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One
The Trouble with Ghosts

Most people know what a hag is. They used to be
common enough in every parish in the land. Any
old lady who lived alone in a cave by the sea or a
tumbledown cottage in marshland or forest might
be a hag. If she had a wrinkly face, bushy eyebrows,
a gobber tooth, a squint eye, a squawky voice, a
scolding tongue and a cat, then she probably was a
hag. And if she had hair growing on the inside of her
mouth, then there was no doubt about it.

But there are also Great Hagges. They are spelled
differently because they are quite rare. You won't
find a Great Hagge living in a half-ruined bothy on
a wuthering heath. You are more likely to find one
living in a pleasant ground-floor flat in north Oxford.
On the outside they are less fierce and disgusting than
common hags; they are less hairy, and much bigger.
But, inside, a Great Hagge is far more interesting and
dangerous and full of ideas.

An ordinary village hag goes out at night to sit
on people whom she doesn’t like and stop them
breathing, so that they wake in a panic. That’s why
some people look hag-ridden when they come down
to breakfast. Great Hagges cannot be bothered with
stuff like that. They dress properly (they like tweed),
they make plans. They organize and put things right.
They can’t help it; that’s the way they are. But putting
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thingsrightis not the same as being nice. Great Hagges
aren’t nice. They aren’t do-gooders. Nothing like that.
None of your knitting scarves for tramps or founding
homes for stray kittens. They don’t like people (not
live ones, anyway; they enjoy a nibble of human
flesh if it’s properly cooked) — but they don’t not like
them either. It’s just that for a Great Hagge it is quite
impossible to ignore a mess, and most human beings
are in a mess. People have feelings that get them into
trouble. They feel sorry for other people who are ill or
sad, they fall in love and out of love with each other,
they worry about doing the right thing.

But of course the biggest and most stupid messes
are made by politicians and heads of schools and
people with more money than sense. Their messes
mess up everybody else, and those are the kind that
Great Hagges simply cannot abide.

So, if you meet a large fierce lady with a loud voice,
who is bossier than the bossiest person you have ever
met; a member of a parliamentary committee, or
headmistress of a school for rich girls, or chairwoman
of a hospital trust — she just might be a Great Hagge.
But then again she might not be. After all, lots of
important bossy ladies who are ordinary human
beings have one long eyebrow and knobbly knees
and huge feet. You would have to get up close to be
sure. If you ever saw a Great Hagge in a swimsuit
you would know instantly what she was. But that is
not very likely to happen.

One Wednesday afternoon about a hundred years ago
three Great Hagges met for tea; they were old friends,
and they liked to stay in contact and exchange news.
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Their real names were Fredegonda, Goneril and
Drusilla, though those were not the names by which
they were known. Fredegonda was chairwoman of the
board of a high-security prison for serious offenders;
she was tall and bony, with big front teeth, and had to
have her shoes specially made because her feet were
on the large side even for a Great Hagge. She also had
a special thumb. It ran in the family, because she was
descended on her mother’s side from the great Irish
hero Finn McCool. She had never been known to lose
her temper, but when she told some wicked murderer
in her icy voice that he should ‘get a grip” or ‘pull his
socks up’, then he almost always became as gentle as
a lamb.

Goneril was principal of a college of nursing. She
was not as tall as Fredegonda, but she was a lot wider
and very strong and solid, and possessed a rather
particular eye, the left one. Her nickname among the
student nurses in her charge was the “Wardrobe’, but
none of them ever used it within miles of her, because
she did lose her temper sometimes, and the results
were horrifying — things happened that were hard to
explain.

The reason for this, of course, was that all Great
Hagges can curse and spellbind if they wish to, and
when they lose their temper, then they do sometimes
wish to.

The third Great Hagge, Drusilla, was a Lifetime
President of the Society for the Preservation of the
British Heritage. She cared very deeply about the
woods and rivers and hills and old houses of Britain.
Drusilla had frizzy hair, a twinkly eye and a rosebud
mouth, and her head was as round as the full moon.
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But anybody who thought she was a softy was in
for a nasty surprise. She was more practical and
artistic than the other two, and she could be quite
un-Haggeish sometimes. She had smoked a cigarette
once, and on another occasion danced a tango at
a New Year’s Eve party with a gentleman from
South America, a flower between her teeth. Luckily
he was quite short, so her nose was well above
his head and he was in no serious danger of being
skewered in the eye. For her nose was no ordinary
nose.

The three friends had worked very hard all their
lives (Haggeshave verylonglives), sorting out various
messes, and educating, and putting things right, and
on this particular Wednesday, in the drawing room of
Goneril’s Bloomsbury flat, they made a momentous
decision.

‘My dears,” said Fredegonda, sipping her tea, ‘I
think the time has come. Enough is enough.’

The other two nodded. Great Hagges are tough,
but even a Great Hagge gets tired eventually. It is
absolutely exhausting telling other people what
to do all day; any teacher will tell you that. So that
afternoon the three friends decided that it was time to
retire at last. They would return to nature and spend
their last remaining years in peace, enjoying simple
pleasures. Drusilla knew of a comfortable cave in the
far north-west of Britain. She had spent her summer
holidays there as a schoolgirl.

A few days later all three of them resigned from
their important jobs and moved.

Their cave lay on the very shore of the great
western ocean. At low tide, a crescent of silver-
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white sand stretched before the mouth of the cave.
When the tide was high the beetling black cliffs of
the headland plunged sheer into the surf, the cries
of terns and skuas pierced the breakers’ roar and
seawater swirled soothingly around the ankles of the
three companions as they sat enjoying their afternoon
tea in the living room; Great Hagges do love to keep
their feet damp. It was like living in paradise. They
went for walks on the beach, gathering cockles and
exploring rock pools. Drusilla found a sea slug and
kept him as pet. She called him Mr Perkins, because
he looked like the owner of a railway company with
whom she had once had to be very firm; so firm, in
fact, that he didn’t survive the experience.

‘We gave him such a moving send-off,” she said
to her companions. ‘I arranged the floral tributes
myself.’

They got to know some of the locals. A couple
of kelpies lived nearby, and the Mar-Tarbh, Dread
Creature of the Sea, came over sometimes from Iona
to say hello and exchange gossip.

For many years, ninety-seven to be precise, they
lived their quiet life, while the world outside moved
on. The three Great Hagges of the North became a
rumoutr, a mere memory preserved among the ghosts,
ghouls, sprites and other inhabitants of invisible
Britain.

As far as the crofters and fishermen of the island
were concerned, the Great Hagges kept themselves to
themselves. But of course they met them sometimes,
and said ‘good morning’ or ‘nice weather today’. The
people of the Western Isles are not the prying kind,
and they are lot cannier about what goes on in the
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other world than most of us. They might have sat
by their peat fires of an evening and wondered a
bit about the large strange ladies who had taken up
residence among them, but they knew better than to
poke their noses into what didn’t concern them.

The world might have forgotten them, but the
Great Hagges had not forgotten the world. They
kept themselves well-informed. They made good
use of the library bus which came to the other side
of their island once a month and they took a Sunday
newspaper. They were not often pleased with what
they read.

‘It really is outrageous,” declared Fredegonda.

‘Preposterous,” said Goneril.

‘Pitiful,” said Drusilla.

Fredegonda had just finished reading aloud an
article from the ‘New Books for Young Readers’
section of the newspaper. It started: “This delightful
tale of ghosts and spectres will charm readers of all
ages ... and went on about a book in which the
ghosts were funny and cute and friendly and a lot
more besides.

‘It is unendurable,’ Fredegonda continued, ‘to
see the glorious traditions of ghosthood in this land
trodden into the dust. Chummy spectres, plastic
Halloween masks, gooey teenage vampires . . . there
is no end to it. The vampires I have known certainly
weren’t gooey. Positively scary, I assure you.’

Drusilla and Goneril exchanged a little smile. The
idea of Fredegonda being scared was very amusing.
But they understood what she meant.

‘The woman who wrote that book should be
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flogged. “Delightful” indeed! Centuries of hard
haunting being spat upon.’

‘Ridiculed,” said Drusilla.

‘Mocked and derided,” agreed Goneril. ‘On the
other hand,” she went on, ‘I do think that the ghosts
of Britain are partly to blame. They have become
enfeebled and sloppy. I haven’t heard of a single
person who has been frightened to death by ghosts in
the last ten years. Frightened — yes. But to death —no.”’

“True enough,” said Fredegonda. ‘Standards have
fallen everywhere. The ghosts of Great Britain have
been dragged down along with everything else —
they no longer understand the meaning of hard
work. A professional haunting requires more than
just vaguely floating about. Those ghosts must get a
grip.
All three Hagges shook their heads and tutted.

‘Time for a cup of tea,” said Drusilla, and she got
up to make a brew.

Tea always helps one to think, especially when
accompanied by a nice plate of sponge fingers.
Drusilla’s fingers were particularly tasty. She
prepared them herself from a recipe she had got from
her mother, and they were a special treat, because
it was not easy to get hold of fingers nowadays.
Drowned fishermen were becoming scarce, what
with all the newfangled navigation aids and coastal
rescue helicopters.

‘Delicious as usual, Drusilla,” said Fredegonda.
‘Now, I have been thinking, ladies, and we must act.
We may be retired, we may not be as young as we
used to be - this was undoubtedly true, Fredegonda
havingjust celebrated her four-hundred-and-seventy-
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third birthday, which is oldish even for a Great
Hagge — ‘but our work is not done. Unseen Britain is
in a mess. We have a duty.’

The other two looked at her expectantly. To them,
words like ‘duty” and ‘work” were like ‘walkies” or
‘fetch’ to a dog. If they had had tails, they would have
wagged them. But Great Hagges don’t have tails.

‘We must establish a training school for the ghosts
of Great Britain,” Fredegonda went on. “They must
be re-educated. They must relearn the ancient skills.
Haunting, terrifying, cursing ... proper cursing of
course, not just rude words.’

‘Of course! Education is the answer!” cried Goneril,
as she had cried many a time when addressing her
trainee nurses.

‘A vital part of our heritage must be preserved!’
boomed Drusilla, glaring fiercely from under her
eyebrow, as she had so often done when confronting
developers and do-gooders.

And so the Great Hagges made their plans.

There is a tremendous amount to do if you want to
start a training school, or rather an Institute of Higher
Education, which is how the Great Hagges described
their project. There has to be a syllabus with courses
in different subjects, a timetable, a proper system
for marking and assessment, and lots of rules and
regulations. But first and foremost there has to be an
actual school building. So the first thing the Great
Hagges had to do was find the right place. And
because they were the kind of persons who got things
done, and didn’t just talk about them, they set out the
very next day.
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*

The weather was glorious. The sea sparkled and
danced, lapping the white sands and heaving gently
against the rocks. An old bull seal lazed out in the
bay, his great sleek head bobbing in the swell. The
Hagges were quite sad to leave, but at the same time
they were very excited about what lay ahead. They
enjoyed their quiet life, but they were Improvers at
heart, and they hadn’t bossed anybody around for
almost a hundred years. So they were in high spirits
as they turned inland and marched in sing]le file across
the peaty bogs and springy heather to the other side
of the island, where they could catch the boat to the
mainland.

On the outskirts of the little harbour town was
an old stone barn, and when they reached it Goneril
produced a large rusty key and opened the doors.
Inside was a car. It was a bit dusty, but the midnight-
blue paintwork still glowed with the deep hue that
is the mark of countless hours of polishing by skilled
human hands. On the front of the long bonnet was
a small silver figurine: a goddess, or a spirit, with
outstretched wings.

‘Will it start?” asked Fredegonda.

‘T jolly well hope so,” said Goneril, “The man who
sold it to me said that it was a high-quality vehicle.’

It was in fact a 1912 Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost,
which Goneril had purchased mainly because she
liked the name. They dusted off the cream leather
seats and climbed in, with Goneril behind the wheel.
The engine came instantly to life, settling into a quiet
purr like a contented puma. The man who had sold
it was obviously speaking the truth about its quality,
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for it had stood unused since 1923, when the Hagges
had taken it to visit Drusilla’s aunt, then in her six
hundred and nineteenth year and poorly. She had
had an interesting life. In 1388, as a young Hagge, she
had been present at the battle of Otterburn, helping
the Scots fight the English army by casting spells
and howling imprecations. She had enjoyed herself
tremendously. It was probably thanks to her efforts
that the Scots had won in spite of being heavily
outnumbered.

The ferry was on time and the crossing was calm.
As the Rolls headed south towards the English border
Drusilla, who was in the back seat, produced a bag of
bullseyes for them to suck on.

‘Do you know,” she said, ‘I saw that they were
selling bulls” eyes in that little sweetshop on the
quayside.’

‘But they are only peppermints, dear. You know,
sweets. Not proper ones like yours, and not nearly as
nice.’

‘Oh, silly me,” Drusilla giggled. Her giggle was
rather an odd sound, halfway between the screaming
bark of a dog fox and the scraping of fingernails on a
blackboard. It had surprised quite a lot of people in
the days when she had been invited to dinner parties
in London. But the other two were used to it, and in a
cheerful mood of adventure the hunt began.
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Two

Great-Aunt Joyce

Daniel Salter lived in Markham Street, at number
six. It was his home, and most of the time he didn’t
think about it; he just lived there. But now, sitting
on the top step outside his front door as the evening
shadows lengthened, he thought about it. He thought
about what it would be like to live somewhere else.
Markham Street lay in a big industrial town in the
far north of England, and there were lots of streets
that Daniel definitely did not want to live in. Streets
with small houses on big thoroughfares where the
rush-hour traffic crawled morning and evening, and
roared past the rest of the day, filling the air with
exhaust fumes. In a street like that nobody could have
a cat; it would be run over in no time. And there were
often no gardens, or only tiny bits of garden at the
front, and they were usually concreted over so that
people could park their cars. And there was nowhere
for birds to live.

But in Markham Street he could sit quietly and
watch the big tabby from next door trying to sneak
up on an unsuspecting blackbird that was poking
about in the flower bed, quite unaware that death was
stalking up on it. If he clapped his hands he would
startle the bird and save its life, but that would be
disturbing the course of nature.

This isn’t the course of nature, though; it’s just
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unfair, thought Daniel. It wasn’t as though the tabby
was a wild animal trying to survive. It was spoiled
and overfed and its name was Tompkins, and any
minute now Mrs Cranford would come out and call
it in for supper.

At that moment Daniel’s mother opened the
door behind him and said, ‘It’s time to come in now,
Daniel.”

The blackbird flew off in a flurry of dark wings,
and Tompkins looked miffed and stalked off.

Daniel sighed deeply and got up to go inside. The
best thing about Markham Street was that you could
be outside a lot. The houses were all on one side of the
street. Opposite them was a strip of grass, and then a
wooden fence. Beyond the fence were the grounds of
a large building that had once been a brewery and
now housed some offices. On the property were tall
sycamore and horse chestnut trees. The children of
Markham Street weren’t really allowed to be there,
but after office hours they often were, kicking balls
against the doors of the garages, or looking for
conkers. The younger children chalked hopscotch
squares right in the middle of the street, and the older
ones played football, and when a car did come it drove
very slowly and there was plenty of time to get out of
the way. Markham Street was a cul-de-sac. At the top
of the street was a row of black-painted iron posts, at
least a hundred years old, with space between them
for people and dogs and bicycles and pushchairs, but
not cars. Daniel spent as much time as he possibly
could out in the street, or over at some neighbour’s
house, usually his best friend Charlotte’s. He liked
his own house, and he absolutely loved his mother
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and his father. But his house contained Great-Aunt
Joyce.

There are a lot of great-aunts in the world who are
very nice, sending interesting presents at Christmas,
and telling stories about what it was like to travel
on steam trains and ocean liners and have porters to
carry your luggage. Great-Aunt Joyce was not one of
those. She was nasty, thoroughly one-hundred-per-
cent horrid. Daniel was grown-up enough to know
that nobody is perfect. Some people are a bit greedy,
or a bit snobbish, or a bit grumpy. Great-Aunt Joyce
was totally greedy and snobbish and grumpy and
mean and a lot of other things.

She had come to live with them years ago, when
Daniel was very small, because she was in some kind
of trouble and had nowhere else to go. Now she was
just there, like an incurable disease. She told Daniel
off all the time, she complained about everything,
she left her used knickers outside her bedroom door
for Daniel’s mother to wash and she suffered from
varicose veins. That wasn’t her fault. But when she
sat in the best chair in the front room she rolled down
her stockings, put her feet up on the coffee table and
massaged her legs, which was her fault. She made
life miserable for Daniel. The most miserable thing
was that she was allergic to everything. Not only to
dust and pollen, but to everything; this meant that
Daniel could never have a pet. Not a dog, not a cat,
not a hamster, not a budgerigar. Anything with hair
or feathers made her face swell up and her eyes water
and brought her out in a rash. That’s what she said,
anyway, but Daniel suspected she was just making
it up; his mother remembered visiting her as a child,
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and then she had a cat that used to sit on the sofa and
shed hair all over the place.

‘I suppose all her troubles brought it on. That can
happen, you know,” said Mrs Salter.

Daniel had a friend called Mike who lived at
number eleven. Mike was often in trouble because
he was interested in things. If he saw something
interesting on the other side of someone’s fence, he
would climb over to take a look, and if it was very
interesting he would take it home to look at more
closely. Daniel hated to be in trouble, but for Mike
it was just something that happened, like rain or
grazing your knee. People on the street muttered that
his father treated him badly, but he just shrugged his
shoulders. Daniel felt a bit sorry for him sometimes,
but more often he was jealous. Mike had an aquarium
in his bedroom and two or three cages with small
animals in them. He had even had a pet jackdaw for a
while, which he had found as a fledgling and fed on
worms and mince.

‘But Great-Aunt Joyce can’t be allergic to grass
snakes,” Daniel said to his mother one day, after
another visit to the pet shop with Mike, who was
getting food for his gerbil. ‘Or goldfish. They have
aquariums in doctors’ waiting rooms.”

‘Oh, Daniel, you know she has a phobia about
snakes. And goldfish food does things to her lungs,’
said his mother. ‘Please don’t make a fuss.’

Daniel tried not to make a fuss, because he knew
that his mother suffered almost as much from Great-
Aunt Joyce as he did. But he spent a lot of time out of
the house, and so did his father, who had an allotment
by the railway line at the bottom of the hill where the
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vegetables were very well looked after indeed, and
there was a little shed that had lots of stuff in it that
weren’t anything to do with gardening, like books
and CDs.

Markham Street was a street of terraced houses,
big old houses which had once been homes for quite
rich people, so there were lots of rooms on top of
each other, and lots of stairs. At the top of the houses
were attic rooms that had once been for the servants,
and lower down were the big rooms for the doctors
and lawyers and businessmen who had owned the
houses, and the kitchens were right at the bottom at
the back, because making the food wasn’t something
well-off people did so people used to have cooks.
Food just arrived on the table.

But now things were different, and the big old
kitchen was the place where Daniel’s family cooked,
and ate, and talked.

‘Broccoli,” said Great-Aunt Joyce, as Daniel’s
mother brought the food to the table. “You know I
have difficulty with cabbage. Broccoli is no better.”

‘But it’s fresh from the allotment, Aunt Joyce. John
brought it in this afternoon.’

Tm afraid that makes no difference. I shall
probably suffer pangs tonight. You could fill a hot-
water bottle for me this evening, and bring me some
hot milk. That might ease the pain.’

Daniel ate in silence, as fast as he could.

‘Don’t wolf down your food, Daniel,” said Great-
Aunt Joyce. “You are quite spoiling the little appetite
I have left.”

Joyce’s appetite was not entirely spoiled. There
was rice pudding for afters, and first she said that
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she could possibly try just a tiny bit, and then she felt
she could manage just a tiny bit more. In the end she
had three full helpings, and Daniel, who loved rice
pudding, hardly got any.

‘Can I leave the table now?” asked Daniel.

‘Well you can,’ said Great-Aunt Joyce. “The question
is whether you may.” She prided herself on being a bit
of a stickler for correct grammar.

‘Off you go, Daniel,” said his father.

Daniel went up to his room and shut the door. He
had an attic room right at the top of the house, with
a window that looked out over the street. It was the
only place in the whole house which was not a Great-
Aunt Joyce danger zone.

Daniel sat on the low windowsill and looked out
over the roof slates to the street below. It was getting
dark, and soon the street lamps would be lit. To his
right he could see down into Mrs Cranford’s well-kept
garden, where the delphiniums glowed bright blue in
the evening light. On the other side the garden was
overgrown, and what had once been a well-tended
patch of lawn was full of dandelions and daisies.

This house had stood empty for several months,
with a ‘For Sale’ sign on a post by the hedge. He and
Charlotte had talked quite a lot about what kind of
people would move in. Daniel was hoping for an
old couple who needed someone to walk their dog,
or at least a family with some children of his age.
Charlotte wanted someone a bit different, from a
foreign country.

‘They might be Romany who are fleeing oppression
in Eastern Europe,” Charlotte had said hopefully. She
had been reading about them. “And their children will
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dance and play the violin and be good with horses.’

‘Where will they keep a horse?” said Daniel. ‘In the
living room, I suppose.’

Charlotte had frowned. Sometimes Daniel could
be a bit of a sourpuss. But she knew all about Great-
Aunt Joyce of course, and she realized that his life
was not an easy one.

Daniel went to bed that night feeling sorry for
himself. It seemed that the really interesting and
exciting things that happened to other people were
never going to happen to him. He was wrong.
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