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COLD SHOULDER ROAD

“Oy!” shouted Is. “Don’t forget about us! We’re still down here! Hi! Hollo! Let down the ladder, ye dumfoozle squareheads. Don’t leave us down here!”

There was no reply.

But, a moment later, a loud bang overhead caused Is and Arun to jump. Looking up they saw that a heavy, round wooden cover had been lowered into place over the hole. And a metallic clang suggested that it had been bolted down. At the same moment their lantern went out.
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EVERY NIGHT, AROUND NINE O’CLOCK IN COLD Shoulder Road, the screaming began. It came from the end house in the row. It was not very loud. The sound was like the cries of the gulls who flew and whirled along the shingle-bank on the seaward side of the road.

People who lived in the road (there were not many of them) took no notice of the screaming. It’s the gulls, they thought, or the wind; or, whatever it is, it’s no business of ours.

Only one person felt differently, and she lived next door to the house from which the screaming came.

Night after night she clenched her hands and stood trembling by the window.

Something has got to be done, she thought. Something must be done.

At last she did it.


Chapter One

ON A CHILLY EVENING IN LATE SPRING, MANY years ago, the schooner Dark Diamond was feeling her way through the narrow passage known as the Downs, between the coast of Kent and the Goodwin Sands. Nothing could be seen, nothing could be heard, save the creak of ropes and the wash of water along the side of the ship. Fog lay like thick white wool over the English Channel. If there were lights along the shore, half a mile away, they were hidden behind the misty blanket.

“But likely there’s none,” observed Captain Podmore on the bridge, gloomily peering ahead and rubbing his bristly chin. “That tarnal great flood-wave what came a-raging down this coast last January – that drowned a many souls along the Essex and Kent shores. And swept away a many houses. Folk is still hard at work putting all to rights – those as wasn’t drownded. They do say the naval boat-yard at Deal was a right hurrah’s-nest – stove-in vessels perched atop of house-roofs; and they found one thirty-three-gun frigate a couple of miles inland at Womenswold, lodged in the crotch of a big old chestnut tree. It’s still there, I’ve heard tell; nobody can figure out a way to get it down.”

The two passengers on board the Dark Diamond, who were standing with Captain Podmore on the bridge, looked at one another anxiously.

“Your mother, Arun—” began the girl.

“Nay, nay, I know what you’re a-thinking,” Captain Podmore said hastily. “You’re a-thinking that Mrs Twite might ha’ fared badly down at Folkestone town. But don’t you be frit, Arun my boy, you can surely set your mind at rest. Folkestone did none so badly. That turble flood-wave bore on south’ards, on towards France, arter it scraped Dover. Towns west o’Dover didn’t get it nigh so hard. And, farther down the Channel, past the Island, it were naught to write home about.”

“That’s the Isle of Wight?” asked the girl.

“Right, Missie Is. That’s why the old Dark Diamond come through without a splinter off her gunwale.” He patted his ship affectionately. “We was hove to in Poole Harbour, and never felt no more than a ripple.”

“Up north it was dreadful,” said Is. “The whole town of Blastburn was flooded out, and the coal-mine filled with water.”

“Aye, because the doddy fools thought fit to build their town low down inside of a cave. What could they expect – do there come a high tide? And what’s befallen that Channel Tunnel the Folkestone people spent years a-building, I wonder?”

“Did they finish the tunnel, then?” asked Arun. “They were still digging it when I ran off from home.”

“Aye, ’twas finished and working – unless the tidal wave stove it in.”

“Do people ride through to France on horseback, then?” asked Is.

“Nay, nay, lass, they’ve a wagon-train that runs through, once a day. You can fit a tidy-sized coach in one o’ they wagons, and they have horse-boxes too, and folks does the crossing inside o’ their own carriages. Twenty-six miles to Boulogne, it be, and that-ar old train does the crossing in only one hour, will you credit it?”

Captain Podmore spat vexedly over the side of his ship. “And the worst of it is, that-there tunnel is putting honest free-traders out of business.”

“Why, Captain Podmore?”

“Why, up to five years agone, there was a big cross-Channel trade in run goods – any brig sailing these waters, you could lay your sweet life she’d be half full of run brandy, or ‘baccy, or French kickshawses. But now all these cargoes, they comes through by tunnel. (Folk do say.) Taking the bread out of our mouthses! There be a new tribe of folk running the business – the Merry Gentry, they calls theirselves. – O’ course I don’t have owt to do wi’ them,” he added hastily. “Very nasty coves they are, to tangle with, ’tis said. Hang you up by your heels from a lamppost as soon as kiss-your-hand. To make an example, d’ye see? So folks knows better than to meddle with their comings and goings.”

“But aren’t there police or customs officers at the entrance to the tunnel, at each end, to oversee what comes through?”

“Oh, aye,” said the Captain. He winked. “They has a gate at each end, like a portcullis. And a chap at the gate to lock-all-fast when the train has run by. And other coves in King’s uniforms a-poking and a-prodding at folkses’ bags and bundles. But, lord bless ye, there’s a deal of contraband still goes through. A coin in the hand is worth two in the bank, and a blind horse knows which side his hay be buttered on. – Mammoths’ tusks, they do say, is the prime article these days.”

“Mammoths’ tusks?”

“I wouldn’t be a-knowing,” said Captain Podmore virtuously. “Sea-coal and a drop o’ Highland Malt is all I ever carry. But ’tis said they dug up a deal of those old, frozen long-ago elephant critters up in the step-lands near Muscovy and Hell-Sinky. Loads o’ they tusks are a-coming south, through Norroway and Jutland and the Lowlands and Normandy; and now, the word goes, they runs ’em through the Tunnel.”

“But what in the world do folk want mammoths’ tusks for?” asked Is. “Diamonds, now, I could understand—”

“They carves ’em into snuffboxes, lassie. Sneeze-coffers. – Or into false teeth,” added Captain Podmore. “All the crack, sneeze-boxes made from mammoth tusks are. And rich folks nowadays has sham teeth screwed in when their own has worn out. Flying in the face of Nature, if you ask me. Anyhow there’s a mighty deal of rhino to be made in the trade, so ’tis said.”

He peered forward, for Dover light was now faintly to be seen ahead, and most of his attention must be given to navigation.

“But don’t you fret about your Ma, Arun my boy,” he went on after a minute. “Folkestone town be set mainly on the cliff. That way the folk stayed high and dry.”

“Yes,” agreed Arun. But still he sounded worried.

It’s because he ran away from home, Is thought, and never wrote to his Mum in years. And now he feels bad about it.

“Hearken, young ’uns,” said Captain Podmore, when they had passed Dover and were putting in towards Folkestone. “Ye’ll not think me disobliging if I don’t take ye right into harbour, but get my man Sam to row ye to the foot of the jetty steps?”

“Of course we don’t mind,” said Arun, a little puzzled. “It was very kind of you to bring us all the way south from Stonemouth. But why – why don’t you plan to go into harbour here?”

Captain Podmore laid a finger alongside his nose. “What the eye don’t see, the heart don’t glather over,” he said. “They be mortal sharp, they Preventive chaps around Folkestone, and there were a little bit of bother over French strums—”

“Strums?”

“What you’d call periwigs, for the Mayor and Corporation, what never paid a penny of Duty. I’d as lief not show my nose in this port until they’ve other matters on their minds – let alone cut queer whids with the Merry Gentry, who are powerful strong along this stretch o’ the coast, so ’tis said...”

He stared ahead into the foggy dark and called softly, “Ease her to stabb’rd, Sam!”

“The Mayor and Corporation? Well!” said Is, shocked.

“Eh, well, when it comes to run goods, Missie, even the highest in the land ain’t too toploftical. That’s why the folkses that fetches the goods gets to be so powerful strong. Now bring her to, Sam! And step lively, lower a dinghy, but don’t let me hear one dunt or scrunch.”

So, after whispered farewells and thanks, Is and Arun found themselves, ten minutes later, at the foot of the dripping, slimy stone steps that led up to the seaward end of Folkestone Pier.

Captain Podmore watched them anxiously and solicitously from the ship, as they began the steep climb.

Then, behind them, silent as a moth, the Dark Diamond drifted away southwards, towards Hastings.

Ahead, as they walked quietly along the pier, Arun and Is could see a few lights, scattered up and down a high rampart of black land which began to show against the paler night sky.

The air felt bitterly cold and dank. A gusty wind chewed at their elbows and ankles. Nothing could be heard but the slop of waves along the stone jetty.

“Whereabouts does your Mum live, Arun?” whispered Is.

“At the east end of the town.” Arun pointed with his right hand, forgetting that she could not see it in the dark. “In what they call Frog-Hole Lane.”

“Rummy kind of name.”

He shrugged. “Scruffy kind of neighbourhood. Not very friendly. Its other name is Cold Shoulder Road. You see, that’s where the Sect first settled, when they came over from the Low Countries.”

“The Sect?”

“I told you about them, didn’t I? My Mum and Dad belonged to a Sect, the Silent Folk. They don’t allow any talking, not by anybody. Except the Elder, and he speaks only when it’s needful. Like, maybe, talking to folk who don’t belong to the Sect. And, of course, when he preaches on Sundays.”

“Nobody talks at all?” said Is, aghast. “But how the pize do you find out anything you want to know?”

“By making signs. Or, if it’s too hard for signs, you write on a bit of paper. Or a slate. I used to do a lot of that when I was a kid.”

“But what a fubsy way of going on! – Now I come to think, your Dad did say summat about it.” But, after a moment’s thought, Is burst out laughing. “Hey, though, it wouldn’t matter to us, would it?”

Is and Arun were able to speak to each other by using thoughts instead of words. They did not always choose to do so. But sometimes an idea crossed over more quickly if it did not have to be translated into language. So their talk was often a patchwork of words and silences during which thoughts flashed back and forth between them like shuttles on a loom.

“That was why I ran off from home, d’you see,” said Arun. “I couldn’t stand all that silence. My Dad used to wallop me if I asked a question. Or else I’d be shut up in my room. And that was only a cupboard.”

“Your Dad was sorry after you ran away,” said Is thoughtfully. “He was real sorry, later on, when he lay a-dying.”

“It was too late then, wasn’t it?”

Arun’s tone was impatient. He was peering ahead, into the gloom. “Can you hear music, d’you think?”

“No. Did your Mum wallop you too?”

“No. She didn’t. But she’d never cross my Dad. She always did what he told her. Dad would never allow what the Sect called flightiness. Even fetching a bunch of primroses into the house – he’d say that was flighty. I – I sometimes thought my Mum would have liked to bring a bunch of primroses into the house. Or dandelions.”

“D’you reckon she stayed with the Silent Sect after your Dad died? How many of ’em are there?”

“Forty or fifty. Most had come over from Dunkirk. Some joined in Folkestone. They’re a-saving up to collect enough cash to shift the whole Sect over to New England by and by, get themselves a plot of land there, and build a village.”

“Maybe they’ll have gone already?” suggested Is.

“Not very likely. They are mostly weavers, or basket-makers, or joiners, or chimney-sweeps – those trades don’t make enough to save more than a few shillings a week. Dad was a chimney-sweep and cobbler. But he never saved much. He was out so often, roaming about.”

“Well,” said Is, “I think it’s a scaley notion, choosing not to talk to folk. Why did we ever invent words in the first place, if we ain’t to be allowed to use ’em?”

“Song and dance was even worse,” Arun said. “My Dad joined the Sect partly because he couldn’t stand Uncle Desmond and his music. Dad said they were the Devil’s tunes.”

Is sighed. “It’s true, my Dad really took the bun when it come to wickedness. A proper rat, he was. But that’s not to say his music is wicked. That’s plain foolishness. – Hey!”

She stood still, grasping Arun’s arm. Then she said, “You’re right, someone is a-playing music. And that’s one of my Dad’s tunes they’re playing – ‘The Day Afore May-Day’.”

“Maybe there’s a fair,” Arun said. “Or a market.”

They had by now reached the inner end of the jetty and turned right along the harbour front. A thin slip of moon was rising, and it was possible to see that, though not destroyed, the town had suffered in the flood. Bits of the sea wall were missing, a number of houses had boarded-up windows or stove-in doors; chunks of masonry lay here and there on the muddy, sandy roadway.

Another few minutes’ walking and they could clearly hear the sound of music ahead of them: a tune intended to be cheerful was being played slowly and dolefully on a crumhorn.

“Ah, it is a fair.” Is peered ahead at the cluster of little booths and market stalls in a space where the houses fell back from the sea front. “Rabbitty little set-out, though, ain’t it? Still, maybe one of ’em will have summat we could buy your Mum for a fairing, Arun?”

“My Mum?” he said, astonished. “Take my Mum a present? Why? My Mum never had a present in the whole of her life. The Silent Folk don’t give each other presents. They don’t hold with such doings.”

“Well then, it’s high time she did get given summat, even if it’s only a new milk-jug,” Is retorted, thinking of all the presents, small but welcome, that her aunt Ishie and her sister Penny had given her.

But when they reached the meagre little row of stalls it became plain that there was no great choice of goods to be bought. Most of the things on sale were food – rows of silvery herrings, a handful of withered apples, cabbages, a pot or two of honey, and some loaves and pies. There were, too, old clothes, a few household wares, some wooden whistles, pipes, and tops.

A skinny old man, sitting on a box, played tunes on his crumhorn, but so slowly and wearily that even the liveliest ones sounded like funeral marches.

The stallholders were gloomily stamping their feet and rubbing their hands to keep warm. There were very few purchasers – half a dozen shadowy figures shuffling from one stall to another, inspecting the goods for sale. Nobody seemed to be buying much.

Then Is, looking up over the market stalls, saw something very strange. There were houses up above, scattered over the hillside, and higher still, a stretch of roadway, crossing the grass. Now, along this, passed a figure so singular that Is rubbed her eyes, wondering if she had been mistaken. What she saw seemed to be a person astride of two large wheels – nothing more – and tugged along by the pull of a large pale-coloured kite, which flew above and ahead in the windy moonlit sky. The person – the wheels – the kite – all passed so swiftly that, a moment after, Is thought she must have imagined the whole thing.

For how could a person ride on two wheels?

Pulled by a kite?

Arun lingered by a stall, looking at the pipes and whistles on it.

“I used to long so for one of those,” he murmured. “I don’t suppose—”

“Oh, come on, Arun, do,” said Is impatiently. “Your Ma won’t want a whistle! How about a fourpenny pie?”

As she spoke, Is felt a sudden startled movement beside her, as if someone were about to grab her arm. She looked round to find, at her elbow, a person even shorter and smaller than she was herself – and Is was not tall – a stumpy, thickset little boy, clasping a bundle of hazel branches which he could only just carry. Their eyes met for a brief moment – his were large, round and pale – then he scuttled off hastily into the crowd.

“Those pies don’t look too tasty,” said Arun, who had not noticed the boy.

“Well there ain’t a lot else. And we may be glad of one ourselves, if we don’t find your Mum—”

“Don’t find my Mum?” said Arun crossly, feeling for pennies in his breeches pocket. “Why shouldn’t we find her? She’s not one to gad—”

As he bought the pie, and the stallkeeper wrapped it in a bit of greasy paper, Is noticed the little boy again.

He had now stopped in front of a stall that sold brooms and brushes; without speaking, he held up the bundle of brushwood he carried, showing it to the man behind the table. The man took the bundle, inspected it carefully, nodded, and passed over a few small coins. Clutching them tightly, the boy ran to a fish counter, where he pointed silently at the herrings. Three were handed to him in a cabbage-leaf, he paid for them, and scooted off at top speed into the darkness.

“Wonder if he’s one of Arun’s Silent Folk?” Is asked herself quietly. “Wonder if he can’t speak, or won’t speak? Come to think, if they’re never allowed to say a word, it’s a blooming marvel their kids ever learn to speak at all.”

“This way,” said Arun, who was now walking at impatient speed; and he turned inland from the sea front, threading among a criss-cross of little streets which had plainly suffered from the flood, for their cobblestones were heaved out of place and lay in piles ready to trip passers-by. The ground between the cobbles was muddy and slippery; a sour smell of salt, wet rope, and rotting wood hung in the air. A few shadowy animals – dogs? wolves? – slunk in and out of gaps between the houses.

“Now we turn right, this is Cold Shoulder Road.” Arun gestured to a little tumbledown row of weatherboarded houses, joined together by a common roof, which ran the length of the lane. “Our house is the last but one, down at the end.”

Beyond the last house rose a bushy, brambly hillside, and above that, cliffs were outlined against the sky.

Is, who had grown up in the spacious woods of Blackheath Edge, felt a little sorry for Arun, obliged to spend his childhood in such a dank, muddy little street. Still, at least open country must be near by – supposing his parents had allowed him to go off into the fields, or climb the cliff?

“And the sea’s just over the road, after all,” she said, half-aloud.

“What’s that? Come along, I’m freezing,” snapped Arun. He was striding faster, almost running. Waves of worry came from him.

When they reached the last house but one, Is could see that its door, unlike many in the row, must once have been painted white, and had a brass ‘2’ on its crosspiece, tarnished by sea air.

Arun banged nervously on the door with his knuckles. Then, as there was no answer, he rapped again, louder.

But there was still no response. He tried the door. It was locked.

Now a black cloud slipped across the slender moon.

“Seems like there’s nobody home,” said Is, after a fairly long pause. She added hopefully, “Maybe your Ma might have gone out a-marketing? To the fair? To get herself a fish for supper, likely? Or to visit a friend? Do you think?”

“No I don’t!” said Arun. “She never went out. Dad did the marketing. And she wouldn’t stir out at night. Not unless it was to look after a sick person.”

Is could hear the worry and uncertainty in his voice.

She thought to herself: His Dad died. Now, maybe, he’ll find his Mum has died, too. Poor Arun. It’s hard for him. But what we need, right now, is a bite to eat and somewhere to doss down. Aloud she said, “Did your Mum use to keep a key anywhere? Like, under a brick?”

A note of hope came back into Arun’s voice. He said, “Yes, she did, come to think. Round at the back. You have to go past the end house, and there’s a path all along behind the back gardens.”

They walked on past the last house in the row. Its windows were dark. In fact there had been very few lights all along Cold Shoulder Road. Which seemed odd, thought Is, for it must be early still, not more than about nine o’clock.

She shivered as two large drops of icy rain fell on her cheek.

“I sure hope she did leave a key. Maybe she’s round at one o’ the other houses, chewing the rag with a neighbour.”

“I tell you, she never—”

Arun shoved open a small paling gate, and made his way gingerly along a narrow slippery garden path between cabbages which had shot up tall and then fallen over. They smelt strong and rank.

By the back door of the house there stood a wooden rain-water barrel, set up on two piles of bricks. Arun knelt and poked his hand into the gap between the bricks; then let out a grunt of satisfaction.

“Here’s the key, inside of a jam-pot.”

“Not before time,” muttered Is, for rain was now falling steadily, and a low rumble of thunder came from over the sea.

The key from the jar opened the back door and they walked through into icy cold and damp, thick, stuffy dark.

“Smells like a sardine factory in here,” muttered Is. “And the floor’s ankle-deep in mud – watch how you step! Where does your Ma keep her candles, Arun?”

“On a shelf under the stair.”

He crossed the room and felt in the accustomed place. But let out a yelp of disgust.

“Shelfs all mud and slime. Like fishing in a basket of eels.”

“Reckon the flood got into the house, waist level at least,” said Is, feeling the stairs, which rose straight out of the kitchen. “And no one’s troubled to clean up since. Best have a look upstairs, had we?”

She tried to speak in a cheerful, matter-of-fact voice, but secretly she had a frightening notion of what they might find up above.

“Ma always did keep a bedroom candle and some lucifer matches in her room,” Arun murmured. “I’ll just take a look up there.”

He slipped past Is on the narrow stair, and went up. She followed close behind, hoping strongly that the upper floor of this little house might be less damp and wretched than the downstairs.

A rumble of thunder overhead accompanied them as they climbed; it was not a full peal, but sounded like people shifting bits of furniture about the sky so as to make room for something bigger.

“Lucky we’re under cover,” Is remarked. “It’s raining stair-rods out there. Hark!”

They could hear the rain lashing on the roof.

Arun said nothing. There were two doors at the stairtop, each side of a tiny landing-place. He opened the right-hand one and walked into the room beyond, Is still keeping very close behind.

As they entered the room a mighty, scalding-yellow canopy of lightning swept over the whole sky. Next moment a tremendous crash of thunder, just overhead, it seemed, made the whole house rattle.

“Croopus!” gasped Is. “That was a close one!”

But she spoke with huge relief. The flood of yellow light had revealed a neat bedroom, with bedcovers tightly tucked, clothes hanging on a hook, candle and matches on a chair by the bed. Nobody was here. No ill or dead person – which was what Is had feared – lay stretched on the bed.

“I just can’t understand it,” Arun was saying in a puzzled voice. “Where can she be?”

“Maybe she went on a visit? You got aunts – uncles – she got family of her own?”

Is knew nothing about her aunt Ruth, Arun’s mother, save that she had married Arun’s father, Hosiah Twite, brother to Desmond Twite, Is’s own father. And that the pair had belonged to this Silent Sect.

“Her parents were dead,” said Arun. “We’ve only got family on Dad’s side, and who’d want Uncle Desmond?”

He was trying to light the candle. Slowly the flame grew, and soft shadows flickered across the small room.

“The Twites ain’t all bad,” said Is. “There’s Dido. She’s a real one-er! And my sis Penny’s not so bad, so long’s you take her the right way—”

Arun was carefully carrying the candle across the room. “I’ll have a look in Dad’s room—”

His voice came from the top of the stairs.

“Where did you sleep, then?” asked Is, following behind.

“There’s a little clothes-closet off Dad’s room. I slept in there on a cot-bed. Blister it! What, in the name of—?”

There was a loud thump and a crash.

“What’s up?” called Is.

“There’s things piled all over the floor – bits of board – I gashed my shin – oh, curse!” He tripped again, and only just managed to save himself without dropping the candle. “Watch how you go!”

“Rum stink in here,” said Is. “Paint, you reckon?”

Another terrific flash of lightning suddenly lit up the room in bold black and yellow. Arun and Is let out simultaneous gasps. For what dazzled their eyes was not only the lightning, but also the contents of the room: all around the walls, and on the bed, and stacked three-deep over the floor, and on the single chair, and on the clothes-chest, were piled squares of wood about the size of chair-seats, and these were all dashed and splashed with wild, brilliant colour.

“What in creation’s name are those things?” gasped Is, as they were plunged back into dark, lit only by the candle’s shadowy gleam. She picked up one board and held it near the flame.

“It’s a picture. Of flowers. But what flowers! Glorious me! I never saw anything like it! Not in my whole life. And there’s hundreds of ’em.”

“In the closet too,” said Arun, investigating.

Several more lightning flashes gave them a chance to decide that all the paintings had been done by the same person. They were nearly all pictures of flowers.

“There’s jars of paint here, in the corner,” said Is. “And brushes. D’you reckon your Mum did these, Arun? Was she fond of flowers?”

“Well... she was,” he said doubtfully. “If she were out in the lane, and she’d see a dandelion on the bank, most often she’d stop and look at it. Just for a minute. But my Dad was the real one – he knew a lot about plants. He’d walk all over the county, times when business was poor, or even if it wasn’t, and he made a map showing where all the rare ones grew, Jacob’s Ladder and Green Man and the Monkey Orchid. But he never told people where they grew. And Ma never went with him.”

“Could your Dad have painted these?”

“Never!” declared Arun. “He used to say pictures were the Devil’s likenesses. He’d never do anything like this. And he’d never allow Ma... Not when he was alive. No, this couldn’t be Dad’s work.”

Is felt inclined to agree with Arun. She had, by chance, been present as her Uncle Hosiah Twite lay dying of cold and wolf-bites. He had seemed a sad, defeated man, certainly not capable of producing pictures like these, which blazed with colour, which twisted and writhed and swarmed with strong, bright, wild interlocked shapes.

“Then it must have been your Mum what painted them. But where can she be now?”

“If only I knew! – We can’t sleep in here,” said Arun. “There’s no room for a mouse. We’d best drag out the mattress from underneath and lay it on the floor in the other room. I’ll have that, and you can have Mum’s bed.”

“Maybe she’ll come home yet – yes! Hark!”

Rat-tat! on the front door.

“Maybe she lost her key,” said Arun with a huge gulp of relief. He ran down the stair. There was no key in the locked front door. He opened the window beside it, with a struggle, and called hopefully, “Is that you, Ma? Go round to the back, we’ve no key for this one.”

When he returned to the kitchen, his candle flame revealed the sorry state it was in, mud and slime all over the brick floor, mould and mildew on the surfaces of chairs, table, and sink-board. But on the dresser he found two more candles, and lit one of them before opening the back door.

Surely this can’t be Arun’s Mum? thought Is, gazing with some dismay at the woman who came pushing into the kitchen. She looked like a weasel, with a thin pale face, wispy grey hair escaping from under a shawl, and a lot of teeth which looked as if they were made of china.

“Mrs Boles!” said Arun.

“There! I made sure it must be robbers when I saw your light!” cried Mrs Boles aggrievedly. “That or yer Ma come back. I never thought as how it would be you, Arun Twite! Given up for lost, you were! And your Dad walking to London-town seventeen times, a-searching for you, and yer Ma crying her pore eyes out – when he wasn’t there. Caused a peck of trouble, you did.”

She stared at him accusingly, out of eyes which were red-rimmed with gin, not tears.

“But where is Ma?” demanded Arun.

“Ah! There’s plenty as ‘ud like to know that! Vanished clean away, she done – clean as a whistle. Not but what they all of ’em went, those mumchance beggars as calls ’emselves the Silent Sect – I’d give ’em silent! I daresay their thoughts is as nasty as anybody else’s, if not nastier; special that one as calls hisself the Elder – Dominic de la Twite, fiddle-faddle! Plain Twite’s his monacker, ask me!”

“The Silent Sect have gone from Folkestone?” exclaimed Arun. “Did they go to America, then?”

“Nah, nah! Only just up the road to Seagate town. Made the neighbourhood too hot to hold them here, I reckon, and there was plenty empty houses going free up there. Seagate’s welcome to ’em, says I. (Not but what your Ma was a decent body, when you got her alone; nursed me through a nasty case of gordelpus, she done, once.) But as to where she’d got to – well, a nod’s as good as a wink to a dead donkey.”

She crossed her arms and stared at Is and Arun. “’Oo’s the gel?” she demanded. “She’ve a look of you, Arun – but you never ‘ad no sister, did you?” Her eyes gleamed with curiosity.

“She’s my cousin, Is Twite. My Uncle Desmond’s youngest. But when did my mother go, Mrs Boles? You say she didn’t go with the Sect, to Seagate?”

“Nah. Like I say, she went afore they did. Days before. And there’s some as say she abducticated little Abandella Twite, time she went. And was a-going to use the kinchin for wicked magicking, some do say. There’s plenty, Arun Twite, as said your Mum is a witch, that she got rid of you, first, and then done in your pore Dad. In fact, if it weren’t for me, keeping a neighbourly eye on the place, this house woulda been burned down, weeks back.”

“What?” Arun gaped at the woman, quite stunned. “For a start, who in the wide world is Abandella Twite? I never heard of such a name. And why should my Mum abduct anybody? She’s the very last person... And, as for her being a witch, that’s just clung-headed. Why, Mum wouldn’t hurt a fly! I’ve seen her pick up an ant, crossing the kitchen floor, and carry it safe outside.”

“All I knows is,” said Mrs Boles, “there’s folks around this town as don’t scruple to call your Mum a wizard. Acos she used to go and nurse sick folk, and mostly they got better. That ain’t natural. And you’d best look out yourself, Arun Twite – anyone as is connected to the Silent Folk, hereabouts, they can be in for a peck of trouble.”

She leaned close to Arun and hissed, “With the you-know-who!”

“I don’t know who,” said Arun, puzzled, stepping back. Mrs Boles’s breath stank of gin, old potato-peelings, and fish-bones.

“The Emjee!” she whispered, and nipped through the back door, pulling it to behind her with a spiteful slam.

“The Emjee?” said Arun to Is. “What in the world can she mean?”

She shook her head.

“We’ll find out in the morning. Let’s eat the pie and go to bed.”

They went to bed as the storm rumbled away inland. Is wondered if the rain was falling on Arun’s Mum. And on those two queer figures – the stumpy little character with pale eyes like silver pennies – and the person riding on two wheels and drawn across the hillside by a kite.

I must have just thought I saw him. But how could I invent such a thing?

Finding no answer to any of her questions. Is fell asleep.
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