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"Quernstone is our valley. It's a different world from what most people know. But Fay is different
from everyone else in Quernstone - the valley seems to guard her. It's as though she's two
people in one." That, at least, is how Gavin sees things.When someone threatens to kidnap Fay
she turns to the Ooser to save her and orders Gavin to wear the ancient mask. What happens
next means disaster if anyone finds out. As usual, Gavin feels that it is Fay or the Ooser in
control of his life. He could do without more problems because he has enough of his own - like
getting rid of a stepfather who is trying to destroy him.
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OOSER 1 Fay I'm free of him. My stepfather no longer has any power over me.I wish I could say
this was because I'd dreamed up a brilliant plan to get him out of my life. I did try; but as usual
things didn't turn out the way I wanted. What happened was that he died and then got sent to jail
- in that order.How could anyone plan that? I didn't know at the time, but I took the first step
towards getting rid of him in the school canteen. I saw Fay sitting on her own pretending she
hadn't seen me. She was putting on a worried expression. I decided not to ask why because I
knew that was what she wanted.I should have known it wouldn't be any use. Everything always
happens the way she wants. Sometimes it seems like the world arranges itself to please her. The
opposite of what it does to me. This time the only way out of the canteen was past her table.I
gave up."Why're you looking worried?" I asked, trying to say it in a way which wouldn't
encourage her to tell me."I'm not.""Good," I said, as if that ended the conversation."Kidnappers
don't scare me.""Who's trying to kidnap you?" I asked, before I could stop myself."No one.""Well,
what're you on about?""Nothing. I don't care about their letters.""Who's sending you letters?"Fay
gave a sulky shrug as if she didn't know what I was talking about. She can be really annoying
when she wants, which is most of the time.Just then the bell rang for afternoon lessons which
meant that I didn't find out any more. That fitted in with her plans as well.I was used to Fay not
explaining things properly, but I still always seemed to end up doing what she wanted. This is
supposed to be the story of how I got rid of my stepfather. But it's just as much about Fay. I
wasn't in love with her, don't think that. But I was 'in something' with her, though I didn't know
what the word was. She had a kind of power over me. When all this started, I didn't know why. I
sort of understand now, but I don't think that anyone who doesn't live in Quernstone



would.Quernstone is our valley. It's steep-sided with trees along the ridge. Cut off or protected -
depends which way you look at it. It's a different world from what most people know.Those of us
born there even look different. You can tell we're from Quernstone when we're lining up to go
home. We go on the country bus. If any of us says something stupid in class, someone will say:
'He comes on the country bus', meaning we're thick. Not true, but we are different. Slower
somehow. Shrug and turn aside from trouble. Not streetwise - like the town kids think they are.
We don't have time to hang out because all of us work before and after school on farms or
whatever. In my case, in our hotel.But Fay is different from the rest of Quernstone. It's almost as
though she's two people in one. She looks small and harmless but she can change in a second.
I'll give you an example.There's a boy in our school called Rowan. You'll know the type - every
school's got at least one. He thinks it's funny to mess up other kids' work or just make a nuisance
of himself. He's always the first to call us thick which is a laugh coming from him.One day, Fay
was carrying her tray away from the counter in the canteen when he gave her a nudge to make
her spill her drink. That's Rowan's idea of funny.Fay turned round, looked at him and said: "Don't
do that to me."You'd have thought she was frightened because her eyes appeared wider than
usual. I'm sure that's what Rowan thought. Fay was scared of him. His type feeds on that.I knew
Fay's expression. It wasn't fear. It was a warning that if he didn't do what she said, she'd go mad.
Of course, when she started to move away again, Rowan smirked and tapped her heel with his
foot so that she'd stumble.Fay just stopped and turned to face him. Her teeth were bared. She
looked straight at him and her eyes changed colour. But I don't suppose he had time to notice
because just then she let her tray drop on the floor between them. I could see from Rowan's
expression that he'd not expected this and didn't know what to do. But he didn't have long to
puzzle about it because the next second Fay leapt at him. It was the way a cat attacks when
cornered. There was no fear or worry about getting injured. It was as though Fay had vanished
and something else had taken over.Rowan staggered back and fell onto a table with Fay on top
of him. He tried to push her off but she had her legs round him and was clawing at his eyes. I
knew I had to do something because Fay would not stop until Rowan was destroyed or she was
torn off him limb by limb. She'd never let go.I circled her with my arms and buried my face in her
neck so that she couldn't turn on me."It's Gavin," I said. "Gavin. You must stop. He will beg your
forgiveness."Fay let me lift her off Rowan."Buy me more dinner," she hissed at him.Rowan
struggled up from the table. His face was bleeding from a dozen scratches. He took a step
towards us. I pushed Fay behind me and put a hand flat against his chest."You'll do what she
says," I told him, "or you'll never have peace again."I don't know what I meant by that. It wasn't
me speaking. It came from Fay. Don't ask how. I was her mouthpiece.Rowan's eyes were glazed
as if he didn't know what was going on. He put a hand in his pocket and gave me a pile of
change.And that was it. Nothing was ever said. It was as though everyone understood that what
had happened was outside normal life and school rules wouldn't work there. A bit of Quernstone
had materialised for a few moments in the canteen.All you can say is that Fay is different. The
only place she really belongs is Quernstone, but if you don't live there, you won't



understand.Perhaps that's why I can't control my life. Because I'm part of Quernstone or
Quernstone's part of me.Another thing about Quernstone: if you're not born there, it's hard to
become one of us. You can, but you've got to want to. That was something that drove Arturo, my
stepfather, mad. He came from outside the valley and refused to change, so he felt an outsider
everyday that he was there. It's a pity that he ever came to Quernstone. I bet he wishes now that
he never had. 2 The Giant I didn't sit next to Fay on the school bus so I got back to Quernstone
still not knowing who was trying to kidnap her.The bus stops outside our hotel because the car
park is the only place in Quernstone wide enough for it to turn round. Very convenient - the one
tiny thing the world does arrange for me. As I went into the hotel reception Poppy came out of the
guests' lounge with a tray of tea things.I said, "Hi, Poppy."She exclaimed, "Oh, master Gavin. Is it
that late already?"Our voices must have carried into the bar because Arturo poked his head out
and saw the tray. "About time too," he told Poppy in his usual pleasant way.
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Fay I'm free of him. My stepfather no longer has any power over me.I wish I could say this was
because I'd dreamed up a brilliant plan to get him out of my life. I did try; but as usual things
didn't turn out the way I wanted. What happened was that he died and then got sent to jail - in
that order.How could anyone plan that? I didn't know at the time, but I took the first step towards
getting rid of him in the school canteen. I saw Fay sitting on her own pretending she hadn't seen
me. She was putting on a worried expression. I decided not to ask why because I knew that was
what she wanted.I should have known it wouldn't be any use. Everything always happens the
way she wants. Sometimes it seems like the world arranges itself to please her. The opposite of
what it does to me. This time the only way out of the canteen was past her table.I gave
up."Why're you looking worried?" I asked, trying to say it in a way which wouldn't encourage her
to tell me."I'm not.""Good," I said, as if that ended the conversation."Kidnappers don't scare
me.""Who's trying to kidnap you?" I asked, before I could stop myself."No one.""Well, what're
you on about?""Nothing. I don't care about their letters.""Who's sending you letters?"Fay gave a
sulky shrug as if she didn't know what I was talking about. She can be really annoying when she
wants, which is most of the time.Just then the bell rang for afternoon lessons which meant that I
didn't find out any more. That fitted in with her plans as well.I was used to Fay not explaining
things properly, but I still always seemed to end up doing what she wanted. This is supposed to
be the story of how I got rid of my stepfather. But it's just as much about Fay. I wasn't in love with
her, don't think that. But I was 'in something' with her, though I didn't know what the word was.
She had a kind of power over me. When all this started, I didn't know why. I sort of understand
now, but I don't think that anyone who doesn't live in Quernstone would.Quernstone is our valley.
It's steep-sided with trees along the ridge. Cut off or protected - depends which way you look at
it. It's a different world from what most people know.Those of us born there even look different.
You can tell we're from Quernstone when we're lining up to go home. We go on the country bus.
If any of us says something stupid in class, someone will say: 'He comes on the country bus',



meaning we're thick. Not true, but we are different. Slower somehow. Shrug and turn aside from
trouble. Not streetwise - like the town kids think they are. We don't have time to hang out
because all of us work before and after school on farms or whatever. In my case, in our hotel.But
Fay is different from the rest of Quernstone. It's almost as though she's two people in one. She
looks small and harmless but she can change in a second. I'll give you an example.There's a boy
in our school called Rowan. You'll know the type - every school's got at least one. He thinks it's
funny to mess up other kids' work or just make a nuisance of himself. He's always the first to call
us thick which is a laugh coming from him.One day, Fay was carrying her tray away from the
counter in the canteen when he gave her a nudge to make her spill her drink. That's Rowan's
idea of funny.Fay turned round, looked at him and said: "Don't do that to me."You'd have thought
she was frightened because her eyes appeared wider than usual. I'm sure that's what Rowan
thought. Fay was scared of him. His type feeds on that.I knew Fay's expression. It wasn't fear. It
was a warning that if he didn't do what she said, she'd go mad. Of course, when she started to
move away again, Rowan smirked and tapped her heel with his foot so that she'd stumble.Fay
just stopped and turned to face him. Her teeth were bared. She looked straight at him and her
eyes changed colour. But I don't suppose he had time to notice because just then she let her tray
drop on the floor between them. I could see from Rowan's expression that he'd not expected this
and didn't know what to do. But he didn't have long to puzzle about it because the next second
Fay leapt at him. It was the way a cat attacks when cornered. There was no fear or worry about
getting injured. It was as though Fay had vanished and something else had taken over.Rowan
staggered back and fell onto a table with Fay on top of him. He tried to push her off but she had
her legs round him and was clawing at his eyes. I knew I had to do something because Fay
would not stop until Rowan was destroyed or she was torn off him limb by limb. She'd never let
go.I circled her with my arms and buried my face in her neck so that she couldn't turn on me."It's
Gavin," I said. "Gavin. You must stop. He will beg your forgiveness."Fay let me lift her off
Rowan."Buy me more dinner," she hissed at him.Rowan struggled up from the table. His face
was bleeding from a dozen scratches. He took a step towards us. I pushed Fay behind me and
put a hand flat against his chest."You'll do what she says," I told him, "or you'll never have peace
again."I don't know what I meant by that. It wasn't me speaking. It came from Fay. Don't ask how.
I was her mouthpiece.Rowan's eyes were glazed as if he didn't know what was going on. He put
a hand in his pocket and gave me a pile of change.And that was it. Nothing was ever said. It was
as though everyone understood that what had happened was outside normal life and school
rules wouldn't work there. A bit of Quernstone had materialised for a few moments in the
canteen.All you can say is that Fay is different. The only place she really belongs is Quernstone,
but if you don't live there, you won't understand.Perhaps that's why I can't control my life.
Because I'm part of Quernstone or Quernstone's part of me.Another thing about Quernstone: if
you're not born there, it's hard to become one of us. You can, but you've got to want to. That was
something that drove Arturo, my stepfather, mad. He came from outside the valley and refused
to change, so he felt an outsider everyday that he was there. It's a pity that he ever came to



Quernstone. I bet he wishes now that he never had. 2 The Giant I didn't sit next to Fay on the
school bus so I got back to Quernstone still not knowing who was trying to kidnap her.The bus
stops outside our hotel because the car park is the only place in Quernstone wide enough for it
to turn round. Very convenient - the one tiny thing the world does arrange for me. As I went into
the hotel reception Poppy came out of the guests' lounge with a tray of tea things.I said, "Hi,
Poppy."She exclaimed, "Oh, master Gavin. Is it that late already?"Our voices must have carried
into the bar because Arturo poked his head out and saw the tray. "About time too," he told Poppy
in his usual pleasant way.
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Fay I'm free of him. My stepfather no longer has any power over me.I wish I could say this was
because I'd dreamed up a brilliant plan to get him out of my life. I did try; but as usual things
didn't turn out the way I wanted. What happened was that he died and then got sent to jail - in
that order.How could anyone plan that? I didn't know at the time, but I took the first step towards
getting rid of him in the school canteen. I saw Fay sitting on her own pretending she hadn't seen
me. She was putting on a worried expression. I decided not to ask why because I knew that was
what she wanted.I should have known it wouldn't be any use. Everything always happens the
way she wants. Sometimes it seems like the world arranges itself to please her. The opposite of
what it does to me. This time the only way out of the canteen was past her table.I gave
up."Why're you looking worried?" I asked, trying to say it in a way which wouldn't encourage her
to tell me."I'm not.""Good," I said, as if that ended the conversation."Kidnappers don't scare
me.""Who's trying to kidnap you?" I asked, before I could stop myself."No one.""Well, what're
you on about?""Nothing. I don't care about their letters.""Who's sending you letters?"Fay gave a
sulky shrug as if she didn't know what I was talking about. She can be really annoying when she
wants, which is most of the time.Just then the bell rang for afternoon lessons which meant that I
didn't find out any more. That fitted in with her plans as well.I was used to Fay not explaining
things properly, but I still always seemed to end up doing what she wanted. This is supposed to
be the story of how I got rid of my stepfather. But it's just as much about Fay. I wasn't in love with
her, don't think that. But I was 'in something' with her, though I didn't know what the word was.
She had a kind of power over me. When all this started, I didn't know why. I sort of understand
now, but I don't think that anyone who doesn't live in Quernstone would.Quernstone is our valley.
It's steep-sided with trees along the ridge. Cut off or protected - depends which way you look at
it. It's a different world from what most people know.Those of us born there even look different.
You can tell we're from Quernstone when we're lining up to go home. We go on the country bus.
If any of us says something stupid in class, someone will say: 'He comes on the country bus',
meaning we're thick. Not true, but we are different. Slower somehow. Shrug and turn aside from
trouble. Not streetwise - like the town kids think they are. We don't have time to hang out
because all of us work before and after school on farms or whatever. In my case, in our hotel.But
Fay is different from the rest of Quernstone. It's almost as though she's two people in one. She



looks small and harmless but she can change in a second. I'll give you an example.There's a boy
in our school called Rowan. You'll know the type - every school's got at least one. He thinks it's
funny to mess up other kids' work or just make a nuisance of himself. He's always the first to call
us thick which is a laugh coming from him.One day, Fay was carrying her tray away from the
counter in the canteen when he gave her a nudge to make her spill her drink. That's Rowan's
idea of funny.Fay turned round, looked at him and said: "Don't do that to me."You'd have thought
she was frightened because her eyes appeared wider than usual. I'm sure that's what Rowan
thought. Fay was scared of him. His type feeds on that.I knew Fay's expression. It wasn't fear. It
was a warning that if he didn't do what she said, she'd go mad. Of course, when she started to
move away again, Rowan smirked and tapped her heel with his foot so that she'd stumble.Fay
just stopped and turned to face him. Her teeth were bared. She looked straight at him and her
eyes changed colour. But I don't suppose he had time to notice because just then she let her tray
drop on the floor between them. I could see from Rowan's expression that he'd not expected this
and didn't know what to do. But he didn't have long to puzzle about it because the next second
Fay leapt at him. It was the way a cat attacks when cornered. There was no fear or worry about
getting injured. It was as though Fay had vanished and something else had taken over.Rowan
staggered back and fell onto a table with Fay on top of him. He tried to push her off but she had
her legs round him and was clawing at his eyes. I knew I had to do something because Fay
would not stop until Rowan was destroyed or she was torn off him limb by limb. She'd never let
go.I circled her with my arms and buried my face in her neck so that she couldn't turn on me."It's
Gavin," I said. "Gavin. You must stop. He will beg your forgiveness."Fay let me lift her off
Rowan."Buy me more dinner," she hissed at him.Rowan struggled up from the table. His face
was bleeding from a dozen scratches. He took a step towards us. I pushed Fay behind me and
put a hand flat against his chest."You'll do what she says," I told him, "or you'll never have peace
again."I don't know what I meant by that. It wasn't me speaking. It came from Fay. Don't ask how.
I was her mouthpiece.Rowan's eyes were glazed as if he didn't know what was going on. He put
a hand in his pocket and gave me a pile of change.And that was it. Nothing was ever said. It was
as though everyone understood that what had happened was outside normal life and school
rules wouldn't work there. A bit of Quernstone had materialised for a few moments in the
canteen.All you can say is that Fay is different. The only place she really belongs is Quernstone,
but if you don't live there, you won't understand.Perhaps that's why I can't control my life.
Because I'm part of Quernstone or Quernstone's part of me.Another thing about Quernstone: if
you're not born there, it's hard to become one of us. You can, but you've got to want to. That was
something that drove Arturo, my stepfather, mad. He came from outside the valley and refused
to change, so he felt an outsider everyday that he was there. It's a pity that he ever came to
Quernstone. I bet he wishes now that he never had. 2 The Giant I didn't sit next to Fay on the
school bus so I got back to Quernstone still not knowing who was trying to kidnap her.The bus
stops outside our hotel because the car park is the only place in Quernstone wide enough for it
to turn round. Very convenient - the one tiny thing the world does arrange for me. As I went into



the hotel reception Poppy came out of the guests' lounge with a tray of tea things.I said, "Hi,
Poppy."She exclaimed, "Oh, master Gavin. Is it that late already?"Our voices must have carried
into the bar because Arturo poked his head out and saw the tray. "About time too," he told Poppy
in his usual pleasant way.I made my face go blank."Why you look like that?" Arturo
demanded."I'm pleased to be home," I told him."If you as smart at school, you get better
marks."I didn't answer and Arturo went back in the bar muttering to himself.I decided to run up to
Noden Farm where Fay lived to find out who was trying to kidnap her.Noden Farm was at the top
of the valley, hidden by trees. I always jogged up there as part of my training programme. I
planned to be a professional tennis player, but only for a few years. After I'd won a few grand
slams, I was going to come back to Quernstone and run our hotel. By that time, Arturo would
have disappeared. I was rather vague about what was going to happen to him, but it wasn't his
hotel. Mum and I owned half each, though to hear him talk you'd think it was one hundred per
cent his.The road wound up the valley next to Giant's Tor. Tor is our word for hill. The Giant is a
fifty-five metre tall human figure outlined by trenches cut into the chalk. He overlooked the valley
of Quernstone like a guardian angel.The Giant watched me jogging up the hill. I was always
making deals with him. I'd say things like, "If I get to the top without stopping, you've got to get rid
of Arturo." Or, when I was practising tennis, "If I get my serve in ten times, you've got to let me
win tomorrow."I kept on doing this even though it never made any difference to anything.When I
reached the sheep track through the trees at the top of the valley I stopped to get my breath
back and looked across at the Giant. I was at the same height as his head now. I nodded to him.
"You're supposed to know everything that happens in Quernstone, aren't you? So, who's trying
to kidnap Fay? Tell me that."The Giant opened his eyes wide as if he was shocked at being
spoken to like that. I know his expression couldn't really change, but it seemed to. It was the wind
blowing the grass along the edge of the trenches that made him look alive."A lot of use you are,"
I said. "I'll tell you what's going on when I come back."You probably think I'm mad talking to a
chalky outline of a naked giant, but he's always been part of my life. Whenever I look out of my
bedroom window I see him.I started to talk to him after dad died, I was only little then, and I'd ask
him for things. You felt you could rely on him. Wherever you were in Quernstone, the Giant
towered over you."I hope you're still working on getting rid of Arturo," I reminded him.The Giant's
circular mouth made him look as though he was pursing his lips thoughtfully.One thing I was
determined about was that Arturo was never going to get his greedy, hairy-knuckled claws on my
hotel. Dad had left his half to me when he'd drowned. It was all legal. Arturo didn't own any of
it.When I'd got my breath back, I gave the Giant a wave and jogged off along the sheep track to
Noden Farm where Fay was waiting for me. She'd know that I'd come to find out what she'd been
talking about - and expect me to do something about it as well.I must admit I was quite
interested to know who in his right mind would want to kidnap her. I wouldn't want to. Anyone
who thought kidnapping her was a good idea obviously didn't know her. 3 Noden Farm Fay
lived with Uncle Nudd. That seemed normal to me. I couldn't imagine her living with parents like
everyone else. No one in Quernstone had ever mentioned them as far as I could remember and



it had never crossed my mind to ask. Somehow, the question didn't exist because she was
where she was meant to be. If you can't understand that, it's because you don't live in
Quernstone.Noden Farm is the weirdest place in the world. To start with, the cottage looks as
though it's grown out of the ground. It's built of stones which are all different shapes and sizes,
but they lock together like a 3D jigsaw. The windows are not properly square, the door-frame
leans to one side and the roof is a mixture of thatch and stone.Next to the cottage is the
workshop. I've never heard of any other building like it. There's an oak tree growing inside it
which holds up the roof. Its branches go right through the thatch and the leaves hang over the
building like an umbrella. One side is open. In winter, snow blows in. Whenever I go past, I look
inside to see the oak. It's like touching wood with my eyes.As I came along the sheep track, Bella
and Trat, the farm dogs, started barking but stopped as soon as they recognised me.When I got
to the workshop I saw that Fay and Uncle Nudd were in there. They've got their own blacksmith's
forge for repairing farm tools. He was hammering something on an anvil and Fay was working
the bellows to make the fire in the hearth hot enough to soften metal.Uncle Nudd was the
strongest person I knew. He was as gnarled and as thickset as the oak in his workshop, and in
spite of the heat he was wearing a sheep-skin jerkin with the fleece on the outside. He always
wore it, summer or winter.Fay stopped pumping the bellows when she saw me. Her hair was
glued to her scalp with sweat and she looked like a sharp-eyed little animal. I'm as dark as her,
but heavier built, and when people see us together they often think we're brother and sister.
Everyone whose family has been in Quernstone for generations looks a bit like us. But we're not
the same. We've both got green eyes, but Fay's change to black if anyone crosses her, while
mine are screwed up because I'm always frowning. I worry about everything. "Well, Gavin,"
Uncle Nudd said in greeting. He plunged his piece of metal in a barrel of water. It hissed like a
snake. "Have you come to help work the bellows?""I've been training," I told him. "I thought I'd
run up here." I deliberately didn't say I'd come up because of Fay's kidnap letter. I didn't want her
to feel important."Training, hey?" Uncle Nudd said."For tennis," I reminded him, for about the
twentieth time."Can you hit the ball hard?""Well, yes. Quite, I suppose.""Gavin Strong Hand, is
it?" Uncle Nudd asked, studying his piece of metal. "Keep your strong hand in readiness, Gavin.
Who knows when you'll need it." He walked out of the workshop carrying his piece of metal in a
pair of tongs."What was that about?" I asked Fay. Uncle Nudd was always saying odd things."I
don't know," Fay said shrugging. "He's been funny since the letter came.""Oh, the kidnap letter." I
tried to sound like I'd forgotten about it until then."Come on," Fay said. "You can look at it."She
led the way into the cottage. 4 The Kidnap Letter If you think having an oak tree supporting a
roof is weird, you should see the inside of the cottage.There's no tap water, just an old hand
pump outside the door. For heating and cooking there's a huge fireplace. If you look up the
chimney you can see the sky. The cottage always smells smoky. There's a spit over the fire for
roasting lambs and two cauldrons on iron hooks that can be swung over the fire for cooking or
boiling water. There's only one room. Fay's bed is a rough wooden bunk with a curtain hanging in
front of it. There's no inside toilet. You have to go to an outhouse where there's a wooden plank



with a hole in it and a bucket under it.Our guests at the hotel are always saying how wonderful it
is to get out of town and back to the simple life. I wonder what they'd say if things were as simple
as this."Where's this kidnap letter, then?" I asked in a bored voice.Fay took an envelope off a
stone shelf over the hearth. The ashes of last night's fire still lay there. Uncle Nudd lit one every
day of the year and cooked on it. I could cook breakfasts for forty guests at the hotel but couldn't
imagine doing it without finger-tip control over the burners.Fay gave me the envelope. On the
back were the instructions: If undelivered, return to Social Services Department, County Hall.I
pulled the letter out. It was addressed to Uncle Nudd.It said: It has been brought to the attention
of the Social Services Department that there might be some cause for concern about the care
your niece Fay is receiving. We should, therefore, be grateful if you would contact this office to
arrange a convenient time for one of our officers to visit you.We wish to stress that you should
not feel at all threatened by this letter. Our aim is to do everything in our power to assist you in
caring for Fay. It is the County Council's policy to keep children in their family wherever possible.I
read the letter twice. It was typed in thick letters and didn't sound as if it had been written by a
human being. I don't know why it made me feel that way.I suppose I was moving my lips because
Fay said, "Are you eating it?"I kept her waiting. I reckon it does her good not to get what she
wants straight away, so I drag things out until her eyes get a dangerous look."What d'you think?"
she demanded, getting impatient."Someone's told the social service people you're not being
looked after properly by Uncle Nudd.""That's what I thought.""Who'd do a thing like that?" I
wondered.Fay shrugged. "Some old gossip in the village.""Well, you're rude to enough
people.""Only if someone deserves it.""What's Uncle Nudd done about it?""Put it on the
mantelshelf.""Umm," I said, trying to think of something useful to say, which I couldn't.I stroked
my nose. That's a habit I have. I crook my finger and drag it down my nose as if I'm trying to
flatten it. Anyone who knows me can recognise that as a sign that I don't know what to do. I do it
a lot."Well?""It's a funny letter," I said at last. "They say they want to help but they put in a threat
as well. They're warning Uncle Nudd that they can take you away from him if they want to."Fay
put on a sulky expression. I knew this was what had been worrying her at school."Has Uncle
Nudd said what he's going to do?"Fay sniffed. "He said it wasn't the first time they'd tried and
wouldn't be the last.""You mean these people have written before?""No. I don't think he meant
them."I sighed. Another of Uncle Nudd's strange remarks."Well," I said, "I think he ought to write
back.""It's too late," Fay said, trying to look like she didn't care about anything in the world. "We
got another letter this morning."I looked at the date on the letter for the first time. It was two
weeks ago."What did it say?" I asked."It said that since they hadn't heard from him someone
was coming to see him this evening."I looked round the cottage. No hot and cold running water.
No central heating, electricity or gas. Fire for cooking, curtain for bedroom and a bucket outside
for a toilet. That should make a good impression on the social service people.Fay could see
what I was thinking."I don't want to live like them.""You can see what this place will look like to
people from town," I told her. "They'll take one look at it and say you ought to be in care. In a
proper house like they live in.""What're we going to do?""I don't know, but I think Uncle Nudd had



better be polite to these people. He doesn't want to annoy them.""Come on then," Fay said. She
shoved the letter back in the envelope. "You can tell him. He might listen to you.""What?" I felt
alarmed. I was a bit afraid of Uncle Nudd. "Wait a minute."But Fay ignored me and ran out the
door so of course I followed her.We went out to the workshop. There was no sign of Uncle Nudd
but the noise of things being dragged about in the roof space came from above the anvil."Go up
and see him," Fay instructed.There was a ladder propped against the oak tree next to a trap-
door in the blackened ceiling planks. I frowned at it trying to think what to say before I went
up."You put your foot there," Fay told me, pointing at the bottom rung."It might sound rude, me
telling your uncle what to do.""Don't worry. He'll tell you if that's what he thinks.""That's what I'm
afraid of." I stood on the first rung. "I'll say you were worried, shall I?""Trat!" Fay called. "Come
and bite Gavin's ankles."I went up two more rungs and my head disappeared through the trap-
door into a gloomy world. I stopped and waited for my eyes to adjust. Whatever Uncle Nudd was
doing had kicked up a dust storm. There was a dead smell to it.Gradually, I made out the
outlines of thick oak branches. Glimmers of light cut through the tattered thatch where it was
pierced by the tree. Near the trap-door I could see some leaves which had tried to grow up here.
They were limp and yellow.There was the sound of bumping and snorts at the far end of the roof.
I peered at the shadows trying to force them into recognisable shapes. I couldn't pick out
anything at first. Then something passed through a blade of light.I was so shocked I jerked back
and banged my head on the trap-door. I didn't believe what I was seeing.An animal was
lumbering towards me. Its head was swaying from side to side like a bull's. I stared open-
mouthed. I couldn't make myself move. I was like a rabbit facing a stoat.The only part of the
animal that I could see properly were its horns. They reflected the light coming through the
thatch. But the one thing that was clear was that they were pointed straight at me. 5 The
Ooser The horns were only an arm's length from me when I became unparalysed. I gave a yelp
and threw myself down the ladder. I landed on the earth floor of the workshop at Fay's
feet."There's something up there," I said hoarsely, pointing at the trapdoor. I was annoyed to see
that my finger was shaking."Uncle Nudd," Fay told me, giggling. "You look as if a rat just bit your
bum.""No. There's an animal. With horns." I took a deep breath and stroked my nose.Uncle
Nudd's head came through the trapdoor. "Here, catch hold of this."He lowered a large head with
horns down to me. One horn curved out sideways like a bull's, the other jutted forward as if it had
been bent. The head was human-shaped with curly, reddish fur between its horns and under its
chin. Its eyes bulged and gave it a mad expression. It was made of leather with the hair still on it.I
gaped at it. I'd never seen anything like it, but now I could see it in daylight I guessed
immediately what it was from the stories kids in the valley tell each other."Is this the
Ooser?""Aye. Catch him."I scrambled to my feet and Uncle Nudd let it drop. I caught it in a bear
hug. Dust billowed out of flaps of leather hanging where the neck should have been. It was one
of those masks that went right over your head and covered you down to your chest.Uncle Nudd
followed it down the ladder."Why've you got him out already?" Fay asked. "It's not midsummer for
two weeks.""I thought he might be useful.""Smelly old thing," Fay said. "I used to play with him



when I was little. He was king of all the animals on my farm.""King, hey?" Uncle Nudd nodded.
"Well, he rules Quernstone.""You said the Giant ruled Quernstone," Fay challenged him."That's
so," Uncle Nudd agreed. "The Giant looks after his own, but he's happy to have a little help from
the Ooser from time to time.""Who's going to be the Ooser this year?""The Ooser chooses
himself."I didn't understand what they were on about."What are you going to do with it?" I
asked.Uncle Nudd poked a finger into the Ooser's mouth. "See those teeth? They're from
yearling lambs." He flapped the lower jaw up and down and made them clack.I got the feeling
that he was deliberately not answering my question. In the valley, it was well-known that there
were secrets about the Ooser which you weren't told until people wanted you to know. People
used to frighten children by saying that if you weren't good the Ooser would get you. I was quite
scared of it when I was little because I only had a fuzzy idea what it was like and imagined a sort
of bogey-man coming in my bedroom at night when I'd been naughty."You got him out because
of that letter!" Fay cried triumphantly.I flattened my nose again. I was feeling more puzzled than
ever."Gavin thinks you should be polite to the social people," Fay told Uncle Nudd.I nodded and
frowned seriously. "I...er..."Uncle Nudd stared hard at me. "Tell me, Gavin Strong Hand, when
you play your tennis, are you helpful to your opponent?""Well, no," I said, trying to think of
something convincing to say. "But this isn't a game. They could take Fay away.""One of them's
coming this evening," Fay reminded him."One of the fleas, not the dog." Uncle Nudd suddenly
seemed to look as old and as tough as the leather the Ooser was made of. "It's always been the
same. They come and they go."I wondered who he was talking about. There always seemed to
be things going on in Quernstone that I didn't know about. It was like there were different levels.
On the surface one thing was happening, but underneath something else was going on. I was
always being told, one day I'd understand. But no one ever said when that would be."Did you
give Arturo my message?" Uncle Nudd asked me suddenly.I blinked and made an effort to
remember what he was talking about. He'd sent a message to my stepfather, but that had been
weeks ago."Yes.""What did he say?""He wasn't very pleased."Uncle Nudd grunted and stumped
off without saying any more."What message?" Fay wanted to know."Just that people knew what
Arturo was up to.""What is he up to?""I don't know. He's always up to something."Fay put on an
expression which suggested that she thought I was hiding something."What did you mean,
Uncle Nudd got the Ooser out because of the letter?""Oh, the Ooser'll stop the social people,"
Fay said casually. She didn't seem worried any more.I put on an expression that showed I
thought she was crazy. "How'll it do that?""He.""What?""The Ooser's a he not an it. You'd better
be polite. He doesn't like people who aren't.""Oh. So, how'll he stop them?""I don't know." Fay
suddenly went sulky again. She expected you to believe her instantly or you would be cut out of
her world. She let me get away with more than most. "He's got the power."I knew I wouldn't get
anywhere by questioning her when she went into one of her moods. All she'd do was insist that
something would happen. Usually it did, but I could never explain why.
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