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Chapter One

Mornin’, folks, an’ how do ye do? My name’s Balligumph—Mister Balligumph, if ye don’t mind—an’ I’m the guardian o’ this here toll-bridge ye’ve fetched up at. Ain’t she a beauty? Not altogether big enough to merit a toll, ye may be thinkin’—but don’t be worryin’ yer heads about it. The toll’s not steep. All I’ll be askin’ fer is a scrappit o’ information—a secret, if ye’re minded to call it that. Here, whisper it in my ear—don’t be shy, now! I may be a sight bigger’n you, but ye won’t find a gentler troll across the whole o’ Lincolnshire, that I guarantee. Or one better dressed.

There, that’ll do. Thas one mighty interestin’ nugget o’ truth fer me, an’ free passage into the pretty town o’ Tilby for you. Been here before? ‘Tis an ordinary enough town, most times, though once in a while somethin’ special happens.

The last time was exactly a year ago today! Began around the first o’ May—Beltane, as ye’ll know. Many a strange thing can happen on Beltane. Perhaps ye’d like to hear the tale? ‘Tis a fine morning, an’ I’ll not keep ye more’n an hour or so. Well… not
very
much more, anyhow.

Ye would! Well, then, step out o’ that carriage and take a seat on this here handsome patch o’ grass, an’ I’ll begin. It’s to the Parsonage we’re goin’ first: that buildin’ just away yonder, do y’see? There’s a new family there now, but a year ago it was the home of old Reverend Landon an’ his daughter, Miss Sophy.

It’s Miss Sophy tha’ this story is about. The sweetest, sunniest young woman in all o’ Tilby, she was, an’ a nimbler set o’ fingers with a sewing needle I never did see…

 


Miss Sophia Landon—Sophy, to those who knew her well—wrapped a piece of court plaister around her bleeding finger, and sighed. She had dripped blood on Thundigle’s new shirt. Turning the tiny garment around in her hands, she tried to persuade herself that the speck of rapidly browning blood wasn’t visible.

‘Not very visible, at least,’ she muttered under her breath. It was the second shirt she had made that morning, and her fingers had
almost
escaped unscathed. Almost.

Laying the new shirts side-by-side, she surveyed them both. The contrast between the two amused her, and her smile broadened. The first shirt was for her father. It was large, to accommodate the generous girth he had acquired through years of good dining. It was made from the best linen they could afford; this still placed it several cuts below the fine garments worn by some of their neighbours, but still, it was respectable and she was proud of it. Her father, a clergyman with only a modest living, loved his table far more than his clothes, and he hadn’t had a shirt this fine in years. Sophy had worked every stitch as carefully as she could, determined that it should be perfect. And it was.

The second shirt was only as wide as her palm. It was dwarfed beside the Reverend George Landon’s. She had made it from the scraps of linen left over from the first project, so it was every bit as good as her father’s—except for the speck of blood. She had sewn it with every bit as much love, because this shirt was for a friend.

Picking up the tiny shirt, she left the parlour and made her way to the dusty room upstairs that had belonged to her mother. The chamber remained in much the same state it had been in when she had died: it was comfortably furnished and prettily decorated, albeit in the style of ten or fifteen years before In spite of its furnishings, it possessed an air of emptiness, for her mother’s possessions had long since been lovingly adopted by Sophy herself. Neither she nor her father had found the heart to make use of the room, however.

One corner of this faded chamber was different. A set of miniature furniture stood fastidiously arranged: a little oak table with two matching chairs, a tiny closet and a rocking chair. Sophy herself had sewn the tiny rag rug that covered the floor, and the cushions that covered the rocking chair’s hard seat and back.

Sophy sat down on the floor nearby, heedless of the folds of her dress, and laid the shirt carefully across the little table. She placed a tiny bowl of honey beside it, and a second full of clear water.

‘Thundigle!’ she called. ‘I have a gift for you.’

A puff of light erupted in the air before her, and the Landon household brownie appeared. He was a diminutive creature with dark brown skin, wild curly brown hair and eyes the colour of autumn leaves.

‘Miss Landon,’ Thundigle said with a graceful bow. ‘You are generous, as always.’

Sophy smiled. ‘You haven’t seen what it is, yet.’

Thundigle smiled back, his expression still faintly shy despite his several years’ residence in her family. ‘Dear Miss Sophy, what need have I to see it when I can smell it? It is lavender flower again, isn’t it? The most fragrant honey…’ He turned to the table, his black eyes alight with anticipation, but when his gaze fell on the shirt he stopped. ‘But what is this beautiful thing?’ Picking it up in his gnarled hands, he turned it about, holding it as though it were very fragile. Sophy discreetly eyed his twelve-inch tall frame, and smiled in satisfaction. The shirt was correctly proportioned and should fit him, and the fine fabric would, she hoped, last a good while.

Thundigle looked up at her with quivering lip, a gleam of moisture shining in his dark eyes. ‘Miss Landon, this is far too much.’ His hands were shaking as he held the shirt. ‘Such fabric as this—I can feel the fineness of the weave—each individual thread…’ He tailed off, overcome with emotion.

Sophy suppressed an urge to giggle: Thundigle didn’t like to be laughed at. He was a remarkably well-dressed brownie; most of his kind wore rough garments and were offended by offerings of clothes, but Sophy had won her brownie helper’s heart years ago when she had discerned his eye for sartorial elegance. She had made him a number of outfits, cobbled together out of scraps from her father’s worn-out clothes: long trousers of beige cloth, shirts with full sleeves and snowy cravats, a waistcoat of dark wool and even a deep red cutaway coat.

In spite of this regular bounty, Thundigle was overwhelmed whenever she presented him with a new piece for his wardrobe. It was quite endearing.

‘Better yet,’ she told him, ‘your hat is almost ready. I am collecting it today.’

Thundigle stared at her, eyes shining, his new shirt temporarily forgotten. ‘Hat,’ he breathed, as if the word contained some kind of special magic. ‘Hat! Is it—is it like—?’

She nodded, knowing what he meant to ask. He had forever admired the tall, glossy hats worn by the gentry of the county, but such a project lay beyond Sophy’s abilities. Instead she had bartered her skills as a seamstress with a hatmaker’s family in order to acquire one for him.

Thundigle drifted towards her and leaned against her leg, as though exhausted by the demands of receiving gifts. He was muttering something. Leaning down, she caught the words: ‘Thankyouthankyouthankyouthankyou…’

This was too much for her self-control. She laughed, ruffling his curly dark-brown hair to show she meant no harm by it. ‘You need not thank me. I can’t think what we would do without your help, for there is far too much work about for Mary to manage alone.’ She sighed, her smile fading. ‘I do wish I could be of more use, but you know what a liability I am! Why, I have burned Papa’s tarts yet again this morning. I can never manage the oven right: it is either too hot, or not hot enough. But Mary hadn’t time to make them, and now how disappointed Papa will be without a fresh supply!’

Thundigle eyed her seriously. ‘Since the topic has come up, Miss Sophy, would it be impertinent of me to request that you leave the dusting of the drawing-room to me? I noticed… that is, I could not help observing that another accident has occurred.’

Sophy blushed. ‘Papa’s pipe! Oh dear, yes. I cannot think how it came to end up on the floor; only I was so busy I didn’t notice it upon the mantel, and by the time I did, it was too late. It can be mended, of course, but the ash upon the carpet? Is it so very bad?’

‘I believe I can remove the stain,’ said Thundigle gravely. ‘With a little effort.’

Sophy smiled down at him, her cheeks still pink with mortification. ‘You are too good. If only I were not such a hopeless housekeeper! One would think that at my age—mistress of my father’s house these ten years and more—’ she broke off. ‘Well, but it cannot be helped, for I cannot change. I shall do as you ask, only do so hate leaving everything to you and Mary.’

‘Not quite everything. There isn’t a better clothed household in the county, I wouldn’t think; possibly in the whole kingdom. Why, I haven’t suffered so much as a loose button in years!’

‘Well, if that is to be my sole contribution to our collective comfort, it will have to do.’

‘It is my pleasure to assist with the rest, Miss Sophy.’

‘You are a treasure. I know Mary thinks so as well.’

Thundigle beamed. He had changed his attire somehow without her noticing: the old, threadbare shirt lay discarded on the floor, and he had left off his coat in order to show her the fit of his shirt. The crisp white linen shone against his nut-brown skin, and in spite of the incongruity of the attire, it suited him.

‘You look marvellous,’ Sophy told him. ‘Now, I don’t know if you have time to help Mary a little, but I know she would appreciate it very much. Father has requested another goose for dinner, and I have just managed to contrive the purchase of a small one. There is the plucking to be done yet, and soon, if it’s to be ready in time.’

Thundigle swept her another bow. ‘At once, Miss Sophy,’ he said, still beaming, and vanished.

Sophy stood up slowly, her legs tingling from sitting too long on the floor. She didn’t know how he contrived to work in the house without dirtying his clothes, but so he always did. But that was the peculiar thing about brownies: they seemed to enjoy the work, considering it even as a kind of privilege. Most families in Tilby had at least one brownie in residence; some, like the Adairs and the Winbolts, had scores of them.

Quickly brushing down her gown, Sophy descended the stairs just in time to hear the commotion of someone arriving. The front door flew open and closed with a bang, and quick female steps sounded in the passage. ‘Sophy!’

The charming young face of Miss Anne Daverill appeared below. The girl clutched at her light straw bonnet as she stared up at Sophy. ‘There you are! The morning is almost gone; do tell me you are disposed to walk, for I am going this instant and I simply
must
have a companion.’

Sophy laughed. Anne was a whirlwind of activity, always flying about in pursuit of some errand or other. As usual her bonnet was slightly askew, her ribbons flapping untied and her red hair escaping from beneath.

‘I shall be happy to walk with you, only I must go to Mr. Peck’s; shall you mind that?’ Reaching the bottom of the stairs, Sophy quickly set her friend’s bonnet and ribbons in order.

‘Of course I shan’t mind,’ Anne replied, submitting to these ministrations without complaint. ‘Is your father to have a new hat at last? Miss Gladwin will be pleased, for she has been shaking her head over that shabby old thing these two years at least.’

Thinking of the worn hat her father always wore, Sophy smiled ruefully and shook her head. ‘I tried to persuade him on that score, but without success. He is fond of his faithful old hat, and refuses to part with it. He instructed me to get a few more birds for dinner, if I was so intent on spending money.’

‘Which I hope you will not, for one can hardly help noticing that—Oh, Mr. Landon! Good morning, sir.’

Sophy grinned as her friend made a hasty curtsey, her face flushing. She needn’t have worried: Reverend Landon was turning somewhat deaf, though he would never admit it.
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