

Lead, Kindly Light

Mid-morning on Christmas Eve and the town centre was swathed in fog. The Christmas tree and coloured  lights strung around the market square were barely visible in the gloom. Gavin put down the phone and glared at the note he’d just scribbled. Did the firm really need an urgent property valuation on Christmas Eve?  His boss had called en route to his own family gathering in Suffolk.  And yes, it had to be done today. Julian had a friend who was interested in the property so he needed the valuation: A-sapp (of course he did).
As the newest and youngest member of the Julian Daventry Estate Agency team, Gavin was resigned to being saddled with the most tedious and inconvenient tasks. Poor, pimply Gavin with his cheap suit and deplorable shoes had quickly found himself cast in the role of general dogsbody.  
Gavin could just picture Julian’s own family Christmas;  the log fires and holly garlands tastefully draped around the porch. And of course there would be long, cheerful meals fuelled by crateloads of gin and bolly. Only last week he’d heard Julian on the phone organising a Boxing Day shoot for his well-heeled chums and neighbours. 
 ‘Nothing fancy …. just a spot of rough shooting to blow the cobwebs away, eh?’ 
His envious imaginings stirred the memory of a grotesque incident a few weeks before. Gavin came into the office one morning to find a wet newspaper package on his desk. He unwrapped it to find two very dead birds strung together with bailer twine.  The lolling heads and crusted eyes turned his stomach, and he let out a little screech of disgust   It was someone’s idea of a sick joke, surely? Even worse, as he stared at the repellent carcases they seemed to be moving. They were moving. The bloodied corpses were alive with bugs! The clotted feathers stirred, as flies, fleas or whatever they were, crawled and hopped among them. 
‘Present from the boss.’ 
The team secretary muttered, wrinkling her nose in disgust. 
‘We’ve all got them. It’s Julian’s little attempt at noblesse oblige.’ 
Gavin had no idea what that meant, but it sounded revolting.
 ‘What am I supposed to do with them?’ 
 ‘You’re s’posed to pluck ’em, ’draw them, hang ’em, and eat ’em.’ 
Gavin could imagine his mother’s reaction if he produced the repellent corpses in her immaculate beige and white kitchen.
 ‘Or better still, you could take them out and chuck them in the bin, like I have.’ 
Gavin bundled the revolting articles into the damp newspaper and barged out into the street. He rammed them into the first litterbin he saw and spent the next twenty minutes scrubbing his desk. As it was Christmas Eve the rest of the staff were planning to slope off home at the earliest opportunity. The phone hadn’t rung for days and no house hunters, no matter how desperate, were likely to call in on Christmas Eve. But Gavin was in no hurry to go home. He thought of the tatty little plastic tree in the living room and the pile of dull presents under it. His Christmas promised to be a pretty lacklustre affair, in comparison with Julian’s merrie olde hooray-gathering. Gavin had finished his Christmas shopping, though it had brought him no sense of seasonal satisfaction. What do you buy for two people as dull and dreary as his parents?  In the end he’d plumped for slippers for his mother (as usual); and a ‘Dreeme-O-Kleene’ car kit for his father. He'd been pleased with that, knowing his father would be delighted with the bottle of polish that promised to ‘restore the glistening gleam to tired tyres.’  

						XXXXX
Gaven looked out at the thickening fog, and sighed. The sooner he made that valuation the better. He crossed to the large map hanging on the office wall. It took him some time to locate the tiny hamlet of Black Dyke End. He’d never heard of it but there it was ... the  tiniest speck on the map. It was ten miles out of town along a spider’s web of country lanes. He hoped it wasn’t down some god-awful mud track. His suit and shoes might be cheap, but they were the only ones he had, and they definitely weren’t made for tramping through winter muck. He sighed, and shrugged himself into his coat.
A few minutes later he was heading out of town on the foggy bypass. At least his little company runaround was warm and reliable. He switched on the radio and was engulfed in a treacly wash of ker-riss-mass music. ‘In the med-der we can build a snow man’ someone warbled hopefully. Ha … what meadow?  What snow?  It only ever rained in winter these days. Gavin couldn’t remember the last time it had snowed, or when he’d last seen a snowman. He snapped the radio off, the town slid away as he headed towards the darkening countryside.  Julian had been his usual unhelpful self on the phone, rattling off vague directions, ‘old house … farm cottage, or some such, vacant possession, somewhere near a church crossroads … probably the right hand turn ... or if not …  the left.’  
Gavin was rapidly learning one of the hardest of life’s lessons: nothing was fair.  His employer wasn’t particularly clever, ambitious or industrious, yet he’d had his entire life handed to him on a plate. He’d inherited the most profitable estate agency in town. He dressed well and spoke well with that indefinable gloss that the right school (and old money) imparts to the favoured few. Julian had everything, the whole delicious life-package. He had a stylish wife, a clutch of healthy children, a large comfortable house and a thriving business. Yes, Julian had it all alright …. all wrapped up and tied with a bow. While he, Gavin, was stuck at home with his dull-as-ditchwater parents, unable to afford even a rented room of his own.  
Home for Gavin was a cramped and featureless little house on the outskirts of town, a null and sterile no-place consisting of row upon row of identikit houses. Some numbskull in the planning department had named it ‘Dane Lands’  in a passing nod to the fact that long ago in the mists of time, some Vikings had camped there briefly. They hadn’t stayed long (driven, no doubt by the excoriating sense of ennui that had probably hung over the place, even then.) ‘Mun-dane-land’ was Gavin’s private name for it. He would have been ashamed to show clients round a house such as he lived in. In idle moments he amused himself by composing an estate agent’s blurb for it.  ‘Situated on a quiet cul-de-sac, where nothing ever happens. A tiny hallway leading to a cramped sitting room. Dull, functional kitchen with plenty of room for the preparation of boring meals. Decorated throughout in fifty shades of beige.’

						XXXX

The traffic was thinning now, and the headlights of passing cars thinned out.
 ‘Turn left’ the Satnav squawked. 
But Gavin, wrapped in his thoughts, wasn’t listening.  
‘Take the left turn now.’  The voice-bot repeated. 
Gavin braked sharply and spun into the turn off, provoking an angry horn blast from the driver behind. As he swung off the main road, he was engulfed in the dense blackness of an unlit country lane. Gavin slowed down and peered into the gloom. 
‘Continue for 3 miles.’
He winced as the little car bucked and scaped over the ruts, the headlights bounced off the dense curtain of fog, so he could see nothing beyond the end of the bonnet. A mounting sense of gloom crept over him, as he pressed forward at a crawl. Suppose he got lost? What if he broke down? What if he hit something in the dark? He cursed himself for agreeing to come out. He cursed Julian for sending him on such an idiotic mission. His anger congealed into a tight knot that settled in his gut.  Then he saw it. A tilted fingerpost obscured by overhanging trees: Black Dyke End. Thank God!
 	He poked the car into the narrow turning and prayed he wouldn’t meet a tractor coming the other way. The car was hemmed in on all sides by sodden growth, weeds and dead grasses flopped against the windscreen as the car crawled forward. He had no idea how long he’d been bumping along the track, nor even how far he’d come. This couldn’t be right, surely?  Had he come miles, or just a few hundred yards? He wasn’t even certain of his direction of travel now. He clamped his hands tighter on the steering wheel when the sat-nav blurted again, making him jump. 
 ‘At the next available opportunity turn round.’   
 Turn around! fat chance. … how, where? 
He hadn’t passed a turning place or even a field gate the whole time. As he peered into the gloom he thought he saw something familiar. He wound down the window for a better look.  Please, no!  let him be wrong!  But there it was, the same crazy-tilted fingerpost he’d passed before. Buggering hell … he’d come round in a circle!  He swore …. long and loud ….  bawling a stream of impotent obscenities into the deaf-blind night.  The outburst warmed his blood at least, and cleared his head. There was only one thing to do.  He was turning back … sod Julian, bugger the property valuation, sod everyone and everything ! He was turning back and going home. Home. The thought of that cramped and nondescript little house seemed suddenly extremely appealing, in fact, he’d give anything to be back there now. But how? He could hardly reverse all the way back along the track. There was nothing for it but to press on till he found a place to turn round. He slammed the car into gear.
The car jerked forward for a couple of yards then came to an abrupt stop. Gavin revved the engine and the wheels spun uselessly. He put the car into reverse and tried again, the engine whined and the wheels spun round and round … to no effect.  Gavin groaned, he wrenched open the door and staggered out to inspect the damage. His shiny little company car was caked in mud, and an ominous hissing sound issued from the bonnet.  

						VVVVVV
The freezing air struck him like a stinging slap in the face. The fog stirred and thinned for an instant and Gavin had a fleeting glimpse of the vastness of the black sky and the woods that surrounded him.  A rank scent drifted on the cold air, an odour compounded of earth and mould ….  dead leaves and rot.  There were small sounds and stirrings all around him, the furtive night scufflings of creatures that hunted through the frozen wood.  A vixen barked somewhere, and the sound made Gavin start. He was sweating now, in spite of the cold, and his spirits sank even further as he felt the mud ooze over the tops of his shoes. He should call his parents, let them know how he was fixed. He pulled out his phone and punched the number with numbed and clumsy fingers.
 ‘It is not possible to connect your call at this time. Please try later.’ 
Gavin glared stupidly at the phone. He punched the number again and the tinny voice repeated the message. 
‘not possible … not possible to connect … please try later.  
He tried to quell a rising sense of panic as he scanned the fog-dimmed woods and fields for signs of life. But there was nothing, not a solitary light or a building could he see. Sweating in the freezing air, his anger dissolved into a soul-sapping misery. He stumbled on through the fog, his office shoes slithering in the greasy mud. He hadn’t gone many yards before he pitched forward … landing on his hands and knees with a nauseating squelch. A wave of self-pity engulfed him as he knelt, whimpering, in the muck. He closed his eyes and prayed for salvation. When he opened them again there it was!  Not far ahead and within reach, surely? 
About a hundred yards further along the track he saw the faint glimmer of a light. He rubbed his eyes and blinked. Yes, there it was, faint but distinct. A light meant a house, or a building, at least. He could ask for directions, he could borrow a phone, or even beg  for help. Strange how he hadn’t seen it before.  He kept his eyes fixed on the light and hurried towards it with new hope, praying it wouldn’t turn out to be a figment born out of desperation.  Lead, kindly Light … the words of the old hymn came into his head as he slithered and groped his way forward. 
Lead, kindly Light amid th’ encircling gloom; 
The night is dark, and I am far from home.  
Funny, he hadn’t thought of that for years; memories of a dusty school hall and boring morning assemblies came tumbling into his head as he hurried on. The words seemed ridiculously apt now …. but oddly comforting, too.  He pressed on, and twenty minutes later he came to the source of the light. A tiny, single-storied cottage faced him, at the end of a long, tangled garden. The place looked derelict, and Gavin felt a fresh stab of fear at the sight of the rotting thatch and broken windows. What if it was empty, abandoned? The place looked derelict. But he saw a faint light glimmering within and a trickle of smoke drifted from the chimney. There was someone there. Thank God!  The gate squawked on its hinges, as Gavin stumbled as he picked his way along the treacherous path of broken bricks and brambles. His shoes, clothes and hands were slick with evil-smelling mud and he was only too conscious of the repellent and alarming appearance he presented. Never mind … he would explain. He rehearsed the words in his head.  ‘Lost my way … blah … blah … blah. car stuck in the lane ... blah…  blah … blah. use your phone, blah, blah, blah.’ He took a deep breath and knocked. 
Nothing. No-one stirred within. Gavin hopped on the doorstep in a fever of impatience. What if they were too scared to answer the door? He wouldn’t blame them. Out here in the wilds who would open the door to a dishevelled and desperate mud-monster? He crouched down and peered through the letterbox. He allowed himself a little whimper of hope as he spied a small figure just visible in the passageway inside. Man, woman, child? He wasn’t sure.  Feeling like a prize fool, he bent and spoke into the letterbox. 
‘Hello? Please don’t be alarmed ... I’m awfully sorry to disturb you … but I’ve got myself terribly lost and ...’ 
‘Enter, Stranger.’ 
The door swung open and Gavin almost fell across the threshold. The passage was dark and the figure in shadow. A woman, then?  Gavin wasn’t certain. As he stood in the doorway he could make out only that the figure was very small, almost grotesquely so, barely four feet tall.
‘Sorry, I don’t mean to alarm you … I don’t mean you any harm …. ’  
The woman (for woman it was) gave a harsh bark of laughter.
‘Come in, if you will it. If not, go your ways.’
Her voice, in contrast to her laughter, was soft and low. She had an indefinable accent that Gavin couldn’t place, but what did that matter?  He had only one request to make and he’d be gone. He stepped into the darkened passage. 
‘If I could just use your phone?’
The woman turned away into a tiny parlour and beckoned to Gavin to follow. 
‘It’s awfully important you see. I’ve got myself lost, and my car is bogged down, and ... ’ 
‘Sit you down.’ 
The woman swept an ancient ginger cat from a chair. The creature flashed amber-eyed spite at Gavin and slunk into a corner. Gavin detested cats. He winced at the thick mat of cat hair on the chair, but sat politely. The room was warm and utterly quiet, lit only by a banked-up fire. The scent of woodsmoke hung heavily over the room and the fire cast fitful shadows across the walls. The wood must have been diseased or damp, and Gavin wrinkled his nose at the unpleasant smell. 
‘I need to call a breakdown service, you see. Though heaven knows how long it might be before they get here.’ 
 ‘You are cold, Stranger.’  
God, the place stank! The logs glowed silently in the grate, the warmth and the dim light made Gavin’s head swim. That  smell, what was it?  It caught in his throat and stung his eyes. 
‘You are cold, Stranger. The night has chilled your bones.’ 
‘Yes, but I need to call ... .’ 
‘And the dark has chilled your soul. You will rest here.’
‘That’s awfully kind of you, but … .’ 
His voice echoed strangely in his head. There was something badly off in the room. What the hell was burning on that fire? The smell stung his throat and made his tongue feel heavy and thick. With an effort, he pulled himself together.
‘If I could just use your phone.’ 
‘This is a place of shelter.  She will make up the fire, and you will rest awhile.’ 
The woman muttered something over the fire, and the sullen logs flared into new life. Gavin stole a sideways look at her. She was indeed a tiny woman, bunched and crabbed with age. Her clothing consisted of layers of indeterminate garments worn thin and colourless with age. Her face bore all the signs of age and infirmity, the skin dry and blotched as a winter leaf, with the accumulated dirt of years settled in its folds.  Her white hair floated in a thin cloud around her shoulders. An ugly necklace in the form of a snake coiled around her throat completed the grotesquery of her appearance. 
The woman regarded Gavin coolly. She clearly she had no fear of him, in fact she seemed to regard her bedraggled visitor with some amusement. Her lips parted in a thin smile, revealing a line of brownish, broken teeth.  But her eyes … such eyes.  Hard and sharp as beads they were, with a terrible vitality glittering in their depths. Gavin shrank away when she fixed her gaze on him. 
The fire lit the woman’s face to curious effect. The flaring light revealed fleeting glimpses of the beautiful young woman she must once have been. Gavin stared as the exquisite bones, dark eyes and ripe lips appeared for an instant. Then the light shifted, and the face of the crone was revealed again in all its uncompromising ugliness. He stared, as the fitful light showed her by turns young-old, ugly-alluring, captivating and repulsive.  
‘Tis not a night to be walking, She thinks.’ Her words startled him. 
‘No … indeed,’ he murmured politely.
‘The woods will not wish for a Stranger to be walking among them, She thinks. They will be watching, She thinks. 
‘Elm do grieve and Oak do hate … and Willow will walk, if Yew travels late.’ 
God Almighty, what had he landed himself in!  The old bat was obviously off her rocker. The woman subsided into a long bronchitic chuckle and Gavin felt the patience drain out of him.  What a waste of time, he was no nearer to getting home than he’d ever been. A wave of temper rose up in him then. The mumbling half-wit was no help at all. She probably didn’t even have a phone. Stuff her then, stuff her, and her witless babbling. He stood up.
‘Muss go … gotta go.’ 
But the room swam and his words slid away from him. He sat down again heavily.  The room was unbearably hot and for an awful moment he forgot how he had come to be there. 

Start here 

Something about a phone, was it? Yes, he had to get to a phone. Muss call someone ... but who?  The firelight stung his eyes, and he longed to close them just for a moment. Muss think … muss try!  Gotta get out. He rubbed his fists into his eyes and forced them open. God almighty, what the hell was that! And that, and that! 
He glared around the tiny parlour and saw that very shelf and surface was crowded with stuffed animals. A large owl perched on the windowsill, the firelight reflected in its glassy stare, while a balding badger crouched in a corner. A queer-looking stuffed cat sprawled on the hearth rug;  or rather, it looked like a cat but its ears were all wrong and its legs were bent out of shape.  Gavin blinked and stared … and stared again. The stinking room was crammed with stuffed creatures of every kind. A crow and a buzzard perched companionably together on the mantleshelf. A family of rabbits nestled in the log basket while a great villainous-looking rat lolled on the table. There were other creatures too … some that Gavin couldn’t even put a name to. Birds, bats, weasels, stoats and squirrels crouched or cavorted in frozen attitudes. And there was that smell again. Was it the malodorous collection of stuffed animals, or something else?
‘If I could … just ….  use …. your … phone’ he mumbled the forlorn phrase like a worn out mantra that had lost all meaning.
‘Ussse … ffonne’ he pleaded.
The woman made no answer, indeed she seemed to have forgotten his existance.  She fingered the the ugly necklace at her throat and Gavin saw a flicker of movement. There it was again. He gaped, as a tiny black tongue emerged and wavered for a second. The ‘necklace’ unwound slowly and looped itself in languid coils around her wrist. Jes-suss! It was a snake. An actual, real, live bloody snake! Gavin goggled, as the creature slid between the woman’s fingers and twined itself round her thin brown hand. She held it up to the light and dangled it like one who toys with a precious  trinket. 
 The queer-looking cat opened one eye, and yawned. Gavin saw that it wasn’t a cat at  all but a hare; a great grey hare with huge black-tipped ears and topaz-moon eyes.  The hare flexed its sinuous body in a long stretch, and gazed up at the crone. She let the snake fall into her lap; it landed with a soft plump and wormed its way out of sight in the folds of her skirts. 
 She stretched out a hand and the hare hopped onto her lap. She crooned softly as the creature nuzzled against her; a low sound it was … wordless and terrible. Gavin’s eyes started out of his head as she lifted a corner of her rotting blouse. No, no, this isn’t happening! He felt the bile rise in his throat as she revealed a ghastly brown dug, and the hare fastened eagerly on it. The creature fixed its great yellow eyes on him with an expression of impudent amusement. The woman rocked back and forth, crooning her grotesque lullaby as the creature nuzzled her leathery tit.  Gavin felt the last of remnent of reality slide away from him as he gaped at the monstrous suckling hag. He covered his face and whimpered like a baby. 
‘Please! Let me out.’   ‘I won’t do you any harm, just let me go …. per-leese.’ 
Revulsion, mingled with choking terror invaded the last remaining corner of his conciousness, and he lurched to his feet like a drunken man. As he  blundered towards the door the room erupted in a cacophony of shrieks and squeals and howls. A swarm of little finches flittered around his head tangling their tiny wings and claws in his hair. The fox cubs tumbled around his feet uttering harsh yaps. Gavin put out a hand to steady himself but the door seemed further away than ever, as though the cramped room had somehow stretched itself into a vast space. The owl swept from its perch with talons outstretched, Gavin put up his hands to ward off the strike and tripped. He was falling. Falling. He felt a stab of pain as his head struck the doorframe. He lay sprawled against the door and knew that he was lost. 

						XXXXX

He had no idea how long he lay there, but when at last he dared to open his eyes the room had fallen silent. All was still, nothing moved, and every creature had resumed its  posture of frigid death. The hare was crouched as before, frozen in its rigid pose, while the owl was still and lifeless on the mantelpiece, its dead-eyed glassy stare fixed and unseeing. Half-blinded with pain and terror, he put a hand to his face and felt a wave of nausea as it came away sticky with blood. He stared groggily round the room till his gaze met that of his tormentor. The woman was sitting as before …. quite composed …  with her bead-black eyes fixed on him.
‘Your clothes be wet, Master. Fever and Death bide in wet clothes. Give them to Her and She will dry them.’ 
Gavin glanced down at his ruined clothes. Yes, they were filthy. Sodden and stinking, they clung to him like rotting skin. The smell and feel of them filled him with disgust. 
‘Cast them away, Stranger’ the woman murmured. 
A madness overcame him then, he tugged off his ruined shoes and threw them on the fire. Next, he peeled away his filthy socks, and before he knew what he was doing he staggered to his feet and began tearing at his shirt and jacket. The buttons flew across the room as he ripped at his clothes in a frenzy. The woman laughed and clapped. 
‘That’s good, Stranger. Cast them all from you!’ she crowed.
Gavin heard her mad whoops of laughter on the edge of his hearing. Finally, he sloughed off his grey, office trousers. My God … my work trousers!  The thought struck him as hilariously funny and  he too began to laugh. The tears ran down his face and he howled like a loon as he ripped and tore at his clothes. 
At last he stood naked and panting in the firelight, while their laughter beat round the walls like the cries of crazy birds. 


					XXXX
He surfaced slowly, drifting up though layers of consciousnes like a swimmer rising up through deep water. He was completely unaware that he’d missed Christmas, and was totally oblivious to the drama surrounding his rescue. How his parents had raised the alarm, how the police had woken his boss with midnight hammering on his door. How Julian had told the police of the fool’s mission he’d sent him on, on that foul and filthy night. He had no idea that he’d been found, naked and frozen on Christmas morning, in the ruins of a derelict cottage. Of course, they told him how lucky he’d been, and pressed him for an explanation. But he gave them none. Indeed, he didn’t know himself. 
He had no recollection of how he’d come to be found in that desolate place. Of the woman, the house and its horrifying inhabitants he had no memory. He only knew that something had happened; that some great alteration had taken place in him, and he’d been touched by some glorious streak of madness that fizzed in his brain and blood.  It was as though every particle of his being had been cast up, flung down and reassembled. The changes were startling and inexplicable. His senses had all sharpened, and he saw, heard and felt things with a greater clarity than ever before. He found he could see for great distances, even in the dark. he heard the mating yap of the vixen in the far off woods and the glide of an owl as she closed in on a mouse.  He developed a curious habit of turning his head from side to side like a scenting hound.  His mind had been cracked wide open … wide enough for the whole wild world to crawl in. 


					XXXX

He never did go back to work in the estate agency. The wild and ungovernable streak that had entered into him rendered him utterly unfit for life as an office dogsbody. He simply walked away … away from his job his town and his cramped and cheerless home.  He walked, and kept on walking, covering the miles in great loping strides, spring-heeled as the hare. The streets gave way to tracks and still he walked, climbing upwards to the high places ….  the wild and nameless places. 
Rain, heat and cold held no terrors for him. He slept under trees, or in green hollows like the hare. He developed a wild scent, grass and rain and body-stink. 


He sat for long hours, gazing at buzzards as they wheel overhead, lifting his face to catch the scent of feather musk as they circled high above him. 
His hands and feet toughened with hard living, and he grew lean and wise as the fox. wild places. 
I have heard that he’s out there still. The walking man, with tangled hair and beard. 
You may meet him yourself one of these days, A lean, tanned weather-worn man with tangled hair and beard . You’ll know him by his eyes, hard and 
blue as sky-chips …. with a terrible vitality glittering in their depths. His hair and beard grew long, 

He heard the whisper of leaf-furl and the crack of tree roots flexing beneath the ground.
From time to time he picked up bits of work:  field work, planting or forestry, any job that enabled him to live and breathe under the wild wide sky. But when the crops were planted or the harvest gathered he walked away. 

Those who encountered him in those days thought him a little touched in the head. And indeed he had been touched. Touched by the kiss of the wild.  
His 
He drew out his savings and walked away;  away from his job, his town and his cramped and cheerless home.  ‘Mad’ they said. He walked and kept on walking … covering the miles in great loping strides. He strode away from the small town, till the streets and parks gave way to green lanes and hedgerows, till the lanes gave way to tracks till at last even the tracks petered out. 




felt dirty, wild free feral 
and he. He walked, and swam and  becoming wilder, happier, freer. 
He lived and roamed and slept among moors and mountains, hills, wild Mountains and forests, deserts and wild rivers 
storms, fast-flowing rivers, till he himself became untamed migrating birds, fish, deer, bears, and the shy elusive mountain lionsweather beaten,  Weather worn wilderness. A
Chasm. Blizzard, eagles, torrent, whirlwind, mountain, moor, moorland, desert, 
Chasms, ravines, tors, eagles, snow capped, 

Gavin made a huge effort to pull himself together. He strove, he tried … he tried so hard, but even as he struggled he felt his thoughts, his speech, his will draining from him. The owl blinked and twisted her head, turning her great topaz moon-eyes on him. The buzzard shifted its weight from one taloned foot to another, and ruffled up its feathers. Gavin gaped. Bloody Hell!  That wasn’t a stuffed owl … it was a real, live one!  The thing on the hearth rug stirred and unfurled itself in a long, languorous stretch. It was no stuffed cat,  but a hare … and a live one, at that. The creatures that crowded every space and surface of the stifling little room were no sawdust-stuffed specimens, but real live creatures.

The sweat of pain and terror blinded A great brown toad hopped on to his thigh and regarded him with glistening reproachful eyes. The badger snuffled towards him and thrust its snout in his face, its rank breath seared his throat.
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