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C H A P T E R   1
Homework: Exercise 3.4 

A white Toyota snaked its way along the roads of  an old 
suburb full of  shabby houses and topsy-turvy streets. The 
suburb was called Old Witchfield. It lay sandwiched between 
the fancy homes with pools and patios in Witchfield North 
and the chaotic clutter of  Witch’s View, where the steel mill 
workers lived in their box houses. Above everything towered 
Inkanyezi Mountain, a craggy mass shaped like the back of  
an old crone. 

The car sped along, snapping the leaves off  the wild 
shrubbery as it went by and leaving them twirling in its wake. 
A girl with dark hair and a splash of  freckles across her nose 
sat in the back seat of  the car, feeling a little strange. That 
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strange feeling could have been because the sharp turns 
tossed her from side to side, or it may have been because of  
something else. It was the something else that worried her. It 
was out of  the ordinary. And she did not like that.

Far off, on the outskirts of  the town, cars buzzed 
along the freeway, passing by the big blue sign that announced 
the off-ramp to this little town of  Witchfield. Most of  those 
drivers didn’t take much notice of  the place; it was after all, 
just another small town with a steel mill and an oddly-shaped 
mountain. They drove on past, wrapped up in their own 
thoughts without ever wondering where that off-ramp led to. 

In fact, even to those who lived there, Witchfield was 
a normal little town; a quiet place where one could get on 
with boring everyday things like going to school and work 
and doing one’s chores. 

But, not everything was as normal as it seemed.
Some people said Witchfield had been the centre 

of  ancient powers and magic, that there was a strange 
connection between the land and the mountain and the sky. 
These people told stories about magic and said that if  one 
looked a little deeper at ordinary places like this little town, 
the obvious slipped away and revealed its secrets, shining 
darkly beneath.
 The Toyota’s tyres screeched a little as it took a sharp 
turn around one of  the many hair-pin bends. Katie Peridot 
leaned her head against the back window to try and make the 
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strange feeling inside her go away. 
To her, all that stuff  about magic and ancient 

mysteries was nonsense. She believed none of  it. She was 
much too old for that sort of  thing. Witchfield was just a 
normal town like any other, no matter what a handful of  
weirdos said.

She squirmed at that. Her mother was one of  those 
weirdos. Katie had nearly died of  embarrassment at her 
eleventh birthday party because her mother started on 
her wild ramblings about witches and spells and magical 
mountains. Katie had gulped and laughed hollowly, trying to 
cover up the seriousness in her mother’s voice, but a brief  
glance around showed sneers and rolling eyes. Well, her 
mother’s crazy stories had not done anything to improve her 
popularity after that!
 The car turned another sharp corner into an even 
narrower, dead-end road. It was the sort of  road that seemed 
to have forgotten its way and had just stopped in its tracks. 
The car bounced up onto the verge outside a fence made up 
of  a messy combination of  hedge and bits of  barbed wire. 
 Katie already had her backpack strapped on as the 
car came to a jerky halt. Her skinny knees bumped together 
as she struggled out of  the back seat. 
 “Thank you, Mrs Naidu!” Katie called back towards 
the car as she disappeared through the creaking gate and 
down the concrete steps to the pokey front veranda. 
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 “So, how was school?”
 “Fine.”
 “You always say fine. It’s such a boring answer. 
Couldn’t you tell me something a little more interesting? 
‘Fine’ is just so… ordinary.”
 “Well, why did you ask if  you don’t like my answer?”
 “Alright, I’ll just never ask you again! I just won’t 
bother!” 
 The sulkiness in her mother’s reply collected into a 
pool of  silence. Why did her mother always have to be so 
dramatic about everything? Katie closed her eyes and took 
a deep breath. She knew there was no point getting upset. It 
never changed anything. She decided not to allow herself  to 
get angry. She would just ignore it. Her eyes moved from the 
lounge out the bright doorway. Outside on the veranda the 
bamboo wind chimes clanged together. Katie sighed. At least 
she was home. That was better than being at school. And 
hopefully that weird feeling she’d had the whole day would 
go away too.
 She looked at her mother sitting opposite her. She 
had gone back to reading a book (or at least pretending to). 
“Connecting with Angels: A feminist perspective of  inner 
power”, Katie read on the cover. Whatever that meant! Why 
did her mother have such weird obsessions? Couldn’t she like 
normal things like other moms?
 “I think I should go and do my homework now.”
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Her mother’s head shot up from her book.
 “What? Now? Really? Well, what about having a cup 
of  tea before you do? I’ll go make another pot. Stay here.”
 The book slid off  her lap as she scrambled up and 
went into the kitchen.
 
 And so the rest of  the afternoon was spent in the 
lounge, hiding out from the heat of  the day, which suited 
Katie just fine. 
 “You know, Katrinella. I was thinking about -“
 “It’s Katie, mom! Please!” 
 “Oh, okay. If  you insist, but I think your name is 
very beautiful and it’s unique. You should be proud of  it, you 
know. But that wasn’t my point anyway. I was trying to tell 
you something.”
 “You were saying?” Katie’s hands played with 
Maxwell Maximus’ paw. He’d jumped up onto her lap as soon 
as he realised there was to be some general lazing around in 
the lounge. He was never one to miss out on it. He made a 
sluggish attempt to catch Katie’s fingers as she tickled the 
soft underside of  his white paw. She stared down at him, 
trying to ignore another wave of  sulky silence that oozed 
across the room. She rolled her eyes.
 “Go on, mom. What were you saying?”
 “Well, if  you’re not interested…”
 “I am, really, it’s just, I… I like to be called Katie, 
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that’s all. I do want to hear.”
 “Well okay then... I have been seriously considering 
opening my own business. I guess it’s time I got back on my 
feet and poured my energy into a new project.”

This sounded unusually sensible to Katie and her 
green eyes fixed expectantly on her mother.

“I was actually thinking about opening a little shop 
selling beads and necklaces and books.”

“A book shop?” Katie said hopefully.
“Yes, specialising in books on topics like angels, 

telepathy, fairies, that type of  thing.”
“Oh,” Katie tried to hide her disappointment.
“Maybe I could rent a space at the new Starcrest 

Shopping Complex... but I suppose that would cost too 
much. Well, maybe Blackweed Centre then. That would be 
fine too. Oh, anyway, I was also thinking that the shop could 
be an interactive space where I could conduct workshops for 
people who want to get in touch with their guardian angels. 
I could make some extra money that way and it’s the kind of  
thing I’ve always wanted to do.”

Katie’s hopes sank and she started picking at a tear 
in the couch with her fingers. After a moment she answered 
carefully, “Do you really think that people here in Witchfield 
would be interested in that… type of  business?”
 “Yes, yes, I definitely think so! There are plenty of  
people here who need to be freed from their boxed-in lives! 
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They need to get in touch with their guardian angels and 
rediscover their inner selves.”
 “Um, maybe they need that, but the question is 
whether they want it and will pay for it.”
 “Well yes, I did think about that too, but let’s not be 
gloomy. I mean, here we are in Witchfield, a town with a long 
history of  magical happenings and where a powerful group 
of  witches once lived and worked.”

“I don’t think that’s necessarily fact, mom.” 
Her mother paused in shock, “I don’t want to have 

this argument with you again, Katrinella. Just because they 
don’t teach it to you in school, doesn’t mean it didn’t happen!”

“I’m not arguing, I’m just explaining what people 
generally think.”

“Well then, it’s just a case of  advertising properly and 
making people aware of  what really happened in our town. 
People are just mistrusting of  anything out of  the ordinary. 
That’s the problem!”

She paused again, the intensity in her eyes fading for 
a moment as she stared out the window, “You know, I’ve 
looked at the whole Angel Peace Group thing again and I’ve 
realised why it never took off. If  people could have come 
to a proper shop, where official workshops were run, they 
would have been a lot more comfortable with it.”

 Katie shuddered from the wave of  embarrassment 
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that hit her whenever she thought about her mother trying to 
hand out flyers for her stupid Angel Peace Group meetings at 
the Methodist Church fête. Clearly imprinted in her memory 
was the image of  her mother, wearing a flowing, zebra-print 
dress with lots of  beads around her arms and neck, strutting 
around with a handbag stuffed full of  photocopied flyers. 
Her heavy make-up made her eyes appear very dark and 
haunting like some runaway witch. 

Katie remembered standing as far away from her as 
possible, which of  course was pointless as everyone knew 
that the runaway witch was her mom. Every part of  Katie 
had wished that they could be rid of  all the stupid flyers so 
that they could go home to hide with their house behind the 
prickly fence again. 

Suddenly, as if  in response to that wish, the clear sky 
darkened and with a strange howl, a wind came up and blew 
a whole pile of  flyers out of  the open bag. While trying to 
jump around to catch some of  them, her mother dropped 
the rest. The tall wattle trees rustled loudly above the church 
hall and the fete went strangely quiet. Another gust of  wind 
picked up the remaining flyers, setting them free to twist 
and twirl up into the cloudy sky. Everyone’s heads turned 
upwards, as if  they were watching a strange flock of  birds 
taking flight. The little white specks got smaller and smaller 
until finally the sky swallowed them up. With a general sense 
of  relief, the crowd watched them disappear. As if  on cue, the 
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sun came out again and the merriment and noise returned. 
Katie’s face felt all hot and her fingers even tingled a little, 
but she felt oddly pleased with herself.
 The worst part about the whole Angel Peace Group 
incident was that a lot of  the kids at Witchfield School had 
been there and whoever hadn’t, soon got to hear about it. 
It was one of  the problems of  living in a small town. Katie 
had kept very quiet at school for the next couple of  weeks 
and had tried to avoid people by going to read in the library 
during breaks. But still, she couldn’t help hearing the odd 
whisper or seeing people acting out impersonations of  her 
mother even though they stopped when they noticed she 
was looking at them. But she didn’t care, at least not about 
stupid impersonations! 

 “Maybe you should concentrate on the shop at first, 
mom, and wait a bit before starting up the Angel Peace 
Group stuff  again. It would make more sense for the, um… 
business.”
 “Ja, I suppose you are right. Do you want another 
cup of  tea then?”
 “Um, no thanks. I think I need to go and do my 
homework now.”
 A look of  disappointment crossed her mother’s face 
and Katie added hastily, “It’s just that we got this Maths 
homework that’s really hard and I’d better get started.”
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 Katie put her mug down on the coffee table and 
moved a reluctant Max off  her lap. Homework didn’t do 
itself  after all.

 When Katie stepped into her room, the sun was 
already setting. Her bay window overlooked the garden and 
through the tangle of  trees, offered a slice of  Witchfield 
below. If  she stood on her toes, she could see down to the 
rough edges of  the town where the grassy stretch of  veld 
collided with the suburban order. It seemed to be pushing 
back, fighting for its own space. Sometimes it looked like the 
town was backed up against Inkanyezi Mountain in defence. 
Further off  to the left Katie could just make out where the 
box houses started, with the last of  the sun’s rays glinting off  
their tin roofs. Hundreds of  little lights started coming on, 
like stars reflecting the sky above them. 

As she stared out the window, enchanted by the world 
outside, a strange feeling crept up in her. It was the strange 
feeling she had had the whole day, but worse. It moved up into 
her throat and down into her finger tips and made her tingle. 
For a moment the shadows outside the window darkened. 
Katie’s brow furrowed in confusion before she managed to 
convince herself  that she was just imagining things. Then 
she turned away from the window and settled herself  at her 
desk. She switched the desk light on and picked up her pen.
 “What?! That’s weird…I didn’t…?”
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 She stared down at the book, suddenly afraid. It was 
her Maths text book and it lay open on page 31 at Exercise 
3.4. Below a neat heading, in her own writing, the answers 
to the exercise were written out. She stared at her backpack 
which was still on her bed, exactly where she had flung it 
earlier. It was unzipped, but she couldn’t remember opening 
it. Or getting her homework out. Or doing it. A shiver ran 
along her spine. 

If  she hadn’t done that, then who had?


