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I

We lived in a little hunchbacked cottage on a tree-lined track that led out from the town and up into the wooded slopes beyond. We went to the town regularly to sell our wares – my mother made baskets – and to buy provisions, but we saw few people at the cottage.

It was a small place but comfortable and, like many others of those times, with a wooden frame and thatched roof across the house and the adjoining barn. Dog roses climbed over the garden fence and honeysuckle grew over the porch.

My mother had a little vegetable patch where she grew beans and cabbages, and a small orchard of apple and plum trees, and beyond that lay the woods of oak and hazel that coated the slopes leading down to the pebble beaches below.

I slept in the top of the house, the beams crowding in around me. My father had cut me a round window in the gable end and I could crouch on my bed and look out across our vegetable patch and towards the woods. I loved to look at the woods at night and hear the owls and, sometimes, in warmer weather, the nightingales that lived there.

My parents had taught me all about the nature of the local fields – my father about the animals and birds, my mother about the plants and flowers and trees. I could name almost anything we came across by the time I was seven.

Often, if I couldn’t sleep and the weather wasn’t too cold, I would take down the round shutter my father had made to cover the window at night and I’d look out at the night woods and wonder what animals went about their unseen business among the trees.

One summer evening as shadows grew, I was kneeling on my bed and looking out when I saw a figure I knew well, standing in the clearing beyond my mother’s little vegetable patch. My mother was dozing in her chair by the open back door and scarcely noticed me passing as I went out.

The pilot’s son stood exactly where I had seen him from the window. He hadn’t moved a muscle. I walked slowly towards him, stealthily, not wishing to frighten him.

The pilot, who steered a safe course through the treacherous shallows for ships coming in and out of the bay, had been a good friend of my father. They’d known each other since they were children. He’d been kind to us since my father died. I had a strong suspicion that he bought more baskets from my mother than he could ever use.

And I had known the pilot’s son all my childhood, but I could not say we were friends exactly as he had always been something of a strange boy. We had played together as young children, but as he got older, more and more, he entered into a world of his own making and we didn’t talk as true friends might.

He was pale-skinned with pitch-black hair and eyes that seemed a size too large for his thin and delicate features. He was always out and about, come rain or shine, but his smooth, wan skin was like that of a newborn infant.

His hands were long and thin fingered and those fingers seemed as though they were without bones. When he made gestures – as he often did, for no obvious reason – they moved like seaweed fronds in the tide.

‘Hello!’ I whispered, following his gaze.

He didn’t respond and I was about to speak again when he turned to face me. He appeared to take a moment to remember who I was. Then his eyes opened wide.

‘The Devil is coming to your house,’ he said, all of a sudden.

I was momentarily startled, as you can perhaps imagine. But then little of what the pilot’s boy said made any sense. It was better not to try to make sense of it. On this occasion, for some reason, I decided to humour him.

‘What do you mean?’ I said with a nervous chuckle.

He looked at me with an odd expression, a little surprised, no doubt, that I was actually trying to understand him. He searched my face for any sign that I was joking at his expense.

‘The Devil,’ he repeated, as though I had been too stupid to understand his meaning the first time.

‘What are you talking about?’

‘I saw him,’ he said, pointing to his head. ‘In here.’

‘And did he have horns and goat’s feet? Was he lit by flames?’

The pilot’s boy regarded me for a moment and then shook his head, as though it was not worth the effort to explain to me. Then, seeming to change his mind, he turned back and spoke again.

‘I don’t know about the things you say,’ he said. ‘But he is the Devil.’

He looked so serious; I had to find out more.

‘And he was going to my house? You’re sure?’

The pilot’s son nodded solemnly but said nothing more. I shrugged, uncertain whether to continue this conversation or just let him grow bored with it. Somehow I couldn’t let it go.

‘He was probably just a customer wanting to order some baskets from my mother,’ I said. ‘What did he look like? Maybe I know him.’

The pilot’s son frowned and cocked his head, closing his eyes clearly trying to picture the scene.

‘He had a rabbit in one hand, two birds in the other,’ he continued.

I shrugged and raised my eyebrows.

‘What?’ I said, confused.

The pilot’s son opened his eyes. The huge pupils shrank until they were pinpricks.

‘He carried a rabbit in one hand. In the other two birds.’

‘How was he dressed?’ I asked, more and more confused.

‘Like a man,’ said the pilot’s boy. ‘But he wears a cross on his chest and has another on his back that mocks the first – for it kills as the other saves.’

I was baffled. The image of this man – if man he was – was getting stranger and stranger, but I felt I had to try to make sense of it.

‘I’m sure you’re mistaken,’ I said. ‘I’m sure he was just a man like any other.’

The pilot’s boy frowned at me. He shook his head.

‘But why then did he have so many demons with him?’ he said.

‘Demons?’ I asked in amazement. ‘What do you mean?’

The pilot’s boy looked down and shook his head rapidly, and clenched and flexed his long fingers. I had seen this before. Whenever he reached a point where he did not want to explain any more, he closed his eyes and shook his head, and – as he did now – ran away, flapping his arms like a bird and squawking.





II

Though I knew the words of the pilot’s boy to be nonsense, they bothered me. I was still thinking about what he’d said when a hand touched me on the shoulder and I almost jumped into the branches of a nearby tree.

‘What has my young friend been telling you?’

I turned, relieved to see a smiling, bearded face I knew well. It was the hermit who lived alone in the oak woods that covered the hills thereabouts. He lived in a hut among the trees on a hillside by the sea. It was nothing more than a pile of sticks held together by honeysuckle and moss. How he survived there in winter, no one knew.

I liked him and would often seek him out when I had no work to do. He would give me some nettle tea and tell me stories. They were strange stories, and though I did not always know exactly what he meant by them, I liked his voice and I liked the way my brain seemed to quiver after listening to them, as if he had roused some part of it that had been sleeping and it woke, confused and restless.

‘I don’t know,’ I said finally, in answer to his question. ‘He talks so oddly. Why is he like that?’

The hermit laced his fingers together.

‘Some say he is a changeling,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘That the elfin folk took the pilot’s baby and swapped him for one of their own.’

I stared off in the direction in which the boy had gone.

‘Do you believe that?’ I asked.

The hermit shrugged.

‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘He has the look of an elfin child about him.’

It was true. There was something other-worldly about his appearance.

‘I just thought he was crazy,’ I said.

‘Crazy?’ said the hermit, waving his hand in front of his face dismissively. ‘That word can cover many things, my boy. Perhaps he sees things that we cannot.’

‘But how do you know he sees anything?’ I asked.

The hermit shrugged again.

‘How would I know that he does not?’

I smiled.

‘I knew a man who went mad,’ said the hermit as he set off walking back to his home among the trees with me following behind. ‘He thought to himself that we are not really, truly, here at all.’

‘Not here?’ I said.

‘Not truly,’ continued the hermit. ‘His thought was that we were all players in another man’s dream.’

I frowned. The hermit continued.

‘At first it was an idle thought,’ he said. ‘We have all had such fancies, after all.’

I had never had such a fancy, but I kept it to myself for fear the hermit would think me dull. We reached the hermit’s nest of branches and twigs. A fire burned nearby and we sat down on a log beside it.

‘But gradually,’ said the hermit, ‘this thought took root, like ivy in a wall. It wormed
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