and learned how, although all were the sons and grandsons of farmers, not one of them had held a scythe or turned a sod since they were small boys.


  They were an odd, contrasting trio, with nothing in common but the big, loose-limbed bones and the drifting gait of the Leighs. My mother had spoken to me about this gait when she recognized it in myself. “You can always tell a Leigh by his walk,” she said. “A Leigh never puts one foot in front of the other, he drifts like a leaf on a pavement.”


  As I said, Grandfather Leigh had drunk himself to death, and he accomplished this before he was forty. Up to the moment that his wife died during her fourth childbirth he had been a strict Methodist and was looked upon as being an exceptionally pious man. Like many religious men, however, he challenged the wisdom of his God to interfere with the continuity of a well-ordered life, and when his wife died he was not so much despondent as furiously angry. He marched straight into The Jolly Rifleman on the day after the funeral and ordered rum. Having once tasted it he decided that he liked the flavor and continued to drink it in prodigious quantities until the day came when the landlord refused to serve him.


  After that he took to riding his cob farther afield, down into Whinmouth, or over to the Pilot, at Nun’s Bay. He was often drunk for days at a stretch but no matter how much liquor he swallowed he never reached the stage where he was unable to sit his saddle and ride off in search of more.


  When I got to know the Shepherdshey folk I met people who could talk of his antics during the last two years of his life. They were in the best traditions of the Victorian drunkard and included scenes of the wildest improbability. He must have behaved something like Masefield’s hero in “The Everlasting Mercy,” smashing up bar parlors and whirling his fists at rash friends who tried to remonstrate with him. One night he stripped himself stark naked and carried a torch up the main drive to Heronslea House. On another he set fire to some of his own ricks and then drove a blue farm wagon at a breakneck speed down the Teasel track and through Shepherdshey as far as the crossroads.


  He went to jail several times but the moment he came out he started all over again, and was soon regarded as an intolerable nuisance in the district. Everybody was relieved when they found his cob crushed to death under Nun’s Head one morning. His battered body turned up on the estuary cockle sands a week or so later and it was assumed that he had missed the cliff path after leaving the Pilot at closing time.


  At the time of his death his eldest son, Reuben, was eight, and the two younger boys, Mark and Luke, were respectively a year and three years younger. My mother was not much more than a baby, and former Methodist friends came forward to give the children homes after the tenancy of the farm had gone to a nominee of the Gilroy Estate, for at that time a cousin of Lord Gilroy was occupying Heronslea House.


  Uncle Reuben was adopted by the Methodist minister, who subsequently apprenticed him to Mr. Handford, the founder-proprietor of the little weekly newspaper in Whinmouth. The boy showed an aptitude for printing and was soon a steady journeyman and later the foreman printer in Handford’s works behind the newspaper office, in High Street.


  Reuben was a solemn, humorless man, a very kind and thoughtful soul, animated by an almost fanatical sense of duty toward his neighbors and employer. In due course he became a town councilor and was much respected, though never very popular in the Whinmouth area. He was a local preacher and a confirmed radical, so that he could deliver an impressive address on salvation or free trade, whichever his audience demanded. I was glad I had been taken in by Uncle Luke and Aunt Thirza. Life with Uncle Reuben would have been more comfortable but very dull.


  It wasn’t at all dull at Uncle Luke’s. Luke had been given a home by a general dealer, who occupied ramshackle premises near the dock. He had never learned a trade but when he grew up he inherited the business, such as it was, and earned his living buying and selling second-hand household goods.


  He was not very interested in this means of livelihood and had no business acumen whatever. He was a countryman pure and simple, with eyes and ears for nothing but things that grew in the hedges and fields, or the wild life of the cliffs and the banks of the estuary. His knowledge of birds in particular, and of wild life generally, was prodigious. Everywhere he went he carried a pair of binoculars and everything he saw that interested him he wrote down in fat exercise books that he stuffed into his roll-top desk at the Mart and never referred to once they were full.


  He could tell you the smallest details about the habits of unusual birds—what they lived on, when they appeared in Britain, where they nested, how many eggs they laid and anything else about them. He would sit in a hedge for hours with his binoculars glued to his eyes watching lapwings patrol their nests against the descent of hawks. He loved wild flowers, all wild flowers, and could tell you just where to find yellow rattle or round-headed rampion. With colored chalks he could sketch the hue and structure of every significant plant that grew in hedge, field or copse.


  He was a spare, shambling man, with iron-gray hair and mild, myopic eyes, but despite his gentle nature he could be madly exasperating if one was obliged to work with him. It was often difficult to get through to Uncle Luke, for his brain was hedged around with trefoil, butterbur and bristly ox-tongue, or patrolled by protective flights of screaming jays and wailing herring gulls. His wife, Aunt Thirza, treated him like an idiot child. She was a shrewish, bustling, efficient little body, with restless eyes that gleamed from behind gold-rimmed spectacles. She took a fancy to me, however, and almost from the moment I arrived she seemed to expect me to make up for her husband’s deficiencies as a provider.


  I was expected to work hard but as a reward I was given plenty of pocket money. At sixteen I was virtual master of the house.


  Uncle Luke showed a lively interest in my rambles about Sennacharib during the weekends.


  “There’s a pair of buzzards up there,” he said, ignoring the disgusted grunt of his wife. “Buzzards disappeared from these parts when I was a boy and these are the first I’ve seen in twenty years. Birds are slaves to fashion just like us, and they tire of districts every now and again. I don’t know what brought ’em back here but I know what made ’em go. Lord Gilroy’s kin had a keeper who was deadly with a rook rifle. He must have shot a dozen and draped ’em on his vermin pole before they up and left. That keeper shot himself in the end, climbing through a hedge into Teasel Wood, and it was about the best thing that ever happened on that estate!”


  Uncle Luke never killed anything, not even a fly or a cockroach, and the only thing that could summon him from his endless contemplation of nature was the witnessing, or even a description, of a wanton act of killing. The mere memory of the marksman with the rook rifle, dead more than twenty years, was sufficient to spoil his midday meal.


  Uncle Mark, the middle son, was the one reputed to be most like his father. He was over six feet in height and broad as a barrel. His skin was as rough as a last year’s apple and his eyes, when they weren’t challenging, gleamed with sardonic humor. He was the only member of the family who used the broad Devon bur of his forefathers and his speech was so thick, and so full of archaic idiom, that it was months before I was able to understand more than half the words he uttered.


  He had a terrible reputation with women and was reputed to be paying several affiliation orders in the district. Notwithstanding this he always had a roll of filthy bank notes in his breeches pockets and I never did discover how they got there. His livery stable, situated on the far side of Teasel Wood, was a hopeless, ramshackle affair, a motley assembly of clapboard stables and tin sheds, housing a few unclipped ponies, three rawboned hacks, and one well-cared-for gelding that he maintained for his own use.


  In his younger days he had been huntsman to the Gilroy pack and was still seen on the fringe of the hunting field, though he never actually attended a meet in case someone should demand his subscription. He was a mean, gruff, picturesque old rascal, and did not go far out of his way to welcome me when I called on him. He was still on nodding terms with Uncle Luke but he and Uncle Reuben detested one another. Uncle Reuben regarded him as a reincarnation of Grandfather during the days of his decline, whereas Uncle Mark dismissed his elder brother as “a bliddy ole humbug, wi’ no more go in ’im nor a zick cow!” On the few occasions they met in Whinmouth Bay their greeting was limited to a mutual growl.


  It was on the afternoon when I had met and been repelled by Uncle Mark that I first saw the buzzards.


  I had hoped to spend the entire afternoon at the stables, but Uncle Mark was in a foul temper over something or other and after looking me up and down with obvious disfavor he simply said:


  “Huh! So you’m Miriam’s boy, be’ee? Can you zit a horse?”


  When I told him that I had never bestridden a horse in my life he was so disgusted that he swore aloud. I backed away and dodged behind the stables, awaiting a chance to slip back to the woods. He waddled off mumbling to himself and I remember thinking how neatly he fitted my conception of Billy Bones, in Treasure Island, and wondering if he too was drinking himself to death on Jamaica rum, like Bones and Grandfather Leigh.


  I misjudged Uncle Mark at that time. He was good company once you had learned to take his gruffness for granted, and he never touched rum or any other spirit, confining himself to rough cider which, he declared, “stayed in the legs, didn’t maze the ade, an’ left a man all his faculties to take full use of such hoppertoonities as come his way!”


  By “hoppertunities” Uncle Mark simply meant a chance encounter with any obliging women who crossed his path, and his expectations were frequently gratified. At fifty he was a very lusty man and certain types of women were attracted by his heavy masculinity.


  I escaped to the tangle of Teasel Wood and across the goyle into the larch and chestnut woods, behind Heronslea House. It was here, on a rail that marked the limit of the park, that I first saw the two buzzards and instantly mistook them for eagles.


  They were magnificent birds, the female noticeably larger than the male, with plumage of deep, rich brown and conspicuously lighter patches on the underparts. Their tails were beautifully barred and they sat hunched on the crossbar, their bright yellow feet gripping the decaying bark, their arrogant eyes regarding me with mild disapproval, as though daring me to cross the fence and enter the grounds of the enclosure.


  I had a good long look at them before they rose on blunt, mothlike wings and wheeled over the sparsely timbered paddock, uttering a duet of long, mewing cries, a note unlike that of any bird I had ever heard.


  Fascinated I watched them soar and drift at about a hundred feet and then, entirely discounting me, they dropped again with wonderful deliberation and perched on the second fence that enclosed the inner plantation.


  I don’t think I saw the notice board but if I had, the warning would not have deterred me. I climbed the rail and crossed the paddock but the buzzards rose again before I could dodge behind the tree close to them. I ran and leaped over the second paling and through the trees into the wood, but it was impossible to see them here although I could still hear their Mee-oo! Mee-oo! from above the feathery heads of the larches.


  The wood was new ground for me and I went on down the gentle slope until I broke through to a narrow ride, a glorious, green aisle, as cool and still as a cathedral. It was the kind of wood one reads about and sometimes sees on a calendar cover but rarely discovers, not even in unspoiled country. Rides intersected it and every now and again two rides merged and huge bracken fronds crowded into the slender triangle formed by the junction.


  Nearly all the flowers had gone but there were still tall fox-glove stems and one or two late campion and lady’s slipper. The trees were so closely set that a kind of green mist hung over the wood. There had seemed to be no breeze outside, but in here the faintest breath of wind set the larches tissing and they seemed to me to be whispering the same word over and over again: “Assyria—Assyria—Assyria.”


  I was standing on a curve of the main ride when I heard a sudden crackle in the undergrowth behind me. Swinging around I came face to face with a keeper, carrying a double-barreled shotgun in the crook of his arm.


  I took an instant dislike to the man. He was dressed in rough, patched tweeds, corduroy breeches, gleaming leggings and a drooping weather-stained trilby, but somehow he did not look like a countryman. His face was too pale and too narrow and his eyes were red and angry, like a ferret’s. It was clear too that he was going to be as truculent as most of his kind, for he neighed at me in a strong Cockney accent, as alien as my own.


  “Wotcher think you’re up to, eh?”


  Uncle Luke had given me casual advice about trespassing.


  “If anyone challenges you offer ’em a farthing damage and walk off without arguing the toss!” he had told me. I had also read about this somewhere and the dignified compromise intrigued me. I happened to have a farthing in my pocket, change from a loaf I had bought for Aunt Thirza earlier in the day, so I plunged my hand into my trouser pocket and produced it as the keeper strode clear of the bracken and faced me in the ride.


  “This is for any damage I’ve done,” I said, trying to keep a steady voice, for despite the grand gesture a townsman’s fears caused my heart to hammer wildly and I hated the man’s red eyes.


  With a downsweep of his hand he struck the coin from my hand and thrust his narrow face to within an inch of mine.


  “Saucy young bastard! Been after rabbits, you ’ave! Seen the notice, ’aven’t you? Read, doncher?”


  I mumbled that I had not seen a notice and that if I had I would not have entered the wood, but he cut my excuses short and pushed me so vigorously that I staggered back and struck my elbow a sharp blow on a tree. Either the pain, the man’s manner, or both enraged me and the spurt of anger gave me a little courage.


  “You can’t do that to me!” I shouted at him. “I wasn’t doing any harm!”


  “Shut yer month an’ open yer jacket!” he roared, shifting his grip on the gun and advancing so close to me that I recoiled from the stench of his bad breath.


  “I won’t and you can go to hell!” I screamed, my back to the tree and my fists clenched.


  Townsman or countryman, he knew his business. In a trice he had dropped his gun and grabbed me above the elbows, whirling me around and throwing me violently against his extended leg so that I fell flat on my back in the bracken. In another second he was on top of me, had lifted me sideways and seized my arm in a half nelson. I cried out with pain and fright but he only jerked the wrist higher and higher, until I almost fainted and began to thresh out with both legs.


  “Assaultin’ a keeper! We’ll see abaht this, cock!” he said, and was in the act of dragging me to my feet when I saw, through a film of tears, a horse and rider walk into view around the broad curve of the ride and heard a girl’s voice say:


  “Let him go, Croker! Don’t be such a damned fool! Let him go I tell you!”


  He released me at once, jumping back so quickly that I fell forward on my hands and knees. When I regained my feet I saw pony and rider advancing into the main ride and Croker, now harassed and confused, retreating to the spot where his gun lay in the long grass.


  The girl came on slowly, her feet free of the stirrups, her body loose in the saddle that creaked as though very new. Apart from this rhythmic creak, and the almost noiseless impact of the pony’s hoofs on the beaten earth of the ride, it was curiously silent in the glade.


  There was something stately about her advance, as though she was a young queen riding to acknowledge the obeisance of a respectful multitude, and she sat her pony as though she had never used any other means of progression. This regality, and the utter confusion of the keeper, suddenly communicated itself to me, so that I dropped my glance and pretended to look about for my cap, lost in the struggle.


  “You know perfectly well that you’re not supposed to do that, Croker!” she said, and her voice, pitched pleasantly low, had a ring of authority. Her presence was so commanding that I began to feel almost sorry for the wretched keeper, now so ill at ease that he had forgotten to retrieve his gun.


  He flushed and blurted out:


  “He showed fight, Miss Em’rood, proper young d—”


  He was going to say “devil” but the girl cut him short, lifting her gloved hand from the pommel of the saddle.


  “Bring me your gun—quickly! Bring the gun here!”


  The man bent, picked up the gun and almost ran across the ride. She took it from him and glanced at the hammers.


  “It’s cocked, you fool!”


  The man began to squirm under her merciless contempt.


  “I know it is, Miss Em’rood, but I didn’t ’ave it in mind to shoot! Cor Jesus, I wouldn’t do that, miss, I was just—”


  “You’re a liar, Croker! You cocked it to scare him and it might easily have gone off while you were rolling about near it! Then you’d have been charged with murder and strung up and I should have been a witness against you! I would have been, I can tell you! I’d have even turned up to read the notice on the prison gate!”


  I suppose this was meant as a joke but Croker did not take it as such. He began stammering more excuses: He was trespassing . . . there’s the notice up on top . . . he must have seen it . . . he started the fight . . .


  “That’s not true,” I said, speaking for the first time. “I offered him a farthing damages and said I’d go. Look, there’s the farthing on the ground.”


  While we were talking the pale sun had passed the open part of the ride and I could see the new coin gleaming in one of Croker’s heel clips.


  The girl glanced at the coin and then at Croker. Severity and the touch of haughtiness left her expression and she smiled. It was a swift, boyish kind of smile and when she spoke again the rasp had vanished from her voice.


  “You certainly will hang one of these days, Croker! Imagine leaving a clue like that farthing!”


  Croker recognized the change in her voice and was pitifully grateful for it. He began to weave more excuses, repeating over and over again that he had strict instructions to eject all trespassers and referring once more to the notice board on the edge of the wood, but again she cut him short with the regal lift of the hand.


  “Oh, stop it, Croker! Don’t whine so! I hate people who whine and snivel. And I hate people who hide behind other people’s orders. Do you know what you are? You’re the sort of person who encourages the Bolshies. People like you would have us all guillotined in no time!”


  I am sure that Croker failed to follow her odd line of reasoning and equally sure that it was employed for my benefit rather than his. She returned his gun but he seemed reluctant to go without some assurance on her part that the incident would not be reported.


  “After all, I did ’ave me instructions,” he mumbled, “and if yer Pa gets to hear, about it—”


  “You had no instructions to commit assault and battery on my friends!” she told him, and saw his jaw drop with renewed dismay.


  “Gawd, Miss Em’rood, ’ow was I ter know he was a friend o’ yours? Ow was I to know. . .? He never said nothing!” He turned to me for corroboration. “You didn’t, did you?”


  “I don’t imagine you gave him much of a chance,” replied the girl crisply, and then, as though conversation with Croker bored her, she pulled off her riding hat and dismounted.


  I had never seen anyone dismount from a horse the way Diana dismounted. She threw her right leg over the pommel and pointed both feet before floating rather than leaping from the horse and then landing with half her weight against the mount’s shoulder. It was such an effortless, graceful movement that you wanted to see it performed over and over again. It set you wondering whether it had been acquired after months of practice, or was merely one of a whole repertoire of lithe, graceful movements, like the casual lift of her hand, or the way she moved with the horse when it had walked toward us across the glade. Everything about her had this smooth practiced fluency, even her voice and the movements of her wrist as she gently danced the hat on its elastic chin strap.


  To watch her, to be with her, was like listening to a famous actor declaiming well-remembered lines, or hearing a brilliant concert pianist play a familiar passage from one of the classics. There was something exciting and accomplished about everything she did, yet it was the kind of accomplishment that contained no element of surprise or shock, so smoothly and effortlessly was it achieved.


  “Hold the pony,” she ordered me, “I won’t be a moment,” and she handed me the reins and crossed to where Croker stood, taking him firmly by the arm and leading him away from me and down the ride in the direction of the house. They walked together as far as the curve and then stopped for a moment out of earshot. I saw her talking to him earnestly, and Croker listening with every mark of attention. Then, with a vigorous nod, he shouldered his gun and marched off between the trees and she came slowly up the ride toward me. It was then that I really saw her for the first time and the second of the October miracles occurred.


  She was about my own age and not nearly so tall or mature as I had imagined her to be when she was mounted. Up to that moment, with her hair bundled under the hard little hat, I had judged her to be at least sixteen, but with her lovely hair loose on her shoulders she did not look as old as I and I wondered again at the deference shown to her by such a truculent man as Croker.


  From a distance it was the quality of her hair that impressed me, that and the strange transparency of her skin, the paleness of which was so vividly emphasized by her dark chestnut hair. She had a short, straight nose and a small, slightly jutting chin with a single dimple, the largest dimple I had ever seen, a finger’s breadth below her mouth. This much I saw as she advanced up the glade, but it was not until she took the reins from me that I noticed her eyes. They were huge and the shadows around them made them seem even larger and more expressive. When she had first approached us, and put a period to the agony of my twisted arm, I had noticed that her eyes were blue, but not until this moment had I realized just how blue they were. They were like the patch of sky between cotton-wool clouds on the calmest April day, or the strip of Channel beyond the first line of sandbanks in Nun’s Bay, where the sea floor shelves away from the lip of sandstone and the sudden depth of the water is apparent from the clifftop. They were the blue of Teasel Wood periwinkles, the blue of the irises growing alongside Shepherdshey reservoir; they were Sennacharib blue, a christening gift from the fairy godmother of the woods, moors and cliffs of the lands I claimed.


  I looked into their depth for perhaps three seconds while she took the reins from me and swung herself into the saddle with the same effortless hoist as she had left it. I think she must have known that, at this moment, I passed from boyhood to manhood and was hers for life, that everything awaiting me in the future, every ambition that stirred in me, every emotion I was to experience, would be prompted by her dimple, her dark tumbling hair and her eyes. She knew too, as I did, that from then on everything that happened to me that had no bearing on her would be smaller change than the farthing at our feet.


  The conquest pleased her, that much was evident by her manner during that first afternoon, but it made no lasting impression on her, so that our relationship was destined to be lopsided from the very beginning.


  At the time, however, I did not quarrel with this. Her ascendancy had been established from the moment she lifted her gloved hand to terminate the pain of Croker’s half nelson. It was more than that, for she was who she was, the daughter of Eric Gayelorde-Sutton, Squire of Sennacharib and stockbroking overlord of everything in it, a girl in beautifully cut riding clothes, mounted on a sleek, well-mannered pony, a girl who, at the lift of a hand, could make a bully like Croker wriggle with fear and embarrassment.


  Against this I had nothing but my secret claim, and that seemed ridiculous in the presence of Diana Gayelorde-Sutton.


  2.


  The strange thing about that first hour in Diana’s company was that I felt no shyness in her presence. We exchanged information about one another as readily as two people who find themselves embarking on a long railway journey in one another’s company.


  The first thing I wanted explained to me was her name. The keeper had addressed her as “Miss Em’rood” and it seemed an unlikely name, even though I had imagined it to be a surname and not, as it turned out, his interpretation of her Christian name.


  “It’s Emerald,” she told me, laughing, “not ‘Em’rood’—‘Em’rood’ is just his way of saying it. He comes from Kent and you ought to understand, for you talk rather like him. Do you come from Kent?”


  I said I did but I did not tell her it was unlikely to be the part of Kent from which a gamekeeper had been recruited. Somehow it was terribly important to me to impress her with the fact that Devon was my real home and that my childhood among the terrace houses and tramway clang of the Brixton Road had been incidental. I told her my name and she savored it.


  “John Leigh . . . that’s a country name . . . John, yes, you do look a John but it’s still not quite right somehow . . .”


  Suddenly her eyes sparkled and she dropped the reins, leaning back and putting both hands on her narrow hips.


  “I know who you remind me of! It’s not John, it’s Jan . . . Jan Ridd!”


  The fancy excited her so much that she rocked in the saddle. “Jan Ridd, the big solemn boy in Lorna Doone! You’re tall and lanky and . . . and serious-looking. Haven’t you read Lorna Doone?”


  Mercifully I had. Only a few days previously I had found a copy in a box of books that had been trundled into the Mart on Uncle Luke’s handcart and had read as far as Jan’s escape with Lorna in the snow. I was not sure that I relished her description, “lanky and serious-looking,” but on the whole I found the comparison flattering. Jan Ridd was big, strong and fearless and Lorna was dark, winsome and strong-willed, so that at once my mind began to weave a rich pattern of rustic romance in which Keeper Croker was Carver Doone and this girl had been snatched from him after a merciless contest between us. Then my imagination ran against a bulwark of fact, for in this instance the roles of rescuer and rescued had been reversed, running contrary to all accepted courses. It was the girl who had released me from the clutches of Carver, and sent Carver about his business with his tail between his legs.


  I returned to the subject of her name, Emerald.


  “It’s a funny name,” I said, “I’ve never heard it before.”


  “I don’t use it, only Mother insists on using it! It was her idea . . . she named me after Lady Cunard because she’s such a terrible snob. As if a name can do anything for a person—I mean, to make them like anybody else! I always used my second name, Diana. Don’t ever call me anything but Diana and don’t ever tell anyone about Emerald. You won’t, will you?”


  “Of course I won’t! I like Diana much better. It suits you and I like it. Diana what?”


  She laughed again. It was wonderful to watch the play of the dimple and the heavy stir of her hair when she threw back her head. Every moment I spent with her added volume to the tide of worship that rose in me. As we walked along I began to feel lifted on it, just as the earlier miracle in the valley had lifted me, but this time my exhilaration yearned for some form of expression. I wanted to shout and dance and sing. I was no longer John Leigh, odd-job boy at Leigh’s Furniture Mart, a clumsy overgrown lout fresh from Brixton Road Council School and wearing a gray serge suit utterly unsuited for a ramble through a larch wood in the company of an angel. I was Jan Ridd, vanquisher of Doones, striding along beside his adored Lorna and conveying her to a place of safety and repose.


  “Diana Gayelorde-Sutton,” she said, this time with a trace of contempt. “Gayelord is more snobbery, because daddy’s real name is Sutton and mother dug up the Gayelorde soon after we took Heronslea. I don’t know where she found it, she’s very touchy about it when I ask her, but it was all done properly, you know, deed poll and all that!”


  I was not at all sure what “deed poll” was but I was beginning to glimpse a formidable picture of her mother, a person for whom it was clear that Diana had no respect whatever. I wanted to know more of her and more of the family, how they came to be here, how rich they were, why it was necessary to name Diana after someone whose name I associated with ocean-going liners and why the family’s surname had to be dressed up with the aristocratic-sounding Gayelorde.


  She told me a good deal about herself that afternoon and demanded little in return. I told her proudly that my family had once farmed Foxhayes and that I now lived with an uncle in Whinmouth Bay but she showed no real interest in my family or, indeed, how I came to be on the estate. I didn’t find out everything about the Gayelorde-Suttons that afternoon but as I walked beside her along the ride she talked very freely and gaily about her life and background, and I listened to everything she said with respect, awed at being the confidant of such a wonderful creature.


  It seemed that the Gayelorde-Suttons, father, mother and daughter, had leased Heronslea from the Gilroy Estate less than a year ago, when Diana’s father had made a great deal of money in some kind of business that Diana appeared to understand but was utterly unintelligible to me. It was, she said, something to do with shares, holdings, or mines, either in Africa or South America, she wasn’t sure which.


  He had been rich before this but was not fabulously wealthy, with another house in London, a horde of retainers and a Rolls-Royce sedan, in addition to the country estate, rustic retainers and two more cars, a Bentley for Mrs. Gayelorde-Sutton and an Austin station wagon for use at Heronslea.


  All this was impressive enough but there was more to come. The family went abroad a good deal and when they traveled during the holidays they sometimes took Diana with them. She had been to France several times and to Spain and Italy on two other occasions. When they were in London her father spent most of his time “sitting on boards,” which struck me as a strange occupation for a man who owned a Rolls-Royce and two large houses. I was foolish enough to probe her statement and Diana, after shouting with laughter, explained that a board was a group of people in charge of a business, and that her father, aside from his African or South American activities, administered dozens of smaller businesses in the City.


  She herself, she said, hardly ever stayed at the London house because she was a boarder at a snob school in Surrey. She would have been at school now but there had been a “lovely, lovely, outbreak of measles,” and everyone who didn’t show spots had been sent home for “a fortnight’s mooch, smack in the middle of term!”


  She told me a good deal about her school and I was on more familiar ground here, for I was an avid reader of the Magnet and Gem and I recognized her school as a girls’ equivalent of Greyfriars and St. Jims, where every pupil’s father was fabulously rich and famous people arrived in limousines on speech days.


  She hated school more than most children, finding all the mistresses “stuffy,” and all the lessons “grisly.” From her description of the place I knew that I should have liked it. It was certainly a very different kind of school from the one that I had attended in the Brixton Road. All the girls had little rooms of their own and the meals, which she described as so-so, sounded to me like a series of modest banquets.


  They even had little parties in the evenings, “to learn how to drink sherry without giggling,” and after prep, on winter evenings, one of the mistresses read aloud from David Copperfield, or The Mill on the Floss. There were plenty of outdoor activities too, hockey, tennis, lacrosse and a game of which I had never heard called “squash,” but Diana, although very much an outdoor girl, disliked games as much as lessons. “I kick against anything organized,” she told me. “That’s why I like riding and that’s why I love it down here, with no one but dear old Drip.”


  “Who’s Drip?” I asked her, imagining it to be either the pony she was riding, or a favorite dog.


  “Drip is a kind of governess that Mummy got for me,” she said, “after Passy-Glassy told Daddy that I wasn’t doing any work and must cram during the hols. She’s a terrible dreary old thing to look at but she worships me and I can do absolutely anything with her. I should be having conversational French right now but I easily talked her out of it. I said I had a bad headache, and needed fresh air. You’d like Drip, she’s a pet really!”


  “Then who on earth is Passy-Glassy?” I wanted to know.


  “Oh, she’s Head at Mount Waring and she’s a fearful droop! She’s called Passy-Glassy because she’s always checking up on accents and one day she threw us into fits by telling us about a girl from the north, who said ‘Passs me a glasss’ with a strong Lancashire accent. She said it ought to have been ‘Parse me a glawse, I want to hev a barthe,’ and the whole Middle School went up in smoke at the idea of Miss Endicott-Brookes taking a bath in a glass! She’s as fat as a barrel, you see.”


  It was a silly story I suppose, but it made me laugh, partly because Diana was clever at imitating accents but more, I think, from relief that she was so gloriously free of snobbery, and this made an association between us possible.


  I don’t think I had ever met anyone quite so free of class prejudice. I knew that I possessed a strong Cockney accent, for already the Devonians in Whinmouth Bay had made me conscious of it, but Diana minded it as little as my trespass of her father’s property and from the first moment we were alone she always treated me as a social equal.


  At the time I mistook this for a natural broad-mindedness on her part; it was only later that I discovered that it was a deliberate act on her part, part of her ceaseless counteroffensive against her mother.


  While we had been talking we had followed the ride that led to the eastern edge of the wood and suddenly we emerged from the trees and looked down over the valley. I forgot Diana for a few moments as I studied the view, for I had never seen it from this angle, and the impact of all that color was so powerful that it made me run ahead of her until I came to the extreme edge of the escarpment. Then I looked back and saw her framed against the green backcloth of the larches and I knew that she was the jewel of Sennacharib and as rightly mine as any part of it.


  I made a vow then that somehow, at some time, no matter how many difficulties interposed, or how long the conquest took me to achieve, I would marry Diana Gayelord-Sutton and we would live together in that big white house, the roof of which I could glimpse from where I stood.


  3.


  She kicked her pony alongside and looked down at me curiously but even at that stage of our friendship it wasn’t necessary to explain to her how I felt about Sennacharib.


  She said, “You love it, don’t you, Jan? You feel about it just as I do! You do, don’t you?”


  I don’t think I was surprised that she had guessed my secret so quickly. Somehow it had never really been a secret from her.


  “It’s Sennacharib,” I told her, and recited the opening lines of the poem.


  She didn’t laugh, or look blank, or quarrel with them in any way but sat perfectly still on her pony, looking over my shoulder and down the golden hillside to where the Teasel crept between folds to Shepherdshey, then up the further slope into the blue-black vastness of Teasel Wood.


  It was one of those magic moments that come perhaps twice in a lifetime, the moment before a single word, or a sigh of wind, breaks a crystal of pure happiness. We stood together for perhaps a minute and then the buzzards came drifting over the wood, mewing their soft, plaintive call. The moment passed as we saw them dip across the elm clump in search of fresh wind currents.


  “How would you like to come home for tea?” she said, when the birds had disappeared. “There’s no one there but Drip and me, and Drip won’t mind, she’s always saying I spend too much time alone.”


  I tried not to show elation, mumbling something about muddy boots and the Whinmouth bus, but she ignored excuses and kicked the left-hand stirrup iron.


  “Jump up behind,” she said. “Nellie can easily take two of us.”


  “I’ve never been on a horse,” I protested, for the second time that afternoon.


  “This isn’t a horse,” she said, “so do as I say, and hold me around the middle!”


  It was as much an order as any she had given Croker. I put my foot in the free stirrup and climbed on the pony’s broad back, clasping my hands around her narrow waist and letting my legs swing free.


  “Tighter!” she commanded. “Or we’ll part company on the bends. Giddup, Nellie! Stir your stumps!” and we were off at a brisk trot, heading back into the wood and down the broad path toward the house.


  It wasn’t a very comfortable ride but what it lacked in comfort it made up for in exhilaration. Soon I was clinging to her as a drowning man clings to a breakwater and even the fragrance of her hair could not obliterate the fear of being hurled from my seat and flung against the trunks of the close-set firs that replaced the larches farther down the slope. At the same spanking pace we left the wood and entered the level paddock leading to the kitchen garden and stables. Then a madness entered her and she urged Nellie forward, shouting and kicking furiously with her heels.


  The pony did not seem to mind its double load and broke from rolling canter into a stretched gallop, streaking across the grass and clattering onto the cobbles of the yard at top speed.


  I did not know then that a horse needs no urging when its head is turned for home, but neither did I know that it always stops outside its own stable door. It did so now with an abruptness that sent me flying over Diana’s shoulders and onto the cobbles under its feet. The impact drove all the breath from my body and stripped the skin from my knees and knuckles.


  Diana did not even leave the saddle. When I struggled to my feet she was helpless with laughter.


  “You should have braced!” she gasped. “Braced back, directly we passed through the arch. I say, you haven’t really hurt yourself, have you?”


  I had but I wasn’t going to admit it to a girl. My knees and knuckles were smarting horribly but I thrust my hands in my pockets as Diana slid down and a bowed old groom clumped out of the house and led Nellie into a lighted stable.


  “I’m all right,” I said. “It was fun, but I did tell you I’d never been on a horse before!”


  A middle-aged woman, with graying hair scraped back into a tight bun and a permanently worried expression creasing her bespectacled face, appeared on the stone platform that projected from the rear of the house.


  “What’s happened? Who’s that? I was worried about you,” she called to Diana. “It’s long after teatime!”


  “Oh you’re always worried about something, Drip,” Diana called back. “I’ve brought someone to tea and we’re both ravenous! We’ll have it in the kitchen.”


  “You can’t entertain guests in the kitchen,” Drip said. “You know very well that your mother would be furious.”


  “She won’t know unless you tell her, so don’t fuss, Drip. Just call through and tell Cook we’ll have crumpets. Do you like crumpets?” she said, turning to me, and when I said I did she took me by the hand and ran up the steps to the kitchen door where Drip was waiting to usher us into the house.


  We went along a dim passage and into the large, cheerful room in which there was a great deal of heavy oak furniture and a large fire burning in an open grate. There was a wonderful smell in here, a smell made up of baking bread, lamp oil and smoldering wood. Diana peeled off her string gloves.


  “Good Lord, you’re bleeding like a stuck pig!” she suddenly exclaimed, staring at the blood on her glove. “Take him down Hangman’s Drop and let him wash off, Drip. Let me see!” and she seized both hands and stared at the gravel rash. “That’s nothing at all,” she went on. “Put some powdered alum on them. I know there’s some in there, I used it this morning.”


  Drip cluck-clucked almost continuously but she did everything Diana ordered her to do, taking me down three steep steps into a washhouse where there was a big, lead sink and enamel bowl. The room was at least three feet below the level of the kitchen and Diana, who had a nickname for everyone and everything, always referred to it as Hangman’s Drop.


  Drip, whose real name was Miss Emily Rodgers, superintended the washing and cleaning of my cuts and bandaged a long graze on my knee. She was a simple, sympathetic little body and I didn’t envy her chaperonage of a high-spirited fourteen-year-old like Diana.


  “She hasn’t even introduced us,” grumbled Miss Rodgers, when Diana’s voice came to us from the kitchen, where she was now beguiling the fat, freckled cook. “Are you one of the boys she met at the Conservative gymkhana in the summer?”


  “No,” I admitted, “I got lost in the woods higher up. I live in Whinmouth Bay and my name’s Leigh, Jan Leigh.”


  “Well, Jan,” she said lightly, “don’t let her lead you into any mischief. She’ll try, mark my words. I’m not firm enough with her, I know, but she’s got such a way with her, and she always does exactly what she chooses to do the moment her mamma’s back is turned. There now, that doesn’t hurt any more, does it? Come and have tea and then I’ll get someone to take you home.”


  We found Diana lifting the cover from a silver muffin dish stacked high with dripping crumpets. I was ravenously hungry and so, it seemed, was she, for between us we ate a dozen, finishing off with huge slices of rich plum cake.


  I don’t remember enjoying a meal more than I did that evening. It wasn’t simply the food, which was plentiful and beautifully prepared, or the presence of Diana, bubbling on the edge of laughter as she maintained a running fire of teasing aimed at poor Drip and the cook. I think my delight stemmed from a sense of pride arising from where I was and from the coziness of the warm kitchen overlooking the stable yard, where the autumn dusk was creeping in from the woods and isolating the yellow glow of the stable lamps. There was a kind of timeless comfort and security in here, a sense of being wanted that soothed the ache of my mother’s death and stilled the upheaval that had followed it, and when Drip, in response to Diana’s urgent pleas, brought in her musical boxes, a final drop of delight was added to my cup and I remember thinking how wonderful it would be to live like this always, here, with Diana, in the very heart of Sennacharib.


  Drip, or Miss Rodgers as I always preferred to think of her, was a collector of musical boxes, some of them very old and intricately constructed. Her favorite was one made of mother-of-pearl and crowned by a willowy woman in a high-waisted frock and a Quality Street bonnet. It played “Allan Water” and the pure, tinkling notes brought a lump to my throat.


  I was surprised and pleased to discover that Diana was affected by the tune, for when I looked at her halfway through the second playing I noticed that her huge eyes were brimming with tears and that she did not seem in any way ashamed of them but let them brim over and roll slowly down her cheeks. I had already noticed how beautiful she looked when she was angry but there in the lamplight, sitting quite still as the music box tinkled out “Allan Water,” she looked like a girl out of one of the eighteenth-century portraits I had seen in the Tate Gallery. Her presence filled the room and the whole universe became a place of enchantment.


  “I think Mr. Leigh had better get ready to go now,” said Miss Rodgers when the tune tinkled to a close. “His people will be getting worried about him and he’s missed the last bus from the crossroads.”


  I was so surprised and flattered at being referred to as Mr. Leigh that I did not hear Diana tell the cook to order the car. It was not until Diana grabbed me by the hand, pulled me into the passage and through a white door into the hall that I realized it was now half-past six and that Aunt Thirza would have been nagging Uncle Luke about my absence since the half-past-five bus had arrived in Chapel Square.


  I had a fleeting glimpse at the front part of the house, a large oval hall studded with dark oil paintings and spread with Persian rugs. There were several closed doors leading out of it and I had time to notice the lovely proportions of the staircase that swept in a wide scimitar curve to a three-sided gallery, a gallery lit by a huge crystal chandelier.


  “We’ve got electric in this part of the house. We put in a plant to make our own,” Diana told me, “but the current isn’t strong enough to supply the back regions yet and Daddy says it’ll need another dynamo. I don’t care if we never have it, I like the lamplight in the kitchen. Where shall I tell Redman to go?”


  Redman was the chauffeur who was waiting, capped and booted, just inside the porch. He said “Good evening, sir” when I came up with Diana but he shot me a shrewd sidelong glance nevertheless.


  I told Diana I had better be put off at the bus center in the square, but that it was not necessary to have a car to convey me home, for I could easily walk.


  “Don’t be so feeble,” she snorted, “it’s four miles and dark as a bag! Drop him at the bus center, Redman.”


  “Yes, Miss Emerald,” he said and managed to convey the impression that he by no means relished the assignment but would perform it as a personal favor to her.


  She followed me out on the half-moon of the graveled approach and the chauffeur opened the rear door and held it while I climbed in. The car was Mrs. Gayelorde-Sutton’s Bentley, and far larger and more luxurious than any car I had traveled in up to that time.


  Redman walked around and got into the driver’s seat, but before he could let in the clutch Diana opened my door again.


  “Oh, there’s one thing I’d forgotten,” she said, a little breathlessly. “You can go anywhere in Sennacharib when I’m back at school, and I’ll see that Croker and the others are told about it. Good-by, Jan. See you again sometime—next hols perhaps.”


  “Yes,” I said, “and thank you for everything . . . it’s been wonderful . . . I . . .”


  The chauffeur moved off then, just at the moment when a huge dog, either a Great Dane or a St. Bernard, ran barking from the house and thrust his great muzzle into Diana’s hand. Greeting the dog she seemed to forget about me and as the car sped down the drive I twisted around and looked back at the house, only to see that the front door was now closed and that a single spotlight shone out over the portico, picking out the tall Doric columns that graced the front of Heronslea.


  I was the tiniest bit put out by the speed with which she had withdrawn, but soon I forgot this in rich contemplation of all the wonderful things that had happened since Croker had jumped at me out of the wood. I found this contemplation so rewarding that I forgot I was traveling in a chauffeur-driven Bentley, owned by the wife of the overlord of Sennacharib, and only awoke from my daydream when the car stopped and Redman’s voice rasped from the speaking tube. “This is it, I think!”


  He didn’t say “sir” and he didn’t jump out to open my door.


  Chapter Two


  THE FIRST week in November brought a series of violent southwesterly gales. One after the other they beat upon the coast, drenching the town with fine, sticky spray, knocking holes in the promenade and reducing to debris such of the beach huts as had not been dismantled and carted away for the winter.


  I had never seen seas like this and I enjoyed the spectacle very much. I liked to stagger along the esplanade, with the wind in my back, and scramble over the landship rocks to Nun’s Bay Head, where a little coast guard hut had been built on the highest promontory.


  From here you could see the coastline from the estuary in the west to Nun’s Bay in the east, an entire seascape of heaving brown mantled in misty rain. The roar of the breakers provided a continuous undertone to the shriek of the wind, as it made its first landfall after a three-thousand-mile-haul across the Atlantic.


  When the tide was out and the sandbanks were exposed it was sometimes possible to see the stark remnants of the Bonadventure, the wreck that had given a name to this part of the coast. Uncle Luke told me that the great ship had gone aground there in the early nineteenth century and that almost everyone aboard it, including a company of nuns on their way to the West Indies, had been drowned. Most of those that the sea returned were buried in Whinmouth but two were interred on the little island, now known as Nun’s Island, that stood about a mile out to sea. When the clouds lifted I could see the mouse-shaped rock with its thin covering of trees and scrub and farther east the abandoned lighthouse, put there by Winstanley years before his more famous lighthouse was built off Plymouth.


  I did not go out to Sennacharib until late in the month and when I did I discovered that the gales had played havoc with my valley.


  Two of the giant elms on the edge of the Heronslea rhododendron plantation were down, and one of the avenue beeches had fallen across the drive and was being cleared by estate timbermen. The Teasel Brook, which Diana and I had last seen as an insignificant stream some two yards wide, was now a brown torrent carrying a flotsam of twigs and leaves out of Teasel Wood. At Shepherdshey Bridge the water was almost up to the arch and the village street was ankle deep in frayed thatch, broken tiles and sodden twigs from the Heronslea timber.


  I went on up the Teasel for a mile and found that the October colors had faded. The gorse guineas had turned to a dull copper and the purple sheen of the heath was rust red. It was still an exciting spectacle but its full glory had gone. There was loneliness in place of the mellow welcome of a month before.


  I entered the estate boundary, partly to test the strength of the license Diana had promised me, but also in the vague hope of seeing her or getting some news of her. I met no one, not even Croker, who I suppose was busy clearing the rides behind the house, where the gales had done considerable damage among the larches and firs.


  In the following month, as Christmas approached, my uncle’s business took me to Shepherdshey Village several times in one week and I came to know some of the folk who lived there.


  They were a picturesque community, almost untouched by the twentieth century and in some ways as archaic as the tumble-down buildings they occupied.


  There was Half-a-Crown Sam, the village cretin, so bowed and hunched that when seen from a distance he looked almost round. Sam was a professional idiot, with a smooth shining skin and great tufts of yellow hair peaked up like the hair of a circus clown. His eyes were the lightest blue but could narrow to the merest slits when someone invited him to demonstrate the trick that earned him his name—a choice between a half crown and a halfpenny. He invariably chose the halfpenny, muttering that it was less trouble to carry away. Shepherdshey people told me that he had been amassing money by this means for close on thirty years, so perhaps he wasn’t really an idiot at all.


  There was Ada Macey, the shrill-voiced proprietress of The Jolly Rifleman. Ada said she could remember my Grandfather Leigh taking his first noggin of rum the night he buried his wife. She had a high color and hard eyes and her reputation had penetrated as far as Whinmouth Bay, where she was said to have two husbands, the landlord, Jack Macey, and his man-of-all-work, Harry Venn. Jack, so the story went, had been reported missing early in the war, and Ada had married Harry soon after Armistice Day. She was not in the least put out when Jack turned up in 1919, and since then all three had continued to live lively but by no means quarrelsome lives in the ancient hostlery, west of the Teasel bridge.


  It was difficult to imagine Ada as a source of solace to one man, much less two. She was sharp-featured, short-tempered, and not averse to boxing the ears of any male customer who crossed her. I delivered some furniture there on one occasion and happened to scratch the paint off the banisters on my way upstairs. Her protests followed me down the street as far as the crossroads and some of her expressions were such as the Whinmouth fishermen used when trippers walked over their nets spread to dry on the quay.


  Across the street from Ada’s pub was the village general shop, maintained by a swart, foxy little man called Pat Bristow. Pat was a bachelor and his bosom friend was the sexton, Nathaniel Baker, who seemed to spend all his time seated on Pat’s counter.


  Nat was a huge, slow-speaking man and the main occupation of these two consisted of issuing a running commentary on every customer who passed the window.


  They were ruthless character slayers and in any less tolerant community would have soon been summoned to answer a slander writ. Pat would lay the accusations and wait for Nat’s thoughtful corroboration. Having secured it he would then cast about for new charges in respect of the next person to pass the window. Both male and female sinners were referred to as “’er.”


  “There ’er goes, ol’ Nell Josling, looking as though butter wouldn’t melt in ’er mouth!” Pat would say, jerking his pipe stem at an elderly woman on her way to the bus stop. “Wouldn’t think to look at ’er she owed me four-pun-ten, would ’ee? Owes everyone over Whinmouth, so I hear. Ought to county court ’er, I ought, but I’m zoft. That’s my trouble, zoft as a feather bade I be!”


  Nat would ponder the customer’s shortcomings for a few moments before adding, “They zay ’er insured old Trev Josling bevore ’er passed on. Dree-hundred-pun I ’eard it was. Tidy sum for a man in ’is condition, dornee think, Pat? And him a-bade two year or more, bevore us got round to burying ’un!”


  Then Ada Macey would appear in the porch opposite to shake a mat and Pat would abandon the Joslings in order to comment on Ada’s experiment in polygamy.


  “Going on long bevore 1914 it
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