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I worked for a tree surgeon, fell out of an oak tree and 

landed on a dog. The dog bit my leg and its owner chased 

me down the street with her walking stick. The next day I 

realized I’d lost my nerve for climbing. I’d look at a branch 

or a ladder or a chainsaw and break into a sweat, so I told 

my boss I had to leave. He was a calm, good-natured man 

with a steel plate in his head, and on my last day he wished 

me luck and told me that if I ever got my nerve back I should 

call him. The next week I found a job on a pig farm. It was 

a good job, with plenty of opportunities to lean on gates 

and stare at fields, but I felt sorry for the pigs. They’d look 

at me and grunt and seemed to tell me that they needed 

to be free, so one evening I let six sows out and watched 

them disappear into a wood. They stood and blinked, did 

the twitchy things pigs do when they’re not sure of their 

luck, and then they ran. Their big arses rolled and their ears 

flapped, and the last time I saw them they were barrelling 

through the undergrowth towards a stand of ash trees. I 

told the farmer that it wasn’t my fault and I’d been busy in 

a barn, but he didn’t believe me, gave me the sack and told 

me that if he ever saw me on his property again he’d shoot 

me. And he showed me his gun. He was serious but stupid, 

and that made me wonder. Wonder is stronger than stupid, 

so I walked and didn’t go back.
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At that time I was living at home, sleeping in a small bed 

under the eaves. There were posters of bikes on the walls, and 

my chest of drawers smelt of cheese. There was a worn carpet 

on the floor and curtains I didn’t like. The window looked 

out over the village green, a quiet piece of grass with gardens 

behind and houses beyond them. The village is called Ashbrit-

tle, but you wouldn’t know it to see it. The houses are small, 

the hedges are tidy, the county border is up the road. It’s a shy 

place, suspicious but knowing. It thinks for itself and has its 

own mind and heart and even soul, and when the night comes 

down and the stars shine and the weary traveller is lost in the 

darkened lanes that echo to their own whispers, it would be 

easy to think that the place was watching and waiting for the 

best time to do something unforgivable.

In those days Dad was a gardener and handyman. He worked 

for six or seven people, mowing lawns, pruning shrubs, sweeping 

paths, growing vegetables, painting sheds, building walls and 

mending fences. These six or seven people all had big houses, 

tidy potting sheds and fast cars, and he never did anything but 

a good job for them. He didn’t know the Latin names of the 

plants he tended, but he had an instinctive and careful way of 

working. He drove a knackered Morris pick-up with broken 

suspension on the passenger side, so if you rode with him, 

you had to sit at a sloping angle while he compensated for the 

danger by leaning out of the window. He was always paid in 

cash, and on Friday he gave everything but twenty-five quid to 

Mum, who put the rest in a biscuit tin on top of the meat safe. 

With hands the size of plates, boots the size of small dogs and 
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hair sprouting out of the end of his nose, and the same jacket 

on his back for fifteen years, he was a no-nonsense man with 

a no-nonsense voice. When he said something, it stayed said, 

like a rock in a field, or a tree.

Mum cleaned houses. Dusting, polishing, vacuuming, putting 

the rubbish out, sometimes doing some shopping for a posh 

widow in the village who couldn’t walk more than five steps 

without falling over and breaking a bone. She rode a bicycle 

to work, an old bone-shaker with a basket and triangles of 

fabric over the back wheel so her skirt didn’t get caught in the 

spokes. She always smelt of beeswax and dust, and wore a 

housecoat even when she was watching the television. She was 

quiet and thoughtful, and never raised her voice when Grace 

or I came home late.

Grace, my sister, was at college in Taunton, studying 

to be something to do with food and cooking. Sometimes 

she stayed in town, but when she stayed at home she’d try 

out new recipes on us. There’d be beef with Guinness and 

prunes, chicken with apricots, pork with nuts. I once asked 

her why she needed to muck around with food, and she told 

me that if I didn’t like it I didn’t have to eat it, so I never 

said anything about her cooking again. She’s got a sharp 

tongue on her, and I prefer not to take a lashing.

So the week after I was sacked from the pig farm I sat in 

my bedroom, looked at the fields and trees, listened to the 

radio and stroked the cat. She was called Sooty, and could be 

a nervous, jumpy animal, but she was good with me. I was 

twenty-one years old, but that’s got little to do with anything. 
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I could have been twenty-four. It wouldn’t have made any dif-

ference to what happened. Or nineteen. Nothing would have 

changed. That evening, Dad came back from work and told me 

that Mr Evans was looking for help. His farm was a couple of 

miles away outside a tiny village called Stawley, above a high 

and narrow lane. “Labouring,” he said. “Tractoring, milking, 

the usual. You know how to milk?”

“You know I do.”

“Then go and see him. If you don’t, someone else will.”

Dad is good at the obvious. Mum is good at being less than 

obvious. Three hundred years ago she would have been dragged 

from the house, accused of cursing a crop of cabbages, tried by 

a mob, found guilty of everything bad that had ever happened 

anywhere in the parish and burnt alive on the village green. Even 

now there are people in the village who cross the road when they 

see her or the cat. She was taught stuff by her mother, who was 

taught stuff by her mother, who was taught stuff by her mother, 

and so on until we don’t know who taught who what. When I say 

“stuff” I mean the old signs nature gives, the ones that everyone 

used to know but most people have forgotten. And beyond the 

old signs, sometimes she gets hunches – superstitious feelings, 

some people would say. Hunches about things that are about to 

happen, intuitions and insights. And beyond the insights, she 

sometimes does things that other people would call spells. She 

calls them charms. Mum has told me that she’s seen some of the 

old signs in me, and I was born with a gift I don’t recognize yet. 

Every now and again she gives me a hint about something, an 

old story or the idea behind one of her charms. And although 
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she wouldn’t tell me why she bought a calf’s heart and speared 

it with thorns and hid it in the chimney, before I went to see Mr 

Evans she said, “Put some apple pips in your shoes.” The idea 

is that the pips will sweat and sprout, and their sprouting will 

mean that your life will sprout and whatever you wish for will 

grow. So I did as I was told, and put the pips in my shoes and 

went to see Mr Evans. 

He was a small man with a drooping mouth and marshed, 

watery eyes. His teeth were small, and he spoke slowly with 

a soft, slurry accent. Dad said he’d had a stroke, and that 

was why he was looking for a worker, but I wasn’t curious. I 

wanted a job. The farm was eighty-five acres of pasture and 

copse, a herd of Friesians, a few sheep dotted at the edges, a 

ramshackle collection of barns and a low, squat house with 

small windows and a fireplace in every room. Mr Evans lived 

alone in the house, and after he’d written down a list of the 

things I’d have to do, he pointed at a caravan in the corner of 

the front yard and said, “You can live there. It’s small, but it’s 

got a bed and a cooker.”

“Thanks.”

“If you want the job…”

“Let me have a look.”

“You do that.”

I stood in the caravan. It was small and smelt of damp wood 

and old apples. The windows were dirty, and the floor was 

covered in dead flies. There was a sack of rotten potatoes in 

the place where a toilet should have been. I looked at the sack 

and it seeped at its corners. For no reason I thought about 
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Christmas and a harmonica I was given when I was six. I 

blew it and frightened the cat into a musical panic. “I’ll need 

someone here day and night,” Mr Evans said. He had a polite, 

old-fashioned way about him, but I knew he could be strict. He 

liked things done his way, the way his father had done them and 

his grandfather before then. I thought for a couple of minutes. 

I wanted to leave home, so I said, “Yes, I want the job,” and 

he said, “Good. You can start tomorrow,” and I moved in the 

next day. There was no electric in the caravan, but there were 

gaslights that ran from a big blue bottle. They hissed when I 

lit them and gave off a weird smell. I brushed the floor, cleaned 

the windows, threw the potatoes away, and Mr Evans gave me 

a chemical toilet and a hosepipe. I put my radio by the bed 

and cleaned the cooker, then went to watch the herd being 

milked. They were used to Mr Evans’s hands, so I kept back 

and watched. He called each cow by her name – “Daisy… 

Florence… Jo… Fizzy…” and went through the routine with 

patience and care. Feeling the back of their udders, washing 

the teats, stroking the legs, whispering to the nervous ones. 

Flipping the clusters onto the teats and watching the first of the 

milk pulse through the line. Along the row to check the ones 

that were halfway done, back to the ones that were finishing. 

Off with the cluster, a dip of iodine and lanolin on the teats, 

a hand up to open the exit gate and another was in.

He listened to the radio while he worked, a music programme 

with old-fashioned singing, and hummed along to some of 

the tunes. Once or twice he stopped to rest his hands on his 

knees and take a breather, but that was the only time when he 
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showed his age. The rest of the time he didn’t miss a trick. He 

loved his work, loved his cows, loved the sound of the milk as 

it pulsed through the lines to the tank, and he loved the smell 

of water and cattle cake. He’d almost finished when a cat 

came and walked down the parlour, rubbing itself against the 

stalls, tail quivering, head up. Mr Evans had been expecting 

it. “You’re late,” he said, and went to the dairy. He came back 

with a saucer of milk, put it on the floor by the door, and said, 

“Get it while it’s warm…”

“That’s the most important part of this job,” he said.

“What’s that?”

“Never forget the cat.”

“OK,” I said. “I won’t.”

When he’d finished, I washed down the stalls and the pit 

while he cleaned the clusters and rinsed the lines, and then 

he told me to follow the herd down to the pasture. Their 

hooves kicked up clouds of dust, and flies buzzed in their 

wake. The world was parched and a touch anxious, as if 

it were waiting for something but didn’t know whether the 

something was sweet, shadowy or lost between the two.

I stood and watched as the cows spread out and started to 

graze. The sun was setting. Rooks were clattering in a hanger, 

cawing from their perches and collapsed nests. Rags of black 

feathers, grey feet and grey beaks, the bad birds of the trees. 

I like their calls, and I like the lazy way they fly for home, but 

I don’t like their habits. Quarrelsome and lousy, I’ve heard 

people say that they only breed near money. If that’s true, what 

were they were doing in those trees? But that’s the trouble with 
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what people say. One thing means one thing or it could mean 

another. I turned and walked back to the caravan, climbed 

onto my bike and rode to The Globe.

The Globe at Appley was a pub, but it was more like a house. 

You walked in the front door and into a corridor, and a fat 

woman with purple legs served the drinks from a hatch in the 

corridor. There was a bench you could sit on and a room with 

a dart board. She was a strict woman, and would have you out 

of there if you cursed God or said something about the Queen 

she didn’t agree with, so I bought my beer and went to sit in 

the porch. I’d been there half an hour when Spike turned up. 

He was fresh from work at the blackcurrant farm, where he’d 

been spraying. He smelt of chemicals and had a bad cough. He 

fetched a pint, drank it in gulps and closed his eyes. I’d been 

to school with Spike, so we’d known each other for years. I 

suppose that if I’d been a hare he’d have been a fox, and we’d 

have met in a deserted quarry to fight. I’d have tried to box, 

but he’d have run rings around me, over the granite slabs and 

back again. He was wiry and had quick eyes, like he was 

always expecting something to happen. The veins stuck out 

in his neck, and one of his ears was a bit deformed. I think it 

had been caught in a door when he was a kid.

That evening he was quieter than usual, thinking, in the way 

he does, about something stupid. He always had a scheme 

going, a plan to make money, an idea that would get him away 

from the blackcurrant farm or wherever he was working that 

week. “All I need is a few grand, then I’ll be out of here…” 

How many times have I heard that line? How many times has 
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he decided that he could make his fortune by driving old cars 

to Morocco and selling them, or digging fossils out of the 

cliffs at Lyme, or inventing a new way to strip blackcurrants 

from a bush, or stealing a flock of ewes from a field on the 

way to Kittisford and selling them to a man he says he knows 

in Wales? I don’t think he knows anyone in Wales, but there’s 

always a chance. Me? I know no one in Wales, and even if I did 

I wouldn’t sell him a ewe, a lamb, a cow or a pig. Me, I don’t 

have any schemes. I was quite happy to do my work and go 

back to the caravan and stare out of the window and dream. 

“What you thinking about, Spike?”

“This and that.” He rolled a cigarette, lit it and watched the 

end glow. He blew smoke at me. I turned away and, as I did, 

a man and a woman on bicycles appeared. They were wear-

ing matching jackets and had busy-looking bikes with canvas 

satchels, flashes and clips. They looked up at the pub sign, and 

the man said, “Fancy one?”

“OK,” said the woman, and after they’d parked their bikes 

they asked to be excused as they passed us and went into the pub.

When they were inside, Spike said, “El?”

“What?” I said.

“Can you keep a secret?”

“That depends. What is it?”

“Well, I don’t know if it’s a real secret. Not yet, anyway. But 

I saw something today.”

“You saw something?”

“Yes.”

“What?”
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“The boss and I had to go to Clayhanger. He wanted me to 

drive a tractor back from old Harris’s. You know the place?”

“Harris at Moat Farm?”

“That’s it. So we were up there, and after the boss dropped 

me off I drove back along this track that goes around behind 

Heniton Hill.”

“That’s just up from us.”

“I know.” He looked into his drink. “So as I’m driving along, 

the tractor stops. Stalled, it did, so I get down and I’m trying 

to crank it up again when I see this bloke I haven’t seen before. 

And I know most people round here…”

“So?”

“He was walking through the trees with tools over his 

shoulder.” 

“Tools?”

“Yeah. A hoe and rake. Long-handled. Looked like he knows 

where he’s going.”

“And did he?”

“What?”

“Know where he was going?”

“I reckon he did, but it didn’t bother him. I had work to do. 

I got the tractor going and drove back, but all afternoon, you 

know, I was thinking about him. Fucking beast of a bloke. 

And there was something odd. Like he didn’t belong there, I 

suppose.”

“And that’s the secret?”

“No. There’s more…” Spike finished his drink and I finished 

mine. “Want another?”
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“OK.” And while he went inside, I listened to the sounds 

of the dying day and the bleating of sheep in a field on the 

other side of the road. There was a heat in the evening that 

wouldn’t let the day go. I heard the landlady scolding someone 

for talking about politics. I listened for a moment, then stood 

up, strolled into the lane and stared at the hedge. Spike came 

back with two pints and we climbed up the bank behind the 

pub and sat at a table.

“So,” I said. “There you are. Under Heniton Hill…”

“Yeah. Went back, didn’t I? Went back this evening. Had a 

little snoop.”

“Nothing you like more.”

He looked at me, and for a moment I thought he was going 

to hit me. He’s not the sort of bloke who’ll let you take the piss. 

He’s got a short temper, and although he’d always come back 

and apologize if he did hit you, the risk isn’t worth taking. He’s 

got a punch like a whip, and he’d never leave you with just one. 

“Of course…” And he said he’d parked in a lay-by and strolled 

down to where he’d seen the stranger in the trees. He had a story 

ready. Spike always has a story ready, and if anyone wanted to 

know what he was doing he was going to say something about 

a couple of ewes escaping from his boss’s field and ask, “Have 

you seen ’em? I saw them heading this way.”

So he went into the trees, found the path the stranger had 

followed and walked for half a mile. He crossed a small stone 

bridge over a stream and came to a fork in the path. One way 

climbed towards a distant house, the other dropped further into 

the woods. “It was weird down there,” he said. “I didn’t hear 
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any birds, no wind, no nothing. It was as quiet as the grave, you 

know. All I could hear was my breathing and my footsteps. The 

path got narrower and narrower. It looked like it was a secret, but 

still it was used a lot. I was just starting to think that I should turn 

around and go back when I heard something.”

“What?”

Spike put a finger to his lips and lowered his voice. “I crouched 

down and looked down the path. It finished in a clearing. The 

bloke I’d seen the day before was there, standing in front of a 

hoop house.”

“A hoop house? Like a plastic greenhouse?”

“Yes.”

“What’s he doing with a hoop house?”

“Fuck knows,” said Spike, “but that’s what we’ve got to find 

out. He dived inside and I came back. I don’t know. I didn’t 

want to hang around on my own. He looked like he could be 

a bit useful.”

“A bit useful?”

“Oh yes.”

“And we’ve got to find out?”

“Of course.”

“Why?”  

“Because…”

“We’ve got to find out what some ape is doing in a hoop house 

in the middle of the woods…”

“I never said he was an ape.”

“But you said he was useful.”

“I can handle useful…”
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There’s no point in arguing with Spike when he’s in one of 

these moods. It’s best to let him go with it, so I sat back and 

listened while he told me that we were going to find out exactly 

what some bloke was doing in a hoop house in the middle of 

the woods.

“We?”

“You owe me, El.”

This was true. Earlier in the year we’d been drinking in Wel-

lington, and I’d told someone in the pub that he was talking 

crap about the beer I was drinking. He said it tasted like piss, 

and I said the thing about crap. Sometimes I do speak my mind, 

but Spike lets his fists speak his mind, which is, when it’s not 

planning some madness, usually idling in neutral. When the 

someone said, “You want to say that again?” I said, “OK,” 

and did. Spike was the other side of the bar, but he can sense 

trouble even if it’s taking a day off in Minehead. “You OK?” 

he said, suddenly next to me with an empty glass in one hand 

and the other in his pocket. He looked very relaxed. 

“Yeah,” I said.

“This your mate?” he said, and the bloke who thought my 

beer was piss took a step back.

“We were just talking about beer…” I said.

“And you can’t fight your own corner?” said the bloke.

“Did you say fight?” said Spike, and before I could stop him 

he’d spun the bloke around and was pushing him towards the 

door. I didn’t see what happened next, but by the time I was 

outside the bloke was lying on the floor and Spike was rubbing 

his fist. “Want another?” he said.
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The bloke shook his head.

“I’m ready.”

“Forget it.”

“Forget it?”

“Yeah.”

This wasn’t the only time Spike had stepped in for me. There 

was the time at Appley Fair when someone said I was looking 

at his woman, and the time someone’s sister asked me if I liked 

parsnips and I said I hated them. If you asked me why he does it 

I suppose I’d have to say that we make some sort of partnership, 

like in a film about opposites walking across a desert to find 

hidden treasure. He’s the bloke who never quite gets it, and I’m 

the one who thinks before he does anything. He goes, I wait. He 

tells, I ask. He grinds his teeth, I brush mine. I ride a Honda 250, 

which is half-bike, half-horse. He drives a van with a loud tape 

deck and a steering wheel the size of a small dish. He meets girls, 

spends a weekend or two with them, tells them that he’s bored 

and finds another. I look at girls and wonder if I can open my 

mouth before I start dribbling. When I look at him I’m pleased 

he’s my mate and we’ve managed to get this far together.

“Sometimes,” he said, “when I look at you I wonder if you’ve 

got any balls at all.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I fucking mean.”

“No I don’t.”

“And I was thinking…”

“Thinking what?”

“When do you want to do this?”
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“Do what?”

“You know what. Find out what that bloke’s up to.”

“I don’t know.”

“Tonight,” he said. “I’m going up there tonight.”

“Tonight?” I said, and as the word dropped, I heard a distant 

croak, the call of a single raven. The big bird, the black bird, 

the one my mother tells me to watch for. He used to have white 

feathers, but he stole the sun, and that’s why his feathers are 

black. And when he flies he leaves scars in the clouds. “Beware,” 

I whispered. “Be careful.”

“Of what?”

“The raven.”

“You fucking weirdo,” said Spike, and then, “you coming or 

you going to be a chicken for the rest of your life?”

“OK,” I said, “but let’s be careful.”

“Aren’t I always?”

I said nothing.
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