4. Gone A-Hunting

LOU had gone hunting. The North

Kent Foxhounds were meeting near
Grandmother’s house that day and ,
neighbour had offered to take Lou along and
look after her. Grandmother had not been
sure, but Lou had insisted that there was the
pony, and she knew how to ride, so why
shouldn’t she? When the morning came it was
pouring with rain, as it had been for days, but
Lou said that hunting people didn’t take any
notice of the weather. So she had gone

clattering off on the pony with the other
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out into the light. He gave it a rub wigp g
duster and the flint blade glinted. He shook i
and the smooth wooden shaft quivered, |t Was
a real hunting spear, there was no doubt aboyt
that. And Barney’s face suddenly lightened.

Lou wasn’t the only one who coylg g0
hunting!

Barney looked out at the wintry sky,
Hunting people didn’t take any notice of the
weather, he thought. All the same, since

nobody had told him he ought to, he decided

to put on his rubber boots and mackintosh

and sou’wester hat. He felt like a whaler with
a harpoon.

He squelched through the empty paddock
and into the dripping copse. He was glad to
see that there was a wisp of smoke coming
from Stig’s end of the pit, and a smell of wood
smoke hung about the copse. He went round
to the entrance of the pit. At the bottom was
a lake of rainwater with old cans and light-
bulbs floating sadly around in it. But Stig Was
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ook, Stig,” he said. ‘Fox!” And he carefyj,
did his best drawing of a fox on the vy, of
the cave.

Stig looked alarmed, if anything, byt Bal’ney
went on drawing. ‘Hounds, Stigi® pe saig
Stig’s eyes grew very big and round, but his'
face did not yet show that he understood wha
it was all about. Crackers! thought Barney, p);
have to draw the horses now. But Stig hag
already drawn some horses, so he only had ¢,
copy. He was rather pleased with his hopge
and at last Stig seemed to understand. || have
to put someone riding the horse, thought
Barney. I'll do Lou. There’s the reins and
there’s her riding stick.

There was something about this human
figure actually on top of the animal that really
seemed to excite Stig. His eyes blazed, and he
jumped up and seized his best bow and a
handful of arrows, and looked hopefully at
Barney like a dog that knows it’s going to be

taken on an exciting walk.
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went on their way. They came into a wey dlang

they
Pped
efully

of tall sweet-chestnut trees and oaks, Ag
came near one of the oak trees Stig dro
to the ground and began crawling cap
forward.

‘What is it, Stig?” asked Barney in 4 6
whisper. ‘Is it a fox? Where, Stig?
anything.’

I can’t g,

Without looking round Stig waved hjg hand
as if he wanted Barney to get down t0o. He
dropped to his hands and knees, on tq a
bramble.

‘Ouch!” yelped Barney. ‘It’s prickly!” And ag
he did so, a flock of six, twelve, no it must
have been more than twenty wood-pigeons
sprang into the air and flew off with a great
beating of wings, every one of them stuffed
with fallen acorns which they had been
gorging. Stig let loose an arrow into the flying
flock, but somehow failed to hit anything.

‘Oh, sorry, Stig!’ said Barney. ‘I didn’t know
it was pigeons. Still we’re not supposed to be
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pheasant. It was bound to be poaching, oy the
wrong time of year, or not sporting to shoot
them except with a real gun and cartridges, o,
something. It would have been better ¢ stick
to squirrels and wood-pigeons. But he dig not
say anything this time.

The tootling of the horn was getting nearey
now and there were crashings in thickets and
the voice of the huntsman encouraging the
hounds. Stig stopped and looked abouyt him,
and Barney ran and caught up with him,

‘It’s the hunt, Stig,” he said. ‘There must be
foxes here somewhere. Keep a good look out
and we might see one.

The crashings and voices seemed quite
close, and Barney suddenly thought that
perhaps the huntsmen would be angry if they
found them in the middle of the wood,
especially with a poached pheasant. There
was a bank with a sort of little cave under the
exposed roots of a beech tree, and Barney
pulled Stig into this. As they lay hidden there
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‘Fox!” he hissed. “That’s it, Stig, It really j
a

fox.” He levelled his hunting spear a¢ the f,
x’

and wished he had the bow and arrqys By
a0

perhaps he could spear it.

‘Stig!” he breathed. *Come on, nowg your
chance.’

But this time Stig did not raise his bow,
Instead, he took hold of the end of Barney’s
spear and held it so that he could not throy, it.
The fox strolled calmly up to their very feet,
gave Stig a glance, and vanished down the hole,

Barney nearly burst into tears of rage, Byt
Stig, why did you let him go?’ he stormed.
“You’re supposed to kill foxes. That’s what
hunting’s for! That’s why we came!’

But Stig grinned in a rather superior way.
He pointed down the hole after the fox, acted
a little pantomime as if he was eating, and
screwed up his face as if he was tasting a bad
taste. He made it quite clear that he thought
Barney was mistaken in wanting to Kkill

something you couldn’t eat.
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was certainly lying between it and 4 g
00
strong scent. d

The hound took a step forward, mak;
horrible noises in his throat. hg

Stig took a step forward op his hangy ang
knees, making horrible noises in hjg throat,
Barney sat at the back of the
holding his middle. The hound |
big and fierce and he was afraid i
Stig. But then Stig was looking ve
and he might hurt the hound.

litt]e cave,
ooked very
tmight hyy
ry fierce too,

Stig was the first to move. With a lightning
spring he darted forward and bjt the hound
hard on the ear. It was too much for the
poor animal. It was not afraid of sharp-
toothed foxes or other animals that fought
back, but Stig smelt like a man and it had
never heard of a man biting a dog. It turned
and made off yelping, with its tail between
its legs.

Barney looked at Stig. ‘I think we better go
home,” he said. “We’re supposed to be fox-
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but Barney’s mackintosh g
always getting caught and ripped, and oy
branches snatched his hat off, and his rubber
boots did not save his knees from scratches,
and the more he tried to keep up with Stig the
hotter and crosser he was getting. When he
came to an open space at last, and saw Stig,
and saw what he was doing, all he could do

was cover his face with hig hands and moan
softly to himself: ‘Oh, no, no, no, no, no!’
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were glowing and so was her nos
were sparkling, her hair hung dq
strips, and her numb fingers could
the reins. Flash, the pony, whe in hig
days at least used to live up to hig nam};oque;
ina puddle with lowered head ang blew, :tt::d
from his nostrils into the damp ajr. .
‘First time out with hounds,
asked a hearty lady on a big bla
smiled and nodded and a little
fell from the peak of her cap.
‘Enjoyin’ yourself?’ asked the lady.
“Yes, thank you. Super!’ replied Loy,
All the same, she thought, if only they’d Jet
me go into the wood and poke around a bit

I'm sure I could find a fox. There must be
something going on in there.

At that moment out of the wood came the
shrill neighing of an outraged horse. All the
waiting horses pricked up their ears, riders
nervously shortened their reins, there seemed

to be a sort of commotion among the riders
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Yet even then she had 4 feeling thqy they

something queer. Why wasn’t the huntzwas
on his horse? And had she IMagined it Q:Ean
she seen, sticking into the saddle of the bolt A

ed
& Sure Wh.ether or

corner of he, éye
b)

out of the Wood.
Had it been naked and mud-spattered? Did it

have hair like a tangled bramble-bysh; Did
it have rabbit-skins round its middle angd a
sort of tail of feathers behind? And could it
have been brandishing a bow and arrow? No!
If one was old enough to go hunting one was
really too old to believe in goblins and things.
She must have imagined it.

The hunt eventually scattered itself in all
directions over the countryside. Riders at last
reined in their blown horses and found
themselves alone or in small groups in remote
stack-yards. They decided they’d had a good

And Lou was never quit
not she had seen out of the
at the tail of the hunt, a

indeed coming whooping
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Lou’s eyes and mouth were
disbelief. ~
‘It was, Lou, really! And then Stig
dog and started hunting the hor: |
jolly tunny, Barney chuckled. ‘But I tk
I’d better come home.’
Lou looked at Barney very but
once she didn’t say anything. a
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