
  About the Book


  Walwyk seemed a dream village to the new schoolteacher, Miss Mayfield. But dreams can turn into nightmares.


  When it becomes clear that one of her pupils is being abused by her grandmother, Miss Mayfield is determined to do something about it. But Ethel won’t say anything, despite the evidence of Miss Mayfield’s own eyes, and someone seems to be actively discouraging her from investigating further. As she tries to get to the truth of the matter, however, Miss Mayfield stumbles on something far more sinister: Walwyk is in the grip of a centuries-old evil, and anybody who questions events in the village does not last long.


  Death stalks more than one victim, and Miss Mayfield begins to realise that if she’s not careful, she will be the next to die...


  First published in 1960, The Witches was made into a classic Hammer film in 1966, starring Joan Fontaine and directed by Cyril Frankel, who has written an exclusive foreword for this new edition.


  About the Author


  Peter Curtis is the pseudonym for Norah Lofts, a distinguished historical novelist whose books are still in print today. She died in 1983.
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  THE INTERVIEW HAD BEEN ARRANGED TO TAKE place in London at half-past three on a Saturday afternoon. This was a time so extremely convenient to Miss Mayfield that she was disposed to regard it as providential. It had saved her from the embarrassment of having to ask for time off to attend an interview in which she might not be successful, and from which she might be obliged to return to face her present Head’s resentment. In her diffident attempt to maintain secrecy she had left Alchester without the precaution of obtaining a testimonial. This she recognized as the action of a fool, but she had taught in the ugly Midland town for a bare two years, and she carried in her shabby handbag a coolly eulogistic report of her twenty years’ work in Africa. If that did not suffice, and if the interview showed any sign of leading to a new appointment, then would be time enough to approach Miss Stevens and break the news that she was contemplating a move.


  Canon Thorby had written, ‘Claridge’s Hotel would be convenient for me, since I have another appointment there earlier in the day. I shall be waiting for you and if you ask at the desk, someone will point me out to you.’


  He wrote on thick smooth paper which justified the term ‘cream-laid’. His writing was small, elegant, meticulously legible. It called up an imaginary vision of the writer, plump, rubicund, with a fringe of silvery hair and tranquil blue eyes. Kindly, perhaps a trifle pompous.


  To Miss Mayfield, whose experience of such places was negligible, the hotel seemed very large, very impressive and full of women whose clothes in no way resembled her own. As she entered, the thought came and remained with her for half a minute, that a new hat might have been a wise investment. She countered this with the certainty that it would also have been a waste, and self-indulgent into the bargain; a hat was a hat, and the one she wore was adequate. Being, though shy, almost entirely without self-consciousness, she asked for Canon Thorby and followed the lordly young man who set out to glide her, with an outward composure that belied her inner trepidation.


  Canon Thorby had secured a corner table, half masked by a huge bowl of long-stemmed roses, freesias and white lilacs in unseasonable proximity. From behind this floral screen he was watchful, and was on his feet, regarding her speculatively and then with a welcoming smile before she was within speaking distance. He was quite unlike her mental picture of him, being tall and spare, with a reddish-brown, weathered complexion and a full head of rust-coloured hair, just touched with grey at the temples. His eyes, however, were blue and tranquil.


  They shook hands and Miss Mayfield sat down and replied to his questions regarding her journey, his comment on the coldness of the November weather.


  ‘After so long in Africa, I imagine you feel it keenly,’ he said. ‘I should warn you here and now that Walwyk is much colder than London.’


  Perhaps, she thought, his other appointment had been with some more suitable candidate, and he was trying to hint, kindly, that Walwyk was not the place for her. A sense of disappointment, of failure, made itself felt. It had sounded such an ideal post, so quiet, so entirely different from her present one.


  Unobtrusively tea had been placed on the table, and from the position of the cups and the teapot she saw that she was expected to pour. She removed her shabby gloves, and hoping that no tremor would betray her nervousness, lifted the pot.


  ‘I take milk, and I like it put in first. No sugar,’ the Canon said.


  She managed his cup neatly, but in pouring her own she felt her hand waver. Some tea slopped into the saucer.


  ‘I believe you are nervous,’ he said with a smile. ‘There is no need to be. I should be on tenterhooks, for I am still to be put to the test. I had a surprising number of applications, but there was something about your letter . . .’ He moved one hand sightly. ‘I’m seldom wrong about such things, though I may seem rash and hasty. And now that I have seen you, I have, no doubt at all.’


  ‘You mean . . .’ she began, and had no breath left with which to complete the question.


  ‘I mean that you are exactly what I am looking for. The question is, can you be persuaded that we are what you are looking for?’


  It seemed too easy. It could, of course, be an answer to prayer, but Miss Mayfield, though her faith was strong and humble, had had considerable experience with prayers and knew that the answers were very seldom as direct and simple as this.


  She said, ‘I haven’t asked my present Head for a testimonial. The Walwyk post sounded so attractive I feared there would be great competition. And to go back, having made plain that I wished to get away from Alchester, would have, been . . . Well, I shouldn’t have liked it much.’


  ‘The Miss Tilbury with whom you worked for an extremely long time, in what must have been testing circumstances, seems to have thought highly of you.’


  ‘I brought the original of that. And perhaps I should, in honesty, point out that Rose – Miss Tilbury – was my friend.’


  ‘That is itself a credential; twenty years together at the back of nowhere . . . I had great difficulty in finding Entuba, even on a large-scale map. What Mission was it, Miss Mayfield? CMS?’


  ‘Strictly speaking, I suppose it wasn’t a Mission at all, not in the usually accepted sense. It was Rose’s private and personal venture. She’s a . . . very exceptional person; almost a saint, I think.’


  She realized that she had not come here to give an account of Rose Tilbury.


  ‘Go on,’ Canon Thorby said. ‘This is extremely interesting.’


  ‘Rose Tilbury’s father was the Squire in the village where my father was the doctor. I was an only child, and she the one girl in a family of boys, so we spent a good deal of time together. When I went to college, Rose had a season in London and made quite a sensation, she was so beautiful. But she didn’t get married, and afterwards she went out to visit one of her brothers who had settled in Kenya. She said that as soon as she got there she knew what her life work was meant to be – work for and with the natives. She had some money of her own, and several well-to-do relatives from whom she would beg quite shamelessly. She came home – just after I’d graduated – to tell her people and to collect stores and funds, and she talked to me about . . . about what she planned. And by that time my father was dead, so I said I’d like to go back with her. And I did.’ In her enthusiasm she forgot to be cautious. ‘It was all very amateur, I suppose. The school seemed to grow up of its own accord, and then another friend of Rose’s, who’d had some medical experience, came and joined us, and we had a kind of hospital, too. We were all young, full of ideals and plans, and then – it seemed quite sudden, too – old and tough with experience, but still convinced that we weren’t wasting time. Three of the children who came to us knowing nothing, literally nothing, passed on to Fort Hare and did well. There were others who were promising. . . . It did almost break my heart to be obliged to leave.’


  She stopped abruptly, feeling the tightening of her throat, the threat of a quiver in her voice.


  ‘On account of your health, I think you said.’


  ‘Yes. I had recurrent bouts of fever. In the end I was far more nuisance than help. I . . . I was told that the only cure was to come home.’


  She was ashamed of her failure to be completely honest and mention that the fever, in the end, had led to a breakdown. But she had learned that people – particularly prospective employers – were very odd in their reaction to that word; they seemed to think that once having suffered a nervous breakdown you might at any minute run berserk with a hatchet.


  ‘And has Miss Tilbury, all this time, supported her venture entirely from her private funds?’


  She imagined that he had slipped in the practical, mundane question as a counter to her emotionalism and shot him a grateful glance.


  ‘Practically. There were grants we were eligible for – towards the end of my time there, that was – but Rose always said there were so many strings attached that it was hardly worth it. And then her godmother died and left her quite a lot of money. Our personal needs were very small, of course; books and the children’s food and the hospital were the expensive items.’


  Canon Thorby leaned back in his chair with an immensely satisfied expression.


  ‘It’s quite remarkable – the curious way things occasionally work out. You see, you have precisely the kind of experience to fit you for my post, which is also a private, or – if you prefer the term – independent school.’


  Ah, it had seemed too good to be true. Here was the snag. The pay in private schools was notoriously poor; and although Miss Mayfield’s personal needs were still small, she had been in the habit, these last two years, of sending to Rose every shilling she could save. It seemed very little to do after having failed her and deserted her.


  As though from a long way off, she heard Canon Thorby explaining about his school, which had been started by his great-great-grandfather years before universal education was thought of.


  ‘It began almost by accident. The family had a tutor, much beloved, and eventually it became the question of what was to happen to Mr Seeley. So the school began. When, in 1870, it became law for every child to attend school, that for the whole area – Renham, Catermarsh and Walwyk – was, very wisely, I think, situated at Renham. Children in those days were still deemed capable of walking three miles morning and afternoon, and our school could have closed, but by that time it had become a family hobby. And so it has remained.’


  ‘It must be a very expensive hobby.’


  ‘Oh, it is. Especially nowadays, with all the trimmings, free milk and dinners, which I feel bound to supply. I couldn’t bear it if any Walwyk child had cause to think it would be better off in a State school! My Junior mistress is Froebel-trained, my Senior a graduate. My gardener – an ex-Sergeant Major – takes the boys for physical training, gardening and woodwork; I myself teach Scripture to everyone and Latin and mathematics to any ambitious scholar. We have one at the moment, Juliet Reeve, my butler’s daughter. We hope to get her into Cambridge. My forebears, you see, were quite disgustingly rich.’ He made the statement neither boastfully nor deprecatingly; he might have been saying that they were all bald. ‘My grandfather, a far-sighted man who seemed to have considered the possible devaluation of money, endowed the school lavishly. It has never yet cost me a penny of my private money; and if it did . . . Well, though hit by taxes, like everyone else, I am still quite disgustingly rich.’


  But even so . . . would he pay the Burnham Scale?


  ‘In your advertisement, Canon Thorby, you made no mention of salary.’


  ‘That was deliberate. You see, I don’t hold with this newfangled notion that in order to obtain good people you must offer high salaries. That merely attracts the timeservers. People – more particularly those in occupations which might be called vocational – work best when they work for the love of the job. Isn’t that so?’


  Exactly what she had feared!


  ‘That is partly true, like most generalizations. But I must be frank with you. I have a commitment. At Alchester I am paid the Burnham Scale for graduates, at a low level; my years in Africa didn’t count. In Walwyk, I suppose, my living expenses would be lower, and I should not have fares. I could manage with . . . perhaps fifty pounds less than I now earn. If I went lower than that, I should be acting selfishly.’


  ‘You sound as though you would like to come to us.’


  ‘I should indeed. From the moment when I read your advertisement. To live in the country . . . To be Head . . . Oh, I know,’ she said earnestly, ‘that towns like Alchester are necessary, economically, and someone has to live in them and teach in their schools, and I know most teachers have to be assistants and take orders. The truth is, I suppose that I am too old to adjust.’


  A silly thing to say; but then, if he couldn’t pay what she needed, it didn’t matter. She must go back to Alchester, to Miss Stevens with her whims and experiments, which were never successful, to the noisy, overcrowded, often hostile classes.


  ‘I don’t think,’ Canon Thorby said, ‘that we shall fall out about money. I’m prepared to pay Burnham Scale salary for graduates, with the extra emolument for Headmistresses in country schools. I will take into consideration your twenty years in Africa. I also provide, free, a rather delightful little house, furnished. It once belonged to an aunt of mine, who left it to me, and I thought the best use to which I could put it would be to provide a comfortable, dignified home for anyone who was prepared to share our way of life and devote herself to teaching our children. You see, I am aware of the drawbacks. We’re very isolated. We have been cut off from the outer world for as long as fifteen days after a heavy snowfall or an exceptionally rainy season. At the best of times the nearest cinema is fourteen miles away, the nearest theatre twenty-eight. Our social life is limited and you will not find Intellectual company within a wide radius. It is – we might as well face it – a lonely, dedicated life. You’ve had a taste of that; you may desire a complete change.’


  ‘I have had that, in Alchester.’


  ‘I’m trying to give a fair picture. You see, I intensely dislike changes. I don’t wish you, in six months’ time, when you have been in Walwyk for six weeks, to come and tell me that you are lonely, unhappy, buried alive, stagnating in a backwater.’ He brought out each expression as though it were set in quotation marks. ‘I have a long memory. Some twenty-four or -five years ago we had three changes in as many years, bad for everybody. Then we settled down and that was delightful. Our present Headmistress has been with us for twenty-two years and is leaving for the happiest of reasons. I should like to feel settled again, after Easter. So . . . would you like some time to think it over before deciding?’


  Once or twice during the course of her lifetime Miss Mayfield had been aware of a voice in her mind which had issued a criticism or a warning which had little or nothing to do with her conscious thought. As though another, more cautious and sophisticated person had made a comment. It happened now. The voice said quite clearly, You should see the place.


  But this, she argued back, is the last week in November. If I am to leave Alchester at the end of the Easter term, I must give in my notice by the end of December, to take effect at the end of April. I have no other free weekend before Christmas. And then there are the fares. She thought of Miss Stevens; she thought of the ‘flatlet’ which she shared; of the fog; the clatter.


  She said, ‘I think I have decided. If you consider me suitable, I should like, very much, to come to Walwyk.’


  ‘Splendid. I will confirm, in writing, my offer of salary and accommodation. And I hope, from my heart, that you will spend long happy years with us. Now, what are your immediate plans? Are you staying in London overnight?’


  ‘Oh no. I must get back. I looked up the trains. There is one at five-fifteen. I might even catch that.’


  He glanced at his watch.


  ‘If you wish to, you shall,’ he said. They rose and walked towards the entrance. Nobody came running, complaining that the tea had not been paid for. He was known and trusted here, obviously.


  Outside the door the man in uniform flicked a finger and a taxi slowed and swerved. As it did so, suddenly from nowhere a little wizened old woman popped up, holding on her arm a flat basket in which lay small bunches of desiccated white heather. She said, in a mechanical, whining voice:


  ‘Buy a bitta white hevva for luck for the lydy, sir?’


  The commissionaire made a wide, scornful gesture of dismissal. Canon Thorby cried:


  ‘Wait! We’ve had our luck, haven’t we, Miss Mayfield, but we may as well have the symbol of it.’


  There were times during the ensuing weeks when Miss Mayfield would look at that little bunch of crumbling herbage to assure herself that the whole thing had not been a dream.
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  ‘YOU WANT A TAXI?’ ASKED THE SELBURY PORTER, eyeing Miss Mayfield’s battered trunk, suitcase and corded crate. ‘’Cos if you do, you’d best run and grab one. I’ll foller.’


  ‘I’m being met, thank you.’ She had the Canon’s latest letter in her handbag; her fingers brushed against it as she took out her ticket and the two-shilling piece she had placed in readiness.


  The Selbury station stairs smelled strongly of fish, of years of engine smoke; but outside in the yard the air was fresh and clean. It was one of those warm mid-April days that held the whole promise of summer.


  Two taxis were just driving away. The woman with the baby who had shared Miss Mayfield’s compartment was being greeted and packed into a small car, bright with new green paint. The only other objects in the whole wide space were a third taxi, without a driver, and two dogs, ill-matched in size, happily engaged in canine miscegenation.


  The porter clanged open the gate of the luggage lift and dragged Miss Mayfield’s possessions out, one by one. He gave her a look which said, very clearly, ‘Being met, eh?’


  ‘You need not wait,’ Miss Mayfield said, meaning it kindly. Although she had lived in England for two years, she was still geared to the timeless pace of Entuba, where a porter, unless told to do otherwise, would wait for ever. The Selbury man gave a little snort which said, ‘Wait – I should think not.’ Then he stumped away, somewhat mollified by the florin; he had expected sixpence.


  The station yard was bordered by a high hawthorn hedge; dazzlingly green; there was a gap in the hedge, and through the gap came a man, short, bow-legged. At the sight of Miss Mayfield and her luggage he quickened his pace.


  ‘Sorry to keep you waiting,’ he said.


  ‘I’m not waiting for you. Someone is supposed to meet me.’


  He nodded and went and leaned against the bonnet of his cab, rolled himself a cigarette and stood there smoking. She knew that he was watching her. Presently he called:


  ‘Care to go in and sit down? Take the weight off your feet. I shall be here till twelve-ten.’


  ‘That is very kind of you,’ Miss Mayfield said. She sat down thankfully on the worn leather seat and took out Canon Thorby’s letter. She had made no mistake. She was to be met at Selbury on Friday, the seventeenth of April, at eleven-thirty. She looked at her watch; it was a quarter to twelve.


  A man on a bicycle rode into the yard, threw his machine, against the wall and said:


  ‘Hallo, Ed. Broke down?’


  ‘Just waiting,’ Ed said.


  ‘You all right for tomorrow night?’


  ‘Reckon so. Not afore half-past seven. Pick you up then. All right?’


  ‘Lovely,’ the man said, and went into the station. Ed made and slowly smoked another cigarette. The whole procedure occupied twelve minutes. Throwing away the stub, he opened the door of the driver’s seat, thrust his head in and said:


  ‘D’you think something’s gone wrong? Where was you making for?’


  ‘Walwyk.’


  Interest and amusement sparked in his face.


  ‘Canon Thorby’s owd Rolls? Punctual as Big Ben as a rule. Must hev broke down at last. Twenty-five years owd, but cared for like a baby. Still . . . Eh?’ he said. ‘You the lady thass taking Mrs Westleton’s place?’


  She smiled. This was the first evidence of the intimate, friendly life in country districts of which she had read, for which she had longed.


  ‘Yes. I’m the new mistress at Walwyk.’


  ‘Fancy that. Well, look, s’pose I take you out there. There’s only the one road, and if we meet the Rolls, you can change over. And if I take you the whole way – fourteen miles, that is – I ’on’t hurt you. I’d do it for fifteen bob.’


  ‘But why should you?’


  ‘I’d like to see the owd place again. Got like they say about lost things, sentimental value for me, Walwyk hev. Thass gone twelve now,’ he said persuasively. ‘Something musta gone wrong for Baxter to be that much out. And do somebody get off the twelve-fifteen and want me, then I’d hev to dump you, see?’


  ‘Very well, then. Please drive me to Walwyk.’


  The man with the bicycle made a timely reappearance and responded willingly to a request to ‘lend us a hand with this’. The luggage was loaded and the car moved out of the yard.


  Selbury was a small town, little more than a single main street, bulging out in one place into a market square. The street changed almost imperceptibly into a suburban road, lined with newish-looking houses and bungalows, all set among flowering cherry trees and pink almonds.


  ‘If you look out on your left, just coming up now, white, with the blue shutters, see it? Thass Mrs Westleton’s new house. Lovely, they say it is, even the washing-up done by pressing the switch. Still, she deserved a bit of luck, she did.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Had a ailing man on her hands to keep and look after for the best part of twenty years. He had a good job, and she was all set to leave school when she married, and then he got ill. There weren’t so much talk about polio in them days as there is now, but I reckon that was what got him. Never walked again. He could just feed hisself and he could just do his Pools, and bless my soul if back in last November he didn’t go and win sixty thousand pounds. They say thass sweetened his temper, too, which ain’t to be wondered at. Can’t be much of a joke seeing your wife go out and keep you, can it?’


  Miss Mayfield remembered Canon Thorby saying that Mrs Westleton was leaving ‘for the happiest of reasons’.


  The road ran on, perfectly flat, between wide green fields. It was good agricultural land; where the soil showed, it was black and rich-looking, but it was not pretty; there were few trees and no hedges. Ditches, shining with water, or fences of posts and wire divided field from field.


  ‘One time,’ Ed said, as though answering her thought, ‘this was all fen. That grow good crops – beet and celery and potatoes – and thass good pasture, too. But it ain’t pretty. Not like Walwyk. Walwyk is as different as can be. Prettiest little place you ever saw.’


  ‘What is your connection with Walwyk?’


  ‘Well, nothing you could call a connection, rightly. Only once, when I was a nipper, we had a outing, Sunday-school outing, there. They don’t hev that sort any more, more’s the pity. Day at Southend on the Dodgems is more their mark. But in the owd days we used to go out in wagonettes and the ride itself was a treat. And one time we went to Walwyk. We had games and tea in a medder. That was in the owd Rector’s time, but Mr Harold – him thass Canon now – was home, in a lovely blue blazer. Funny how a thing like that’ll stick in your mind while what happened last week is all of a jumble. Strawberries and cream we had for tea that time, and I don’t care what anybody say, they tasted better than they do today – like a lot of other things.’


  ‘They say that the change is in us; that our palates grow dull as we grow older.’


  ‘So they may. I’d bet the Walwyk strawberries and cream’d taste the same. Look, I said I reckoned it was the prettiest place I ever saw. All right, I was a nipper, I’d never been anywhere. Nineteen twelve I joined the Army; I did fifteen years, went all over the place. Kashmir now, thass in India and thought highly of, I been there. Seen the Taj Mahal, I hev – by moonlight, too. Table Mountain, Malta, the lot. And I still hold Walwyk is the prettiest.’


  ‘How lately were you there?’


  ‘Oh! Coming up to where it ain’t so clear. Two year ago, three maybe. Don’t get calls to Walwyk. The Rectory Rolls is at everybody’s beck and call. But two, three year ago Mrs Westleton’s car let her down and I drove her home. And I still felt the same way.’


  ‘I’m looking forward to seeing it.’


  ‘We come to a bridge presently and then you’ll see the change. That time I towd you, in the wagonettes, our own parson rode with us, and he towd us that Walwyk was cut off till the marshes was drained, and they had wolves in the woods there years after they’d all been killed off in other places. Put the wind up us a bit in case there might still be one or two left. When you see them woods maybe you’ll understand.’ His voice changed a little. ‘You may find the people a bit unfriendly to start with; they’re still kind of cut off – in their minds, I mean. They’ll call anybody from Renham a foreigner. Thass true! But if you don’t mind my saying so, if you go slow and don’t try too hard, they’ll come round. Like dogs; thass best to let the dog come to you, and sniff and make friends.’


  ‘I know exactly what you mean. I spent many years in Africa, where I was truly a foreigner.’


  ‘Ah, then you’ll know. Here’s the bridge now.’


  It spanned a slow-moving stream, and rose, humpbacked, so abruptly out of the flat road that the taxi-man had to change gear.


  ‘Whoever built that was daft, I reckon. Both ends lay so low they’re under water in a wet spell, so where was the point making the bridge so high?’


  ‘Could it have been so that boats, and barges perhaps, could go under?’


  ‘Never thought of that. Now, round this corner . . .’


  It seemed almost as sudden as a transformation scene. The road now ran between sloping banks thickly dotted with clumps of primroses. At the top of the banks the woods began, stretching away on either hand in ever-darkening avenues and arcades of green. At the edge thousands of white windflowers shimmered and trembled, and among them were the dark purplish-blue spears of bluebells in bud.


  Slowing down, Ed asked:


  ‘Now, ain’t that a sight for sore eyes?’


  ‘It’s beautiful,’ Miss Mayfield said in an awed voice.


  Sometimes in Entuba, at the end of a burning, dust-tormented day, she and Rose had talked of the time when, very old, past all usefulness, they would retire and live in a small cottage in a green English lane. It was an impossible dream, and they knew it. Rose had once – only once – admitted that. It was just after she had spent her godmother’s legacy on the hospital.


  ‘We‘ll never have our cottage now, Deb. We’ll die in the damned hospital, either of bed-sores or an injection from an unsterilized hypodermic, being too feeble to see that things are properly done.’ That was the remarkable thing about Rose; she saw things clearly and unsentimentally. She had given her life and her money to Africa’s service, but she was entirely disillusioned about all but a very few of the people themselves. On that occasion, having made that gloomy forecast, she had immediately recanted and said:


  ‘I don’t mean that. I needed the hospital and God gave it to me. When I need and have qualified for a cottage, I shall have that, too, no doubt.’


  Now, moving between the freshly leafed flowering woods on the outskirts of Walwyk, Miss Mayfield indulged in another little daydream. Out of her much-increased salary, perhaps she could save something; perhaps here, in the very heart of the country, she could find a tiny cottage and have it ready to welcome Rose in, say, twelve or eighteen years’ time; perhaps even, freed from the outrageous demands of Miss Stevens’s careerist experiments, she might find time and energy to do some extra work – a little coaching, an evening class. Under the heady excitement of her first glimpse of this beautiful place, she thought of addressing envelopes at so much a thousand, or baby-sitting.


  The woods gave way at last to cultivated land along the highway, though they still loomed, green and mysterious on the skyline. A house, a large one, a good example of Tudor half-timbering, came into view.


  ‘One or two right substantial people live hereabouts,’ Ed said. ‘Thass Mr Frisby’s place. He breed them black-and-white cattle called Frisbians.’


  Miss Mayfield tucked away this piece of information as a titbit to tell Rose.


  ‘He do very well in all the shows, and last year he sold a bull to somewhere abroad for three thousand guineas. Then this here next place is Mr Tharkell’s; he train race horses and he do well, too. I allust look out for his; he’s lucky for me. I bought this cab out of what I made backing Viking, and two years later, when Sibling run, I even borrowed a bit to put on, and that paid off my house. The only thing is, with him thass more a hobby like. He’ve got other interests, and he’ll take off and go abroad any time the fancy take him.’


  Mr Tharkell’s house was Georgian and stood high on a terrace.


  A little farther along, on the opposite side of the road, was a farmhouse, whitewashed and neatly thatched, flanked by a dazzling white cloud of pear or cherry trees in full bloom. And then the cottages began, each one as pretty as a postcard, or an embroidered tea-cosy. Most-were whitewashed, though some were pale pink or greenish blue; all were thatched. The long gardens blazed with wallflowers and polyanthus, daffodils and tulips. They stood along the left-hand side of the road. To the right, the grass verge had widened out and become a village green, roughly triangular in shape. Directly ahead, occupying the whole of the shortest side of the triangle, was a high red wall, with a pair of iron gates set between ornamental pillars.


  ‘The Rectory’s in there, with the church beyond,’ Ed said. He turned right and drove between the Rectory wall and the Green, then right again, where the road ended in a cul-de-sac.


  ‘Here we are,’ he said, beginning to slow down. This piece of road served only two houses. One was a sprawling, new-looking bungalow with a deep veranda, which brought to mind the houses built by prosperous people in Africa; the other was a Georgian dolls’ house, prim and symmetrical behind a clipped box hedge, solid as a wall, upon whose top two topiary peacocks stood, one on each side of an elegant wrought-iron gate. A paved path ran from the gate to the porticoed doorway; on either side of the path was an oblong of smooth grass, which, near the house, gave way to a rose bed.


  ‘You mean that this is the school house?’


  ‘Thass right. The school is two minutes’ walk away, down that little lane alongside the Rectory.’


  ‘But it’s so . . . elegant. I wasn’t expecting anything like this. You are sure?’


  ‘I towd you, I brought Mrs Westleton, time her car broke down. She was grousing about it not heving a garage. She kept her car at the Rectory. You aiming to keep a car?’


  ‘I can’t drive; and I certainly wouldn’t dare begin now.’


  Their arrival had been expected. The door of the dolls’ house opened, and a young woman came hurrying down the path. She smiled, showing a beautiful set of teeth, and said:


  ‘Welcome to Walwyk, Miss Mayfield. Canon said I was to say it the very first thing. I’m Berta Creek.’


  Miss Mayfield knew a moment of embarrassment. In the old days, before she went to Africa, one would simply have said, ‘Good morning, Berta.’ But since then egalitarian manners had come in and familiarity might be resented. So she stretched out her hand and said, ‘Good morning, Miss Creek,’ and so made her first wrong step in Walwyk. Far from being pleased, the young woman was resentful.


  ‘Miss Creek indeed,’ she said, recounting the incident later. ‘I ask you! And me in my apron. Made me feel a real fool. I s’pose I should just hev said me name was Berta and left it at that; but how was I to know?’


  At the time, however, the gaffe was overlooked. The taxi-driver, perhaps feeling that introductions were in the air, said:


  ‘I’m Ed Higgins. Now, if you’d just lend me a hand.’


  While they lifted the trunk between them. Miss Mayfield snatched the suitcase and hurried towards the house. She wanted to be alone at this wonderful moment when, for the first time in her whole life, she entered a place which was really her own. Her father’s house, where she had spent the first eighteen years of her life, had been a sentimental shrine to the mother who had died when she was ten. Even so small a variation as the substitution of one flower vase for another would evoke a comment, all the more forceful for being made in a sad and gentle manner: ‘Your dear mother always used the green bowl for daffodils.’ At college, one’s room was, in theory, one’s own, and girls with money to spare had added to or altered the basic furnishings; Deborah Mayfield, with no money to spare and assigned a room of such odd shape and proportions, had been obliged to accept hers as it was and be content. In Entuba, as in a medieval monastery, nobody owned anything; on more than one occasion Miss Mayfield’s very bed had been commandeered; always, she admitted, after Rose’s own. ‘Darling, I knew you wouldn’t mind. It’s the dressings, you see, so difficult for Joyce to do when the patient is on the floor.’ And then there had been Alchester. There, in that overcrowded ant heap, Miss Mayfield had been, she realized, extremely lucky. Janet Lovelace, the Domestic Science mistress, had invited her to share her ‘flatlet’. This was a large attic at the top of a vast decaying house; it had a gas-ring in a corner; the bathroom was thirty steep stairs and two passages away. Janet’s manner of life was a violent and perhaps understandable rebound from all that she taught; she was slovenly and untidy, extravagant as far as her means allowed, and she lived entirely upon pre-prepared or tinned food. Miss Mayfield had made a few determined attempts to cook upon the gas-ring, but had, in the end, been persuaded that Janet was right. When you boiled anything, the steam made the wallpaper blister and bulge; when you fried, the odour got into your books, on to your pillow. To tidy up after Janet was a mere waste of time. Miss Mayfield had contented herself by buying a wastepaper basket made of metal, into which incompletely extinguished cigarette ends could, with safety, be dumped, and by getting her own supply of Vim, with which she scoured the communal bath. Janet, not easily provoked, had once thrown at her the epithet ‘old-maidish’. Miss Mayfield had replied equably, ‘That may be so; an instinct run to seed. I suppose I should be cleaning up the bathroom after three or four boys who had been playing football. Then you’d call it motherly.’


  Now, here at last, miraculously, almost unbelievably, she was walking into what was to be, so long as she stayed in Walwyk, her very own house.


  And what a house! Inside the door was a square hall, paved with black and white tiles upon which lay, casually strewn, several richly coloured, silky-surfaced Persian rugs. Under the window, to the left of the door, stood a carved dower chest; in the centre, a black gate-legged table bearing a blue-and-white bowl full of spring flowers. The stairs, covered with dark-blue carpet, curved upwards from the wall opposite the door. Beyond the point where the stairs began, there was an archway, the entrance to a short passage with two doors in it, facing one another. That to the left was closed; the other was open, and Miss Mayfield could see a white sink, some shining taps, a red tiled floor.


  She saw so much before Berta and Ed, carrying the trunk, entered the house.


  ‘Might as well take it straight up,’ Berta said.


  When they had gone by, Miss Mayfield turned to her right and opened the door which was on that side of the hall. The sitting-room! For a moment she was afraid that she might cry. White panelled walls, a rose-scattered chintz on sofa and chairs, an antique writing table, white-painted shelves for books on each side of the fireplace, more flowers.


  Wrong perhaps, weak – to take such pleasure in nice surroundings, to set such value on what was, after all, mere material. One must remember, always, how little such things really mattered. . . . But even that Puritanical thought could not diminish her pleasure. God had put beauty into this world – even a snowdrop was meticulously designed – and He had given to men the skill to make beautiful things, so, if by chance, one were fortunate enough to encounter lovely surroundings, one should be appreciative and grateful.


  Miss Mayfield turned back into the hall just as Berta and Ed set down the crate of books.


  ‘Leave it there,’ she said. ‘I can open it and carry the books to the shelves a few at a time.’


  As she spoke a large black cat came stalking out of the kitchen, walked straight to her and began to rub against her ankles, purring heartily. The last, the perfect, touch of welcome, she thought, bending to stroke the glossy fur.


  ‘S’posed to be a sign of good luck,’ Ed said, ‘but I can’t say I take to them myself. Terrible thieves, too.’


  ‘Does this one belong here?’ Miss Mayfield asked.


  ‘Well, you know how cats are,’ Berta replied. ‘Here one minute and gone the next. I will say, all the time I’ve been getting the house ready, he’ve hung about as though he was waiting for you.’


  Something about the last seven words of that speech went direct to Miss Mayfield’s sentimental heart. She could not remember any time when anyone or anything had awaited her coming, for in Entuba she and Rose on their extremely rare outings always went together. Still bending over the ecstatically purring cat, she thought, My cup is full. She added a humble and heartfelt, Thank you, God.
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  BY EIGHT O’CLOCK THAT EVENING MISS MAYFIELD had only one job left to do before her moving in was complete, and that was to arrange her books.


  She had opened the crate when the cat made one of his dramatic appearances, and she remembered that it was some time since she had last seen him; it was time that he went out. She straightened herself and set the front door open, saying, ‘Come along, puss.’ The cat took three steps in the desired direction and then jumped sideways, taking refuge under the gate-legged table. She bent down, resting one hand on the crate, which stood between the table and the door, and extended the other towards him enticingly.


  ‘Come along,’ she said. ‘If you are going to live with me, you must get into good habits.’


  ‘Quite right, Miss Mayfield,’ said a voice from the doorway.


  She straightened herself and turned in a quick, nervous movement, and then was ashamed because it was only Canon Thorby.


  ‘I do hope I didn’t startle you,’ he said. ‘I could see you; I didn’t realize that you couldn’t see me.’


  ‘I wasn’t startled, just surprised. Please come in.’


  He walked to the table and smacked it sharply with the flat of his hand.


  ‘Out!’ he said, and the cat shot across the hall and out at the doorway, as though propelled from behind.


  Canon Thorby laughed.


  ‘I seem to have influence with cats! I never knew. Well, I thought I’d just look in and say hullo, and welcome, and apologize for the breakdown in the transport arrangement this morning. You had my message?’


  ‘No. No message. But it was quite all right. I found a taxi – or, rather, a taxi found me.’


  ‘Really,’ he said, with a hint of petulance in his voice, ‘they are careless these days. I telephoned the Station Master and explained, and asked him to apologize and have a cab standing by. How aggravating! You see, we’ve had an old woman in Wandford Hospital, making good progress, too, but at eight o’clock this morning I had a message to say she was sinking, so the car had to take her two daughters there. Both highly hysterical types, so I went with them. And a very horrible day I have had. All the way there, noisy unrestrained grief, and all the way back, an acrimonious squabble about which should inherit the grandfather clock.’


  She could see that he looked exhausted; the uniform high colour of his face had given way to a mottled crimson and grey, and all the lines around his eyes and mouth had deepened.


  ‘You shouldn’t have bothered about me at the end of such a day,’ she said earnestly. ‘I’m used to making my own way about. Do sit down. Would you . . . may I make you a cup of tea?’


  ‘The universal panacea! We seem to have been sustaining ourselves all day on cups of tea – some so strong you could stand on them. No, if you really wish to offer me a reviving drink, Miss Mayfield, offer me a brandy and soda.’


  She gave him a look of dismay.


  ‘But, Canon Thorby, I haven’t such a thing in the house.’


  He had sat back in the low comfortable chair, but now straightened himself abruptly.


  ‘I gave orders. Don’t tell me something else has gone amiss! Not knowing your tastes, but going on Mrs Westleton’s, I ordered sweet sherry and Madeira, and for myself, anticipating an occasional evening call, brandy and soda. In the cellarette of your sideboard.’


  ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t looked. I will now.’


  She hurried into the little dining room and opened one of the cupboards in the serpentine-fronted sideboard. He was right. Some bottles and syphons stood at the bottom, and on a shelf above was a bewildering array of glasses. In the faraway past, she had seen her father, after a specially heavy day, drink whisky from a tumbler. Was brandy the same? Oh dear, Rose would have known! Anyway, soda fizzed and splashed about – even she knew that – so a tumbler seemed to be the thing.


  ‘Am I to drink alone?’ Canon Thorby asked as she set the tray down.


  ‘I . . . I never take alcohol. It isn’t prejudice or anything like that. I just don’t.’


  He said mildly, ‘It’s never too late to acquire a pleasant habit, you know. It used to give me pleasure to see that Mrs Westleton was provided with just a little more than bare necessities.’


  ‘You’ve already provided so much. This beautiful home. And the larder stocked. Even my lunch was prepared. You’ve been far, far too generous.’


  ‘Nonsense. Did you imagine that we should allow you to arrive at lunchtime and begin to scramble eggs? That is a thing about which you must be very careful; ladies living alone, I understand, tend to have makeshift meals. Mrs Westleton, of course, had her husband to think of and, poor fellow, he did enjoy his food. I told Berta that every Saturday and Sunday she was to see that you had a good substantial lunch; and on other days she is to leave you something that can be heated – or otherwise prepared with the very minimum of bother.’


  ‘I wanted to speak to you about Berta. She seemed to think that I would employ her permanently.’


  ‘Well, why not? Don’t you like her?’


  ‘Very much. But I can’t – I mean I ought not to afford her. I know I’m earning a great deal more than I did in Alchester; but I must meet the responsibility I spoke of; and I have thought of another plan, which will mean that I must be very economical indeed.’


  ‘Berta won’t burden your budget. She is employed by the school. She attends to the needs of the Headmistress, and every afternoon she cleans the school premises.’


  ‘I see. Really, Canon Thorby, it’s all too much. I can’t help feeling that it is a dream from which I shall wake up.’


  ‘Tell me that sometime around next March, when you’ve wintered with us.’ He took a little sip from his glass and looked about the room. ‘You do fully understand, don’t you, that this is your home and you are free to make any changes that you wish? The furniture stands now as it did in my aunt’s time. Mrs Westleton had a passion for triangular chairs with tubular legs, and until this week all this was stored in one of our attics. It can go back to make room for anything you wish to install.’


  ‘I wouldn’t change a single thing. It is exactly the home that I never even dared dream of having.’


  His look of warm approval indicated that she had pleased him.


  ‘It is pleasant for me to see the old familiar things in their proper places again. Oh, and I must not forget my other errand, which was to ask you to lunch with us tomorrow. My sister would have written, but she has had a terrible migraine for the last three days. The advantage of migraine – she told me to tell you – is that its course is calculable, and she is sure that she will be quite restored tomorrow.’


  ‘If you are sure of that, of course, I shall be delighted to lunch with you.’


  ‘Good.’ He turned his glass about, looking at it with a small frown. ‘Miss Mayfield, I think I may as well warn you that you may find my sister rather . . . strange. Oh no, nothing mental; nothing, in fact, to which one could give a name. But you might think, quite wrongly, that she was unfriendly. Her manner, at times, gives that impression. She has very poor health, and her whole life has been somewhat disappointing. She is brilliantly clever; she should have had a successful career as an archaeologist. However . . . Anyway, I can assure you of this, no woman ever had a kinder heart or a more generous disposition, and if at any time when you are in Walwyk you should need to take a woman into your confidence, you couldn’t do better than to go to her. You may think this sounds like a doting brother speaking; you would be wrong. Isabel and I are fond of one another and live in tolerable accord – but you will find that the village people share my opinion.’


  For lack of anything else to say – and, for some reason, with the mention of the Canon’s sister an odd kind of tension had come into the room, so that something must be said – Miss Mayfield asked:


  ‘Was it the ill-health which ruined her career?’


  After a little pause, he said:


  ‘Frankly, no. That came later. On one of her expeditions something went wrong – I tell you this in confidence; we suspected an unhappy love affair. She returned home completely changed and has lived in virtual retirement ever since. She reads a great deal and, I think, writes a little: About that she is very secretive. She may very well “take to” you; she and Mrs Westleton had nothing in common, which was a pity for them both.’ He lifted his glass and drained it and set it down.


  ‘Oh, and before I go, I must explain to you our curious transport arrangements. Saturday is Selbury market day. My car, which, with the driver, holds eight in moderate comfort, goes in, without fail, starting at nine o’clock. Two accommodating gentlemen, Mr Frisby and Mr Tharkell, leave a little later and run up to the Rectory gates, with a view to picking up anyone who has missed Baxter. Baxter will undertake to fulfil any commission – he has been known to buy a hair net for somebody who wanted one but did not wish to spend the morning in Selbury. Once upon a time we had a bus, a real red Eastern Counties bus, but it had so few patrons that now it comes no nearer than Renham. So the procedure is very simple. If you wish to go to Selbury, or to give Baxter an errand, be at the Rectory gate at nine o’clock. If you do not wish to leave so early, or in the unlikely event of seven people being ahead of you, you wait for Mr Frisby or Mr Tharkell. In Walwyk, I must say, we really practise that sadly discredited thing, communism.’


  He rose, and smiling down on her, added:


  ‘It remains for me to say what I should have done when I entered. I hope you’ll be very happy with us, and stay in Walwyk for many, many years.’


  ‘I hope you’ll be satisfied with my work, Canon Thorby.’ She glanced around. ‘It doesn’t seem to me that anyone could possibly deserve so much.‘


  She saw him out and then stood at the door for several minutes, calling, ‘Puss, puss,’ at intervals. The cat did not return, and finally she closed the door and locked it, went through to the kitchen and locked the door that gave upon the little walled yard.


  Now, at last, she thought, I am alone in my own house. Quite alone, in my very own house. She returned happily to the unpacking of her books.


  Later, when she was undressed and ready for bed in her voluminous old-fashioned nightdress, the work of the most advanced sewing class at Entuba, she knelt down, as was her custom, to say her prayers. After a moment she felt something pressing against her knees. Startled again, she opened her eyes, looked down and saw the cat, arching its back and beginning to purr as it rubbed against her. It must have run in, unobserved, as Canon Thorby left.


  ‘And where do you sleep, I wonder,’ she said aloud. The
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