
Picklewitch stood up and wagged her finger 
at him. ‘The problem with you, Jack, is that 
you worry too much. This’ll be fun. I bet my 

cousin will be the best sort of cousin, you’ll 
see. It’s just a fact – like rain and sun and evil 
cat fudgenuttery.’

But Jack was not at all reassured. If one witch 
was trouble, then two would definitely be double.
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The Letter

P icklewitch galloped home from school, 

holding on to her hat and singing at the 

top of her lungs:

‘NOBODY‘NOBODY
tells ME what to do BECUZ . . .

I DUZ what I LIKES
and I LIKES what I DUZ

OH YES!’OH YES!’
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exploded out of the brambles. They 

twittered and tweeted, hearts and wings 

whirring in bliss.

‘All right all right, that’s enough,’ she 

giggled, batting them away. ‘Don’t make a fuss, 

I’ve only been gone since breakfast! I always 

come back, don’t I? You know you can rely 

on ol’ Picklewitch.’

Jack grinned. His best friend had 

a missing tooth, bird-nest hair, not 

to mention a deeply concerning spider 

pocket. She was grubby, strange, rude, 

stubborn, gave off a powerful mushroomy 

whiff and was very, very naughty. Despite all this 

he couldn’t help liking her more than anyone he’d 

ever met.

Jack shut the gate behind them with a click. 

Before Jack and his mum had moved in, Rookery 

Jack ran to keep up, being careful not to step on 

the cracks in the pavement. ‘All I’m trying to say,’ 

he puffed as they reached the driveway, ‘is that 

some cats are quite nice.’

Picklewitch stuck her nose in the air in disgust. 

‘Well your neighbour’s cat PONGS of evil 

fudgenuttery. I don’t knows how you can stand 

it, it fair makes my eyes water.’ She sneezed, as 

if to emphasise the point. ‘Someone should call 

the police.’

Jack thought about old Fluffchops, about how 

he slurped milk gummily from a saucer and slept 

all day. He was about as evil as a bed sock and Jack 

was going to say as much when Picklewitch kicked 

the rickety garden gate open.

‘Hello, birds! I’m home!’ she cried. ‘Did 

you miss me?’

Robins, starlings, crows and sparrows 
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removal van crunched up the Rookery Heights 

driveway and a tidy boy got out. Picklewitch took 

one look at him and decided that she’d had enough 

of being on her own. It was time to spread her 

wings and Jack was exactly what she needed – a 

friend with cake. And when Picklewitch made 

up her mind there was no simply unmaking it, 

whether Jack liked it or not.

Even now, watching her conjure up fistfuls of 

cake crumbs out of thin air, her magic lightning 

bright, Jack had to pinch himself. How could it 

be that he lived with a real, twenty-first-century 

witch? It didn’t make any sense, especially to such 

a logical, sensible boy. But there was no denying 

that here she was, right in front of his eyes. 

Picklewitch was as real as rhubarb.

But perhaps the strangest fact of all for Jack 

was that Picklewitch had chosen him as her best 

Heights had lain empty for years, its large, 

rambling garden wild and overgrown. Every day 

strangers had walked by on their way to work, past 

the boarded-up windows, past its creaking iron 

gate. No one had any inkling that a little witch was 

living behind its high garden walls, making magic 

and playing with the birds.

Sometimes Picklewitch watched the Boxies 

from the high branches of her walnut tree. If these 

house-dwellers had looked up from their phones 

and newspapers they might have caught a glimpse 

of a lone figure in a pointed hat peering down at 

them through her cracked binoculars. But people 

were often too busy to notice the really important 

things, so her existence stayed as secret as a nut in 

its shell.

But one wild and windy Thursday, everything 

changed forever. Quite unexpectedly a big yellow 
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friend  – a boy who sat alone in the playground 

every lunchtime – when she could have picked 

someone popular. He felt very lucky to be her 

friend, most of the time anyway.

As the last of the crumbs were polished off, a 

magpie landed on the brim of Picklewitch’s hat 

and carefully tucked a black and white feather into 

the band. ‘Most kind, mister,’ she said. ‘Proper 

dandy. Now, last one to the tree’s a mugswoggler!’ 

As they hopped over the nettles and brambles, 

Picklewitch sniffed at the breeze. ‘Spring’s on its 

way,’ she said, ‘mark my words.’ 

Gangs of bluebells jostled with 

each other and puddles of jelly 

frog-spawn jiggled with life.

‘Badger’s pants,’ 

she tutted. 

‘There’s so 

much work to do at this time of year. The list 

in my Grim is already longer than an elephant’s 

nose but I keep remembering extra things.’ She 

pulled a grubby exercise book out of her rucksack. 

Covered in stickers and stains it said ‘PRYVIT’ on 

the front. She flipped it open to a page of chaotic 

scribbles, took out a stubby pencil and added:

No. 104 wayke up layzee hedgehogs
No. 105 Keep burd eggs hot in pokit

No. 106 sharpen beez stingz

Jack peered over her shoulder. ‘Your grimoire’s a 

bit like the journal I keep next to my bed, isn’t it? 

I keep lists in mine too.’

Picklewitch slammed the book shut and shoved 

it back in her bag, zipping it up tightly. ‘How dares 

you say such a thing?’ she hissed. ‘Grim has feelings. 

6 7
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keyholes, leaves swirled in the corridors and snails 

slipped quietly along the bookshelves, patiently 

munching their way from A to Z. Although 

the school still had high standards and codes 

of behaviour, the children had learned to relax 

and smile a little more, loosening both the knots 

in their ties and the grip on their textbooks. 

Even Headmistress Silk was known to sport a 

wildflower in her suit-lapel these days, although, 

if asked, she was never able to explain why. 

Picklewitch’s special brand of naughtiness raced 

down the corridors like the east wind, blowing 

the dust from the darkest corners. Picklewitch 

was rule-breaker and a merry maker and with her 

around the school days sparkled like dewdrops on 

a cobweb. It came as no surprise to Jack that the 

other children queued up to join her Nature Club.

‘Of course I haven’t forgotted,’ said Picklewitch, 

You know perfectly well he’s full of megatronic 

spells and extra-special witch notes. The same as 

your book? Ha. A pebble a can never be a peacock, 

Jack Door.’

Picklewitch often said quite rude things so Jack 

simply pretended he hadn’t heard. He changed 

the subject instead. ‘You haven’t forgotten about 

the lunchtime Nature Club, have you?’ he asked 

as they reached the bottom of her tree. ‘Dancing 

Ant Day? At school tomorrow? You made lots of 

big promises and now everyone’s looking forward 

to it.’

Ever since that fateful day when Picklewitch 

had invited herself into his classroom, life at St 

Immaculate’s School for the Gifted had changed 

for the better. As Nature followed her to school 

like an obedient pet, bright green ferns unfurled 

in inkwells and strands of ivy crept through the 
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rubbing her rumbling tummy, ‘but I can’t do it 

when I’m hungry. Firstly, I need a cake. Secondly, 

it must be a massive yumcious galumpher.’

Jack didn’t need telling twice. Luckily his mum 

loved to bake so there were always plenty to go 

round, much to Picklewitch’s delight. Picklewitch 

loved cake. Sometimes at night Jack could even 

hear her singing about them in her dreams.

‘Ohh LADYMUUUM . . . *snore*
Cook me a cake

Boil me a BUN *snore*
Fry me a flapjack

Or . . . roast me a crumb . . .’

Jack turned to go back into the house but was 

stopped in his tracks by a loud squeal. 

‘OOO STOP! LOOK, Jack! Up there: a letter!’ 

Picklewitch 

gasped, peering 

through her cracked binoculars. 

‘For me!’

Jack looked up to see a seagull soaring into the 

garden, a crisp, white envelope clamped firmly in 

his beak.

‘Do witches get letters?’ asked Jack, squinting 

into the sun.

‘All the time,’ she said.

‘Have you ever had one before?’

‘No.’

The gull crash-landed at Picklewitch’s feet. 

He blinked a wicked eye and spat out the letter, 

f lapped back up into the air and disappeared over 

the horizon.

Picklewitch and Jack stared in silence at the 

envelope lying on the ground.
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But right now Picklewitch was much too excited 

to be bothered by that. She tore into the envelope 

and pulled out a notecard. It had a bunny holding 

a bouquet of flowers on the front. ‘Ooh and look! 

It’s signed Archie Cuckoo,’ Picklewitch grinned. 

‘He’s coming to stay!’

‘Archie Cuckoo? Who’s he?’

‘Well, I would have thought that was perfectly 

obvious. He’s my cousin, of course.’ Picklewitch 

looked at Jack as if he was the stupidest boy in the 

world. ‘See?’ She held it up for him to see. Inside, 

in swirly ink it did indeed say:

The postmark said AFRICA. Jack looked up and 

scanned the cloudless sky with a frown. Nobody 

but him knew that a witch lived in his garden. 

It wasn’t the sort of garden you sunbathed in, or 

mowed, or invited visitors for tea on the lawn. 

People didn’t just pop by. The Rookery garden 

was old and wild and strange, nettles and spiky 

brambles sprang out from its borders and raggedy 

black birds patrolled the skies. When the light 

slanted through in the right way, even the broken 

brick pathways looked like teeth. Picklewitch’s 

address was supposed to be top secret, as indeed 

was her magic.

Dearest Picklewitch,
I am coming to visit.
I shall arrive at teatime on Tuesday.

from your dear cousin
Archie Cuckoo
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‘But  . . .’ Jack spluttered, ‘I thought it was just 

you and the birds. Why didn’t you say you had 

a family?’

She clambered up into the tree. ‘You don’t need 

to know everything,’ she said, tapping the side of 

her nose. ‘Witches is mysterious. It’s the point.’

‘Well . . .’ huffed Jack, feeling rather put out by 

the unexpected news, ‘if you’re so mysterious then 

how does this cousin of yours know where you 

live? I thought that was supposed to be a secret too.’

‘Maybe the wind told him,’ she called down. 

‘Everyone knows the wind’s a blabbermouth.’ She 

dangled from a branch, her legs snipping back 

and forth like stripy scissors. She looked down 

at the shadows on the sundial. ‘Fudgenuts. Time 

is getting on and everything must be perfect for 

when Archie arrives.’

Things were moving much too fast for Jack’s 

liking. ‘Hang on, I didn’t think you cared what 

people thought,’ he protested. ‘What happened to 

“I does what I likes and I likes what I does?” This 

sounds very strange to me. What if someone sees? 

And what about the ants for Nature Club?’

Picklewitch busied about. ‘Oh Jack, do be 

sensible. There’s leaves to buff and moss to fluff 

before I can even think about teaching a bunch 

of ants how to dance.’ She stood up, took a 

tape measure out of her dungarees pocket and 

measured a raven from beak to claw. ‘Oh-dear-

oh-no. Most terrible. This won’t do at all.’ She 

gave a big sigh and began picking the birds up and 

moving them about like cans of beans. ‘They are 

all in the wrong order for a start.’

‘I said,’ repeated Jack in a louder voice, 

determined to make her listen, ‘don’t you think a 

pair of witches parading about will be too risky?’
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noticeable than others, aren’t they?’ he coaxed, 

trying not to stare at her pointed hat and twig-

filled hair. One witch was bad but two would stop 

traffic. ‘What am I supposed to tell my mum? 

What if people start asking questions? What if 

it’s not safe?’

Picklewitch stood up and wagged her finger 

at him. ‘The problem with you, Jack, is that you 

worry too much. This’ll be fun. I bet my cousin 

will be the best sort of cousin, you’ll see. It’s just a 

fact – like rain and sun and evil cat fudgenuttery.’

But Jack was not at all reassured. If one witch 

was trouble, then two would definitely be double.

Picklewitch stopped rearranging the birds and 

glared at him, narrowing her eyes. ‘WOT  . . .’ 

she said, speaking slowly and deliberately, ‘do 

you mean?’

Jack’s heart beat a little faster. He always felt 

nervous when she used this particular voice, 

somewhere between a policeman and a goose. 

But it was true that two witches might attract the 

wrong sort of attention and if there was one thing 

Jack dreaded, it was being noticed for the wrong 

reasons. He knew from his history books that 

witches got the blame for everything from rainy 

days to stale bread. Naturally cautious, he was 

always worried that someone else would figure out 

their secret: that Picklewitch wasn’t just ‘theatrical’ 

and that she was in fact a real, live witch. Grown-

ups never handled this sort of information well.

‘I’m just saying that some people are more 




