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A Wise Child


CHAPTER 1

It must have been late autumn of that year, and probably it was towards dusk for the sake of being less conspicuous. And yet a meeting between two professional gentlemen representing the chief branches of the law should surely not need to be concealed.

Let us imagine, then, how Law might have waited upon Equity.

Approaching a particular house in a street near Lincoln’s-inn-fields, Law, embodied in the person of a small, pale-faced gentleman of about forty years of age with a large head, mounts the steps and rings the bell. The door is immediately opened by a young clerk. The visiter steps inside, is relieved of hat, great-coat, and gloves, and is then ushered into a small dark room at the rear of the house. There he sees a figure seated at a little table at the other end of the chamber. The clerk noiselessly withdraws. The gentleman who is already there rises with the briefest of bows and indicates a chair opposite him before the fire. The newcomer seats himself while the elder man takes his chair again and brings his gaze to bear upon his guest. Equity is some fifteen years the elder, with a high-coloured complexion, a lofty nose and a face most remarkable for a pair of black bushy eyebrows.

There is a long pause and at last the newcomer clears his throat: “It has been an honour, sir, to receive and obey your summons.”

There is a note of polite interrogation in this observation but Equity appears not to hear it for he continues to gaze at his guest.

After another minute Law asks nervously: “May I know how I can be of assistance?”

“Did you take the precautions I requested?” the host asks.

“Indeed I did. I am certain that no-one followed me here.”

“Good. Then our meeting has probably been kept from the knowledge of a third party.”

“A third party? My dear sir, you intrigue me. To whom do you refer?”

“I shall ask the questions,” the other gentleman replies with only the slightest emphasis on the pronoun.

His guest flushes.

The elder gentleman takes something from his pocket and says: “Now, you have a client whose name I have written on this piece of paper which I ask you to be good enough to read.” He holds it out for a few moments and when Law has looked at it and nodded in confirmation, he replaces it: “Very well. Then I will lose no time in coming to the point: the document which your client possesses has the capacity to damage very materially the interests of the party for whom I have the honour to act, and in view of this …”

He breaks off for on Law’s face is an expression of manifest bewilderment: “My good sir, I assure you I know nothing of such a document.”

“Come, come. Not two weeks past your client sent a copy of it to us demanding money and giving your name for correspondence.”

“That may be so … that is to say, I am certain that it is so if you state it to be. But I beg you to believe that I am no more than a receiving-office in this transaction.”

“What do you mean?”

“That I merely forward letters addressed to me in my client’s name. I know no more of that individual’s affairs than a letter-carrier does of the correspondence he collects and delivers.”

The other gazes at him and says: “I am prepared to accept that that may be so.” The younger gentleman smiles but his expression alters at the next words: “Then tell me the whereabouts of your client.”

“My dear sir, I cannot.”

“Beg your pardon, I’m forgetting to put up my stake,” the elder says and brings out from his pocket something that crackles as he lays it on the table.

Law leans forward slightly to look at it. There is surely an expression of yearning on his face. Then he says: “I assure you, my dear sir, I am quite unable to oblige you.”

“Oh-ho!” the elder gentleman exclaims. “You think to bargain with me, do you? I warn you not to try it or you will find that I am able to apply quite other inducements.”

“No indeed, sir,” the other stammers. “You entirely mistake my meaning. Your generosity quite overwhelms me and I only wish I could deserve it. However, it is wholly impossible for me to assist you.”

“I advise you not to attempt any of your games with me, my good fellow,” the other says in a brutally contemptuous tone. “I have made enquiries enough to know how ill these high-principled scruples become you. I’ve ‘smoked your lay’ — isn’t that how they call it in the jargon of your clients?”

The other gentleman becomes quite pale. He begins to rise from his chair but his eyes fall on the thing on the table and he stays in his seat.

Equity goes on: “Do you wish me to give you the catalogue — or perhaps I should say, calendar — of activities in which I know you to be involved?”

When Law makes no answer Equity continues: “A little brokerage of doubtful bills, rather more squeezing of debtors, and a great deal of tutoring witnesses? Is that not so?”

The other gentleman answers with dignity: “You have misunderstood me, my dear sir. I merely meant that I do not possess the information you seek. If I had it I would most willingly give it to you.”

“Do you take me for a fool? How do you communicate with your client, then?”

“Through a third-party to whom I forward my client’s letters.”

“That’s better,” the other growls. “Who?”

“A gentleman of the highest respectability who has been some years retired from my branch of our profession.”

“Most intriguing. Now be good enough to write down that gentleman’s name and address for I cannot identify him, even though your branch of the profession is hardly replete with gentlemen to whom that description applies.”

The other laughs shortly and joylessly. Then he takes out a pocket-book, writes “Martin Fortisquince, Esqr., No. 27 Golden-square”, tears out the leaf and hands it to the other gentleman.

Equity takes the paper from him and without looking at it says abruptly: “In the event of my needing to speak to you again we will communicate as before.” He reaches into a dark corner of the room beside his chair and tugs gently at a bell-rope.

Law rises with his eye on the thing on the table. Seeing this Equity carelessly pushes it towards him and he slips it into his pocket. Just as the door opens and the clerk appears again, Law hesitantly reaches out his hand towards his host. He, however, appears not to notice the gesture and Law hastily returns his hand to his pocket. The clerk ushers him to the door, restores to him his hat, great-coat, and gloves, and in a moment he finds himself out in Cursitor-street again. He sets off at a rapid pace occasionally looking anxiously behind him. When he has rounded several corners he draws into a quiet door-way and removes the package from his pocket. He cautiously counts it, counts it again, puts it back, and then sets off again more slowly.


CHAPTER 2

Our house, the garden, the village, and the country for a mile or two thereabouts — this was my world, for it was all I had known, until that last summer when a new one opened before me at Hougham. And now that I seek an image for the undertaking I am embarked upon, I recall a glorious afternoon during that summer when — still unaware that I was to leave so soon — I escaped from the confinement under which I had long chafed and lay, exulting not so much in my freedom as in my having stolen it, on the bank of the stream that ran through Mortsey-wood and on to the forbidden land towards the north.

Forgetful alike of my reasons for escaping and the precious minutes that were slipping by, I gazed, entranced, into the limpid depths. For there I glimpsed strange creatures that flitted away so quickly when I looked at them that I wondered if they were merely shadows — effects of the sunlight through the water upon the weeds and the dappled, pebble-strewn bed that vanished when I moved my head. And then in the attempt to see more, I poked the weed and pebbles with a stick, and only raised a dark cloud that obscured everything. And though it seems to me that the recollection is like that clear runlet, yet I have set myself to search back into my memory. And now that I clutch at my first reminiscences I recall only the sun, the warm breeze, and the garden. I remember no darkness or sunlessness or shade from that earliest time when the outlying cottages of the village marked the furthest limits of my world.

It may be that we are aware only of the warmth and the daylight and the sun at that most fortunate age, and that if there are moments of darkness and cold they pass over us like a dreamless slumber, leaving no memory behind them. Or it may be that it is only the first touch of the cold and the dark that wakes us from our earliest sleep.

The first moment that separates itself from what had come before is late on an afternoon of cloudless sunshine when the shadows were beginning to lengthen. Tired after my play, I was swinging on the gate into the lane that ran along the side of the garden. From the topmost lawn at the back of the house where we were now, a series of terraced lawns descended, linked by a gravelled path and steps and surrounded by a high red-brick wall with espaliered apricot-trees against it. On each terrace the walnut and mulberry-trees extended their long thin arms protectively over the encircling flower-beds, in one of which Mr Pimlott was now at work some distance below us. And almost out of sight at the bottom of the garden, was the tangle of stunted trees and thick bushes we called the “Wilderness”

I recall the rough feel of the gate as I clasped its top in my hands to hold myself steady for each swing. The metal spikes were hot in the sunlight and the rust and black paint came flaking off in my fingers. With my feet thrust between the uprights of the gate and my frocks pressed against the frame, I pushed off from the jamb-post bending my body one way and then the other so that the gate swung out to its fullest reach and then fell back under its own weight, gathering speed as the ground sped past until it crashed home with a loud clang. I knew I wasn’t supposed to do this, of course, and my mother had already reproved me as she sat on a garden seat at her work a few paces away.

Backwards and forwards I swung, lulled by the rhythm of the squeaking hinge, with the sun warm on my face, and the soft breeze carrying to me the scent of flowers and the smell of freshly-cut grass. I would close my eyes to listen to the loud buzzing of bees, then open them to gaze upwards at the blue sky and fleecy clouds that circled dizzily over my head as the gate hurtled downwards.

Suddenly a harsh voice that seemed to be right at my ear said: “Stop it at once, you wicked creatur’. You know that ain’t allowed.”

Distracted, I let the gate crash against the jamb harder than I intended and was stunned by the blow. For a moment I wasn’t sure if I was really hurt, but whether I was or not, I knew how to appeal for reassurance.

I was taking a deep breath for that purpose when the voice came again: “Don’t you set to a-bawlin’, now. You’re too old for that.”

“But I’m hurt,” I cried out.

“Then you’ve been justly sarved,” Bissett jeered as she seated herself beside my mother.

“It’s not just,” I cried. “It was your fault for calling out like that.”

“Don’t answer again, dearest,” my mother said.

“I hate you, Bissett, you always spoil things.”

“You wicked child! I can see I s’all have to take my hand to you again.”

“No you shan’t for Mamma has forbidden you,” I jeered.

“Why no such thing, you story-teller!”

Yet I knew it was true for my mother had promised me it was, but before I could say so she laid her hand to her mouth unseen by Bissett and I consented to hold my peace. Bissett, still grumbling about my wickedness, picked up her work: “I’ll have no more of your malpertness. Now stand there in my eye and don’t make no more mischief.”

Though I was indignant at being ordered to stay, at least Bissett didn’t know that there was nowhere else I wanted to be just then, for the great treat of the day was about to take place.

“It’s too bad, ma’am, it really is,” Bissett began. “She’s let her work go for nought these last few days hangin’ around Limbrick’s workmen.”

“Oh, but they’ve just about finished now.”

“And glad I’ll be to see the back of ’em. For I hate to have men in the house. Nasty noisy creatur’s! And a fearful nuisance they’ve been with their buckets and their hods and their ladders. And that young mawkin and Mrs Belflower — who ought to know better — invitin’ ’em into the kitchen five times a day.”

“I understand,” put in my mother timidly, “one of them is a cousin of hers.”

“Cousin,” repeated Bissett darkly. “If you mean that young good-for-nought, Job Greenslade, well, kissing-cousins is what they are, if cousins at all. Out companying at all hours! It may not be my place to say it, but I’m sure there are many well-conducted, natty girls in the village,” Bissett went on, speaking with difficulty through a mouthful of pins, “would sarve a lot better than her, ma’am.”

“But she’s a good-natured, honest girl for all her faults. And Master Johnnie’s fond of her. And then we should help her in her mother’s recent sorrow.”

Bissett sniffed expressively. “Sorrer,” she repeated. “It’s a rotted pea as you’ll get of a rotted pod. You’re too soft on the gal, ma’am.”

At this moment I heard the cattle approaching from the direction of the High-street and an instant later they came crowding past the gate accompanied by a boy who was something of a hero to me for the nonchalant way in which he wielded his stick as he followed the herd. The dismal lowing and the way they competed for passage through the narrow lane were delightfully frightening, and I knew I was safe because of the sturdy gate that stood between us. But today something unprecedented happened. Suddenly one of them seemed to catch my eye — I can describe it in no other way — and began to make its way across the flow towards the gate, butting its way through the herd with an awful purposefulness. I knew in an instant that it had some terrible and irresistible mission to accomplish that involved me, and yet I could not stir to save myself. As the animal’s huge head came thrusting towards the gate I saw its bulging blood-stained eyes rolling in their black leathery sockets, its huge teeth parting as if to close again upon my cheeks, and its thick, twisting, pointed horns like strange tree-trunks rising from the matted grass-like brown hair. I knew the gate would splinter and give way in an instant if that mighty head should be borne against it, and yet I continued to stand and stare, unable to move.

Then at last I turned and ran, my heart pounding in my ears while my legs rose and fell without seeming to carry me over the ground. Through my tears two blurred figures were visible a few yards away, rising to their feet and looking towards me in alarm — the one slender and flower-like in a bright gingham dress, the other standing out as a stark white shape against the greenness of the grass.

“That nasty cow!” I wailed. “Don’t let him hurt me!”

In a moment I had buried my face in the starched white apron of my nurse and her arms were about my shoulders as she pressed me tightly to her and soothed me with the chiding, almost jeering, tone that she used on such occasions.

I best remember Bissett at this period as a crisp, slightly astringent aroma of starched apron and gown, a faintly apple-like smell, fresh and a little forbidding. When I close my eyes I can remember looking up at a reddish face fringed by the few strands of grey hair that were visible beneath her lace cap. Her eyes were a pale shade of grey and her mouth was thin — and grew thinner on the rare occasions when she pressed her lips together in such a way that they gave the impression, without compromising themselves, of going up a little at the ends.

Now surely a few tears were permitted, but Bissett shook me and said: “Come, you ain’t a baby no more. Why, in no time at all, you’ll be a growed man and have to take care on your mother.”

I looked at her in surprise but at that moment my mother called out: “You’re safe now, my dearest. The cows have gone. Come and kiss me.”

I tried to, but Bissett held my arm tightly: “Don’t mar him, ma’am,” she said. “And see, you’ve your work that he’ll disarrange.”

I broke free of her grip and made for my mother’s lap, sending her needles, thread, and embroidery-frame crashing to the ground. I heard Bissett scolding us both but I didn’t care.

I don’t need to close my eyes to summon up the remembrance of my mother: the cascade of fair curls that flowed over her shoulders and down to her bosom so that when I snuggled up against her now my hands and face were plunged in among the soft scentedness; the sweet face with its gentle mouth; and the wide blue eyes that were bright now with tears for my own grief.

“Don’t you let him bother you, ma’am,” Bissett objected. “Look at your work, now, fallen all in a tumble on the grass.”

“It’s of no account, nurse,” my mother said.

“Why so it is, indeed! Good cloth and thread! Let him go and plague Mr Pimlott.”

“Yes, Johnnie. Why not find Mr Pimlott and ask him what he is doing. He seems to be making a hole. Do you think he can be burying something?”

“Why, I know what it is,” my nurse interrupted. “I meant to mind and tell you, ma’am: he’s aiming to make hisself a nice new weskit out of what rightly belongs to you. But it ain’t his property but yourn since it’s on your land and it’s your time as he’s doing it in.”

My mother sighed but I heard no more for in an instant I was flying away across the terrace and then down the steps and over the grass-plat whose smooth surface was marred by a small mound of earth.

“Mr Pimlott! Mr Pimlott!” I cried as I raced towards the edge of the lawn where he was at work. “What are you doing? Can I help you?”

He was kneeling down and at my approach he raised his sun-darkened face and looked at me with an expression I could not read. I was rather in awe of him, partly because he was that strange creature, a man, and the only one I knew at all well. I wasn’t sure what being a man meant, except that he was large, the skin on his face looked rough, and he smelt of earth and tobacco.

“Now, little mester,” he said, “don’t ye come a-pestering me with questions. I aren’t paid to abide ’em, like some.”

“But Bissett told me to come and find you so that you can give me something to do.”

“That ain’t no consarn of mine. Mrs Bissett don’t give me orders, the Lord be praised. Though she sometimes thinks she do.”

I watched him for a few moments as he worked in silence. He was reaching into a hole that was more like a burrow than a pit and manipulating a long-handled tool with awkward jabbing strokes.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

He made no reply but looked up at the sun shielding his eyes from its still bright glare. Then he withdrew the tool so that I saw how very long it was, and began banging it up and down on the grass to dislodge the earth trapped by the head. For its shape was very strange indeed with the blade curved almost into hooks on either side. He laid it down and began to gather up his other tools and place them on the grass beside the great wooden box in which he kept them.

“What have you been doing today, Mr Pimlott?” I asked in desperation.

Still without replying he began smearing thick grease like clear honey across the metal parts of the tools before wrapping each one up in a piece of soft-leather and carefully placing it in the box. They had always been objects of fascination to me: the fearsome spikes of the forks, the dibble with its two prongs for extracting thistles, and the spades with their heavy wooden handles polished smooth by use, the iron clamps that held metal and wood together, and above all, the blades that glittered so brightly and so surprisingly where the bare metal was kept shiny by being rammed hard and often into the earth.

“What’s this one called?” I asked him, indicating the long-handled one with the curiously hooked blade. “Is it a spade or a trowel?”

“Don’t you touch it,” he said. “It’s very sharp.”

“And this one?” I asked, and pointed to another that I had never seen him use.

He glanced at me. “That? Why, that’s my grubbin’-hoe.”

“What do you use it for?”

He looked at me for a long moment: “Why, I grubs.”

Encouraged by this reply, I looked round at the signs of his work: “Why have you dug up that tree?” I demanded, indicating a pear-tree lying on its side with its roots brutally exposed.

“On account of it has the canker.”

“The canker,” I repeated. Now here was an interesting new word and I repeated it several times to extract its full flavour. “What is the canker?”

“It’s a distemper as trees gets. And people, too. It rots ’em both away from inside.”

At this he opened his mouth suddenly, exposing a few blackened stumps, and made a harsh noise that I took for a laugh.

“But it looks all right. It seems a shame to kill it.”

“Why, anythin’ old or ill is to be throwed away or killed. And who has the right to pull up that tree if not I?”

“Why do you, Mr Pimlott? Surely it’s my mother’s tree?”

He turned away from me and delivered over his shoulder the longest response I had ever heard from him: “You want to know why? Because I planted it, that’s why. A dozen year or more a-fore your mither even come here, let alone you. What did you think? That it just growed of its own self? Everythin’ in this world has to be planted. And needs tending. Like yourself, with Mrs Bissett a-tendin’ of you. That is, if she done her work instead of leavin’ it to gossip and make trouble and let you come and bother folks as has work to do if she don’t.”

When he had finished I allowed a minute or two to pass before my curiosity overcame me again: “Are you burying the tree in that hole?” He shook his head. “Are you going to plant another?”

“No. If you has to be told, I’m setting a trap for Old Mouldiwarp.”

“You mean ‘mole’, Mr Pimlott. That’s the proper word.”

“I means what I says.”

“But why are you trapping him, Mr Pimlott?”

“On account of he comes in and digs up your mither’s grass-plat as she pays me to keep nice. He don’t reckernise no rights of property, don’t Old Mouldiwarp. And so he must be killed.”

“But that isn’t right.”

“Right, Master John?” He turned to me and looked at me keenly: “When he comes straight in and takes however many muck-worms he wants without so much as a by-your-leave?”

I could see the error in this argument immediately: “But we don’t want the worms.”

“You don’t want the worms? No, in course you don’t want the worms. But no more don’t you want for no-one else to come boldly in and ketch them worms, being as they’re yourn.”

I thought about this because I was sure there was a reply, but without waiting for me to find it, the gardener went on: “Well, howsomever, he’s ketched enough worms and now I’ll ketch him, for he has something I want, and if I’m clever enough I’ll get it of him. And that’s the way the world goes: if you don’t eat him, he’ll eat you.”

“So are you digging a hole for him to fall into and be caught?”

Mr Pimlott grimaced: “Not him. He’s a deal too ’cute for that. He lives underground, don’t he? So holes is what he knows about just the way I knows about plants and Mrs Bissett knows about other folks’ business. Oh no, you have to be clever to ketch Old Mouldiwarp asleep.”

“Then how will you do it, Mr Pimlott?”

“The only way is, you have to make him ketch himself.” He indicated the excavation. “This is one of his own burrers, see, so he won’t be a-feared of no trap. So I digs out a deep hole inside of it — which is what that there molin’-spade is for — and at the bottom I s’all place a gin with a spring and then cover it over with all leaves and earth. And if I’ve been canny enough, then Old Mouldiwarp’ll come looking for muck-worms and he’ll spring it and get ketched by his leg or mebbe his snout. And then I’ll make him turn tailor and fashion me a new coat.”

For a moment I imagined a captured mole holding a needle and thread in its delicate little paws and stitching away, and I laughed in disbelief. Seeing that I didn’t understand Mr Pimlott touched his waistcoat which I had often noticed because it was so shiny and darkly glossy.

“But that’s horrid!” I whispered in delight. I looked at the moleskin and it seemed strange to me that something so beautiful should come from the damp earth.

“That’s why I aren’t using a trap. I want his coat unsp’iled.”

“How cruel!” I cried and thought of the mole struggling and dying in the darkness. Mr Pimlott laughed shortly. Now I remembered something and exclaimed: “But Bissett said the mouldiwarp isn’t yours to make use of.”

“Oh did she?” Mr Pimlott said, turning away.

“How many do you need for a waistcoat?”

Now, however, he appeared not to be listening as he fastened his box, picked it up, shouldered the long-handled tools, and began to make his way to the top of the garden. I watched him touch his forehead to my mother and nod briefly at Bissett before he went out through the gate into the lane and turned towards the High-street and his neat little cottage nearby.

Now that I suddenly found myself alone at the bottom of the garden, a daring and wicked thought came to me. I looked to see that Bissett and my mother were not observing me, and made my way through the apple-orchard, where I was truly out of sight, and into the Wilderness that lay beyond it. I passed quite easily through the tall grass, overgrown shrubs, and tangled bushes at the edge, but beyond that were ancient, stocky trees that spread their twisted branches into phantastic shapes as if pleading for more light, and here the darkness began to close about me and the sinister branches seemed to be reaching out to me like the long fingers of huge hands. Although I was only a few yards from the garden with its murmur of bees and rustling of trees in the gentle wind, it was as if I had passed through a door into another world for here there was no sound at all.

Something fluttered against my face, and as I brushed it away, suddenly there was a shape in front of me: a face with sightless eyes like the marble sculls I knew from the monuments on the walls of the village church. The features were worn away — cankered, it occurred to me — and the surface of the stone was like a skin that was deeply pitted. Terrified, I stepped back but to my horror found myself held in a firm grip. I pulled again but to no avail. My heart pounded, and I felt a panic beginning to rise inside me. Desperately I wriggled again and at last came free. As I began to back away I heard a cry that seemed to come from a very long way away. It came again and I recognised the voice of my nurse.

Almost grateful for the summons, I fought my way back through the tangled undergrowth into the bright sunlight of the garden.

“Master Johnnie!” Bissett was calling from out of sight at the top of the garden. “Where are you?”

Was it my imagination or was there a note of fear in her tone? I hastened up the steps and when I gained the upper terrace I found her turned to her right and I followed her gaze.

My mother was standing at the gate with an individual whom I had never seen before. He stood in the lane talking to her with passionate intensity, his eyes fixed on her face and his hands (one holding a stick) gesticulating, while she listened with her eyes cast down, nodding her head occasionally. My first thought was that he might be a pedlar, for they were the only strangers who came to the house and he seemed to be trying to sell my mother something. But then I saw that he was not dressed like one and carried no pack.

In age the stranger was between my mother and Bissett, and although not tall, he had the head of a much larger man. A mass of curly, reddish hair tumbled about his ears from his high-domed head. His animated face on which every passing emotion seemed to register, was dominated by a large beak-like nose. His mouth was wide and thin and his eyes, deep beneath the jutting eye-ridges, were large and very blue. He was wearing trowsers which had once had a pattern of checks and squares but were faded so that the design was barely discernible; a coarse round frock-coat whose green cloth was worn bare in places; and a white stock that, although of fine wool, was now of a yellowish hue. I might not have taken all this in if Bissett had not been watching them so closely, but seeing my mother like that it suddenly came to me that she had a life of which I knew nothing, and in that moment she seemed herself a stranger to me.

The man broke off when he saw Bissett and me looking at him, and touched his hat ceremoniously to each of us.

“And a very good evenin’ to you, too, mistress, and to the little genel’man. I was jist explainin’ to this young lady,” he addressed himself to Bissett but with a friendly eye included me in his speech, “how it is that I find meself, a stranger passin’ through this country to seek work, havin’ to seek charity of strangers, which is a thing I haven’t never done a-fore.”

He spoke rapidly, and in a manner that was unfamiliar to me, so that I had to strain to catch his meaning. As he talked he glanced backwards and forwards between my mother and my nurse as if trying to judge which of the two it was the more important to win over.

“So will you help a poor honest workin’-man down on his luck,” he said to my mother, “to find a night’s lodgin’ and wittles arter a hard day’s tramp?”

“Be off with you,” Bissett suddenly cried.

In an instant the man’s face darkened and his brows drew together as he turned towards Bissett.

“Get off now,” Bissett called out again, perhaps alarmed by his expression. “Or I’ll go for Mr Pimlott.”

The stranger’s features lightened instantly and he said: “Why, I’d be happy to speak to the genel’man of the house.”

At this Bissett glanced towards my mother who blushed and looked down. Puzzled, the man turned to me: “Where is your father, young genel’man?”

“I don’t have one.”

“Come, young master,” he said, smiling at my mother, “everyone has one.”

“Oh no, I never have had one.”

“Take yourself away, and your impertinence,” Bissett cried.

As if she had not spoken the stranger addressed my mother: “What do you say, Mrs Pimlott? Will you not spare a few pennies?”

“Mr Pimlott’s the gardener, you silly man,” I cried. “Our name’s Mellamphy.”

“Why then, Mrs Mellamphy,” he said. “Will you sarve me?”

“I … I don’t believe I have any money with me.”

As my mother spoke she nervously touched the cylindrical silver box which always hung from the chain around her waist on which she kept the household keys, and I noticed the man’s large eyes rest inquisitively on it.

“What,” he said, pointing to it, “not even in there?”

She looked up at him for the first time with an expression of alarm and shook her head vehemently.

“No siller in the house?” he said. “Not even a few coppers?”

Still looking into his face my mother said: “Will you bring me a six-pence from my writing-desk, Bissett?”

“I will not, ma’am,” said my nurse stoutly. “I’ll not leave you and Master Johnnie out of my sight while that rag-a-bond is here.”

“I believe we should help him, nurse. I believe it would be better.”

“Show a little charity, miss’is,” the man said boldly to Bissett.

“Charity’s for them as desarves it, but you’ve a gallows face and I’ll warrant the Law knows summat of you. The only place I’ll go is to fetch the constable and then we s’all see.”

“Why, damn you, you old meddler,” the stranger shouted, his features hardening suddenly. With an oath he stepped forward, raising his stick and putting his other hand upon the gate as if to open it. My mother screamed and stepped back, while I ran forward to defend my territory.

“Don’t you dare come in here!” I cried. “If you do I’ll kick you so hard you’ll fall over and then I’ll sit on you until Mr Pimlott comes.”

He scowled down at me as my mother and nurse hurried forward to pull me back from the gate, but then as he looked towards them there appeared a smile that frightened me more than his previous grimace: “Why you didn’t think I meant to come in, did you? I amn’t sich a flatt as to bring the Law down upon me like that.”

“I’ll run for the constable now, ma’am, while you take the boy inside,” said Bissett breathlessly.

“Don’t give yourself the trouble,” said the stranger laconically. “I’ll bid you good day, Mrs Mellamphy,” he added and, shrugging his shoulders, turned and walked quickly up the lane.

My mother knelt with her arms around my neck, and hugged me: “You were so brave, Johnnie,” she said, kissing me and laughing and almost sobbing at the same time. “But you mustn’t, you mustn’t.”

“If he’d come in I’d have frightened him away,” I boasted.

Looking over her shoulder and through the mass of golden curls, I watched the stranger walking away with an odd, lolloping stride, his shoulders strangely hunched. Just as he reached the corner of the High-street he turned to look back at us. Even from where I was standing, I could see an expression of such concentrated, black-browed malevolence that it burned itself indelibly into my memory. My mother didn’t see this, but I noticed that Bissett had intercepted that look, and I saw her spit surreptitiously on her right index finger and swiftly draw a cross between her eyes.

“Come, Johnnie,” said my mother. And the three of us, my mother still keeping her arm on my shoulder, made our way through the back-door into the kitchen.

The cool, spacious kitchen which seemed so dark as we passed into it from the sun-lit garden, had originally been the “house-place” of the ancient farm-house which formed the original core of our cottage, as its huge chimney-place and white, scoured and sanded stone-flagged floor testified. This was Mrs Belflower’s domain, and we now found that good-natured body standing over the fire preparing our tea. I broke from my mother’s hold and danced across the floor towards her:

“Mrs Belflower, Mrs Belflower,” I sang out, “a rag-a-bond just tried to get into the garden but I drove him away. I wasn’t frightened at all.”

“Well, just fancy! Isn’t that nice, dear. I only hope it’s given you a good appetite for your tea,” said the imperturbable cook, turning towards us and wiping her large red hands upon her apron. She had a kindly face as plump and pale as one of her own puddings wrapped in muslin, and rather vague blue eyes that didn’t quite meet your gaze.

Disappointed, I tried again: “He was very fierce, and he said he’d roast me alive if he caught me.”

“Lor’ save us,” said Mrs Belflower rather distantly, her eyes straying to the sideboard where the tea-things were waiting.

“Why, shame on you, Master Johnnie!” Bissett exclaimed. “He said no such thing. You know you mustn’t tell stories.”

“But Mrs Belflower tells stories!” I cried.

“I’m sure I hope she does not,” Bissett said gravely.

“But everybody does: Mamma reads me stories and Mrs Belflower tells me them and even Sukey. Everyone does but you,” I added bitterly.

My mother said quickly: “But we don’t say they’re true when they’re not, Johnnie.”

Bissett commented darkly: “The child has a deal too much fancy, that’s what it is.”

“ ’Tis a terrible thing,” Mrs Belflower put in diplomatically, “when dacent folks is harassed and parsecuted in their own houses by such ruffians.”

“It usen’t to happen. I nivver heard on it when I wor a gal,” Bissett agreed. “ ’Tis all them Irishers workin’ on the new ’pike — besides all them that come over for the harvest now. I don’t know why they can’t stay in their own country for they do us no good here but take the bread from the mouths of honest Englishmen.”

“Why mayn’t I see the turnpike?” I cried, reminded by her words of an ancient grievance.

“I don’t believe he was Irish,” said my mother quietly, while Mrs Belflower sympathetically slipped into my hand a small piece of ginger-bread.

“No?” said Bissett. “Well, for sartin he wasn’t a this-country-man by his speech. It weren’t the speech of a Christen man, hardly.”

“He was from London,” my mother said.

“London,” I repeated. I had not heard the word before and the flat, slightly metallic syllables were oddly mysterious.

“Aye,” said Bissett. “That seems like enough for that’s a place where folks aren’t safe in their own houses, by all accounts.”

My mother started and turned pale: “What do you mean?”

Bissett looked at her shrewdly: “Do you not rec’lleck that terrible business a few year back, Mrs Mellamphy? It must have been around about the year Master Johnnie was born or a little a-fore that.”

My mother stared at her in dismay.

“Aye,” said Mrs Belflower. “Along the Ratcliffe-highway, you mean, when two famblies was murdered as they slept in their beds.”

“Aye, you’ve hit it. And there was another, too, about that time — or was it earlier? — when a rich old man was murdered by his own son, or somethin’ o’ that natur’,” Bissett put in and my mother turned away. “It was at Charing-cross. Is that near the Ratcliffe-highway?” My mother said nothing and Bissett went on: “So what I say is, ma’am, to be on the safe side, send that gal for the constable and he’ll see that tramper out o’ the parish.”

My mother spoke with her back still turned to us: “I don’t believe that’s necessary, nurse. He’s best left alone.”

“Anyways, she ain’t here,” Mrs Belflower objected. “She’s gone down to ’Ougham to visit her uncle.” (I might add here that the villagers always referred to “going down” to Hougham even though that village was on higher ground — for the stream that passed through Mortsey-wood behind our house ran down from there — as if to visit the village involved a moral lapse.) “The poor old man was took of a fever last night. They heard about it at home just now and sent young Harry round to fetch her down there.”

“What, upped and gone without no by-your-leave?” Bissett exclaimed. “That gal takes a deal too many liberties. When will she be back?”

“She only left a minute ago,” said Mrs Belflower, rather resentfully.

Between her and Bissett there existed a state of permanent though rarely overt hostility. As England and Russia have long struggled for mastery along the border from Constantinople to the North-west Frontier, so these two faced each other from their domains of kitchen and nursery and struggled for the upper hand throughout a range of less clearly defined spheres of influence. Sukey was their Ottoman Empire.

“Why, who give her leave to go, Mrs Belflower?”

“I done, Mrs Bissett.”

“Then I don’t believe it were your place.”

“Nor no more it ain’t yourn to tell me mine.”

My mother turned suddenly and stamped her foot, exclaiming: “Hold your tongues! Both of you!”

“Well I nivver,” said Bissett and we all three looked at her in surprise.

“Bring the tea-things, Mrs Belflower, and come with me, Johnnie,” she said and walked quickly out of the room. I obeyed, leaving Bissett and the cook in a sudden, outraged alliance.

We went from the older half into the spacious hall, in the newer part of the house, from which led the sitting-room and breakfast-room where we took our meals (except, oddly, breakfast which we had in the little parlour). As we entered the breakfast-room I asked: “Tell me about London.”

“Is everyone conspiring to drive me mad?” she cried. Then she turned and hugged me and said: “I’m sorry, Johnnie. It’s not your fault.”

We seated ourselves at the table and she went on: “I used to live there. That’s all there is to know.”

“When? I thought we had always lived here?”

“Oh, it was before you were born.”

“Tell me about before I was born.”

At this moment Mrs Belflower came in and began to set out the tea-things.

“We won’t talk about it now,” my mother said.

“And what did the man mean about my father? I never had a father, did I?”

I noticed Mrs Belflower’s back stiffen over the side-table where she had put the urn. My mother looked at me reproachfully and I felt a stab of pain mingled with a strange pleasure at the realization that my questions were causing her grief.

“I heard someone say once that I was a ‘poor fatherless boy’,” I went on. “So that must be right, mustn’t it?”

“Thank you, Mrs Belflower,” my mother said. “I can do the rest myself.” When she had left the room my mother said to me: “Who said that to you, Johnnie?”

“Oh, someone in the chandler’s shop said it to Bissett. So tell me!”

My mother clasped and unclasped her hands: “When you’re older,” she said at last.

“When? At Christmas?”

“Not this Christmas.”

“Then the one after next?”

“No, darling. Perhaps the one after that.”

Thirty months! It might have been as many years.

Although I tried to persuade her, she would neither bring the date nearer nor answer any more of my questions.

When Mrs Belflower had returned and finished clearing the table, my mother asked her to bring her writing-stand and letter-case from the parlour and we went into the sitting-room — a beautifully light room with a good view of the High-street. Then she unlocked her escritoire and took out the large pocket-book in which she wrote her letters, as was customary in that time before the Penny Post. While she was writing I got out my soldiers and marshalled them on the carpet, but since my mother wouldn’t look at what was going on when I asked her to, it wasn’t as much fun as usual. Usually I dreaded the moment when Bissett would knock on the door and I would be condemned to bed and sleep, but tonight I was, if not looking forward to it, at least resigned. And there was still the prospect of teazing Bissett.

However, this evening at about the time that my arrest was due, there was a sudden hammering at the street-door. We both started and my mother looked up from the letter she was writing and exclaimed:

“Who can that be at this time?”

We heard Bissett answer the door and a moment later she came into the room, the flow of her indignation in full spate: “ ’Tis really shameful, ma’am. Those men have left that ladder out there in the airey right under the winder of the parlour as if this was their own yard.”

“Oh yes. They told Mrs Belflower that they had had such difficulty getting it over the railings that they hadn’t time to do it tonight and they would come back for it tomorrow. But who was it at the door?”

“The letter-carrier’s gal,” Bissett answered indignantly. “That Sally, a saucy-faced little baggage. Coming to the front door bold as brass. Said she was a-feared to go up the lane in the dark, but I told her off for that, you can be sure. Nivver too young to larn your place.”

“And did she bring anything?” my mother enquired.

“Aye, she brung you this, with ten-pence to pay which I give her myself.”

She reached into the pocket that hung by her hussif while my mother took the letter and handed her the money from her escritoire.

“Well,” said my inexorable gaoler, “this young gentleman’s for bed, as soon as he has cleared up his play-things.”

Now of course I was determined that I didn’t want to go: “Oh, Mamma, can’t I have just a little longer?” I begged.

“Well, just a few minutes,” she said absently as she broke the seal.

I smiled triumphantly at my nurse and her face darkened as she strode quickly from the room. At that moment a smaller, sealed missive fell from my mother’s letter and landed on the floor near me. I picked it up and as I handed it to her my eyes fell on the superscription, which, as I held it, was upside down. I had only just begun to learn my letters but I knew that our name began with an “M”, and since this was easy to recognise even inverted, I was surprised to see that the name on this smaller epistle began with a different letter — a “C”. I could not think of any explanation for this.

Pretending to be still playing, I watched my mother put down the letter she had read first and quickly tear open the smaller missive. It must have been short for she read it quickly, and frowned and bit her lip. She then placed the two letters inside the silver case and locked it with one of the keys at her waist. She looked up and saw that I was watching her.

“This was my father’s,” she said, showing me the case. “He gave it to me on the day …” She broke off.

“Tell me!” I exclaimed. “When did my father give it to you?”

She looked at me in sudden surprise and I saw that her face was flushed. Then she laughed: “I was talking not of your father but of mine. You see, my father was your grandfather.”

“I think I understand,” I said slowly. “Tell me about him.”

“Now, Johnnie, we’ve just agreed not to talk about any of that until you’re older. But I have some good news to tell you. How would you …”

At that moment Bissett’s entry interrupted us. Just as she was about to take me into custody, my mother held out the letter-case and said: “Bissett, will you put this in the parlour so that I’ll be sure to see it in the morning, for I must remember to answer it first thing.”

I stood up quickly and snatched it from her: “I’ll do it!” I cried.

“No, Johnnie!” my mother exclaimed but I ran from the room.

Bissett had left a burning candle on the hall-table to see us upstairs and I seized it and went into the parlour. Because the old part of the house was built so low, the parlour looked into an area — a dark little yard between the house and the road — so that although it was cozy enough in the winter when a fire was lighted and the curtains drawn, on summer days it had a mournful air. By the light of the candle I now examined the leather-bound case with its heavy silver clasps which I had never been able to look at before. Engraved upon a silver plate was a design that I recognised because I had often seen it on our cups and plates and on the silver cutlery: a rose with four petals. But here five of these roses were incorporated into a design in which four of them stood at each corner of a square with the fifth in the centre. There was also a line of writing beneath it and I vowed that very soon I would be able to read it. Not daring to delay too long, I laid the case on the sideboard among the breakfast things. When I came back into the sitting-room I found my mother and Bissett waiting for me sternly.

“That was very naughty, Johnnie,” said my mother. “I don’t know what has got into you today. I was going to tell you something nice but now it will have to wait until you deserve to hear it.”

And so, truly like a disgraced prisoner with nothing to say on his own behalf, I was handed over to my guard and led away.

I had always dreaded the journey up the ancient staircase with the treads creaking behind us to my room in the older part of the house, and so even on this occasion, as soon as Bissett and I left the sitting-room I reached out for her hand.

“Get along with you,” she said irritably, pushing my hand away. “If you’re old enough to worrit and fret your poor mamma so, you’re too old to need your nurse in the dark.”

It wasn’t the darkness that terrified me but the mysterious shapes and shadows created by the flickerings of the candle as if it were summoning creatures of the night that scuttled out of sight as you moved towards them, like the huge spiders I saw only too often and which seemed to me to have more legs than could ever be required for any innocent purpose. I had particularly loathed them ever since Bissett had described to me how they fed on living creatures.

“Why,” Bissett scolded, “for all your bold sauciness, I believe you’re affrighted of your own shadder.”

Indignant at this charge, I hurried ahead and in a moment we gained my room which was at the end of a short dark passage that led from the landing. It was small and narrow with a floor that sloped steeply downwards towards the windows, while the low ceiling was sharply angled, because of the steeply-pitched roof, so that it, too, converged towards the end of the room where the window was. There was little space in the room for furniture, and apart from an ancient black press and a chair, there was only an old chest in which I kept my play-things. A threadbare Turkey-carpet covered the floor beside my bed, and on the walls were two framed prints that my mother had given me: a large coloured engraving of the Battle of Trafalgar — a mass of tattered sails and puffs of smoke — and above it a small mezzotint of my hero, Admiral Nelson.

“Now no more of your nonsense. Hurry and get into bed,” Bissett scolded.

“Where do you think that man is now?” I asked thoughtfully.

Indignantly she replied: “I’m sure I don’t know, but I dare say miles from here, asleep in some ditch.”

“How I should like to sleep in a ditch!”

“Mebbe one day you will,” she said grimly. “And for sartin if you carry on as you have today. But I’ll wager he ain’t the only one abroad now. That gal won’t be home tonight, mark my words. Nor most probably in the morning nayther. Why your mither lets her get away with scamping her work … ! Well, ’tis not my place to say. But this is what comes of dealing with the ungodly. ’Tis no better than heathen, this parish, and as the Good Book says, evil communications corrupt.”

Now, at last washed, and clad in my night-shirt, I prepared to clamber into bed. This was not easy for it was in a sort of ancient oaken box fitted into a recess by the door and was several feet above the level of the floor.

“I’ll warrant your mamma ’ull not come up tonight when you’ve been so bad,” Bissett said as she tucked my bedclothes in.

I didn’t believe this but naughtily I said: “Then will you tell me a story instead?”

“You know very well I shall not. Stories are lies.”

“But the Bible is full of stories,” I said.

“That’s quite different, and well you know it.”

“How is it different?”

“You ask too many questions. Ask no questions and you’ll be told no lies.”

“Why should anyone lie?” I demanded. “And if you can tell me a lie then you can tell me a story as well since you’ve just said they’re the same thing.”

“You’re a wise child, Master Johnnie,” Bissett said very gravely. “The devil makes use of such wit as yourn. There’s some things as can’t be argyed about. You know they’re true on account of God speaks ’em straight to your heart.”

At that moment I heard my mother’s tread along the passage. I smiled triumphantly at my nurse and as my mother came in Bissett said: “You’re a deal too kind to him, ma’am. If you ask me, he wants a father’s hand.”

My mother started and then said somewhat haughtily: “That will be all, Bissett.”

My nurse moved to the door holding the candle: “Good night, Master Johnnie.”

“Good night, Bissett,” I replied.

With a glance at my mother she added: “Be sure and mind you say your prayers now.”

I nodded and she left the room.

When I was sure she was out of hearing I said: “May I hear a story, Mamma?”

She read me a story every night and I loved the ritual of choosing as much as the story itself. My favourites were the ones that frightened me most — “The History of Jack the Giant-killer”, “The Children in the Wood”, “The Tale of Death and the Lady”, and “Chevy Chase”. Above all I loved The Arabian Nights as much for the strange words — Sooltans and Ufreets and Djinns — as for the fabulous world of the stories. There was one tale that had frightened me so much on the only occasion that my mother had read it that although I longed to hear it again, I had never dared to ask her for it.

“No, Johnnie. You’ve been too naughty this evening.”

“Oh please! I’m sorry about the letter-case.”

“It wasn’t just that. Bissett’s right, I’m too indulgent with you. I’ll read you a story but to show you that I really am hurt, I’ll choose it and it shall be that one about a man who spies upon his wife and has a horrible surprise as a punishment for his curiosity, for curiosity is always punished, you know.”

I nodded, not daring to speak, for this was the very story that had frightened me so much.

My mother took down the book from the shelf over my bed and began to read the tale of Syed Naomaun who married a new wife who was very beautiful. But after a time he was struck by the fact that she ate only a grain of rice a day. He saw that she went out of the house almost every evening, and so one night he followed her. She walked out of the town and seemed to be passing the graveyard when he lost sight of her in the shadows of the trees. “So he crept forward and as he came closer,” my mother read on, “he saw that she was seated upon the wall beside a female goul and …”

I could bear it no longer and, with a scream, I thrust my head under the bedclothes.

“There, there, Johnnie,” said my mother, patting my head through the blankets. “It’s only a story. It didn’t really happen.”

“Didn’t really happen?” I repeated as I emerged from beneath the blankets. “But it says so in the book!”

“You’ll understand when you’re a little older.”

“You always say that,” I protested. “It’s not fair.”

She looked at me intently: “I’m sorry I was a little upset today, Johnnie, but I’ve had some rather bad news. That letter was to say that Uncle Martin is unwell.”

“Is that all?” I asked.

She looked down: “Yes, there’s nothing else to worry about. Now, you will go straight to sleep, won’t you?”

I nodded. She quickly kissed me, picked up the candle and stole from the chamber squeezing the door shut behind her. I strained to follow her light step making its way along the uncarpeted passage and down the stairs until it was out of hearing.

Since it was a still, almost windless night and nothing was passing in the road, the only sound was the gentle rustling of the trees. After some time, from the borders of slumber, my ears caught the faint jingling of bells in the far distance, and then the hollow, echoing rumble of huge iron-hooped wheels labouring over the uneven metal of the road. That, I knew would be the carter whose waggon travelled overnight to Sutton Valancy. It clattered and rumbled past the house and I traced it into the distance along the road out of the village.

Sleep was reclaiming me when suddenly I became aware of the low murmur of voices very near to the house. My first thought was that Sukey might have returned, but then I realized that they were men’s voices. I wondered if I dared to leave my warm safe bed and brave with my bare feet the spiders that might be lurking on the floor. I managed to place my feet on the ground and begin to cross the chamber. I started once at something that moved behind me, but it was only my own shadow crossing the light that came round the edges of the shutters. Because of the thickness of the wall, the window was set in a recess several feet deep and had a window-seat onto which I now clambered. Noiselessly I lifted the bar that secured the shutters and drew them back. The moonlight flooded in and by its aid I opened one of the casements and knelt to look out. I could see nothing that moved except, on the wide High-street before me, the shadow of clouds passing the face of the moon. The railings that separated the house from the carriageway caught my eye as they glinted in the bright moonlight, and then for a moment, as my gaze moved on, I was puzzled by something lying at the bottom of the area on my side of the building, before I recognised it as the ladder left by the men working on the roof.

Raising my head I could just make out the chimneys of the houses opposite above the tops of the trees that lined the other side of the road. Our house stood on the outskirts of the village and the few houses here were set far apart from each other. I could see no lights in any of the other dwellings and it seemed to me that I might be the only person awake in the world. Suddenly a dog barked and the sound was so clear, though it obviously came from far away, that I realized that whoever had been out there must have gone or I would have heard their footsteps.

At that moment I heard noises from within the house and recognised the sound of Bissett coming up to rest. Quickly I hurried back to bed, crept between the sheets and was soon asleep.
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