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Diana Wynne Jones

I'll Give You My Word

People were always asking Jethro, "How do you manage with a brother like yours?"
Jethro mostly smiled and answered, "No problem. He makes me laugh."

This was not really a lie. Jethro used to laugh a lot in the days when he and Jeremy shared a
bedroom and Jeremy used to kneel up in his bunk-bed every morning, rocking from side to side and
singing—to a tune he had made up himself—"Computers, computers. Caramel custard computers.” He
sang until Dad banged on the wall and shouted that it was only dawn, for goodness' sake, and would
Jeremy just shut up! At this Jeremy would turn his very knowing big blue eyes toward Jethro, a small
smile would flit across his mouth, and he would sing in a whisper, "Collapsed cardinal caramel custard
computers!" Jeremy had a way of making his face into a solemn egg-shape and staring crazily into the
space between Jethro's head and the window while he uttered, "Sweet cervical béchamel with empirical
gladiolus." This never failed to send Jethro off into squeals of laughter. And their father banged on the
walls again.

But Jethro's problem was that he was a worrier. In those days he worried that he would stop
breathing in the night or that he would prick himself in his sleep and lose all the blood in his body, so
that it was always a relief to be woken by Jeremy's singing. When eventually their father, Graeme, got so
sick of the singing that he cleared out the box room at the end of the passage and their mother,
Annabelle, made it into a bedroom for Jeremy, Jethro started to worry about Jeremy too. Jeremy took to
wandering round the house then, saying things. "Ponderous plenipotential cardomum," he would say.
"In sacks." And after a bit, "Sententious purple coriander."

"Does that come in sacks too!" Jethro asked him.
"No," Jeremy said. "In suitcases."
"What does plenipotential mean?" Jethro asked. "Or sententious?

Jeremy just made his face egg-shaped and stared crazily over Jethro's head. At first Jethro thought
that Jeremy was simply inventing these words, and he worried that his brother was mad. But then it
occurred to Jethro to look them up in one of the many dictionaries in their house, and he found they
were real. Plenipotential meant possessing full power and authority and sententious meant tending to indulge in
pompous moralizing. And it was the same with all the other words Jeremy kept coming up with: they were
always in one dictionary or another, although Jethro was fairly sure Jeremy had no idea what any of the
words meant. He began worrying about how they got into Jeremy's head.

Their house was full of dictionaries. Graeme and Annabelle's main work was running an agency
called Occult Security, which protected clients of all kinds from magical dangers, exorcised haunts and
cleansed evil from houses; but this agency did not pay very well and there were long intervals between
commissions. So when they were not getting rid of malign spirits or clearing out gremlins from
factories, they both did other things. Annabelle wrote little books called Hall's Guides to Witchcraft
and Graeme feverishly composed crossword puzzles for several newspapers. There were three computers
in the house, one devoted to Occult Security, one on which Annabelle pattered away, frowning and
murmuring, "Now is that strictly shamanism, or should it go under folk magic?" and a third full of
hundreds of black and white square patterns and lists of words. Graeme was usually to be found in
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front of this one, irritably tapping a very sharp pencil and muttering, "l want something Q something
something K here and I'm not sure there is a word." Then he would reach for one of the wall of

dictionaries behind his desk.

Jethro began to suspect that these dictionaries—or maybe the computers or the crosswords—were
leaking into his brother's brain.

Meanwhile Jeremy was marching round the house chanting, "Borborygmata, borborygmata!"

Jethro looked this one up too and found that it meant rumblings of the stomach. "Mum," he said. "Dad,
I think this is serious."

Graeme shook his head and laughed. "You'd think he had a direct line to a dictionary somewhere."
"Yes," said Jethro, "but how?"

"You worry too much, my love," Annabelle said. "He probably only wants his lunch. I'd better stop
this and find him some food."

"But it's not natural!" Jethro said. "And he doesn't know what any of his words mean. Ask him!"

Graeme bent down to Jeremy and said, "Jeremy, old son, have you any idea what borborygmata
?"
means’

Jeremy went egg-shaped and angelical and answered, "Avocado pears."

"That's just your favourite food, old son," Graeme explained. "It means tummy rumblings."

"I know," Jeremy said, looking crazily over Graeme's right shoulder. "With pendulous polyps."
"You see!" said Jethro. "He can't go on like this! What happens when he starts school?"

" think school will cure him," Annabelle said. "You have to remember we're a rather special
household here. When Jeremy discovers that none of the other children talk like he does, he'll stop
doing it—you'll see."

Jethro had nothing like Mum's faith in this. The week before Jeremy started school, Jethro took his
brother outside and tried to explain to him that school was very different from home. "You have to
speak normally there," he said, "or everyone will laugh at you."

Jeremy nodded placidly. "You laugh at me."

"No, not like I laugh at you," Jethro said. "I mean they'll jeer. Some of them may hit you for being
peculiar."

"Cacophonous incredulity," Jeremy retorted. "Turnip fondue." And then went back indoors. Jethro

sighed.

He worried a lot about Jeremy when school actually started. Jeremy was put in Miss Heathersay's
class. Miss Heathersay was known to be a really nice, understanding teacher. If anyone could deal with
Jeremy, Jethro hoped it was Miss Heathersay. He watched anxiously that afternoon as Jeremy came out
with the rest of the class, ready to go home. Jeremy sauntered out, serene and angelic, as if nothing at all
had happened to disturb him, and smiled blindingly when he saw Jethro. Jethro noticed that a crowd of
other little kids followed after Jeremy, looking awed and maybe even respectful.

"What happened?" Jethro asked. "Did you talk normally?"
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"Replenishment," Jeremy replied. "Hirsute haplography."

Whatever that meant, it was all Jeremy would say. Jethro never did manage to find out how his
brother got on in Miss Heathersay's class, except that it seemed perfectly peaceful there. No one
complained. Nobody seemed inclined to bully Jeremy. All that happened was that more and more
people came up to Jethro and asked, "How do you manage with a brother like that?" Jethro got very used
to answering, "No problem. He makes me laugh." Which was only half a lie, because Jethro did laugh at
Jeremy even while he worried about him more than ever.

All through the summer holidays that followed Jeremy's first school year, Jethro laughed and
worried. Annabelle and Graeme were very busy sitting over the Occult computer, trying to solve the
problem of a lady Town Councillor who kept hearing voices, and whether it was because that computer
was leaking or for some other reason, Jeremy came up with a new set of strange words every half hour or
so.

"Impermanent epistemological urethra," he remarked to Jethro in exactly the same tone of voice
ordinary people would say, "Nice day, isn't it?" At Jethro's worried stare, the knowing look came into
Jeremy's round blue eyes and he added, "Febrile potlatch, don't you think?"

Jethro's worry turned to giggles as he looked these words up in several dictionaries. Urethra meant the
canal that in most mammals carries urine from the bladder out of the body. He told Jeremy it did and Jeremy
answered, "Obloquy," with a cheerful smile.

"Do go and laugh somewhere else, you two," Annabelle implored them. She and Graeme were
leaning over a recording they had managed to make of the Town Councillor's voices. It was faint and
far off and ghostly.

"These are real," Graeme said. "Mrs Callaghan is certainly not imagining them."
"And she's not going mad either," Annabelle agreed. "I'm so glad for her, Graeme."

"No, they're being broadcast to her somehow," said Graeme. "Someone's playing a very unkind
psychic trick on the poor lady. Now, how do we make life bearable for her while we track down who's
doing it?"

"Earplugs? Jethro suggested, on his way to the dictionary to find out what obloquy meant.

"Now that's a very good idea," Graeme said. He pointed his beautifully sharpened pencil at Jethro in
the way that meant "Congratulations!"—which was almost exactly the opposite of obloquy, Jethro
discovered. "Occult earplugs," Graeme said. "How do we go about making some, Annabelle!" He and
Annabelle began tapping keys and bringing up diagrams.

"Scrutinizing congenial tinnitus," Jeremy remarked, coming in to look at the diagrams. "Pending
conglomerate haruspication."

"Shut up, Jeremy! Go away!" both his parents commanded.
"Toads," Jeremy said disgustedly, "implicated in paradigms of exponential frogspawn."

He went away, and Jethro pulled down the dictionary again. But Jeremy kept coming back while his
arents were doing delicate wiring on two deaf-aids and leaning between them to make remarks such as,
p g g g
"Subaverage nucleosis," or, "Tendentious bromoids."

I Give You My Word © Diana Wynne Jones Estate 2006. First published in Firebirds Rising ed. Sharyn November 2006 by
Firebird, Penguin Group (USA) inc. This version is posted on the Diana Wynne Jones 2024 Conference website from June
2024-May 2025, to support the Conference. All rights reserved: this story may not be published elsewhere without permission
of the copyright owner.



At last Graeme said, "Jeremy, we are very busy with something very small and delicate that we have to

get right. If you don't want your neck wrung, go away!"
"Halitosis," Jeremy said. "You never have time for me."
"Play with him, Jethro," Annabelle said, "and I'll double your pocket money."
"But he's so boring," Jethro objected. "He only knows Snap."
"So teach him a new game," Graeme said "Just get out, the pair of you."

Jethro gloomily took Jeremy away and tried to teach him to keep goal in football. It was no good.
Jeremy always dived the wrong way like a goalkeeper missing a penalty and the football kept going over
into the road. But Jethro had to keep playing with Jeremy, all that summer, because Graeme and
Annabelle soon grew busier yet. While they were still trying to trace the person who was broadcasting
Mrs Callaghan's voices, trekking out at night with earphones and backpacks of equipment, Mrs
Callaghan was wearing the deaf-aids. These earplugs cut out the broadcast so effectively that Mrs
Callaghan became convinced that Occult Security had already solved her problem. She recommended
Graeme and Annabelle to everyone else on the Council. The consequence was that the Lord Mayor
ordered psychic protection around the Council Building, several Councillors requested their homes
made safe against occult invasion, and—while Annabelle began worrying that she was not going to meet
her deadline with her latest Guide to Witchcraft—Jack Smith, the local Member of Parliament, came to

visit them in person.
"Elephantiasis," Jeremy said. Jack Smith was indeed rather fat.

Jack Smith was convinced that he was being persecuted by a coven of witches. "It's hard to explain—
it's so nebulous," he said, rubbing his fat hands nervously together. "Most nights | wake up with a jump,
thinking I've been hearing horrible strident laughter, and then I can't get to sleep again. Or I become
quite sure someone is walking softly about in the house, when I know I'm the only person there. And if |
have an important speech, or an urgent journey to make, I'm sure to get ill in some way. It happens too
often to be an accident. By now I feel quite awful, and I'm getting a name for being a shirker too. The
Party Chairman has said hard words to me—and all the time I feel as if something malevolent is

watching me and sniggering at my misfortunes."
"It sounds more like a curse," Annabelle said. "What makes you think it's witches?"
"Stridently nebulous," Jeremy explained to her. "Perforated herrings."

Jack Smith shot him an astonished look. Graeme sighed. "Jethro," he said, "take your brother away
and teach him another game, or [ won't answer for the consequences."

"I've taught him everything I can think of," Jethro said sulkily. "I've even invented—Oh, all right," he
said hastily as his father started to get up. "But don't blame me if we break something."

So they played cricket and Jeremy somehow bowled a ball backwards and broke the kitchen window.
Jethro protested that it was not his fault. "I was only acting under orders," he said.

"Follow your orders out in the park next time," Annabelle told him, "or I might be tempted to use an
unkind spell on you. Look at this mess! My saucepans all full of glass!"

"With you two about, who needs witches!" Graeme grumbled, fetching the broom. "As if we haven't
enough to do with Jack Smith's coven."
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By the end of that summer, Graeme and Annabelle were still nowhere near discovering Jack Smith's
witches. "They're coming in out of the astral plane, obviously," they kept telling each other anxiously.
"We have to protect him there, as well as physically."

"I suspect they're the same lot as Mrs Callaghan's," the other would reply. "We have to locate that
coven and close it down."

But the witches proved to be very well hidden indeed. Graeme filled and surrounded Jack Smith's
house with every detection device he could think of, with tracers on each device to lead him to the
coven. And no tracers led anywhere. Not one sniff or sound of a witch could be detected. In the end, he
simply enfolded Jack Smith himself with a hundred different protections and went on looking. Jack
Smith arrived, rubbing his hands and smiling, saying he felt much better now. "My dear fellow," he said
to Graeme, "the two of you are like hounds. Never let go of a scent, do you?"

"We don't like to leave a thing like this unsolved," Graeme said. "Neither of us do. But you don't
need to go on paying us. It's something we both feel we have to do."

"My dear fellow," Jack Smith said. "My dear lady."

Things were at this stage when the boys started school again. Jethro was now in the top class, the last
one before he moved up into the senior school. Every lesson seemed to start with, "You'll be in trouble
in Seniors if you don't learn this now," or, "Everyone in Seniors has to know this before they begin." To
a worrier like Jethro this was seriously alarming. He lay awake at night worrying about the way he was
going to arrive to Seniors knowing nothing and be punished for it. And as if this was not enough,
Jeremy was put in Miss Blythe's class.

Miss Blythe was notoriously strict. People made rude drawings of her in her tight purple sweater and
big round glasses. She had a beaky nose and thin black hair that frizzed out around her angry owl-face.
All the best drawings did her as an owl with thick legs and clumpy shoes and these often looked very
like Miss Blythe indeed. In Miss Blythe's class no one was allowed to talk or fool about, and they had to
form up in lines before they did anything. Miss Blythe called the ones who never talked or played and
who formed up in lines quickest her little flowers. The best ones were called her little daisies. You could
always tell someone who had been in Miss Blythe's class by their subdued, frightened look and by the
way they sat with their hands primly folded and their feet side by side. It was said they were trying to be
daisies. Jethro could not imagine Jeremy being made into a daisy. He worried about that almost as
much as he worried about Seniors.

For a fortnight nothing much seemed to happen. Then, one lunchtime, Jethro stood in the
playground and watched Miss Blythe's class come outside, walking in a line as usual. As usual, Jeremy
was about halfway along the line, looking more than usually egg-shaped and angelic. Jethro paused long
enough to see that Jeremy was there and turned away to his friends, who were worrying about Seniors
too.

The next moment, Jeremy came charging out of the line straight towards Jethro. He flung both arms
round Jethro and butted his face into Jethro's chest.

"Hey!" Jethro said. "What's up with you?"
Jeremy said nothing. He just butted harder. People began gathering round to stare.
"Now, look—" Jethro was beginning, when Miss Blythe came shooting out of the school and

advanced on Jethro and Jeremy with big strides.
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"Jeremy Hall,"Miss Blythe said, "did I or did I not order you to stay behind and wash your mouth out
with soap?"

Jeremy just clutched Jethro harder. Jethro realised he was supposed to protect Jeremy, although he
was not sure how. He looked up at Miss Blythe. She was even more like the rude drawings than he had
known. She glared like an angry owl.

"Jeremy Hall," said Miss Blythe, "let go at once and look at me!"
Jethro, feeling distinctly brave, said, "What has my brother done wrong?"

"Disobeyed me," snapped Miss Blythe. "Went out with the others when I told him not to, and now
he's behaving like a baby! After he said such things!"

Jeremy turned his head sideways. He said, "I only said words."

"Don't you contradict me!" Miss Blythe said. "Indoors at once! Now!"

"Shan't," said Jeremy, and he added, "Hendiadys."
Miss Blythe gasped. "What did you call me?"
Jeremy repeated it. "Hendiadys."

At this Miss Blythe made a noise somewhere between a growl and a scream and seized hold of
Jeremy's arm. "For this," she said, "you are going to come with me to the Headmaster this instant, my
boy. Come along." She pulled, irresistibly. Jeremy was forced to go where she pulled. But, since he
refused to let go of Jethro, Jethro was forced to go too. Like this, watched by nearly the entire school,
Jethro shuffled with Jeremy's head in his stomach, into the school, along a corridor and to the door of

the Headmaster's study. MR GARDNER, said the notice on this door. HEADMASTER.

Miss Blythe gave the notice an angry bang, flung the door open and dragged both boys inside. Mr
Gardner looked up with a jump from his egg sandwich. Jethro could see he did not like being disturbed
in the middle of his lunch. "What is this about?" he said.

"Mr Gardner," said Miss Blythe, "I demand that you expel this boy from the school at once!"
"Which one?" Mr Gardner asked. "There are two of them, Miss Blythe."

Miss Blythe looked down and was clearly surprised to find she had brought Jethro along as well.
"The small one of course," she said. "Jeremy Hall. He does nothing but make trouble."

Mr Gardner looked at Jeremy. Jeremy turned his face out of Jethro's stomach to give Mr Gardner an
abnormally egg-shaped and angelic look. Mr Gardner gave the look a strong scrutiny and did not, to
Jethro's alarm, seem to be convinced by it. "He's not a troublemaker, sir," Jethro said. "Honestly. He's
just strange."

Mr Gardner looked at Jethro then. "And why are you here!" he said.

Jethro began to feel rather like a lawyer called in when the police have just arrested a criminal. "He's
my brother, sir," he said.

"Can't he speak for himself, then?" Mr Gardner asked.

"Speak? I should just think he can speak," Miss Blythe burst out. "Do you know what this child has
just called me, Mr Gardner!? Hendiadys, Mr. Gardner. He said it twice too! Hendiadys."
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A strange look came over Mr Gardner's face. "And what, exactly, Miss Blythe," he asked, "do you take
'hendiadys' to mean?"

"Some sort of bird, I imagine," Miss Blythe said. "It was an obvious insult anyway."

Jethro, feeling more like a lawyer than ever, cut in hastily, "My cli—er—brother—er, Jeremy never
knows what any of his words mean, sir."

"Really?" said Mr Gardner. "Well, Jeremy, what does 'hendiadys' mean?"

Jeremy's eyes went round and gazed over Mr Gardner's shoulder. He contrived to look sweetly
baffled. "Mouse eggs!" he suggested.

"Jethro," said Mr Gardner. "Your turn to guess now."

"[—er—think it could be a kind of crocodile," Jethro guessed. He tried to ignore the venomous glare
he got from Miss Blythe.

"Do you indeed?" Mr Gardner turned and picked up the dictionary lying beside his lunch. "Let's see
what the truth of the matter is," he said, turning pages with an expert whip-whip-whip. "Oh yes. Here we
are. 'Hendiadys, noun, a rhetorical device by which two nouns joined by a conjunction, usually and, are
used instead of a noun and a modifier, as in to run with fear and haste instead of to run with fearful haste.'
Did you know that?" he asked Jeremy.

Jeremy looked stunned and shook his head.

"Neither did 1," admitted Mr Gardner. "But it isn't a kind of crocodile, is it? Miss Blythe, I fail to see
that a rhetorical device by which two nouns et cetera can possibly be any form of insult, quite honestly.
I suspect we have a personality clash here. Jethro, take your brother home. You can have the afternoon
off. Jeremy, you are suspended from school for half a day while Miss Blythe and I talk this matter over.
Off you go."

They went, thankfully scooting under Miss Blythe's purple arm. Before they reached the door, Miss
Blythe was slapping her hand down on Mr Gardner's desk and saying, "I don't care what that word
means, it was intended as an insult! That child is nothing but trouble. I ask them all to say what flower
they're going to be, and what does he say?"

"I said I'd be Rhus radicans," Jeremy said when they were outside. "That's a flower. She made me stand

out in front all morning. I don't like her."
"I don't blame you. She's a hag," said Jethro. "What do we tell Mum and Dad?"

As it happened, they did not have to tell their parents anything. They arrived home to a scene of
excitement. A lady called Pippa from Annabelle's publisher was there with a briefcase stuffed with
letters, contracts, forms and maps. It seemed that Hall's Guides to Witchcraft had become so popular
that Pippa was arranging for Annabelle to go on a world tour to covens and magic circles as far away as
Australia to promote the latest Guide. She was to go in three weeks' time, in order to be in New York
for a Hallowe'en book-signing, and Pippa was to go with her. Such was the excitement that Jethro nearly
forgot to look up Rhus radicans. When he did, he found it was poison ivy. Hm, he thought. Perhaps
Jeremy does know what his words mean, after all. He thought it was lucky he had not discovered this
before they were hauled in front of Mr Gardner.

Altogether he felt a fierce mixture of relief and worry: relief that neither of his parents had asked
why he and Jeremy were home so early, worry that Jeremy was in bad trouble; relief that something nice
I Give You My Word © Diana Wynne Jones Estate 2006. First published in Firebirds Rising ed. Sharyn November 2006 by
Firebird, Penguin Group (USA) inc. This version is posted on the Diana Wynne Jones 2024 Conference website from June
2024-May 2025, to support the Conference. All rights reserved: this story may not be published elsewhere without permission
of the copyright owner.



had happened for a change, worry because Mum had never been away so far or for so long before; relief
that his father was taking the plan on the whole quite well—

"Of course I can manage," Graeme was saying, a touch irritably. "I've no wish to stand in your way,
and Jethro is pretty sensible these days." This brought on Jethro's worry again as he realised he would
have to look after Dad and Jeremy while Annabelle was away. "But," Graeme continued, "if we haven't
located this coven before you leave, I can always go on looking by myself. You go and enjoy yourself.
Don't mind me."

While Jethro was trying to decide whether this meant he could feel relieved, Annabelle said to him,
"Don't look so worried, love. I'll be back by Christmas."

"Hirsute intropic ampoules," Jeremy said gloomily.

Did Jeremy know what this meant? Jethro wondered. Worry came out on top. And there was always

Seniors to worry about as well.

They went back to school next day to discover that Jeremy had been transferred from Miss Blythe's
to the parallel class taught by Mr Anderson. Mr. Anderson was young and jolly. When Jethro had been
in Mr Anderson's class, he remembered, Mr Anderson's favourite saying had been "Let's have fun
looking this up together, shall we!" He wondered if this would suit Jeremy. Or not.

Anyway, Jeremy did not complain. Nor, more importantly, did Mr Anderson. Life rolled on quite
peacefully for three weeks, until Annabelle departed for the airport in a flurry of schedules, maps and
lecture notes. The house felt amazingly quiet and rather sombre almost at once. Jeremy went round

saying "Calisthenic ketchup" in a small dire voice and sighing deeply. Both of them missed Annabelle
badly.

Graeme tried to make it up to them. He put in a real effort for a while. He took them to the cinema
and the zoo and he provided pizza and ice-cream for every meal until, after a week or so, even Jeremy
began to get tired of pizza. "Dad," Jethro said, worrying about it, "this kind of diet is bad for you. We'll
all be overweight."

"Yes, but you know I can't cook," Graeme said. "I'm much too busy with this witch hunt to spend
time in the kitchen. Bear with me. It's only till Christmas."

"That's two months, Dad," Jethro said.
"Proverbial bouillabaisse,” Jeremy said, and sighed deeply.

The next day they had a cook. She was a large quiet lady called Mrs Gladd who came silently in
while the boys were having breakfast. Graeme seemed as surprised as they were to see her. "I don't do
dishes," she said, putting on an overall covered with sunflowers. "Or," she added, tying the belt, "beds or
cleaning. You might want to get someone else for that."

Mrs Gladd was still there when the two of them came home from school, cooking something at the
stove which smelt almost heavenly. The kitchen table was spread with cakes, jam tarts and sticky buns.

"Herbacious anthracite," Jeremy said, sniffing deeply. "Hagiography," he added, nodding
appreciatively at the table.

Mrs Gladd just shrugged. "Eat up," she said.

They did so. Everything was superb. It almost made up for the fact that Mrs Gladd was living in and

had to have Jethro's room, while Jethro moved in with Jeremy in the little room down the corridor.
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Graeme had to break off his witch hunt in order to heave beds about—Jethro spent several
uncomfortable nights because his father had somehow twisted Jethro's duvet inside its cover. It was like
sleeping under a knotted sheep. And Jethro didn't do beds any more than Mrs Gladd did. Even with
Jeremy trying to help him he only succeeded in giving the duvet a second twist, so that he now seemed
to be sleeping under a rather large python.

But this was straightened out by the end of that week when Rosie, Josephine and Kate arrived, Rosie
to wash up the stacks of plates and pans in the kitchen, and Josephine and Kate to make beds and clean
the house. Consequently, when Annabelle phoned from Los Angeles that Sunday, Jethro and Graeme
were able to assure her that they were doing splendidly. Jeremy said, "Curdled phlogiston," which may
or may not have meant the same thing.

On the Monday, however, Josephine and Kate said the work was too heavy for just the two of them
and were joined by Gertie, Iris, Delphine, and Doreen. As Jethro and Jeremy left for school, all six
ladies were hard at work mopping floors from steaming buckets. Graeme had turned all the computers
off and was composing crosswords instead. Jethro spared a worry about how Graeme was going to tell
which lady was which. Nearly all of them had blonde hairdos and smart jeans. Iris, Doreen, and
Josephine wore pink sweaters and two of the others had glasses, but they were otherwise hard to tell
apart. All were slim and very talkative. The house rang with happy chatter, the clanking of buckets and
the drone of vacuum cleaners.

Jethro could only spare a few seconds for Graeme's problems, however. This week there were going
to be Tests on All Subjects, and if you had bad results, your life was going to be not worth living in

Seniors. He was far too nervous to think much about anything else.

On Tuesday, three terrifying tests later, Jethro came home trying to forget the tests by wondering
what cakes and fat buns Mrs Gladd had made today for tea. He found their car out on the drive in a
puddle of water, surrounded by three ladies with cloths tied round their heads. Two had large sponges
and the third had a hose. They were shrieking with laughter because one of them had just had her shoes
hosed by mistake. Jethro thought at first this one was Rosie and that the others were probably Katie and
Iris, but when he looked closely, he saw they were three quite new ladies.

"Perspicuous colonization," Jeremy remarked to him.

Jethro took him along to find Graeme. Graeme's study was knee-deep in sleeping bags. Graeme
himself, already noticeably plumper from Mrs Gladd's cooking, was sitting at a new table in the corner
of the kitchen. Crossword patterns and dictionaries were heaped on the table, but Graeme was busy

eating a large sticky bun. Someone had provided him with new, wider jeans and a wide bland sweater.
He hardly looked like Dad any more.

"Dad, who are the new ones washing the car!" Jethro asked.

Graeme smiled, again quite unlike himself. "Two Kylies and a Tracy," he said. "They do the outside
work, garden, wash the windows, all that. Aren't we lucky?"

"Troglodytic contralto," Jeremy said.

"Yes, but," Jethro said, eyeing the sheets of half-made crosswords, "can you get on with your witch
hunt with all these people about?"

"Not at the moment," Graeme admitted. "But it's only temporary—only till Christmas—after all."
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But was it only temporary? If Jethro had had any worry to spare from the tests, he thought he would
have been quite worried about this. There were ten new chairs round the kitchen table—which seemed
much bigger than it ought to be, somehow—and here Mrs Gladd served succulent meals for fourteen.
Jethro ate with his head down, avoiding elbows. and his hearing filled with screams of laughter at jokes
he didn't understand. All eleven ladies seemed to be living here now, not only Mrs Gladd. There were
sleeping bags everywhere, in the airing cupboard, behind the sofa and bundled to the sides of the
upstairs corridor. On Friday, when Jethro had done a test on everything possible from spelling to
cookery, the ladies turned the living room and Graeme's study into hairdressing salons and did one
another's hair. The booming of vacuum cleaners was replaced by the roaring of hair dryers. The house
filled with strong perfumes.

Almost the only place that was empty of ladies was Annabelle's deserted study. Jethro took to sitting
there beside Mum's blank turned-off computer, worrying about the results of the tests and wishing he
knew the password to get into that computer. He thought he might feel better if he could read some of
the things Annabelle had been writing before she left. But when Annabelle rang that Sunday from
Sydney in Australia, Jethro had not the heart to tell her about the tests or the ladies either. He was sure
he had failed all the tests and there was nothing he could do about the ladies. Graeme, beaming all over
his newly plump face, said they were getting along marvellously. Jeremy said, "Hypno-therapeutic
distilled amnesia. In blue bottles." At which Mum laughed and said, "Oh really, Jeremy!"

Jethro came home from school the next day in a worse worry than ever. None of the results of the
tests were ready. Every teacher he asked told him to be patient: it took time to mark them all, they said.
He made for Annabelle's study, tripping over sleeping bags on the way, longing for some peace and
quiet to worry in, only to find Jeremy in there. Jeremy was sitting at the computer, playing a computer

game.
"How did you find the password?" Jethro demanded.
Jeremy turned to him, angelically egg-shaped. "Imperfect clandestine logistics," he said.

Jethro stumped away to consult a dictionary, which was not easy. Mrs Gladd pushed him aside when
he tried to reach the one in the kitchen, and Delphine and Rosie said, "Not in here, please!" when he
tried Dad's study. When he took down one of the dictionaries in the living room, Josephine moved the
small table away in order to do her toenails on it and he was forced to spread the heavy book out on the
floor. The sofa was filled with Tracy, one of the Kylies and Josephine, who were all laughing about
something. Jethro had to push away a heap of sleeping bags to make room for the dictionary, from
which he discovered that logistics meant the science of moving, supplying and maintaining of military forces in
the field. It had nothing to do with logging on, as Jethro had supposed. He went back to Annabelle's
study. "l want to use the computer after you," he told Jeremy. "Or it's not fair."

"Fulminating lohan," Jeremy said.

Jethro tried to do without a dictionary, this time by going and asking Graeme when lohan meant.
But Graeme simply crouched at his corner table and tapped with his pencil. "Don't bother me now," he
said. "I have to find a proper clue for stethoscope."

Sighing, Jethro collected all the dictionaries the ladies would let him get near and took them up to
the little room he was forced to share with Jeremy. It was really annoying, he thought, turning pages, the
way he and Jeremy and Graeme were getting pushed away into the corners of their own house. The
ladies seemed to feel it belonged to them now. A lohan, he discovered, was a rather good Buddhist—
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something he himself would never be, Jethro knew. He was too worried about those tests. He sat on his
bed and worried.

It was an awful week. None of the tests got marked and Jethro began to fear that he was not going to
be allowed to go to Seniors. When he got home, the house was always full of vacuum cleaners and
shrieks of laughter, and however early he arrived, Jeremy had somehow managed to get to Mum's
computer before Jethro did. He tried complaining to Graeme, but Graeme simply tapped his pencil on
his teeth and said, "I can't find a decent clue for stethoscope." After five days of this, Jethro said to Jeremy,
"Dad isn't listening to a word I say."

Jeremy astonished him by saying, "Yes, I know," before turning back to his game.
"No long words?" Jethro asked.

"Not yet," Jeremy said, and killed a swathe of aliens with one burst of gunfire.
"Supper! Hurry up!" Mrs Gladd called from the kitchen.

Jeremy left the computer running, and as they both went down to the kitchen, Jethro was
determined to get back to that computer before Jeremy did or die in the attempt.

Supper seemed to be over very quickly. Graeme went straight to his corner then. Jethro and Jeremy
edged through the bustle of clearing up, each with an eye on the other, each ready to make a dash for
the computer as soon as the other did. They had only just reached the door when someone rang the
doorbell at the front door. Josephine and one of the Kylies pushed them aside, right up against
Graeme's table, rushing to answer it.

Jeremy looked at Jethro. "Penultimate epiphany," he said. They stayed to see who it was.

It was Miss Blythe. She came striding in, all owl face and purple bosom, and rapped on the kitchen
table. "Everybody gather round," she said. As Mrs Gladd turned from the fridge and Kate from the sink
and the nine other ladies came back into the kitchen, most of them carrying hair dryers, Jethro had one
of those horrible moments when you realise you have been worrying about quite the wrong thing. He
had spent all the last fortnight worrying about tests at school, when he should have been looking at
what was going on in his own house. He stared at Miss Blythe, feeling empty.

"Now, my flowers," Miss Blythe said, when everyone was gathered by the table, "most of you have
been here a full two weeks. I want full reports on progress made and objectives achieved. Mrs Gladd?"

"The way to a man's heart is through his stomach," Mrs Gladd said. "I've cooked up three spells daily
and four at weekends. All three of them should be well under by now."

"So I see," Miss Blythe said. Her glasses flashed towards Graeme sitting chewing his pencil in his
corner, and then travelled quickly, with evident dislike, across Jethro and Jeremy. "Well done," she said.
"Kylie, Kylie and Tracy?"

One of the car-cleaners, the one who wore glasses, said, "We've made absolutely sure that none of
their neighbours even see us, Miss Blythe, and we've stopped all communication from outside."

"So have we," said Rosie, stroking her blond hairdo. "Not a soul has been able to consult Occult
Security since we came here. The only phone calls we allow in are from Mrs Hall."

"We're working on making everyone forget the Halls exist," Josephine added. She giggled. "Mr Hall's
forgotten already."
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They all looked over at Graeme, who frowned at his crossword and did not seem to notice.

"Good," said Miss Blythe. "Occult Security isn't going to bother us any more then—none of them are
going to bother us much longer. We'll be able to sell this house soon. Have you worked out how much
we'll get for it?"

"We priced it up," Kate said. "A quarter of a million seems about right."

A very satisfied expression came across Miss Blythe's face at this. "Then we're in business," she said,
"except for one little matter." Her satisfaction faded rather. "Have any of you worked out what we do
about getting rid of Mrs Hall? Coven Head will be here any minute, and he'll want to know what we're
doing about her."

Mrs Gladd said, "She's leaving Australia later today and flying to Rome."
"Lots of nice deep ocean on the way," said Doreen.
Iris added, "What say we simply bring the plane down while it's over the water?"

Miss Blythe nodded. "Yes, that should do it. It sounds like the neatest way. You can start setting that
spell up as soon as Coven Head gets here."

The doorbell rang again.
"Here he is now," Miss Blythe said. "One of you let him in."

As Josephine scudded away to the front door, Jethro stood next to Jeremy thinking, What are we

going to do! They're behaving as if we don't exist. Do we exist any more?

Just as if thinking that was a signal, Miss Blythe's big owl spectacles turned Jethro's way. She pursed
her lips irritably as if he were something offensive like a very dirty sock someone had dropped on the
floor. Then she turned with an effusive smile as Josephine ushered Jack Smith into the kitchen. "Oh,
Coven Head," she said. "Good to see you!"

Jack Smith was fatter and more tightly packed into his expensive suit than ever. He beamed round at
the ladies and nodded happily at Graeme in his corner. "Good, good, all going to plan, I see," he said.
Looking very humorous, he reached into his waistcoat and then into his pockets and fetched out
hundreds of charms, protections and wires, which he threw into a heap on the table. "No need to carry
these silly things about any more," he said, tossing a couple of batteries onto the heap. "l see the Hall
family is pretty well obliterated."

"Not quite," Miss Blythe said, pointing at Jethro and Jeremy. "Those two don't seem to me to be
quite under yet."

"Oh, we'll soon settle that." Jack Smith rubbed his hands together and came to stand over Jethro and
Jeremy, smiling down at them, exuding such good cheer that he could have been Santa Claus in a dark
suit. "Boys," he said, "this is very important. I need you both to give me your solemn word that you will
never, ever say one thing about any of us here—about me, or Miss Blythe, or any of these charming
ladies. You." He beamed at Jethro. "Give me your word. Now."

Jethro felt some sort of huge numbness spreading his brain out, squashing it flat, combing away all
feelings until there was nearly nothing but a blank white space where all his thoughts usually were.
Almost the only thing left was frantic worry. This is awful! he thought. If I give him my word I shall be
like this for ever!
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"['ll give you my word," Jeremy said from beside Jethro. He stared up towards Jack Smith, past Jack
Smith and into empty space deep beyond Jack Smith, and his face was more egg-shaped and angelic
than Jethro had ever seen it before. "I'll give you my word," Jeremy said, "and my word is

FLOCCIPAUCINIHILIPILIFICATION!"
Jethro suddenly felt much better. Jack Smith said, "What?"
"Take no notice," said Miss Blythe. "He's a naughty little boy. He's always doing this."

"All right," Jack Smith agreed. "Forget the kids. Fill me in. What have we decided to do about
dispensing with Annabelle Hall?"

"Bring down her plane between Australia and Italy," Miss Blythe told him. "Over the sea if we can.
Does that seem good to you!"

Jack Smith said, "Perfect. Let's get on and set the spell then." He strode over to the table and sat
himself in the chair next to the sink, rubbing his hands together gladly. Miss Blythe and the other ladies
hurried to pull out chairs and sit round the table too. Amid the squawking of chair legs on floor, Jethro
bent down to his brother and whispered, "What does floccipaucinihilipilification mean?"

Jeremy shrugged, egg-shaped and innocent. "I don't know."

Jethro snatched a look at everyone sitting at the table and staring respectfully at Jack Smith and
whirled round to Graeme, smiling vaguely at his table just behind them. "Dad!" he said urgently. "Dad,
what does floccipaucinihilipilification mean?"

"Eh?" Graeme said. "Floccipaucinihilipilification? Supposed to be the longest word in the language. It
means—" Jethro held his breath and watched the smile drain from his father's face into the pinched,
grumpy and attentive look he was much more used to. "It means, Jethro, the act of regarding something as
worthless," Graeme said. Now he looked almost his usual self. He seemed to have gone thinner, with
lines where he had had smooth fat cheeks before. He stared silently at the twelve ladies seated at the
table and at Jack Smith sitting by the sink, facing them. "My God!" he said. "A full coven! What are they
doing?

"Casting a spell to make Mum's plane crash," Jethro said.

"Right," said Graeme. None of the coven had even noticed him. He leapt up from his corner and
went with long, noiseless steps, through the kitchen doorway and round into his study, where he kicked
aside three sleeping bags and dived into the chair in front of his Occult Security computer. "Exorcism
programme," he muttered as the machine hummed and flickered, "spell cancellation, expulsion of alien
magics programmes, all of them I think, block and destroy magics ... what else am I going to need?"

Jeremy's voice rose up from the kitchen. "Wanton aquamarine steroids. Epigrammatic yellow
persiflage with semiotic substitution."

"Oh yes, personal protection for both you boys," Graeme said. "Go and get Jeremy out of there,
Jethro!" The exorcism programme came up and he began stabbing at keys, furiously and at speed.

Hendiadys! Jethro thought. Instead of with furious speed. He sped back to the kitchen to find everyone
sitting in a fixed, spell-making, concentrating silence, except for Jeremy. Jeremy was marching up and
down beside the cooker, chanting. "Haloes and holograms, ubiquitous embargoes, zygotes and rhizomes
in the diachronic ciabatta." Miss Blythe kept turning her spectacles towards him venomously, but she
did not seem to be able to interrupt the spell-making in order to stop Jeremy.
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Jethro seized his arm. "Come away. It's dangerous!"

"No, I've got to stay. Gladiolus!" Jeremy shrieked, bracing both feet. "Rosacea! Dahlias and debutante
begonias. Recycled stringent peonies. Pockmarked pineapples, tormented turnips, artichokes with acne.
Let go, Jethro! Cuneiform cauliflowers. It's working!"

Right in front of Jethro, Mrs Gladd shrank to nothing in her chair. Where she had been sitting
there was now a fat clod of earth with a small spiked shoot sticking out of it.

"See!" Jeremy shouted. Rosie winked out downwards as he yelled, into a smaller clod with two green
leaves glimmering on top of it. "Monocotyledenous, dicotyledenous, myrtle and twitch!"

Almost at once—blink, blink, blink—Kate, Doreen, Josephine and both Kylies shrank likewise and
became clumps of earth with tiny seedlings growing in them. Though Jethro had no doubt that
Graeme's programmes were now running, he was also equally sure that Jeremy was somehow directing
what these programmes did. Blink, blink, blink, all round the table. Gertie, Iris, Delphine and Tracy
shrank into seedlings too, until only Jack Smith and Miss Blythe were left. Jack Smith was staring
around in bewilderment, but Miss Blythe flopped forward with her face in her hands, looking tired and
defeated.

"It's Miss Blythe's magic, see," Jeremy explained out of the corner of his mouth, and turned back to
shriek at Jack Smith, "Defenestration!"

Jack Smith sailed up out of his chair and hurtled backwards towards the window.
"Oleaginous defenestration, I meant," Jeremy said quickly, just as Jack Smith's fat back met the glass.

Jethro watched, fascinated, as the glass went soft and stretched like elastic to let Jack Smith shoot
through into the flower bed outside. Then it snapped back into unbroken glass again. Through it,
Jethro watched Jack Smith pick himself up and shamble off, looking puzzled, to the big car parked in

their driveway.

"You appalling little boy!" Miss Blythe said faintly. "How did you know all my girls were flowers from
my garden? And just look at what you've done to that poor dear man, Jack Smith! He was going to be
Prime Minister with our coven for a Cabinet."

"Questionable offal," Jeremy retorted. "You were going to kill my mum."

"Well, we had to neutralise your parents," Miss Blythe said, in a tired, reasonable way, "or they would

have spoilt all his plans, poor man. They are far too good at their job."

Jethro felt he had had enough of Miss Blythe. He went up to her and took hold of her by one purple
arm. "The front door's this way," he said. "You'd better go now."

Graeme's programmes were obviously running sweetly by then. Miss Blythe stood up quite meekly
and let Jethro lead her out of the kitchen and through the hall. "He was going to let me be his private
secretary," she said sadly as they went.

Jethro felt the school could probably do without Miss Blythe too. "Why don't you give up teaching
and be his secretary anyway!" he suggested, opening the front door and giving her a push.

"What a good idea!" Miss Blythe exclaimed. "I think I will." She turned round on the doorstep.
"Tethro Hall, you're a very understanding boy."
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Jethro shut the door on her, wondering if he really wanted to be called understanding by someone
like Miss Blythe, and scooted to Graeme's study to check on his father.

Graeme, looking lean and irritable and entirely his usual self, was bending over the computer, where
programme after programme was racing downwards on the screen. "I don't know which flight your
mother's going to be on," he told Jethro. "I'm having to put protection round every plane that comes
into Rome for the next twenty-four hours. Go and shut Jeremy up. He's distracting me."

In the kitchen, Jeremy was still chanting words, although they now seemed to have become a song of
triumph. "Highly benevolent botulism," he howled as Jethro came in. "Crusading gumbo extirpated by
chocolate pelmanism. Transcendent aureate thaumaturgy!" Jeremy's eyes blazed and his cheeks were

flushed. He had worked himself into quite a state.
"Stop it!" Jethro told him. "It's over now."

“Creosote," Jeremy said, the way other people might use a swear word. "Ginseng. Garibaldi biscuits."
His cheeks faded to a normal colour and he looked humorously up at Jethro. "I've never done real
magic before," he said. "Has Dad made Mum's plane safe!"

"He's just fixing it now, " said Jethro. "What do we do with all these seedlings? Throw them away?"
"No, plant them of course," Jeremy said. "Tomorrow."

So, when Annabelle rang up from Rome the next day, after Graeme had said as usual that they were
all fine, Jethro took the phone and told her that he and Jeremy had been gardening. Then Jeremy
snatched the phone to say, "And we got rid of those witches for you. They weren't attacking Jack Smith
because they didn't exist really."

"Oh good!" Annabelle said. "And I want to tell you that Pippa and I have had enough. There was no
one at all at the signing this morning. We're going to cancel the rest of the tour and fly home
tomorrow." She stopped in a surprised way. "What's this, Jeremy? No more of your big words?"

"No," said Jeremy. "I've used them all up."

Jethro let his breath out in a long, gentle sigh. There was nothing to worry about any more. He was
not even worried about the tests, he found. What was done was done.

Graeme wrestled the phone from Jeremy's fist. "Give me your flight number," he said. "I'll put

protection round it, just in case."

"If you feel you need to," Annabelle said. "It might make Pippa feel better. She turns out to be
terrified of flying."
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AUTHOR'S NOTE

This story started with my love of dictionaries, not just for being full of words—and I love words—but
because of the wildly different words that occur side by side in them. You find shire horse next to
shoestring and cutwater beside cynical. My grandson Thomas loves words too, the more preposterous the
better. [ was trying to teach him "borborygmata" when I got the idea. He was delighted with the word,
particularly when he discovered it meant your tummy rumbling, but he couldn't say it. The nearest he
got was "babagatama," which ought to be a word anyway. But the main character in the story is in fact
another of my grandsons, Gabriel, who spends much of his time away in a distant part of his own head.
Then he comes back and tells you something extraordinary. I suspect him of having uncanny powers.
This worries his brother who is Jethro in the story, and a worrier.
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