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Behold, I shall tell of a most marvelous dream – what I dreamed at midnight, when men and their 

voices were at rest. 

 

Anonymous, The Dream of the Rood 
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At first we thought it was a groundhog. Something was living in a hole underneath the footbridge.  

We discovered it when we noticed that there were apple cores scattered along the burn. This 

creature, whatever it was, had been stealing apples from the orchard and taking them back to his 

den to eat, then throwing the cores on the bank of the stream. It’s the sort of thing a groundhog 

will do.  

But then there were other signs that led us to believe it might be a troll. Bucephalus, our 

Shetland pony, came up one morning with his mane tangled in a thousand knots, and that same 

day the cow went dry. The dogs were frightened, too. They could not be coaxed to cross the 

footbridge anymore.  

“If it was a groundhog the dogs wouldn’t be scared,” said my brother Rafe. “They’d be down 

there trying to dig him out.”  

I thought he was right, so we went to our father about it.  

“A troll?” he said. “No, boys, I doubt it very much. It’s possible, of course, but highly unlikely. 

There hasn’t been a troll in this parish for more than thirty years, to my knowledge. The earthquake 

wiped them out.”  

“Then why did the cow go dry?”  

“She’s been in bitterweed.”  

“Lord, I hope it’s not a troll,” Mother said. “Vile, disgusting things. Come to think of it though, 

there was a fox in the hen house the other night. Maybe it wasn’t a fox after all.”  

“How big is a troll?” Rafe asked. “And what do they look like?” It was a habit of his to ask 

two questions at a time.  

“Like a cross between a bullfrog and a monkey,” Father said and smiled. “If you can imagine 

such a thing.” He sat down to light his pipe. “The truth is, not many people have ever seen one 

close enough to describe him. Trolls have a way of staying out of sight.”  

“They must be small,” I said, remembering the size of the hole by the footbridge.  

“Seldom more than two feet high. Though from a distance they may seem larger.”  

“My grandfather caught one in a rabbit snare when I was a child,” Mother said. “But he 

wouldn’t let us children see it – thought it would frighten us and cause us nightmares.”  

“What did he do with it?” I asked.  

“Locked it up in the corn crib for a day or so, but then he turned it out. The thing wouldn’t eat 

– not even raw eggs and honey – and he was afraid it would die and bring us bad luck. Besides, it 

stank, and kept us awake at night cursing and shrieking.”  

“They can’t actually talk, can they?” I said. “Not speak our language, surely.”  

Father laughed. “You’d be surprised what some of them learn to parrot. Oaths and billingsgate 

mainly. They also have a language of their own, but it’s not much more than grunts and croaks.”  

“The one my grandfather caught could speak plainly enough,” said Mother. “And it was 

profane, filthy stuff, not fit for the ears of a young girl, I can tell you that.”  



“Still, I think it was cruel,” said Rafe, “locking him up in a corn crib like that, poor thing. I 

would have felt sorry for it.”  

“Listen, you don’t know trolls the way I know trolls,” Mother said. “A troll is nothing but 

trouble, believe me.”  

“She’s right,” said Father. “And my advice to you boys is to leave him alone. But I don’t really 

think that’s a troll you’ve discovered. The Great Quake got all the trolls in this part of the country. 

They were all wiped out. Buried alive.”  
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Nevertheless, odd things continued to happen. Shep, the oldest of our dogs, was seen whirling in 

circles on the dusty road in front of our house. When we approached him, he ran under the porch. 

Bucephalus, with his tangled mane, became fractious and stubborn and developed a cast in one of 

his eyes. Father explained these anomalies in terms of ordinary natural causes – the phase of the 

moon, the unusual dryness of the weather – but Rafe and I were not convinced. We spent a lot of 

time watching the area around the footbridge, hoping for a glimpse of the mysterious little beast 

who dwelt in that hole underneath. 

Soon we began to have trouble with the lights. They’d surge brightly from time to time, and 

there was no apparent reason for it. The big jar batteries in the cellar were kept filled to the line; 

we cleaned the terminals daily and tested all the wires. After this problem began, Father did seem 

a little concerned. Twice I found him standing on the porch with his binoculars, scanning the burn 

where the footbridge crossed it. When Mother read the tea leaves, she found all sorts of disturbing 

signs. And invariably they were near the handle of the cup, which forebodes ill fortune close to 

home.  

Then just before nightfall one day when I was splitting kindling for Mother’s stove, Rafe called 

to me from the roof of the woodshed where he was keeping watch.  

“Ansel!” he said. “Quick! Come see this!”  

I scrambled up beside him and took the binoculars. At the northwest corner of the orchard, the 

top of one tree was shaking violently, raining apples to the ground. There was no wind at all; the 

other trees were as still as painted trees. Holding my breath, I watched and waited. Sure enough, 

after a moment or two a small thickset figure dropped from the branches and began scuttling back 

and forth, gathering up the apples. I felt a chill go up my spine.  

It was a troll all right, and a pretty good sized one.  
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“Very well,” said Father, “so we have a troll. It’s bad luck, but nothing to go into a panic about. 

He may leave as suddenly as he appeared. If he doesn’t, there are ways to get rid of him.”  

“What ways?” Rafe asked.  

“Well, noise, for one. Trolls hate loud noises and can sometimes be driven away by setting up 

a continual racket near their den.”  

“You mean like firing off a gun?” I said.  

“Yes, firing guns, beating on tin pans, ringing cow bells, that sort of thing. But it takes 

persistence, and it doesn’t always work. If he’s in a deep hole or a cave of some kind, it might only 

serve to annoy him, and then you’re in more trouble than before. A heavy thunder-storm will often 

do the trick – and the Lord knows we’re overdue for rain. Trolls are mortally afraid of thunder and 

lightning.”  

“How about smoking him out?” Rafe offered. “Like we do when there’s a possum in a hollow 

tree.”  

“Unfortunately, smoke rises,” Father said. “I don’t know any way to make smoke go downward 

into the ground. Besides, I doubt it would work. For the time being I think our best bet is simply 

to leave him alone. So far he’s been only a minor nuisance; maybe if we keep our distance, he’ll 

keep his. A few apples is a small price to pay. We’ll avoid using the footbridge for a while and see 

what happens. I expect he’ll go away.”  

“What did he look like, Ansel?” Rafe asked. “You saw him through the glasses.”  

“Well, he had a small, sort of pointed head and big ears and a very short neck. His arms and 

legs were short too. But the main thing I noticed was the size of his hands. They were huge. Wide 

and thick and strong-looking.” 

“That’s for digging in the ground,” said Father. “Moles have big forepaws like that too.”  

“But these weren’t paws,” I said. “They were more like human hands.” I gave an involuntary 

little shudder. “There was something grotesque about him. I never quite saw his face, but he was 

like a tiny deformed person – not like an animal at all.”  

“Yes, that’s what bothers us,” Father said. “The troll comes uncomfortably close to being 

human. He walks upright, has hands that are much like ours, sometimes even learns to speak. He 

antedates us by ten million years, yet he’s still subhuman. It’s almost as though nature made a 

preliminary try at creating man, and failed grotesquely.”  

After supper Mother read the tea leaves again, and this time there was an arrow in Father’s cup 

very near the brim. It meant there’d be a letter or a message, she said, and coming soon. Whether 

good news or bad, she wasn’t sure.  
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The next morning there was an owl in the kitchen.  

At our house Mother was always the first one up. She made the coffee and brought it to Father 

while he was shaving. I heard her go past our door and down the stairs, and then a few moments 

later she gave a cry of dismay.  

“Ansel! Rafe!” she called. “Come down here quick!” Still in our pajamas, we tumbled down 

the steps to see what was the matter. The kitchen was a mess. Pots and pans had been knocked 

from the shelves, at one window the curtain was torn and sagging, and there were ashes scattered 

everywhere, even over the breakfast table. Perched high on top of the corner cupboard sat the 

largest, fiercest-looking owl I had ever seen. He glared back at us with his agate eyes and puffed 

up his feathers menacingly. At that moment Father appeared in the doorway behind us, half his 

face still covered with lather.  

“My Lord,” he said. “How on earth did he get in?” 

“Must have flown down the chimney,” said Rafe. “Or fallen down it. Look at the hearth.”  

The fire screen had been overturned and the hearth and floor in front of it were an inch deep in 

gray ash. It looked as though someone had been using a bellows the wrong way, blowing out 

instead of in.  

“And look at my curtains,” Mother wailed. “He must have been in here half the night, flying 

around and trying to get out.”  

“Well, let’s see if we can let him out,” Father said, “without causing any more damage. Rafe, 

you open the porch door and stand out of the way. Ansel, you get the broom and push him off his 

roost.”  

“I’m getting out of here,” Mother said. “That’s all I need this morning, to get hit in the face 

with an owl.”  

But the old owl cooperated willingly. I guess he was as anxious to be gone as we were to get 

rid of him. Even before I touched him with the broom, he dropped forward, opened his wings and 

swooped silently through the open door. He perched momentarily on the porch rail, turned his head 

completely around the way only owls can do, and gave us one last baleful stare. There was 

something decidedly unpropitious in that look. Then he spread his wings again and coasted off low 

over the yard, as soundless as a shadow.  

Cleaning up took half an hour or more, even with all of us helping. During that time no one 

mentioned the troll – no one said anything much at all – but I had a hunch the others were thinking 

the same thing I was. At last as we were sitting down to breakfast Rafe broke the silence. “There’s 

something I don’t understand,” he said.  

“What’s that, Son?” Father said.  

“Well, if that owl was in here half the night, flying around the room and knocking stuff off the 

shelves ... why didn’t we hear the racket? Why didn’t anybody wake up?”  

That same day after our chores were done (and without our parents knowing it), Rafe and I 

ventured down to the footbridge for another look at the hole. We went quietly, and we didn’t 

approach it near enough to disturb the troll, but we had to have another look at that place which 

had become such a powerful focus of our attention. It pulled at us like a lodestone.  



Nothing much was changed. It looked the same as when we’d first discovered it. The opening, 

which was about the size of a milk pail, was worn smooth around the edges from many entries and 

exits, and it was situated in such a way that the bridge, arching above it from the slope of one bank 

to the slope of the other, sheltered it from both the sun and the rain. But the hole seemed to go 

straight down into the earth instead of slanting obliquely back into the bank as might have been 

expected. Rafe wanted to toss a pebble in to see what would happen. But I wouldn’t let him. The 

apple cores were numerous and scattered untidily about, some of them old and rust-colored, but 

others quite new.  

“Do you notice anything peculiar?” Rafe whispered. 

I thought for a minute and shook my head.  

“No frogs.”  

He was right. The peeping, cheeping clamor of small noises we usually heard there was missing 

now. The dark water of the burn itself was still, almost stagnant, it seemed, and there was no 

movement among the reeds growing at the water’s edge. Yet I felt something, and I think Rafe felt 

it too – a lurking presence in the silence. Down in the blackness of that hole something was sitting 

very still, alive and aware. Listening.  

 


