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Introduction

i am an old woman now, but I am very happy. I of-

ten sit by the fire and think of the days when I was
young. I can remember very clearly. Before I die, I
want to write down everything I remember.

I want to write down the truth about my family—the
Sams. People told lies about my family. 1 want to
write down the truth. And I want to write about the
Beguildys—father, mother and daughter. [ want to
tell how their lives were joined with ours. Many peo-
ple said that Mister Beguildy was a wicked man. Per-
haps he was. But the leamning! he gave me was a
blessing, not a curse?. It was because of my learning
that I came to know Kester. But it is not yet the time
to speak of Kester.

Now we live near the mountains. From my win-
dow, I can see the wide sky and the high-flying
clouds. When I was young, it was different. Then I
lived in the house of Sarn. There were high trees
round the house. We could only see the sky reflected?
in the waters of Sarn Mere.

1 learning: 2@ 2 curse: 87 3 reflect: i
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A Funeral at Sarn

I begin my story in 1811. That was the year my

brother Gideon Sarn was seventeen. [, Prudence
Sarn, was two years younger.

Gideon was already a fully-grown young man,
nearly as big as Father. They were both tall and dark.
They were both strong men and quick-tempered! too.

Mother was a little woman who hated quarrels.
Mother often cried and she cried most when she
looked at me. For I, Prue Sarn, had a hare-lip2. 1
was marked from birth with the Devil’s curse. When I
was a child, it did not trouble me. But as I grew ol-
der, I saw people looking at me and whispering to
each other. Then I grew sad and ashamed.

One fine Sunday in June, the bells were ringing
and calling the people to church. That Sunday, Father
and Mother had to look after the bees and could not
come with us to church. Gideon and I were sent to
church, dressed in our best clothes. Always, when we
returned, Father would ask us questions about the

1 quick-tempered: HIERIET 2 hare-lip: RIE,BH
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sermonl. If we could not answer, we would be pun-
ished.

But Gideon was not worried. He persuaded me
not to go to church. Instead, we met Jancis, Wizard?
Beguildy’s daughter, and played with her down by the
Mere.

Jancis Beguildy was as pretty as a flower, with
white skin, long, golden hair and a mouth like a
rose. And although she was a wizard’s child, no one
called her a witch3, For she did not have a hare-lip,
like me.

When we got home, Father was eating his sup-
per.

‘Well, what was the sermon about?’ he asked.

‘ Burning and hell-fire*,” Gideon answered
quickly.

‘ And what did Parson say?’

Then Gideon made up a story that no one could
believe. Father’s face grew angrier and angrier. At
last he shouted out, ‘Liar! There was no sermon at
all. Parson visited us here at Sarn. Many people were
sick. No one was in church. ’

‘You did not go to church!’ Father shouted,
‘and you’'ve lied to me and tried to make a fool of
me, your own father!’

Father stood up, his face angry and red. He
reached for the horse-whip>.

*Now I'm going to give you a beating you will

1 sermon: 718 2 Wizard: B 3 witch. &% 4 hell-fire:
HARZN 5 horse-whip: 88
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never forget!’

But as Father came across the kitchen, Gideon
ran at him. He hit Father hard in the stomach with his
head. Father fell down heavily onto the stone floor.

Father lay on his back completely still.

Father’s breathing was so loud that the sound
filled the whole house. Mother loosened his clothes
and poured water on his face, but it did not help Fa-
ther. The awful sound went on and on. Mother cried
out, ‘Sarn! Sarn! Oh, Sarn, my husband!’

Mother tried to make Father drink some brandy,
but his lips were tight shut. Then the sound changed.
Then it stopped. There was a dreadful silence.

Gideon stood in the middle of the room. When
all was quiet he said, ‘ He’s dead, Mother. I'll go
and tell the bees or they’ll fly away. ’

Mother and I sat there, crying. After a while,
Gideon came back. He helped us put Father’s body on
a mattress?.

‘Go to bed, Mother,’ Gideon said. ‘I've shut
up the animals and everything’s safe. I told the bees.
They’re happy that I am master now. ’

We buried Father at night. Gideon was the chief
moumer?. He wore a tall black hat and black gloves.
He carried a stick with black ribbons3 on it.

We put the coffin? on a waggon all covered with

1 mattress: FRE 2 mourner: XEE 3 ribbon: 5F
4 coffin: {E%1
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flowers. The waggon was pulled to Sarn church by
oxen. The light from our burning torches! was reflec-
ted in the water of Sarn Mere. As we walked behind
the waggon, the church bells rang out clearly through
the summer’s night.

The coffin was placed on the ground on one side
of the open grave. On the other side, there was a ta-
ble covered with a white cloth. On the table, there
was a big mug full of Mother’s home-made wine. One
by one, everyone came forward, drank some wine
from the mug and said, ‘I drink to the peace of him
that’s gone. ’

There was another small mug of wine and some
bread on the table, but no one touched them.

Then Sexton? stepped forward.

‘Is there a Sin Eater3?’ he asked.

‘Alas, no!’ Mother cried out. ‘ There’s no Sin
Eater for poor Sarn. ’

It was our custom when a man was buried for a
poor man to be the Sin Eater. The poor man would be
paid to drink the wine and taste the bread. When he
did this, the dead man’s sins became his own.

‘Alas, there is no Sin Eater for my poor Sarn!’
Mother cried again.

There was silence. And then a strange and terri-
ble thing happened. Gideon stepped up to the table
and said, ‘There is a Sin Eater. ’

‘Who? I see no one,’ Sexton said.

1 tforch: WiE 2 Sexton: #{$FZFE 3 Sin Eater: (IBIVZE
FBlzieE TR EBNNEYMYEERESTEINA
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‘T'll be the Sin Eater,’ Gideon said. He took up
the mug, looked at Mother and said, ‘ Will you give
the farm and all to me if I am the Sin Eater, Mother?’

‘No, no, Gideon!' Mother cried. ‘ Don’t do
it! Sin Eaters are cursed!’

‘Then I won’t drink the wine and eat the
bread,’ Gideon said. ‘ Father can keep his sins and
go to Hell.”’

*No, no!’ Mother cried again. ‘ He must rest in
peace. If there’s no one else, you must do it!’

‘ And you’ll give me the farm, Mother?’

‘Yes, yes, my dear. I do not care about the
farm,’ Mother cried. ‘ You can take it all. ’

So in front of everyone, Gideon drank the wine
and ate the bread.

‘Rest in peace, Father,’ Gideon said. ‘1 take
your sins on my own soul and they become mine. ’

Then the coffin was put in the grave and the fu-
neral was at an end.

After the funeral, everyone came back to Sarn
for the funeral feast!.

When we got home, Missis Beguildy had the fire
burning brightly. She had warmed the wine and
brought some more funeral cakes. So everyone had
plenty to eat and drink. Missis Beguildy was a good
woman. But people were afraid of her husband—he
was called the Wizard of Plash.

Gideon stood in the doorway, tall and powerful.
He was Master of Sarn now. Everyone could see that.

1 feast: Eg



* Will you give the farm and all to me if | am
the Sin Eater, Mother? ’
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‘Hay harvest starts tomorrow,’ Gideon said.

‘It’s well after twelve, young Sarn,’ said Par-
son. ‘It’s tomorrow now. I wish you well today and
in all your tomorrows. ’

‘ Tomorrow, oh tomorrow!’ Jancis Beguildy
said, her mouth round and red as a rose. ‘ Tomorrow
is a word of hope, I do believe!’ And she smiled
across the room at Gideon.

Then all the people sang a holy! song and began
to leave. Mother stood by the door, giving out the fu-
neral cakes all wrapped in black-edged? paper.

The birds were singing and the sun was rising.

‘It’s too late for sleep now, Prue,’ Gideon said
to me. ‘Let’s go down to the orchard3. 1 want to tell
you what I have planned. ’

1 holy: X8 2 black-edged: BNBY 3 orchard: BT
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Promises

i 7
“’ E sat under an old apple tree in the orchard.

‘Now ,Prue, ’ Gideon said. ‘ You're to listen care-
fully to all I say. You and me have got to work to-
gether. ’

‘ And Mother?’ T asked.

‘Oh, well, Mother too. But she’s old. If we
two work hard together, Prue, so will she.’

‘I’m not afraid of work, ’ I said.

‘Good, because there’ll be plenty of work to
do,’ Gideon answered. ‘I want to make money, a lot
of money. Then we’ll sell the farm. We’ll go to Lull-
ingford and buy a big house. We’ll be rich, Prue,
and I'll be a powerful man. You’ll have dresses,
chinal, anything you like. But it’ll take years and
years. ’

‘Why can’t we stay here, at Sam?’ I asked
sadly. ‘I don’t want to live in a big house. ’

Gideon's eyes shone with a cold, hard light.
‘ But you must live with me,’ he said. ‘I shall do as
much as Father did, and more. I’'m a strong man,

1 china: ’ﬁ%%
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Prue. And you’ll always be here to help me. You will
never marry. ’

‘Not marry, Gideon? Oh, I'm sure I'll marry.
Every girl marries, don’t they?’ I said.

‘I'm afraid no one will want to marry you,
Prue,’ Gideon answered.

‘* Not want to marry me? Why not?’

* Ask Mother,' Gideon answered. ‘ Maybe she
can tell you why the hare crossed her path and gave
you a hare-lip. ’

‘ But forget your hare-lip now, Prue,’ Gideon
went on. ‘When we've got a lot of gold, I'll get a
doctor to cure you. It’ll cost a lot. So you must work
hard and do as I tell you. You must swear to work
hard, Prue. Swear it on the Bible!. And I will too. ’

So Gideon went into the house to get the Bible. |
sat under the tree, very sad. I thought of the husband
and baby I would never have.

Gideon came back. ‘ Hold the Bible in your
hand, Prue,’ he said.

‘ But what about Mother?’ I asked.

‘Mother?’ Gideon said. ‘ What about Mother?
The farm belongs to me now. You heard Mother say
so at Fatber’s funeral. Do you think I took Father’s
sins for nothing? Now say afier me: I promise to obey
my brother, Gideon Sarn, in all things. I promise to
work for him as a servant, for no money, as long as
he wants it. I'll obey him in all things. I swear it on
the Holy Book. Amen.’

1 Swear on the Bible: FIR(EZIAE
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