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The Green Man

 

Stephen Levenson stood for some time looking at the house at the end of the long, tree-lined drive. It was the view he always pictured when he was at school, thinking of the Christmas holidays. But since his father’s death three years before, it was tinged with sadness.

Woodehouse End was as lovely as ever, with its high gables and ornate brick chimneys, from which tall columns of smoke rose into the cold, grey sky. It had always been more his father’s house than his mother’s, and it even seemed to have something of his father’s combination of quietude and confidence. 

Stephen took a moment to remember how life used to be before his father died – and before his mother had remarried. He thought of these times fondly and without bitterness. He had adjusted to the new state of things with the good grace he knew his father would have expected of him. Besides, he was away at school most of the time.

Stephen took a deep breath of chill air and set off up the gravel drive.

‘Why, Master Stephen!’ cried Elspeth, the parlourmaid, when she opened the front door. ‘We wasn’t expecting you till three.’

‘I caught an earlier train,’ said Stephen.

‘You should have called. Mr James would have fetched you from the station.’

‘It’s all right. I like the walk.’

‘Madam will be pleased,’ Elspeth went on. ‘’T ain’t Christmas till you come, sir.’

Stephen smiled. It was good to be home.

‘Well, are you going to let me in, Elspeth?’ he said with a chuckle. ‘Is Mother about?’

Elspeth took his coat and bag.

‘She’s in the hall, Master Stephen, decorating the tree. You should see it, sir. It’s a giant!’

‘You say that every year, Elspeth,’ said Stephen.

‘Well, this year it’s truer than ever,’ she replied, as she walked away with his bag.

Stephen had to admit that the tree was indeed enormous. His mother was looking up at Hills, the butler, who was teetering precariously atop a tall stepladder.

‘No, no,’ Stephen’s mother was saying. ‘A little to the left.’

‘If he goes any further to the left, Mother,’ said Stephen, ‘poor Hills will fall and break his neck.’

‘Stephen!’ said his mother loudly, making Hills wobble even more and drop the bauble he had been trying to hang. It shattered into a thousand glittering fragments.

‘Sorry, madam,’ said Hills.

‘Never mind,’ she replied, shaking her head. ‘Come down, come down. I think that will probably do in any case.’

‘Very good, ma’am,’ said Hills, the relief evident in his voice. ‘I’ll get Elspeth to clear this up.’

Mrs Levenson turned to her son and put her hands to either side of his face. 

‘It’s so lovely to have you home,’ she said. ‘You’re freezing, Stephen. Get yourself by the fire.’

‘I’m fine, Mother,’ he said. ‘Please don’t fuss.’

‘Your father will be so pleased to see you.’

Stephen did not respond. He was not willing to join in with his mother’s new conceit of calling his stepfather his father, but neither did he want to argue with her or upset her unnecessarily. It was Christmas. 

‘You’ve gone rather overboard with the greenery,’ he said, changing the subject.

‘Isn’t it wonderful!’ his mother replied, clasping her hands together. ‘Lady Fairlove’s house was full of green leaves last Christmas and it looked marvellous. I can’t think why we’ve never done it before.’

Stephen shook his head in amazement. Swathes of ivy coiled up the banisters of the stairs and round the frames of the paintings on the walls. It wound round lamps and chairs and table legs and was pinned to architraves.

Wreaths of holly hung from every door and bunches of it had been strewn on shelves and ledges and gathered together with yew branches in vases and jugs. Every windowsill was decked with great clumps of leaves and berries.

‘Your father gathered it all,’ his mother added. ‘It took him an age, but you know how persistent he is.’

Stephen smiled. His stepfather was not such a bad sort, but persistence could not be counted among his most obvious characteristics. His main goal in life seemed to be to avoid any kind of confrontation with his wife, so Stephen was convinced that most of this alleged ‘persistence’ came from her. He was positive that, left to his own devices, his stepfather would have happily made do with a few sprigs here and there.

‘But where did it all come from?’ asked Stephen. ‘I can’t think there is a corner of our land that’s untidy enough to supply such a crop.’

Stephen noticed that his mother suddenly seemed a little nervous.

‘From Freya’s Hill,’ she said airily.

Stephen stared at her and she looked away, adjusting one of the vases of holly.

‘Freya’s Hill?’ said Stephen. ‘But you know that Father forbade anyone from –’

‘You have a new father now, Stephen,’ said his mother. ‘And he isn’t quite so superstitious.’

‘Father respected the –’

‘Respect?’ his mother said crossly. ‘Do not use that word in relation to such heathen practices.’

Stephen’s mother had taken solace in the Church after his father had died and Stephen had the distinct impression that she had begun to believe that her late husband’s interest in folklore and magic might have contributed to his early death. She would never have voiced this opinion to Stephen, but he felt it was there in the background, always. Stephen’s goodwill began to ebb.

‘If you think them heathen, Mother,’ he said, ‘why bring green leaves into the house at all? Surely that is heathen. It has nothing to do with Christianity, after all.’

‘Nonsense,’ she said.

‘How is it nonsense?’ said Stephen.

‘Well, the wreaths of holly represent the crown of thorns and the berries the drops of blood.’

‘Mother,’ Stephen said, shaking his head. ‘You know full well that –’

‘I won’t debate with you, Stephen,’ she said, waving him away as though he were a wasp. ‘You and your father were always too clever for me.’

Yes, thought Stephen. Father was always too clever for you. That’s why you chose such an amiable fool for your new husband.

And just as he thought that, Stephen’s stepfather walked into the hall.

‘Stephen!’ he cried with a grin. ‘Good to have you home, my boy.’

‘Hello, sir,’ said Stephen. ‘Mother was just telling me how you collected all this holly and ivy.’

‘No “sir”, boy,’ said his stepfather. ‘No need for all that. Yes – the greenery. Scratched myself to ribbons on brambles, don’t you know, but wouldn’t let that stop me. Once I get started on something . . .’

Stephen bit his lip. It’s Christmas, he told himself again. He smiled and said that he really ought to go up to his room and unpack. As he reached the top of the stairs, he looked back down, past the tree and the swathes of ivy, at his mother and stepfather standing talking below. It was almost like looking down into a forest glade. 

Stephen wondered what his father would have made of it all. He suspected that he would have found it ridiculous rather than annoying, and so Stephen tried to embrace that idea himself, as he closed the door to his room and wallowed in the peaceful embrace of the familiar, of the unchanged.

 

The following day was Christmas Eve, when Stephen’s parents had always held a festive lunch, and the tradition continued – although the make-up of those attending had changed somewhat since his father’s death.

For one thing, far more of the guests were female. Stephen’s mother invited several ladies from the watercolour society she had founded years before, as well as members of the committee of the amateur dramatic and operatic clubs she was part of. Looking round the table, Stephen could see that the only men, in fact, were Reverend Ashcroft, Stephen’s stepfather and Doctor Meadows.

Doctor Meadows was the one person who could be counted as a close friend of Stephen’s late father. Doctor Meadows, like Stephen’s father, was an amateur antiquarian. They had both shared a fascination with folklore and ancient history, and had written a book together about a barrow they had excavated at the far end of the village many years earlier. Doctor Meadows was in the process of writing another about the customs and traditions of the local area.

It was not long before the subject of the greenery came up at dinner. Stephen’s stepfather was telling Mrs Darnley, who ran the post office in the village, in great detail, how he had gathered the holly and ivy for the decorations. Mrs Darnley listened with polite indifference until he mentioned the source of the foliage.

‘And you say you took it from Freya’s Hill?’ she said, a little aghast. Those nearby stopped their conversations to listen.

‘Yes,’ said his stepfather, oblivious to her tone. ‘Spooky kind of a place.’

‘Oh,’ said Mrs Darnley. ‘I wouldn’t go up there for all the tea in China. It’s . . . Well, it’s . . .’

Mrs Darnley struggled to find a suitable word.

‘I think it’s rather fascinating,’ said Reverend Ashcroft. 

Stephen’s mother frowned. She had always thought Reverend Ashcroft far too liberal.

‘Really, Reverend?’ she said. ‘I would have thought the Church would take a dim view of such things. You know the villagers still go up there and leave things at the stones, when they want a baby or some such. It’s shocking.’

Reverend Ashcroft smiled.

‘I don’t find it so. God made the trees and the stones and everything we know. A worship of nature is, after all, a worship of God and all his works.’

‘Hmmm,’ said Stephen’s mother. ‘Well, I’m not sure the devil isn’t involved. It all smacks of witchcraft to me.’

‘Witchcraft?’ the vicar replied. ‘Oh, I don’t think so.’

‘We need to be on our guard,’ said Stephen’s mother. ‘Every time we fail to act against these blasphemies, the devil moves a little closer.’

‘I hope we have moved on,’ said Doctor Meadows, ‘from the days of persecuting anything we do not understand. Those people are no more agents of the devil than you or I, Beatrice. They may be foolish, but I don’t think they’re evil.’

Stephen’s mother pursed her lips but said nothing. 

‘But I’m afraid you have made an error taking that greenery from Freya’s Hill,’ the doctor continued, with a frown. ‘It won’t go down at all well in the village.’

‘Pah!’ said Stephen’s mother. ‘Nonsense. My late husband used to pander to that sort of thing, but no more. Freya’s Hill is part of our land. Those people are trespassing! How dare they tell us what we can do on our own property!’

Stephen looked to the urn on the mantelpiece that contained his father’s ashes. He missed him so much.

‘Strange to say,’ said Stephen’s stepfather, ‘there was a chap watching me while I gathered the stuff.’

‘Really?’ said the vicar. ‘Someone from the village?’

Stephen’s stepfather settled back in his chair.

‘I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘I don’t think so. He was trying to scare me, I reckon. Did a fair job as a matter of fact, I don’t mind telling you.’

‘Scare you?’ said the vicar. ‘How so?’

‘Well,’ said Stephen’s stepfather, ‘he was always at the edge of my vision, you know. Whenever I turned to face him, he ducked out of sight.’

‘You never mentioned this to me,’ said Stephen’s mother, with an arch of her eyebrow. 

‘Only remembered it now,’ said Stephen’s stepfather. ‘I thought several times of packing up and leaving, but once I start something I see it through, by George. I had my twelve-bore in the cart, so I knew I was safe enough should things get to that.

‘In any case, I felt confident he wasn’t going to physically attack me, that he was only observing. He wasn’t going to stop me, though I’m convinced he would have dearly liked to. It was as if he was almost daring me to carry on. Ha! It all sounds like poppycock now I think about it.’

‘Maybe he was trying to warn you,’ suggested Doctor Meadows.

‘Threaten you, more like,’ said Stephen’s mother. ‘It’s outrageous! Do you see why we must make a stand against this sort of thing, Reverend? I shall bring it up at the next Parish Council meeting.’

‘I really wouldn’t if I were you,’ said Doctor Meadows.

Stephen noted the tone of utter seriousness in the doctor’s voice. Stephen’s mother noted it too, and though she coloured slightly and pursed her lips, she let the matter drop.

‘Don’t want to upset the natives, eh?’ said Stephen’s stepfather, with a wink.

The doctor smiled weakly and took another sip of port. Stephen had the distinct impression that Doctor Meadows felt that the damage had already been done.

‘People can still hold the most bizarre beliefs very dear,’ the Reverend said. ‘I rather think Doctor Meadows is right. Best not to cause unnecessary offence. I remember when I was at the mission on the shores of Lake Victoria . . .’

The vicar began one of his extended anecdotes about his time in Africa, but Stephen was not listening. He was thinking how long it had been since he had last visited Freya’s Hill. 

 

The light was fading as Stephen crossed the top meadow. It never felt like much of a climb, but away to his left he could see the village and the river winding into the misty distance. Ahead of him, across rough ground pitted with rabbit burrows and mole hills, lay Freya’s Hill. 

There was a stone wall running all round the top of the hill, enclosing the trees of the wood and the circle of stones that stood among them. The wall was green with moss.

Stephen’s father said that the patch of land within the wall must have lain undisturbed like that for centuries, as each owner of the land had let it be. His father had spoken in a reverential hush, as though they had been standing in a church. Stephen had always been a little frightened of the place.

He put his foot on a stone that stood out enough from the wall to give him some purchase, and lifted himself up to see over. He came to a sudden halt as he saw a movement in the bushes.

He peered in. Nothing. No – there it was again. But no . . . Every time he turned to look, he saw nothing but the trees and the standing stones: some dark, beshadowed, others pale and frost-coated. 

Movement again, out of the corner of his eye. And again. It had to be the man his stepfather was talking about. It was just as he had said. Every time Stephen looked, the man was gone.

‘I say!’ called Stephen, trying to sound as assertive as he could. ‘Who’s there?’

There was no response, but the movements did not stop. Whoever it was, they were still there. Stephen’s nerve was already going. He was sure that their presence and the animosity Stephen could sense must have something to do with the greenery his stepfather had taken.

‘I’m most terribly sorry,’ said Stephen. ‘About the ivy and so on. My stepfather meant no harm. He didn’t realise.’

Again there was no response.

Stephen took one last look at the stones and then climbed down, striding across the top meadow, suddenly eager to be back in the house. He had a horrible sensation of the trees and brambles reaching out to him across the wall.

Taking off his muddy boots by the back door and changing into his slippers, he walked through the hall and heard the click of billiard balls. He found his stepfather and Doctor Meadows deeply involved in their game, the doctor about to take a shot, his cue arm rather unsteady. 

There was a bottle of brandy on the table and both men seemed more than a little intoxicated. Doctor Meadows had always enjoyed his drink, but, since retiring, this tendency had become far more noticeable. 

Neither man spotted Stephen in the doorway and Stephen carried on to the drawing room, where he found his mother reading by the fire.

‘Stephen,’ she said. ‘There you are. I don’t like you walking about in the dark.’

‘It’s not dark, Mother,’ said Stephen, but looking out of the window he saw that it very nearly was.

‘Where did you go, anyway?’ she asked.

‘Oh, not far,’ said Stephen. ‘Any grub, Mama?’

She frowned.

‘You know I don’t like that sort of slang, Stephen. Cook will give you something. We’ve already had supper.’

She dropped her voice to a whisper.

‘I rather think we may be having Doctor Meadows to breakfast,’ she said. ‘I can’t send him home in his state. You would think a medical man would have more restraint.’

‘Doctor Meadows is a good man,’ said Stephen. ‘Remember how kind he was when Father was ill.’

‘Well, I didn’t say he wasn’t, Stephen,’ she said, closing her book, tears welling in her eyes. ‘I remember only too well how . . .’

Stephen leaned forward and hugged her.

‘I know you do, Mama,’ he said.

 

As anticipated, Doctor Meadows was in no state to go home, and Stephen’s mother made up a spare bed for him, the servants having all been given the night off.

Stephen wished the doctor goodnight as he passed his room on the way to his own, and the doctor waved by way of response as he struggled to get his shoes off.

Stephen was asleep almost immediately and fell to dreaming just as quickly. He was back on Freya’s Hill, peering over the wall again. Except this time he felt he really could see someone there in the shadows. 

The figure appeared to have long hair and a beard, and seemingly tangled among both were dozens of curling fronds of ivy. And what was he wearing? It looked like a cloak of leaves and bracken. On his head there sat a crown of holly.

Dawn light was seeping through his curtains when Stephen was awoken by a scream and it was so extraordinary in nature that at first he did not recognise it as his mother at all and assumed it was part of his strange dream. It sounded more like a bird screeching. But it came again and he was hurled into wakefulness, though the scream lost none of its shock. It chilled his blood and sent him running to its source.

He found his mother in a faint at the entrance to his stepfather’s room and he knelt down to try to revive her. He spoke to her and patted her hand but she did not stir. So intent was he, in fact, on these actions that he did not immediately think to look inside the room and see the cause of his mother’s collapse. When he did look, he stared in open-mouthed horror.

Sitting in the high-backed armchair his father had always used for writing was Stephen’s stepfather. The chair was beside the bed and turned towards the door. A lamp burned overhead, illuminating the extraordinary scene.

His stepfather’s hands grasped the arms of the chair, his knees were apart, his eyes open and staring. His mouth, too, was open, and out of it streamed coils of ivy and holly. A crown of holly was wrapped about his head. Ivy wreathed his whole body and the chair, spiralling round his legs and arms, binding him in place. He looked like a statue from some ruined and deserted palace where nature had taken dominion.

Doctor Meadows was the next to arrive, just as Stephen’s mother was starting to come round. He was bleary-eyed at first, but sparked quickly into life as soon as he saw Stephen’s stepfather.

‘Good Lord! What on earth . . . ?’

The doctor rushed forward and, pulling strands of ivy free, checked for a pulse. He turned to Stephen and shook his head.

‘That man,’ said Stephen. ‘The man my stepfather saw at Freya’s Hill. He must have broken in and done this.’

‘Perhaps . . .’ said the doctor doubtfully. ‘Have you checked for signs of a break-in?’

Stephen said he had not and set off to do so. But everything was as it should be. The doors were locked and the windows were all intact. He came back to find the doctor helping his mother to her room.

‘Nothing out of place,’ said Stephen. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘Really?’ said Doctor Meadows. 

Stephen frowned.

‘What do you mean, sir?’ he asked.

‘Open your mind, Stephen,’ said the doctor. ‘This is not the work of an angry villager. I think you know that, deep down.’

Stephen thought back to Freya’s Hill.

‘I went to the stones on Freya’s Hill yesterday,’ he said. ‘I had the same sensation my stepfather described. That there was someone watching me, someone who was very angry. Might not it be them?’

‘Did you actually see anyone?’ said the doctor.

‘No . . .’ said Stephen, remembering his dream but not wishing to appear foolish. 

‘And how could they have got in?’ asked Doctor Meadows.

‘I don’t know. We must call the police,’ said Stephen.

‘No!’ exclaimed his mother.

‘But, Mother –’ 

‘I won’t have him found like that,’ she said. ‘I won’t have it. We will become one of those tales that people tell after dinner. Please, Doctor. For my late husband’s sake, if not for mine. You and he were such great friends. For Stephen’s sake, if not for his.’

Stephen protested but Doctor Meadows took him aside.

‘I think your mother may be right, Stephen,’ he said. ‘What good could come of it? Do either of us believe foul play was the cause of his death? Or at least a culprit that the law could apprehend?’

After a moment Stephen closed his eyes and shook his head.

‘Very well, then,’ said Doctor Meadows returning to Mrs Levenson. ‘I will say that he died of a heart attack. It is no lie. I think that was, eventually, the cause of death. Stephen, will you help me tidy things up? Can you do that?’

Stephen nodded.

‘Good boy.’

Between them, Stephen and the doctor cleared all the foliage from the room, though Stephen left it to the doctor to pull the ivy from his stepfather’s throat. The noise alone was almost too much for him to bear.

Stephen’s mother insisted that all the remaining greenery be taken down from the hall before she would emerge from her room. The servants were going to give it all to Inman, the gardener, to burn, but Stephen insisted that it be loaded into the same cart his stepfather had used to bring it home.

It was bitterly cold on Freya’s Hill. The stones were glowing pale blue with frost among the brambles as Stephen brought the pony and cart up to the wall and, bit by bit, threw the contents into the trees beyond.

The presence that he had sensed before was there again, but Stephen felt it was closer now and, instead of looking for him, he set about his task with methodical vigour, fearing that if he looked round he might find whatever it was staring at him, face to face. 

Once he had thrown every frond and leaf and berry over the wall, Stephen reached in and pulled out a small box. Carefully opening it, he poured the contents into his palm, stretched his hand over the wall and tipped the ashes out in a fine cloud that drifted in the slight breeze.

He had to try to appease whatever it was that stalked Freya’s Hill with some sort of offering. After much thought, he had decided that nothing was more valuable than his father’s ashes, and so he had taken a handful when his mother and Doctor Meadows were otherwise engaged.

When the last of the ash had left his hands, he jumped down from the wall, climbed up on to the cart, flicked the reins and drove swiftly back towards his home, never once looking over his shoulder. Again there was the horrible feeling that the ivy fronds and coils of brambles were reaching out towards him, almost touching the back of his neck.

 

Stephen eventually inherited Woodehouse End from his mother and lived there happily as a married man, and then as a widower, well into his eighties. 

But he never again went back to Freya’s Hill.





2

The Musical Box

 

The attic at Knowlesworth House was a wonderful place. It was not the usual kind of dark and closed-in loft, accessed by a trapdoor and ladder, but a great row of rooms running the whole length of the house and reached by its own staircase.

The attic was huge, and filled with a mysterious collection of crates and boxes and hidden objects cloaked in dust sheets, all illuminated by a succession of dormer windows.

Georgia Gilbey had only ever been allowed up there on two previous occasions, and the mere memory of those visits made her giddy with excitement. It was an Aladdin’s cave. There were treasures to be found there; she was sure of it.

She did not really know why she wasn’t given freedom to explore. Her mother was not very specific, other than to say that there were fragile things that she did not want ‘trampled underfoot’.

‘Trampled underfoot’ was a phrase her mother used a lot and Georgia always thought it rather unfairly brought to mind a herd of animals crashing about the house, when, in fact, there was only Georgia, and she was considered by all who knew her to be a very graceful child. Her ballet teacher had said she had a surprisingly dainty step.

On this occasion her mother was looking for a large china serving dish for Christmas Day and, while she was engaged on this rather dull search, Georgia took the opportunity to root around under the dust sheets in the hunt for treasures.

It was not long before she found something she had never noticed before. Hidden away in a dark corner was a wooden chest that, on opening, she quickly realised contained items that must be her father’s. 

Georgia was surprised. Her father seemed to be utterly unsentimental, and yet here was a box of keepsakes from his childhood: a few favourite books, a cricket bat, a small fishing rod. But what on earth was that, right at the bottom?

Georgia stretched her arm as far as she could, almost falling in, and just managed to grab the small object. She brought it out to find, to her amazement, that it was a musical box.

She turned it round and was sorry to see that, although it had once clearly been lovely, half of the box was very badly burned. The ornate lid was scorched and the paintwork flaked and bubbling.

How strange, thought Georgia. Why would her father, of all people, keep such a thing? She wondered if it still worked, but knew that if it did, the noise would alert her mother, so she crawled out from under the covers and sneaked it away downstairs.

Once in her room, Georgia settled herself on the rug and was about to open the box when she heard footsteps. She just managed to hide the box under her bed as her governess, Miss Goldsworthy, walked in.

‘Georgia,’ she said. ‘There you are. I have been calling you. I thought you were in the attic with your mother.’

‘I was,’ said Georgia. ‘I have only just come down.’

‘It’s time for your piano lesson,’ said her governess.

‘Must I? It’s Christmas Eve.’

‘Your mother was very insistent,’ Miss Goldsworthy replied. 

Georgia scowled and sighed, and stomped off towards the music room to wrestle with Mozart.

 

It was only when Georgia had been looking for her shoes, many hours later, that she saw the musical box under her bed and brought it out.

She was just lifting the lid when Miss Goldsworthy burst into the room again, snatched it from her and put it on her dressing table. The musical box had made nothing more than a plaintive ping before the lid had collapsed shut.

‘You’re supposed to be getting ready for church, Georgia,’ she said curtly. ‘Look at the time! Good heavens, your gloves – they’re covered in dirt. Please try to be more careful. What have you been doing to get them in such a state?’

Georgia scowled again as Miss Goldsworthy led her out of the house and down the drive. They were heading for Midnight Mass at St Margaret’s, and although the church was only at the bottom of the hill, it was still a good ten-minute walk away. They were going to be late.

Georgia did not especially care and she was in a bad mood in any case. She had only wanted to go to Midnight Mass so that she could stay up late and was not as enthusiastic in her walking as she might have been. The governess, by contrast, was going so fast that Georgia’s feet almost left the ground as she was dragged along in her wake.

‘Slow down, miss,’ cried Georgia. ‘I’m going to fall.’

‘Nonsense!’ said Miss Goldsworthy.

‘Nonsense’ was a stock response to almost all of Georgia’s complaints. But then Miss Goldsworthy herself stumbled and fell, nearly pulling Georgia over with her. 

‘Well, don’t just gawp, Georgia,’ she said crossly. ‘Help me up!’

Georgia reached out and took her hand and tried to pull Miss Goldsworthy to her feet. But she winced and settled back down on the ground. Georgia looked away. There was something embarrassing about seeing her governess sitting in the lane in her best clothes and she didn’t like to look. Miss Goldsworthy tried to get up again.

‘No,’ she gasped, giving a little cry of pain. ‘I think my ankle is broken, my dear.’

Georgia rocked back and forth on her shoes, thinking of what she should do. What would Daddy do? she wondered. But then she remembered how cross she was with her father, and her mother, for going off to the ball at Wrighton Manor and leaving her with dreadful Miss Coldscurvy, as she liked to call the governess, and the prospect of singing carols in a freezing cold church. 

Why couldn’t Georgia go to the ball? She wasn’t a child. She knew for a fact that Emily Munnings was going. It was too much. Georgia even had a lovely dress. She was wearing it. But it was wasted in church – no one took their coats off.

Wrighton Manor was so lovely when it was all lit up. She had never seen it like that, but her mother had told her about it in great detail. It was so unfair!

And as for Coldscurvy, it was her own fault. They had been rushing because they were late for Midnight Mass, and in her haste the governess had not even thought to bring a lamp with them.

‘I need you to be a brave girl, just this once,’ said Miss Goldsworthy. ‘I need you to go home on your own and fetch Reynolds. Get him to bring the carriage. Can you do that, Georgia?’

‘Yes, miss,’ said Georgia.

‘Good girl,’ said her governess, with another wince. ‘Run along now. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.’

Georgia turned and began to walk home. There was a full moon and so it was easy to find her way. It was all rather exciting.

Don’t worry about me. Georgia smiled to herself. She wasn’t worried about her governess at all. Why should she be? And what exactly had she meant by asking her to be brave, just this once? How dare she suggest that bravery was not a usual part of Georgia’s character. 

Georgia slowed down as soon as she was out of sight. Why should she hurry? It wasn’t as if Coldscurvy’s life was in danger . . . unless there were highwaymen. Appealing though that idea was, however, Georgia was sure there was no such thing as highwaymen any more, and certainly not in Little Frimlingham. 

The silly woman had probably only twisted her ankle, anyway, thought Georgia. Georgia had done that herself, during ballet practice, and had made much less fuss, even though it had been frightfully painful.

The hedgerows towered above her on both sides of the lane and the big oaks cast spidery shadows across the ground. It was cold. They said it might snow. Snow for Christmas Day! Georgia’s heart raced at the thought. Snow was so romantic!

In the distance she heard the bells ring out for the Midnight Mass they would not now be attending, and Georgia started singing ‘Away in a Manger’ to herself as she ambled along.

As the last bell died away, the realisation that she was out on her own at midnight filled her with sudden unease, and her plan to dawdle no longer appealed. She decided that she might, in fact, speed up a little. She was relieved to see the end of their driveway just ahead.

She was about to walk through the open gateway, when something made her turn round. Someone was standing in the shadows further down the lane. She thought at first it might be Miss Goldsworthy, bored with the wait, but she saw now that it was a girl of about her own age. 

‘Hello!’ Georgia called.

The girl did not reply. She simply stood staring out from the shadows. Georgia peered into the gloom but she could not make out any of the girl’s features at all. 

Who was she? Georgia was sure she knew all the girls of her own age thereabouts, even those who were away at school and only came back for the holidays.

‘Harriet?’ she asked.

But she knew it wasn’t Harriet. Maybe she was a gypsy. She had heard there were gypsies over at Sutton Lacey.

‘Hello?’ Georgia called again.

But still the girl did not reply or move. 

‘My governess has hurt herself and I’m fetching help,’ said Georgia loudly. ‘I live just here.’

The girl said nothing. Georgia wondered if perhaps she did not understand English. What language did gypsies speak? Well, she wasn’t going to waste any more breath trying to find out. She would go home. She would tell Reynolds about Miss Goldsworthy and about this strange girl. He could deal with them both.

Georgia started to walk briskly up the drive. She could see a light on and the familiar shape of the house standing out black against the moonlit sky. All of a sudden, it seemed a surprisingly long way.

Georgia took a deep breath and tried to ignore the tremble that wobbled her throat as she did so, telling herself it was the cold air and nothing more.

Though she had promised herself that she would neither stop, nor look round, she found that she could not prevent herself checking to see whether the girl had come after her. 

To her horror she saw that not only had the mysterious girl followed her into the drive, but she was now only a matter of a few yards away. The shock of it made Georgia’s heart flutter and she let out a little cry. 

‘What do you want?’ she called. 

No reply.

‘Where do you live?’

Still no reply.

‘I’m not scared of you!’ she lied.

Though the girl stood in the moon shadow of the great elm that towered above the old well, Georgia could now see her more clearly.

She was certainly no gypsy. She was dressed well – very well – in what looked like silk. She wore little white gloves and shiny shoes. She would not have looked out of place at the ball that Georgia had been excluded from. 

The only thing that would have marked her out in any way was the fact that her skin was so dark. Georgia’s father had served in India and he had taken photographs of his Indian servants – though they were not so smartly dressed, of course. Was this girl Indian? 

There were rich people in India, surely. Was she the child of some visiting prince? But if she was, what was she doing wandering around Little Frimlingham in the middle of the night on Christmas Eve?

‘What do you want?’ called Georgia again.

The girl made no reply and there was something about the way she stared at Georgia that suddenly made her very cross. She bent down and picked up a stone and threw it.

Georgia had never been known for her throwing accuracy. In fact, her Cousin Hermione had shouted at her during one family rounders match and made her cry. But on this occasion, the stone flew with astonishing accuracy and hit the strange girl in the face.

Georgia gasped and was about to apologise when she realised that the girl had not so much as flinched. She simply stared back at Georgia with palpable malevolence.

‘Go away!’ Georgia shouted, her voice trembling.

There was a noise behind her, making her jump. It was Reynolds.

‘Whatever’s the matter, Miss Georgia?’ he asked. ‘Who were you talking to? And where is Miss Goldsworthy?’

Georgia looked down the drive and the girl was gone.

‘She’s hurt her ankle in the lane and wants you to fetch her in the carriage,’ she said. ‘I came as soon as I could.’

‘I’m sure you did. You was very brave to come here all on your own, Miss Georgia,’ he said. ‘You get yourself inside and warm and I’ll go and fetch Miss Goldsworthy.’

‘But –’

‘Get along now, miss,’ said Reynolds. ‘Get yourself warm. Mrs Moreton’ll look after you.’

 

Mrs Moreton gave Georgia a big hug and told her to go into the lounge, where she banked up the fire. Georgia heard the carriage rattle away down the drive.

She wondered whether that strange girl was still in the garden and whether Reynolds saw her on his way out. Maybe she had run off after Georgia had hit her with the stone. She felt a little bad about that. She hadn’t meant to hit her. Not in the face, anyway.

The warmth made Georgia feel a little drowsy. She blinked herself awake. Reynolds would be back soon with Miss Goldsworthy and she hoped that all the fuss would distract everyone from putting her to bed, for Georgia was determined to wait for her parents to return from the ball. If she couldn’t go, at the very least she wanted to hear all about it before she fell asleep.

She would hang up her Christmas stocking and her dreams would be filled with music and dancing, shining candles and firelight. Georgia felt another little pang of anger at having been excluded from such a lovely dream, but she couldn’t bring it up with her mother for fear that she would not get to hear about the ball.

She stood up and walked round the room, her shoes clicking on the parquet flooring. She wished her parents held parties here. This would make a wonderful ballroom, she thought.

And just then she remembered the musical box and scampered upstairs to find it and carry it back to the lounge. In the warmth of the firelight, Georgia opened the lid. 

Immediately the little dancer inside, who was as fire-scorched and damaged as the box, began to rotate slowly to an oddly hypnotic, lilting melody that sounded as though it was being played on a broken harpsichord.

The dancing figure revolved jerkily round to the strange music as it echoed about the room. Georgia was mesmerised and stood engrossed until the music died away and the dancing figure came to a halt.

She was about to see if she could get it going again, when she sensed someone behind her and looked round to find a girl – the girl from the lane – standing on the other side of the room with her back to her. 

Georgia dropped the box in shock, and the music started up again; but this time it seemed impossibly loud. She could feel the rhythm pulsing through her whole body.

The girl turned in one swift movement, rushed forward, took Georgia by the hands and began to spin her round to the music, a wide smile on her terrible, burned and peeling face. Georgia screamed as they twirled inexorably towards the fire, her lovely dress stroking the hearth and bursting into flames.

 

There was much talk in the village when they heard the tragic news, especially among the older folk, some of whom could remember that poor Mr Gilbey’s sister had died the very same way, in that very same room, many years before.

Georgia’s father had only been eight at the time, but he had burned his hands quite badly trying to save his sister, whose dancing to the tune of a musical box had taken her perilously close to the fire. He’d arrived too late and had to be pulled away before he too was consumed by the fire.

When he inherited the house, he put a stop to all dancing there, and swore that his daughter would never go to a ball until she had grown into a woman in the hope that the horrible memory of his poor sister engulfed by flames might be forgotten.
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The Snowman

 

The snow started to fall on the 22nd of December and by Christmas Eve it was a good few inches deep and made a satisfying crunch as John stepped out of the front door. The drive, the lawn, the whole garden were covered in a heavy white fleece, and John felt compelled to stop and listen to the new hushed world around him.

The only sound was his own breathing and the distant noise of the servants inside the house putting up the last of the decorations. It was a dreamscape of muted sound, muted colour.

John took a deep breath and the cold air filled his lungs. It made him gasp with the shock of it and he panted it out in little clouds of mist. 

He smiled to himself. He was sure that the snow must be too deep for his uncle to travel, and if there was to be no Uncle, that meant no Charles either. No Cousin Charles! What a Christmas present that would be, he thought.

John picked up two handfuls of snow and crushed them together, letting a cascade of snow dust fall to the ground, glittering like tiny diamonds as it did so. He grinned. 

It was the perfect consistency.

John leaned back and hurled the snowball with all his might up into the tall pine at the corner of the drive. It dislodged a shower of sparkling, sugary snow.

John’s demeanour changed now. Snowballing was enjoyable enough in its way, but it was frivolous. There was work to be done. He picked up a heaped handful of snow and started to make another snowball. But this time he did so with special intensity and care, for this snowball would be the core – the heart – of his snowman.

It had snowed every year since John was old enough to remember, and every year he had built a snowman, no matter how measly the snowfall had been, or however short-lived. 

But never had the snow been so thick, so deep, so perfect as this. This year he would make the best snowman ever.

John held the snowball to his chest, turning it, compressing it, working it with all the skill he had gleaned over his years of snowman-making. So intent was he, in fact, that it was a while before he noticed the sound of the carriage arriving behind him.

‘John, my boy!’ shouted his Uncle Henry as he reined in the horses and jumped down.

John turned and saw his uncle striding towards him across the pristine snow, ruining it. Behind him, the hateful Charles scowled. 

Uncle Henry clapped him on both arms, almost knocking the snowball from his hands.

‘Snowballs, eh?’ said his uncle with a grin. ‘Good, good. Won’t throw one at your poor old uncle, though, will you?’

‘No, sir,’ said John. 

Uncle Henry bellowed with laughter and clapped him on the arms again. Uncle Henry was always letting out these arbitrary volleys of laughter. John found them intensely unnerving.

‘Better pop in and say hello to your parents, eh?’ he said. ‘You boys can play out here. Charles! Come and say hello to your cousin, you scamp!’

Charles ambled through the snow and smiled at John. It was a smile that even John found hard to believe could conceal such a monster. John smiled back, involuntarily.

‘Good, good,’ said Uncle Henry. ‘Time for a hot cup of something, I think. Have fun. Play nicely.’

And off went Uncle Henry, ruining more pristine snow by heading towards the french windows instead of the front door. The boys watched him go, neither one moving a muscle until Uncle Henry had waved a final farewell before being let into the house by John’s mother. As soon as he’d gone, Charles’s dimpled smile disappeared as well.

‘So, Worm,’ said Charles. ‘Another Christmas together. What larks.’

‘Worm’ was Charles’s name for John. He refused to call him anything else unless there were adults in earshot, and John had long since given up on trying to persuade him otherwise. 

Charles was two years older than John and a foot taller and a foot broader. Older, taller, heavier and nastier, he was a bully who was as adept at concealing his true nature to his elders as he was at humiliating his victims. 

‘What are you doing out here anyway, Worm?’ he said with a sigh. ‘Snowball fight? On your own? What an idiot you are, Worm.’

John tried not to make eye contact and hoped Charles would get bored soon and follow his father into the house.

‘Did you hear me?’ said Charles. ‘You’re an idiot, Worm.’

He laughed and shook his head.

‘Like being called an idiot, do you, idiot?’ he said.

John saw no point in replying, so said nothing. He just turned the snowball over and over in his hands, smoothing it, squeezing it, until it felt as hard as stone.

Charles lurched forward and gave John’s hands a great slap from below, making the snowball shoot up into the air and land a few feet away in the snow. Charles chortled.

John stared at his empty hands and at his cousin’s laughing face, and then shoved Charles as hard as he could, making him stagger back, a look of confusion on his face, as though he couldn’t quite believe what had just happened.

John regretted this momentary loss of control almost before his hands had reached his cousin’s chest, but it was too late. Charles stared back at him, wide-eyed, and then grabbed him, twisting his arm painfully. John struggled and flailed his other arm, which connected accidentally with Charles’s nose.

Charles let him go and backed away, cursing and holding his nose. John saw that it was bleeding as Charles took a handkerchief from his pocket and held it to his face.

‘You are dead!’ said Charles. ‘Dead!’

He spoke without any great anger in his voice. The threat was made with the quiet reverence of an oath. John saw that Charles was smiling as he took the bloodstained handkerchief away. It was not a pleasant smile.

John braced himself for the inevitable attack, but, just as Charles began to walk towards him, Uncle Henry’s voice sounded out in the quiet of the garden. 

‘Charles! Come and say hello to your aunt and uncle, boy!’

The two boys turned to see Uncle Henry standing in the doorway. Charles gave his nose another wipe, sniffed and shouted, ‘Coming!’ before stuffing the handkerchief into his pocket.

He gave John a look of stony coldness.

‘There’ll be plenty of time to deal with you, Worm,’ he said. ‘Plenty of time. You’ll see.’

With a smug, self-satisfied grin, Charles turned and set off towards the house. As he walked away, he accidentally dropped his handkerchief in the snow, and it lay there, a single dash of colour in the white of the garden.

After a few moments, John walked over to where his snowball had landed and picked it up. It was so hard that it hadn’t been damaged at all. John brushed the loose snow away.

He looked back towards the house and thought about Charles and wondered what kind of revenge was being planned in that nasty mind of his. John’s eyes welled up and a single warm tear trickled down his cold face.

He looked at the handkerchief, crimson against the snow, walked over and picked it up. Then, still staring at the house, he wrapped the snowball in it, enjoying the fact that Charles’s precious blood would end up inside his snowman.

John bent down, put the wrapped snowball on to the snow and slowly and carefully began to roll it. Soon the blood was consumed by the layers of snow as he rolled it this way and that, always ensuring that the growing ball was perfectly smooth.

He worked the giant snowball round and round the lawn, gathering new layers and leaving a trail of uncovered grass as he went. And as he rolled he chanted his hatred of Charles.

‘I hate you, I hate you, I hate you,’ he said. ‘One day I’ll get, one day I’ll get you, one day I’ll get you . . .’

And when the body of the snowman was big enough, John repeated the whole process for the head, lifting it on to the flattened top of the body. The head was so big, he wondered if he would be able to lift it, but with one great effort he managed. 

As he set it in place, he saw Charles staring at him through the window with a horrible grin on his face. John knew what it meant – it would not be the first snowman Charles had destroyed.

But John did not let that spoil the pleasure of making it. He shut that thought away and got on with finding sticks for the arms and pieces of coal for the eyes and nose and mouth. 

Four more pieces of coal for the buttons on his chest and the snowman was finished. John smiled, satisfied. It was by far and away the best snowman he had ever built. It was also the biggest.

Snow began to fall as his mother called him in. He was cold and hungry and happy to go inside. The light was already beginning to fade. He gave the snowman one last pat and headed into the house.

 

Dinner dragged on as expected. John’s father was as intimidated by Uncle Henry as John was by Charles, while John’s mother, Henry’s sister, hung on her brother’s every word.

Uncle Henry dominated proceedings, telling anecdote after anecdote, most of which John had heard several times before. Every now and then, this performance would be punctuated by one of his uncle’s unnerving laughs.

John found himself constantly looking towards the carriage clock on the mantelpiece, only to discover that it was never as late as he hoped it would be. He just wanted to get to bed and go to sleep and get Christmas Day over and done with. Uncle Henry and Charles only stayed until Boxing Day. For this reason, Boxing Day had become John’s favourite day of the season.

There was some compensation in the fact that Uncle Henry was very generous with his gifts and – rather surprisingly, John felt – clearly put quite a lot of thought into their purchase. His presents were nearly always more considered than the ones from John’s own parents.

But this small bonus was nevertheless cancelled out by the fact that John was expected to pay from his own allowance for a present for Charles. Were he left to his own devices, he might have been brave enough to try to find some way of insulting Charles through this choice of present, but his mother always insisted on accompanying him on such shopping expeditions, so a perfectly sensible (and usually expensive) gift was always bought.

He assumed that Charles faced the same difficulty, because the presents he gave John were never the cheap and cheerless things John was sure he would have bought him otherwise. Uncle Henry was clearly involved.

The boys would ceremoniously swap presents every Christmas, feigning enthusiasm both in the giving and the receiving. It had the effect of curdling any Christmas spirit John was feeling and he would spend the rest of the day trying to avoid any contact with Charles at all. This year was to be no exception.

 

On Christmas Day, John’s parents insisted that the family presents must wait until after the meal had been eaten and the servants had received their gifts. The light was already fading outside by the time the unwrapping finally began. John caught a glimpse of his snowman, lit by the glow from the windows, just as the curtains were being closed. It seemed nearer to the house than he remembered.

He found the hours after the presents had been opened a torture. They had been the ones that John used to enjoy the most, when the fire was built up until it was roaring and the Christmas candles were lit and games were played and songs sung. That was until his Aunt Margaret had died and his parents thought it would be a kindness to invite Uncle Henry to spend Christmas with them. He had been coming every year since. And so had Charles.

As was tradition, the servants were relieved of their duties after they had received their presents and it was his mother who brought out the cold cuts and cheeses for their supper.

All day, John had noticed that Charles was constantly looking at him and smirking to himself as though he was enjoying some secret joke at John’s expense. But it was not until supper that John found out what the source of this amusement was.

‘Charles and I have some news,’ said Uncle Henry as he pushed his plate away and poured himself another glass of port. ‘Charles and John are to be schoolmates!’

John stared at Charles, who grinned back at him darkly. 

‘Oh, that’s wonderful, isn’t it, John?’ said John’s mother hesitantly.

John could think of nothing to say. There seemed to be a roaring in his ears. He felt as though he might vomit.

‘You’ve been very happy at Furnchester,’ said John’s father. ‘Haven’t you, my boy?’

John was very happy at Furnchester. He had friends there. He was popular. But now this was all going to come crashing down around his ears. Charles would humiliate him in front of everyone. He would lose all status in the school. He would be a laughing stock.

‘No!’ shouted John.

Even Charles stared at him in surprise.

‘John?’ said his mother.

‘No!’ shouted John, getting to his feet. ‘He’s not coming to my school. It’s my school and I won’t have that . . .’

He couldn’t think what to say. He couldn’t find the words to sum up his loathing of the boy who was leaning back in his chair now, staring at him in amused disbelief.

‘Swine!’ yelled John.

His mother gasped in horror and his father jumped angrily to his feet, grabbing hold of John’s arm tightly and shaking him.

‘You will apologise immediately!’ he said.

John stared at Charles with gritted teeth.

‘I will not!’ he hissed.

John’s father pushed him towards the door and pointed without looking at him.

‘Then you will go to your room!’

John took one last hate-filled look at the smirking Charles and then turned and left the room, stomping up the stairs, choking back tears.

John’s room was over the lounge and he could hear Uncle Henry and his father talking as they settled down with their cigars and brandy, their deep voices rumbling up through the floorboards.

There was a knock at his door and he opened it, expecting to see his mother come to check on him, but it was Charles. He burst in before John could stop him, grabbing him by the throat with one hand and closing the door behind him with the other.

‘Swine, am I?’ he said, staring into John’s eyes. Charles punched him hard in the stomach. John winced and groaned.

‘If you’re thinking of crying to your mummy about me, think again,’ said Charles. ‘I’m already enrolled at the school. I will make your life hell there.’

You make my life hell anyway, thought John. Charles had pushed him up against the bedroom window and John turned away and looked out. The snowman was illuminated by the light from his room and almost seemed to be staring up at them. Charles followed his gaze.

‘And tomorrow I’m going to smash that thing to little pieces. We have to keep these family traditions alive, eh?’

Just at that moment, the door opened and they both turned to see his mother standing in the doorway. Charles, with practised ease, had released John even as the door handle was being turned.

‘Charles?’ she said. ‘What are you doing in John’s room?’

‘I was just telling him there were no hard feelings,’ he replied.

‘John?’ said his mother.

John nodded.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Charles has been very decent about it.’

John’s mother eyed the boys suspiciously.         

‘Very well, then,’ she said. ‘That’s good. Though it still doesn’t excuse your outburst, John. But back to your own room now, Charles.’

‘Yes, Aunt,’ said Charles, walking towards her. He turned as he reached the door. ‘Goodnight, John.’

‘Goodnight,’ mumbled John.

John’s mother moved out of the way to let Charles past, and then looked at her son, but he would not meet her gaze and she left the room.

John felt numb. He got undressed in a trance and looked out at the snowman one last time before closing his curtains and getting into bed. He could not sleep and was still awake when, two hours later, his father appeared in the doorway, silhouetted against the landing light.

‘I am very disappointed in you, John,’ he said. His voice was slurred slightly and a little hoarse. ‘Very . . . very disappointed.

‘Not content with disgracing yourself earlier, I also find out that you struck your cousin in the nose this morning. Your uncle tells me that Charles has already spoken to you, which says a lot for the boy’s character, I must say. You, on the other hand, have failed to show any sort of remorse for your behaviour.

‘I ought to thrash you, John, but you know that is not my way . . . and so I’m afraid that I’m going to confine you to your room until I decide that you have learned your lesson.’

John’s father fumbled with a set of keys, dropping them on to the carpet and stooping down to pick them up. He sounded out of breath when he spoke again.

‘You have a chamber pot in here for your needs and I shall send Mary up with a sandwich tomorrow. Goodnight.’

With that, he shut the door and locked it behind him.

John wished his father had thrashed him. Anything would have been better than the terrible disappointment he could hear in his father’s voice. It chilled him to the bone. 

John climbed out of bed and went to the window. It was dark outside. All the house lights were out now on this side of the house, but the snow gave off a spectral glow.

He looked forlornly down at the snowman, who now seemed less to be looking up at his room, but at the room next door – Charles’s room.

Charles would go out tomorrow and set about destroying it. This would be the last time John saw it intact and he burned with anger at the thought. Charles seemed to be systematically poisoning every part of his life. He was a disease.

‘No!’ said John quietly – bitterly – to himself.

 

John woke after a disturbed sleep and, looking at his watch, he saw it was already gone eight o’clock. He jumped out of bed and went to the window. The snowman was still there. But standing beside it was Charles. He was leaning on a spade he must have found in the gardener’s shed.

John wondered how long his cousin had stood there in the freezing cold, waiting for John to open his curtains. His face was red and he was blowing into his hands for warmth.

Grinning, Charles lifted the spade and swung it at the snowman’s head. He had clearly intended to knock the head off but mistimed his swing and only caught it a glancing blow.

John had closed his eyes as soon as the spade was swung, unable to watch, but when he opened them, he was puzzled to see no more than a small chunk removed from the top of the snowman’s head and Charles doubled up, holding his own head with both hands.

John wondered what had happened. Had Charles somehow hit himself with the spade? John grinned. Served him right! Charles looked up, rubbing his head, and saw John smiling. Furious, he took up the spade again and rammed the blade into the snowman’s body.

As soon as he did so, he let out a great groan that seemed to echo round the stillness of the snow-covered garden, and then he fell backwards into the snow, staring up at the grey sky above.

John watched in amazement as Uncle Henry burst out through the french windows. 

‘Charles!’ he yelled, picking his son up and shaking him. ‘Charles, my boy!’

But even from his vantage point, John could see that Charles was dead. 

John’s father ran out and joined Uncle Henry in bringing Charles inside. He could hear his mother crying and servants running this way and that.

John was about to turn away from the window when he noticed the spade lying in the snow next to the wounded snowman. Torn and hanging from the edge of its shining blade was Charles’s blood-soaked handkerchief.

 

The doctor said that Charles’s heart had given out, but could offer no explanation as to why. Some hearts were simply weaker than others, he said. Perhaps standing in the cold for so long had been the trigger.

Charles’s attack on the snowman had been witnessed by a servant from an upstairs room and Uncle Henry admitted that this spiteful behaviour had not been completely out of character for his son. He told them tearfully that he had been forced to move Charles from his previous school because of his appalling conduct.

John’s confinement was forgotten and he was free to leave his room once more. He repaired the snowman and it stood sentinel right up until the day of Charles’s funeral, when the weather turned unseasonably mild and it melted away entirely, leaving only a few pieces of coal to mark its passing.

It was a sad day, but John bore it bravely.
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Frost

 

Aubrey Baxter walked briskly along the road, taking care not to slip on the frosted cobbles. The air was damp and malodorous in the gloom beneath the railway arch. He was trying to keep up with his father, Reverend Baxter, who had insisted that he accompany him on a visit to one of his parishioners. On Christmas Day!

‘Come now, Aubrey,’ his father had said when the boy protested. ‘Surely there can be no better way to celebrate Christmas Day than by visiting those less fortunate than ourselves.’

Aubrey could think of a dozen ways without effort. Less fortunate, they might be, thought Aubrey, but at least they would not have to trail across town in the freezing cold. Even the wretched quarry workers were allowed to do as they wished on Christmas Day.

Aubrey stepped into the relative brightness of the open street beyond the arch, squinting through his wire-rimmed spectacles. He sniffed twice and, pulling out a handkerchief, wiped his nose. He wondered if he was getting a cold. There had been so much coughing and sneezing in the church at the morning service, it could only be a matter of time.

Looking down the rows of terraced houses, he marvelled, as he always did, at the incredible change there was between this side of the railway tracks and his own.

They lived in the old heart of the sleepy market town of Deeping Bradbury, or what had been its heart before the railway had arrived and the quarry had opened. That part of town could have been a different place altogether, a different country.

Aubrey knew his father felt troubled by how comfortable their lives were, when so much of his real work was here, on the other side of the tracks, among the quarry workers and their families. He was keen for his son to understand how lucky they were. But Aubrey did understand. Unlike his father, though, he was content to enjoy that luck without guilt.

‘Merry Christmas, Reverend.’

‘Merry Christmas, Jim,’ Reverend Baxter replied, acknowledging an old man’s tip of the hat with a nod and a brief tug at the brim of his own.

‘Not too cold,’ said the old man.

‘Not too bad,’ said Reverend Baxter, as they passed each other on the pavement. 

Bad enough, thought Aubrey to himself with a shiver. Even the coldness seemed to be different here. It was damper. It seemed to slip into your lungs and cool you from the inside.

To make things worse, Reverend Baxter and his son had been invited to have Christmas dinner later with Major and Lady Harcourt. This was the third such invitation and he was dreading it. Had they really been in this awful town for three years? Had it really been that long since his mother had died?

Aubrey’s father stopped in front of one in a long row of small, near-identical houses and rapped at the door with his gloved knuckle.

‘Reverend Baxter!’ said the large, red-faced woman who opened the door. ‘How lovely of you to visit. Today of all days. And this must be your son. Ain’t he the spit of you? Come in, come in.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Barker,’ said Reverend Baxter. ‘It is frightfully cold out there.’

‘Ain’t much warmer in here, Reverend,’ said Mrs Barker, showing them through to the tiny front room. ‘What with the price of coal and such.’

‘Quite,’ said Aubrey’s father. ‘Indeed.’

This turned out to be no idle warning, for Aubrey was sure that it might actually be slightly colder in the house than it was outside, given how dark and damp it was.

A small boy, younger than Aubrey, skinny and in short trousers despite the time of year, sat at a table, ignoring them as they walked in.

‘And here’s my nephew, Arthur. Ain’t you going to wish the vicar merry Christmas, you little tyke?’ said Mrs Barker. ‘Arthur? Arthur?’

‘Merry Christmas,’ mumbled the boy without looking up.

Aubrey could see now that he was drawing.

‘Sit down, Reverend,’ said Mrs Barker. ‘Sit down, er . . .’

‘Aubrey,’ said Reverend Baxter.

‘Sit down, Audrey,’ said Mrs Barker. ‘Ain’t never heard that for a boy.’

Aubrey was about to correct her when his father spoke instead.

‘What are you drawing so intently, Arthur?’ said the vicar, looking over the boy’s shoulder.

Arthur shrugged. He was clearly annoyed at being interrupted but said, after a pause, ‘Just drawing.’

‘Just drawing?’ said the vicar with a chuckle. ‘Well, now. May I have a look?’

Aubrey squirmed a little. He hated watching his father try to ingratiate himself with his parishioners. It was embarrassing. Arthur gripped his pencil tightly and pursed his lips. Lips and knuckles turned white.

‘Come along, Arthur,’ said his aunt. ‘Show the vicar what you’re up to.’

Arthur did not move.

‘Show him!’ she snapped. ‘Or so help me I’ll . . .’

Aubrey moved a little further away from Mrs Barker. Reverend Baxter held his hand in a plea for calm.

‘Mrs Barker, please,’ said the vicar. ‘There is no need for that. It is Christmas Day, after all. Peace and goodwill and so on.’

Mrs Barker’s face skittered uneasily between scowl and smile as she looked from vicar to nephew. 

‘If Arthur does not want to show me his drawing of a ship, that’s absolutely fine.’

‘’T ain’t a ship,’ muttered Arthur. ‘’T ain’t nothing like a ship.’

Aubrey’s father leaned forward to ward off the slap that he could see Mrs Barker preparing to launch.

‘I’m terribly sorry, dear boy,’ he said. ‘I thought it was a ship. I didn’t have much of a view. I can see now that it’s a railway engine. It’s rather good, isn’t it, Aubrey?’

‘A railway engine?’ said Arthur with genuine outrage. ‘A railway engine! Do you think that’s a railway engine?’

Arthur slid the paper across the table towards the vicar. Reverend Baxter turned the crumpled page round to look at it while, snake-like, Mrs Barker’s arm shot out behind him.

‘Ow!’ cried Arthur as her hand connected with his ear. ‘That hurt, that did!’

‘You’ll be getting a few more of those before –’

‘Mrs Barker, Mrs Barker,’ said Reverend Baxter. ‘I must insist.’

‘You don’t know what he’s like, Reverend,’ she said. ‘He’s a proper devil, he is.’

Aubrey was surprised to see his father staring at the boy’s drawing, speechless. 

‘Reverend?’ said Mrs Barker. ‘Are you all right? What have you done to the vicar, Arthur? What have you drawn there? It better not be something –’

‘This is The Grange, isn’t it, Arthur?’ said Reverend Baxter.

‘Yeah,’ said Arthur. ‘Course it is.’

‘Take a look, Aubrey,’ he said, passing the drawing to his son. ‘We’re on our way there now.’

‘You’re going there?’ said Arthur. ‘Don’t. Don’t go there. It . . . It’s not nice there, sir.’

Aubrey, like his father, found himself utterly fascinated by Arthur’s drawing. For although the paper was creased and crumpled and grubby, and the drawing quite crude in many ways, still there was an astonishing attention to detail about it. 

‘I’m afraid I have to go,’ his father was saying. ‘I’d much rather stay here with you, Arthur, but there we are . . .’

There was a hypnotic realism to the work, which the odd quirks of perspective and scale only served to make more intriguing. It was real and yet not real, like a dream. Aubrey considered himself something of an artist, but he could never have achieved anything like that. 

And added to all this was the fact that Arthur had chosen to draw the main hall of The Grange decked out for Christmas and full of local dignitaries, as it presumably would be at that very moment. There were Major and Lady Harcourt, and the Bishop; everyone was instantly recognisable.

But stranger still was the fact that Arthur had drawn the house as though every window and door had been opened on the coldest day of the year. The roaring fire that always burned on winter days in the great hearth was extinguished and in its place were glowing embers of blue frost. 

Icicles hung from the chandeliers and from the very mantelpiece that ran above the fireplace. Aubrey had taken the stance of the guests in the picture to be stilted drawings, but he saw now that Arthur intended them to look frozen. 

‘But how do you know the house so well, Arthur?’ said Aubrey’s father.

‘I don’t,’ said the boy with a shrug. ‘Only been there twice.’

Aubrey shook his head in wonder. How could the boy have gleaned so much information in two visits – and remembered every scrap?

‘Yes,’ said Reverend Baxter. ‘We went there together last year, didn’t we?’

Aubrey remembered the visit, for he had gone along as well, though he had no recollection of Arthur. The Sunday school had been invited to The Grange by Lady Harcourt during her short-lived enthusiasm for charitable works, following the death of her father the previous winter. 

‘But when have you been otherwise?’ asked Aubrey’s father.

Nephew and aunt exchanged glances.

‘He’s a disgrace, Reverend,’ said Mrs Barker. ‘Brings me nothing but shame.’

‘We was just collecting firewood,’ said Arthur, folding his arms and glowering. ‘It’s not like they ain’t got plenty to spare!’

‘Do you see?’ said Mrs Barker, putting a hand to her chest. ‘Do you see how he talks about his betters?’

‘What happened, Arthur?’ said Reverend Baxter gently.

Arthur scowled at his aunt. Aubrey tried to stop himself smiling. 

‘We went up there,’ said Arthur. ‘Me and George, and Billy with the lip. We went up there, cos we’d seen all that firewood when we went with you and all that. We says to ourselves, “We’ll have some of that, thank you very much.”

‘So we went up there on the quiet, like, and we was loading it into George’s barrow – his dad works down the market, you know. He’s got that funny hand what got stuck in a –’

‘Yes,’ said Reverend Baxter. ‘Let’s hear the story, shall we?’

‘Well,’ said Arthur. ‘Ain’t much more to tell. We was just about to get off home and then that great big monster of a gardener spots us and comes after us. George and Billy scarper and it’s meself what takes all the blame. 

‘The gardener, he picks me up with one hand and takes me into the house. The butler was about to give me a clip round the ear when his lordship wanders through. He was a bit the worse for drink –’

‘Arthur!’ cried his aunt. ‘Really! As if!’

Aubrey hoped his smirk had not been seen.

‘He was!’ muttered Arthur. ‘I could smell it on his breath. Stank of it, he did.’

Aubrey did not share Mrs Barker’s incredulity about the Major’s drinking habits. He was a brutish man, and Aubrey did not like him at all. 

‘Anyway,’ said Arthur. ‘He says if there was any beating to be done, then he’d do it, don’t you know, and so he drags me into this room where there’s a huge fire burning – you know the one, sir. The one that’s as big as the mouth of hell –’

‘Arthur!’ shouted his aunt.

‘Yes,’ said Reverend Baxter. ‘And he beat you? Put you across his knee and smacked you?’

Aubrey saw Arthur shake his head bitterly.

‘No, sir,’ he said after a pause. ‘He took down a riding crop from the wall and said that when he was in India he used to use it on servants who stole from him. But I ain’t his servant, sir, and I ain’t no Indian neither.’

‘And he flogged you with it?’

Arthur nodded.

‘Again and again,’ he said. ‘The butler had to stop him, sir, else he would have carried on for good. He steps in, all polite and everything, and says in that posh voice, “Beg your pardon, sir, but I think the boy has had enough.”

‘So the Major, he stops and I take me chance and scrabble over to hide behind the sofa. When I peeped out again, I saw the Major all red in the face and sweating like a pig. The way he was looking at the butler, I thought he was gonna kill him, sir. But then the Major says in this quiet voice, “Very good, Matthews. See to him, then.”’

Aubrey looked at his father and could tell that he was genuinely very angry and trying hard not to show it. He was breathing out slowly through clenched teeth.

‘And what happened then, Arthur?’ he said.

‘Well,’ said the boy. ‘The butler chap takes me by the hand and leads me off to the front door. He tells me to be sure and never come there again. ’E wasn’t such a bad sort, though. He gave me sixpence and smiled and that. I think he felt sorry for me. I was crying a bit, if you want to know the truth of it, sir.’

‘I’m sure you were, Arthur,’ said Reverend Baxter, ‘after such an ordeal.’

‘’T ain’t right, sir,’ said Arthur, through gritted teeth. 

‘Well, you shouldn’t ought to have been there!’ said the boy’s aunt.

‘Perhaps I’ll draw you in a minute!’ said the boy, turning on her with wild eyes.

Aubrey was surprised to see that this odd outburst received no punishment. Mrs Barker’s face went very pale, twitched a little, but she made no response.

‘I don’t say I didn’t deserve a clip round the ear or some such,’ continued Arthur. ‘But he’s a bully, sir. A nasty, horrible bully. I don’t care if he’s the king of China!’

And with that speech, Arthur jumped down from the table and ran out of the room, his feet thundering up the stairs until, with the slam of a door, all was silent.

‘I’m so sorry, Reverend,’ said Mrs Barker. ‘I don’t know what I’m going to do with him.’

‘That’s quite all right, Mrs Barker.’

‘Let’s have a nice cup of tea, eh?’

‘Thank you,’ said Aubrey’s father with a shiver. ‘That would be most welcome. And could I ask one favour?’

‘What’s that, then?’ said Mrs Barker.

‘Could you ask Arthur if I might purchase his drawing?’ 

Aubrey stared at his father. So did Mrs Barker.

‘Purchase?’ said Mrs Barker. ‘Buy, you mean? Don’t be daft, Reverend. You can have it if you want it. Here.’

Mrs Barker picked up the drawing from the table and handed it to him.

‘All the same,’ said Reverend Baxter. ‘I must insist.’

Mrs Barker yelled up the stairs and, after a pause, Arthur reappeared in the front room. Aubrey could see the boy had been crying. He could also see that he did not appear to possess a handkerchief.

‘How much you gonna give me for it, Reverend?’ said Arthur, wiping his shiny upper lip on his sleeve.

‘How much?’ said Mrs Barker. ‘I’ll give you “how much”, you little –’

‘How does ten shillings sound to you, Arthur?’ said Aubrey’s father.

Mrs Barker looked as though she might faint, and Arthur’s eyes all but popped out of his head. But very quickly he collected himself.

‘I’ll sell it to you on one conviction,’ said Arthur.

Aubrey’s father smiled.

‘And what might that be?’ he asked.

‘That you don’t go to The Grange,’ said Arthur. 

After a short pause, Aubrey’s father nodded.

‘Very well, Arthur,’ he said. ‘You have a deal.’

 

When they finally left the house, Aubrey was somewhat dismayed to see that his father seemed to be heading towards The Grange, as originally planned, rather than back to the vicarage.

‘Father?’ said Aubrey. ‘I thought you –’

‘A white lie,’ said Reverend Baxter with a wink.

Aubrey sighed. He’d been so relieved when he’d thought they were to forgo their annual visit to The Grange, he’d been willing to forget the issue of the price his father had paid. But not now.

‘Ten shillings, Father?’ said Aubrey. ‘Really?’

‘Well, now,’ said his father. ‘It is a very good drawing. And I think they might use that extra cash.’

Extra cash? thought Aubrey. Did they have extra cash to throw about? How could his father waste money on that boy’s drawing when he’d insisted that they must have the most frugal Christmas possible? He wished he had stayed at school.

‘Besides,’ continued his father, ‘I intend to confront the Major about the punishment he dished out to poor Arthur and show him this drawing. I think if he sees the kind of sensitive soul that’s housed in that undernourished little body, he might show some remorse about treating him so badly.’

Aubrey was not so sure. He had a master at school who liked to beat boys for any small infringement of the rules. That sort never felt guilt.

‘It’s fascinating, isn’t it?’ continued Aubrey’s father. ‘This drawing is the boy’s way of responding to that flogging. Do you see? The Major beats him for stealing firewood and the boy punishes him by drawing him as though frozen in his own house. Absolutely fascinating.’

Aubrey had to admit it was, but he still wasn’t sure it was worth ten shillings. The boy would have been pleased enough to receive a halfpenny piece. Aubrey was certain that he could have found much better ways of spending such a sum. The boy’s awful aunt would probably take it from him in any case.

Aubrey and his father arrived at The Grange and shortly thereafter found themselves standing in the very hall Arthur’s drawing depicted. 

Aubrey saw that not only were the details of the tree and the decorations just as Arthur had shown, but so was the make-up of the guests, all of whom Arthur had portrayed in his drawing. It made it seem even more extraordinary.

Aubrey found himself more unsettled than amazed. Despite the fact that, as usual, an enormous fire burned in the gigantic stone hearth, Aubrey shivered at the memory of the drawing. 

‘Bother,’ said Aubrey’s father, seeing the Major chatting to the Bishop. ‘I will have to bide my time. I need to get the Major on his own.’

Then Aubrey’s father shivered as well. And Aubrey noticed that those about him were rubbing their hands and complaining about the cold. 

Aubrey looked around the room. Women were pulling on stoles and shawls to cover their bare arms and shoulders. Aubrey could see their breath rising, and he now realised he could see his own. People were making their excuses and leaving, muttering about the chill. The room was emptying – and becoming colder.

How was this possible? The fire could not have been any bigger without risk of burning the house down, and yet as he and his father – like the remaining people in the room – moved closer to it for warmth, Aubrey realised that far from being a source of heat, it seemed to be emanating ice-cold air. Aubrey could see frost forming on the carved stone of the fire surround and the tiles of the hearth. There were icicles glittering on the mantelpiece.

‘C-c-could I s-see the drawing again, F-Father?’ said Aubrey.

His father’s movements were slow and shaking as he took the folded drawing from his pocket and handed it to his son.

Before the frost completely obscured the lenses of Aubrey’s glasses, he saw that he and his father now appeared among the guests in the drawing, frozen in the position in which they now stood, realising, too late, their terrible fate.
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In the Bleak Midwinter

 

It had been Simon Littleton’s idea, but the rest of the choir had been only too happy to go along with it. They were going about the village carol-singing, raising money for a new roof for the church.

Everyone had been very generous. The guests at Lord Canford’s dinner alone had given over twenty-five pounds. The boys could hardly contain themselves as they left the long driveway to the manor house. It was more money than any of them had ever seen in one place before: a heap of coins and crumpled notes stuffed into a leather satchel.

And they had reason to be especially excited, as not all of the money was going to end up in the service of a new church roof. Half of it would. But the other half was to be divided among the choirboys themselves.

Simon knew this was dishonest and that dishonesty involving the church – even when it was just the roof of the church – probably made the deceit even worse. However, they felt that this sin should be counterbalanced in their favour by all the hours of singing they had done for free in that selfsame cold and uncomfortable church.

The way Simon saw it, everyone benefited. The boys were trailing round on a freezing cold night, collecting money towards the new roof – something they would certainly never have considered doing without compensation of some sort – and they would get some spending money.

Simon had particular need of ready cash because there had been a craze for gambling at school, and though he was an enthusiastic card player, he was a poor one. He owed several pounds in total and had long ago spent his meagre allowance.

One of the boys he owed money to – Martin Curtis – was a thug who would think nothing of beating Simon to a pulp if his debt was not repaid. In fact, Simon had the distinct impression that Martin did not especially care one way or another about the money, and if he did have a preference, it was probably for handing out a beating.

So while there was a lot of excitement among the boys about the amount they had collected, Simon had already calculated that his part of the proceeds would still not be enough to save him from a pummelling.

Unfortunately for him, the other boys didn’t have the same sense of urgency and were more than happy to take their shares and head home. Simon blocked their path as they crossed Belldew Common on their way back from the manor.

‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Just a couple more houses.’

The others shook their heads.

‘Not likely,’ said Maurice Birtley, who held the lamp, hanging from a pole, above their heads. ‘I’m going home.’

‘Me too,’ said his brother, Francis.

‘Come on, chaps,’ said Simon, trying to sound as casual as possible. ‘Why don’t we try Hopton House? There are people up from the city who’ve taken the place for Christmas. They’ll be loaded and they go weak at the knees for this kind of thing.’

‘You go if you want to,’ said Maurice, offering him the lamp.

‘I can’t go on my own and you know it,’ said Simon with a frown. ‘Come on. Richard? Henry? Matthew?’

The boys tried not to make eye contact with him.

‘We’ve had enough, Simon,’ said Matthew. ‘It’s freezing and I want to go home. Don’t be so greedy.’

‘Greedy?’ said Simon crossly. ‘Who are you calling greedy?’

‘Look,’ said Henry. ‘No point in fighting about it. But sorry, Simon. I think we’ve all decided to call it a day.’

Simon had always hated Henry’s annoying habit of acting as peacemaker, but he had never found his tone of voice so infuriating as he did then. He had a good mind to knock him down. 

But he could see he had lost the argument. They all looked at each other in the lamplight for a few moments. Then Simon shook his head bitterly and stepped out of their way, and joined them as they walked back towards the centre of the village.

It was properly dark now. The wide view that was visible from the crest of the common by daylight was hidden to them, and even the huge oak trees at the edge were indiscernible against the inky sky. It was cold too. A frost was forecast. 

As they walked along, Francis started to sing ‘In the Bleak Midwinter’ and, one by one, the others joined in. The song was a special favourite of Simon’s, but he adamantly refused to join them.

Simon found the boys’ singing especially galling. If they still had the urge to sing, why couldn’t they have done it for money as he had asked? He was just about to point this out, when Richard spoke before him.

‘I say, chaps,’ he said. ‘We shouldn’t be singing here, you know.’

The boys turned a deaf ear. Richard considered himself to be the sensible one of the group and the others did their best to cure him of this affliction by ignoring him whenever possible.

‘You should never sing in a graveyard,’ he said, over their voices.

‘Snow had fallen, snow on snow . . .’ sang the boys with increased enthusiasm and suppressed giggles. 

‘What are you talking about, Richard?’ said Simon. ‘This isn’t a graveyard. We’re on the common.’

‘Well, it is a graveyard – in effect,’ he replied. ‘It was a plague pit, you know. Back in medieval times. They buried people from all around, that’s what my father says. Who knows how many –’

‘Even so,’ Simon butted in, eager to avoid another of Richard’s long lectures. ‘What has any of that got to do with singing or not singing? Why shouldn’t we sing in a graveyard?’

‘In the bleak midwinter,’ sang the boys, ‘long ago . . .’

‘Because . . .’ began Richard.

But he never finished his sentence. He, like all the other boys, came to a full stop. Simon walked into the back of Maurice and the lamp swung wildly, its dancing light illuminating the front row of what seemed like an enormous crowd ahead of them.

But as Simon and the other boys stared in astonishment, the swinging light also showed that there were just as many people to the side and behind. They were completely encircled, as far back into the gloom as they could see.

Who are these people? thought Simon. There weren’t this many people in the whole village, surely? Whoever they were, they didn’t look very happy and they were heading their way.

‘I told you!’ hissed Richard.

‘Told us what?’ said Simon.

The crowd shuffled nearer and nearer, moaning as they did so.

‘The dead come to singing,’ he said, his voice trembling. ‘They come to it like moths to a –’

‘The dead?’ said Simon. ‘Are you crazy? What do you mean, “the dead”?’

But as the crowd moved closer, Simon feared for his own sanity more than for Richard’s.

They were dressed as though they had stepped out of his Every Boy’s Book of History. There was an illustration in it showing a crowd at a medieval market, and the market-goers in that picture looked just like these people. Except that the people in the illustration were smiling.

‘Look at them!’ shouted Maurice. ‘They look furious!’

They did. They were nearing the edge of the lamplight now, and were only a few yards away. Every one of them, man woman and child, wore an expression of pent-up fury mixed with terrible longing. Their eyes stared and their mouths snarled in a kind of savage pleading.

‘Sing!’ shouted Simon.

‘What?’ said Henry.

The crowd shuffled closer.

‘It . . . It’s because you’ve stopped!’ he shouted. ‘That’s why they’re miffed. Sing! In the bleak midwinter . . .’

The boys joined in tremulously. 

‘Stormy winds may blow . . .’

The crowd came to a halt and stood at the edge of the light, their faces now utterly benign and at peace, their bodies swaying from side to side. The groaning changed to a murmur now, like the purring of some giant cat. The whole common seemed to be filled with them, converging on the little knot of boys directly beneath the lamplight’s glow.

Simon’s theory was clearly correct. The boys worked through their repertoire of carols, but every time they stopped to choose the next one, the crowd let loose an awful groan and moved a little closer.

The boys became quickly adept at switching to the next carol with the smallest degree of interruption but, even so, by the time they had sung all the carols twice, the terrible crowd was standing only a matter of a foot away.

Simon’s heart was pounding in his chest and he was sure that he could feel the hearts of those around him – those who were alive, at any rate – beating to the same crazed rhythm. 

The boys sang in a tight circle, facing out towards the encroaching horde as though they were a wagon train on the prairies of America, surrounded by Sioux Indians. 

As the boys broke off before launching once again into yet another rendition of ‘In the Bleak Midwinter’, Simon stared in horror as the ghastly figures in front of him moved a step nearer. 

They were now only inches away. Looking from face to grim face, Simon saw a thin man with a broken nose, an old woman with her grey hair in plaits, a boy with large ears sticking out from a mop of black hair. Behind them stood a dozen others. Behind those, who knew how many more? All of them looked like they would tear the boys apart every time the singing faltered.

But though seeing this horror was sending the boys to the brink of madness, it was nothing compared to the fear they experienced when the oil in the lamp finally burned dry and the whole scene descended into pitch-darkness.

This caused all the boys to stop singing at once, until the touch of the dead against their faces as they crowded in made them sing out again in a last-ditch bid to fend them off.

‘Close your eyes!’ shouted Simon. ‘And sing!’

‘In the bleak midwinter . . .’ they sang, their voices now cracked and feeble.

Having their eyes closed did help a little. It made the darkness feel as though it was their choice. They did not, in any case, wish to see the crowd now squashing them inside a tight circle and whose faces now pressed against their own, muffling their singing and making it difficult even to breathe.

The boys sang all night, until their voices were barely audible. Simon was just thinking to himself that without the others beside him he might well have fallen to the ground his legs were so weak, when he suddenly realised that the pressure he’d felt against the front of his body was no longer there.

Gingerly opening his eyes, while singing in a hoarse and gasping whisper, he saw that the sky was glowing with the first light of dawn and the boys now stood alone on Belldew Common.

 

Richard had attempted to tell his parents what had occurred that night and had been threatened with a private asylum if he did not immediately say he was joking. Simon and the others decided they would not make the same mistake. They swore never to mention the matter again – even among themselves.

And it was Simon’s idea to give all of their proceeds to the church roof fund and keep none of it for themselves. The money seemed tainted now. He had vowed to himself on Belldew Common that he would sacrifice the money if he could just escape from that terrible horde. In any case, after what he had been through, a beating from Martin Curtis held no great dread.

The vicar was delighted with the money for the roof and called the boys his ‘angels’, but was then astonished to hear that each and every one of them was leaving the choir. When he asked why, Simon explained that they had all lost their taste for singing – overnight.

Simon Littleton could never abide to hear carols sung for the rest of his life, and it only took a few notes of ‘In the Bleak Midwinter’ to send him into a gibbering fit.
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Soot

 

Elizabeth Farmer wished they were back at home. She simply could not understand why they had to spend Christmas here at all. Just because her aunt and uncle had bought this stupid house, she didn’t see why they were supposed to get excited about it.

For months now, she had suffered letter after letter being read out by her mother, telling her every unwanted detail about the purchase and the rebuilding work.

Farthing Lodge had been deserted and dilapidated, and though it had been very cheap because of the state it was in, her aunt and uncle had been forced to spend a fortune on the renovation. The work had gone on and on, but they had absolutely insisted that it be completed in time for Christmas. They had only moved in a few days before and, to celebrate, they had invited Elizabeth and her parents to stay with them for the festivities.

It was true, the house was very grand – much grander than Elizabeth’s own – but although the structural work was complete, not all the rooms had been made entirely habitable, and this meant that she was having to share a bedroom with her cousin.

Theresa was not so bad as cousins went, but she was four years younger than Elizabeth. It was monstrous that she should be forced to share a room with someone so young. Even so, complain as she might, she was told in no uncertain terms that there was no choice in the matter. 

So it was that Elizabeth Farmer awoke on Christmas Eve to find her Cousin Theresa standing at the fireplace in their bedroom.

‘Look at the mess that Father Christmas has made,’ said Theresa as Elizabeth climbed out of bed and went to stand beside her.

There certainly was a lot of soot and pieces of what Elizabeth thought must be mortar lying on the hearth and the rug. She vaguely remembered hearing strange noises in the chimney during the night. 

‘Father Christmas doesn’t come until tonight, silly,’ said Elizabeth.

‘That’s what I thought. But there you are.’

‘What on earth are you talking about?’ 

‘He’s been before,’ whispered Theresa.

‘Before?’

‘Shhh!’ said Theresa. ‘It’s a secret.’

Elizabeth shook her head.

‘I wonder how Father Christmas could fit down the chimney,’ said Theresa, kneeling down and peering inside. ‘It’s awfully small.’

‘I expect he wears a corset,’ said Elizabeth, stifling a yawn, ‘for smaller chimneys.’

Theresa giggled at the word ‘corset’ and stood up, smiling brightly. At the sound of voices, Elizabeth announced that it was time to go downstairs for breakfast.

‘Good morning, girls,’ said her Aunt Judith, as they walked into the dining room. ‘Merry Christmas!’

‘Merry Christmas, Aunt Judith,’ said Elizabeth. ‘Merry Christmas, Mama.’

Elizabeth went across to her mother and kissed her. Theresa went and did the same to her mother.

‘Theresa, really!’ said Aunt Judith with a chuckle. ‘Have you washed this morning?’

‘Yes, Mama,’ she said.

‘Lying is a sin, Theresa,’ chided her mother. ‘You have a great sooty mark on your face. It astonishes me how a young lady can get quite so grubby, so quickly, Theresa. Look at your cousin there – spotless as always.’

Elizabeth smiled, although Aunt Judith had a way of making all her compliments sound as though there was a hint of criticism behind them. She had noticed the soot mark on her cousin’s cheek but had not felt the need to point it out. Well, if the silly girl would go looking up chimneys.

‘I think it must have been Father Christmas,’ said Theresa. ‘When he kissed me.’

Aunt Judith and Elizabeth’s mother both laughed their Isn’t-she-adorable? laugh and Elizabeth sighed.

‘Off you trot, young lady,’ said Aunt Judith. ‘No breakfast until that face is clean.’

Theresa scowled and flounced out of the room with her nose in the air. Aunt Judith looked at Elizabeth and shook her head. They both laughed again.

‘How did you sleep, my dear?’ asked Aunt Judith.

‘Not very well, Aunt, I’m afraid,’ said Elizabeth, stifling another yawn. ‘I think there are birds nesting in your chimney.’

Elizabeth’s uncle walked in with her father.

‘What’s that? Birds nesting?’ Uncle Gregory said with a smile, patting her on the head. ‘Not this time of year, sweet pea. Squirrels, maybe?’

Elizabeth flicked her hair back into place.

‘Oh, it’s not rats, I hope,’ Aunt Judith sighed.

‘It’s not rats, my dear,’ said her husband. ‘You’re always talking about rats. Stop worrying.’

‘We had terrible trouble with rats when we first moved in,’ explained Aunt Judith.

Rats! Elizabeth shuddered. The very idea! How she wanted to go home. She hated rats. 

‘Probably just the wind, Lizzie,’ said her father, seeing his daughter’s worried face.

She clamped her lips together and flared her nostrils. How she hated to be called Lizzie. Her father only ever called her that when there were other people about. It was as though he was deliberately setting out to annoy her.

‘I’m sure it wasn’t the wind, Daddy, because –’

‘So,’ said Uncle Gregory loudly. ‘Who’s for breakfast? Ah – here she is!’

Theresa re-entered the room and was lifted up by her father and given a hug and a kiss.

‘Good morning, darling!’ he said.

‘Good morning, Papa!’ she said. ‘I made you a lovely present yesterday but I can’t tell you what it is because it’s a surprise till tomorrow.’

More Isn’t-she-adorable? chuckles from Elizabeth’s aunt and mother, and more sighing from Elizabeth herself.

‘It wasn’t the wind,’ said Elizabeth.

‘What was that, sweet pea?’ said her uncle.

‘Doesn’t matter,’ said Elizabeth sullenly.

 

Elizabeth was surprised to discover that Christmas Eve at Farthing Lodge was not quite the circle of hell she had expected it to be.

Try as she might to resist it, she soon succumbed to the festive atmosphere her uncle and aunt created. Though she tried to remain annoyed about having to share a room with Theresa, as the day went on she began, despite her best intentions, to enjoy herself.

Lunch had been, by everyone’s agreement, the very best meal that any of them had ever tasted, and Elizabeth’s mother declared that the treacle pudding was so light, she was forced to eat it to stop it flying away.

In the afternoon they played game after game, and consumed mince pie after mince pie, until eventually they all slumped exhausted by the fire, and Uncle Gregory read them stories from The Jungle Books. 

Later, while the grown-ups played whist, Elizabeth helped Theresa make a jigsaw. The picture showed a farmyard scene with chickens and pigs and horses. The pieces were very large and the jigsaw very easy, but Elizabeth rather enjoyed doing it.

‘It was Father Christmas,’ said Theresa, as they tried to find the top of the barn.

‘What was?’ said Elizabeth. ‘Look – here it is!’

‘Who left that sooty mark,’ whispered Theresa. ‘He kissed me on the cheek. He always does.’

Elizabeth smiled.

‘Might it not have happened when you looked up the chimney?’

‘Oh no,’ said Theresa. ‘I was very careful.’

‘Well, did he look like he does in the pictures?’ asked Elizabeth. 

‘I don’t know,’ said Theresa. ‘You aren’t allowed to look at Father Christmas, else he won’t bring you presents. I’ve never looked at him any of the times he’s come down the chimney.’

‘How many times has he been?’ said Elizabeth with a giggle.

‘Every night since we moved in,’ said Theresa. ‘So . . .’ She counted on her fingers. ‘Six times. He’s come six times.’

‘Six! You must have lots of presents, then.’

‘Well, actually, he hasn’t left any yet.’ Theresa sighed.

‘Don’t worry, I’m sure he’ll leave them tonight,’ said Elizabeth.

‘Yes,’ Theresa said. ‘I feel so sorry for him, though.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘He’s so very cold.’ 

Elizabeth’s mother chuckled to herself upon hearing this last snippet and smiled at Elizabeth as the two girls got on with their jigsaw.

By the time Elizabeth had eaten her cold supper of a ham sandwich and piece of pork pie, she was very tired. She didn’t even mind being sent to bed at the same time as Theresa. It would take more than that to dent her good mood. Besides, they were only there another day and night. She would survive. And, best of all, she was almost certain that for Christmas her mother had bought her the lovely green velvet dress she had begged for. 

Elizabeth’s mother hugged her at the bottom of the stairs.

‘That was very sweet of you, dear,’ she said, ‘to play so nicely with Theresa. I had to stop myself bursting out laughing when she talked about Father Christmas being so cold. Oh my. The young have such vivid imaginations.’

‘Goodnight, Mother,’ said Elizabeth.

‘Goodnight, darling,’ said her father, coming and kissing her on the top of the head.

The two girls hung their stockings from nails banged into the mantelpiece and then climbed into bed. Aunt Judith tucked her daughter in and kissed her on the forehead. She did the same to Elizabeth as she passed her bed.

‘Goodnight, Aunt,’ said Elizabeth.

‘Goodnight to you, dear child,’ she said. ‘Christmas Day tomorrow! Now straight off to sleep, you two. No chatting. Father Christmas won’t come to little girls who chat.’

There was no danger of that. Theresa was asleep before Aunt Judith reached the bottom of the stairs – asleep and happily snoring.

Elizabeth pulled the covers over her head and thought of her lovely new dress, and how jealous Isabel Fullerton would be when she saw it. And, with such pleasing thoughts in her head, she drifted off to sleep.

In her dream, Isabel grabbed her arm and began to shake her quite hard. It was not the reaction Elizabeth had hoped for and she awoke to discover Theresa standing by her bed.

‘He’s coming,’ she whispered.

‘What?’ said Elizabeth, blinking and trying to adjust her eyes to the gloom. 

Then she heard it too. The same noise as the night before. In the chimney. A rustling. 

‘Father Christmas isn’t coming yet, Theresa,’ said Elizabeth with a sigh. ‘It’s too early. Go back to bed. You don’t want him to catch you still awake, do you?’

‘But, Lizzie –’

‘Never call me that!’ hissed Elizabeth.

Even in that poor light she could see Theresa’s lip was beginning to tremble. Elizabeth resisted the urge to slap her.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Elizabeth stiffly. ‘I shouldn’t have been cross with you. But I’m very tired. Please go back to sleep. Father Christmas won’t come while you’re awake.’

Theresa did not move. Elizabeth closed her eyes and tried to ignore her.

‘Can I sleep with you? I’m scared of the noise.’

‘A minute ago you said it was Father Christmas,’ Elizabeth replied.

‘But you said it isn’t,’ said Theresa. ‘If it isn’t him, what is it?’

There was another little outbreak of rustling in the chimney, louder this time.

‘Oh, very well,’ said Elizabeth, throwing back the bedclothes.

Elizabeth wasn’t at all keen on those noises either, and, if she was being completely honest with herself, she was grateful to have the company. Rats! Elizabeth shuddered again.

Theresa climbed into Elizabeth’s bed and, following a short negotiation over space and blanket, the two girls settled down to sleep. 

After what seemed like only a few minutes, Elizabeth awoke again with a start. She sat up and stared at the hearth as soot began to fall in little puffs, with small pieces of plaster pinging against the metalwork of the grate. Theresa snored contentedly, oblivious.

‘Rats,’ said Elizabeth to herself, with a little whimper. She tried to nudge Theresa awake, but to no effect.

Suddenly there was a soft thud as something landed in the fire basket and then rolled out on to the hearth in a cloud of soot. As Elizabeth stared in wide-eyed incredulity, a figure rose up next to the stockings hanging on the mantelpiece.

It was Father Christmas! Theresa was right. Elizabeth closed her eyes as he turned round. It couldn’t really count that she had seen him from the back. She snuggled under her covers, grinning to herself.

She strained her ears to hear him moving, but she could hear nothing at all. She waited and waited . . . but eventually could not wait any longer. Rolling back the covers, she cautiously peeked out.

Standing beside her bed, only inches away, was a boy, his face and hands glowing blue against the darkness. He was a skinny, sad-looking figure covered in soot, but impossibly pale beneath that grubby coating. He held out his arms towards her.

‘S-s-s-so cold,’ he said, with a voice that sounded like wind in a chimney.

Elizabeth screamed and screamed and she opened her mouth to scream again, but this time no sound emerged. Her heart clenched like a fist and she slumped across Theresa, who was screaming now herself as she woke to find herself looking into her cousin’s frozen, staring face.

 

One day, many years later, Uncle Gregory arrived at his sister’s house to tell Elizabeth’s parents he had received a letter from his lawyer enclosing some rather interesting papers concerning Farthing Lodge.

Uncle Gregory showed them letters and clippings detailing the sorry tragedy of a climbing boy who died at the house in the 1780s. 

A cruel and barbarous sweep – a common enough character in those less enlightened times – had tried to force the poor boy higher up the chimney, until the little fellow slipped, breaking his neck on a ledge and becoming jammed as he fell. According to the papers, he was dead by the time they prised him free and dragged him out.

Elizabeth’s parents did not need to ask in which chimney the fatality was reported to have taken place. 

Farthing Lodge had been put on the market not long after the incident with Elizabeth – though, many years on, a buyer was still to be found. Theresa had refused to sleep there after that terrifying night. 

Elizabeth herself was never told about the sweep or the boy. There seemed little point. She had ceased to speak after that night, and had retreated into a world of her own. She would spend hours making jigsaws alone in her room, living in a self-imposed silence. 

Elizabeth was, in fact, a perfect picture of calm and peace. Unless, that is, she saw the smallest speck of soot. Oh, the screams there would be then!





7

The Last Present

 

Miranda Butler yawned. She had forgotten how tiring the present-giving part of Christmas morning was. It was lovely to receive presents, but frightfully boring to have to wait patiently while other people opened theirs.

‘There’s one last present here that doesn’t have a name on it,’ said her brother, Ralph, as he crawled out from under the Christmas tree.

‘Does anyone recognise it?’ said Miranda’s mother.

The present was poorly wrapped, the cheap paper not quite being held in place by some crudely knotted string. Blank faces greeted the question.

‘I think one of the servants must have put it there, then,’ said Miranda’s mother, putting a hand to her heart and smiling. ‘Gladys, perhaps. How sweet.’

Miranda smiled as she saw her father roll his eyes.

‘Who’s going to open it, then?’ said Ralph.

‘Well, I suppose you should as you’re holding it,’ said his father.

Ralph grinned and pulled the string and paper away and set the present down on the rug. It was a toy drummer boy, standing about a foot high. He wore a shirt with horizontal navy blue and white stripes, a pair of white trousers and a straw boater hat with a red band around it. The costume was grubby and stained, the hat rather battered.

The drum was carried on a strap that looped over the boy’s shoulder and under his arm, and he held a drumstick in each hand. The drum was large and hung at an angle. It had a painting of a sailing ship on the side.

The drummer boy was not at all attractive. His eyes were rather too real, staring in a frozen expression of wildness utterly out of keeping with his gloomy, downturned, red-painted mouth. The rest of his face was white, except for two large dots of red on his cheeks.

‘Well!’ said Miranda’s mother. ‘What an ugly fellow!’

Miranda stared at it in confusion. 

‘What is it, dear?’ asked her grandmother. ‘I can’t see.’

‘It’s a toy,’ said Miranda’s mother, grimacing. ‘Some sort of drummer boy.’

Miranda frowned. She had seen that drummer boy before; she was sure of it. Several days earlier, a pedlar had visited their home. She had thought it was a man when she came round the corner of the house with Ginny, their wolfhound. Ginny had barked furiously, making the figure turn at their approach.

The pedlar was horrible and filthy, dressed in a huge overcoat that looked like the kind of thing a pirate might wear in bad weather. On her head – for Miranda realised that, despite the clay pipe and heavy riding boots, the pedlar was indeed a woman – she wore a wide-brimmed hat, her hair gathered into a matted pigtail behind.

She had a cart, pulled by an old nag who looked on the verge of collapse. The cart was loaded down with a pile of disparate items – none of which Miranda could imagine anyone in their right mind would want – and one of these items was this very toy.

When Mrs Harper, the housekeeper, had told the pedlar to be off, the woman had refused and become increasingly agitated, shouting words that Miranda assumed, by Mrs Harper’s expression, must have been swear words of the very worst kind. 

Mrs Harper had disappeared inside the house while the pedlar continued her rant. She reappeared with a bucket and, without warning, threw the cold water therein straight at the pedlar, drenching her from head to foot.

The pedlar had stared, open-mouthed, water dripping from her hat and from her extinguished pipe. Miranda hadn’t been able to stop herself. She’d burst into loud laughter as Mrs Harper shouted, ‘Now be off with you!’

The pedlar, Miranda remembered with a shudder, had turned slowly to look at her, with a cold fury burning in her eyes. Mrs Harper bustled Miranda inside and slammed the door. She ran upstairs and watched from her bedroom window as the pedlar drove her cart away. Safely inside, Miranda had laughed again, until the pedlar turned as though hearing her. She’d been happy to see the cart disappear from view.

Later that day, when Miranda had gone for a walk in the garden, she’d seen something in the gravel of the drive and had discovered it to be the drummer boy.

She’d picked him up and, seeing how ugly he was and how he reminded her of the pedlar, she’d thrown him over the wall into the chalk pit on the other side. 

The toy was the same one; Miranda was sure of it. How on earth had it got from the chalk pit to being wrapped up and placed under the Christmas tree? Maybe her mother was right. Maybe one of the silly servants had found it. But who was it meant to be for? 

‘Mama!’ said Ralph. ‘Can I have it?’

‘Well . . . I suppose so . . .’ said Miranda’s mother. ‘Unless Miranda –’

‘Certainly not,’ said Miranda. ‘It’s horrid. Ralph is more than welcome to it.’

Ralph picked the drummer boy up eagerly and then gave a little cry of pain. 

‘Ow!’ he said, sucking his finger. ‘He bit me!’

‘Don’t be silly, darling,’ said his mother.

‘But, Mama . . .’ said Ralph.

Everyone chuckled and Ralph joined in. 

‘It really did feel like he bit me,’ he said.

His father leaned forward and tousled his hair.

‘Look, Papa,’ said Ralph. ‘It’s meant to have a key. Oh – I wish it did have a key. It’d make a real din, I shouldn’t wonder.’

Miranda noticed her parents exchange a look that made it clear they did not regard that ‘din’ with the same enthusiasm and were not especially upset that it might not be forthcoming.

 

Miranda worried about whether or not she ought to tell someone about the pedlar and the drummer boy, but she quite liked the idea that Ralph was playing with a flea-bitten present from an old tramp. Why should she say anything?

Ralph had grated on her nerves all morning. Not only had he taken the job of handing out presents from her, but he seemed to have taken her share of family affection and interest too. 

She might as well have been invisible. Everything Ralph did was cooed over and applauded, while Miranda’s piano playing had received a decidedly lukewarm response. And she’d played the piece perfectly. 

It was also very clear to Miranda that Ralph had been given presents that were far more expensive than those she had received. It was all very vexing. Miranda could feel her cheeks going red and she hated how she looked when that happened.

Eventually, the whole family sat down to Christmas lunch. Miranda was sitting next to Aunt Viola, who kept up a stream of inane questions about school, which Miranda swatted away with as much politeness as she could muster.

The pudding arrived to great cheers, blue flames dancing across it. Every year, Miranda’s mother would have a silver sixpence placed in the pudding, and Miranda was always very keen to be the one to find it. Not only was it considered very lucky, she was also saving up for a new hat.

But to Miranda’s dismay, it was Aunt Viola who found the sixpence on her plate, and, worse still, she held it out across the table for Ralph to take.

‘Put it in your money box, Ralph, dear,’ she said. 

‘Thank you, Aunt!’ said Ralph excitedly, before stuffing the pudding-coated sixpence in his pocket.

Miranda’s self-control finally snapped. She put her spoon down noisily. Everyone turned to face her and she was about to launch into a long and heartfelt tirade when she found that her voice would not work.

She then discovered that her lack of voice was entirely due to the fact that she was quite unable to breathe. She began to choke, jerking forward in her seat and emitting strange snorting and gulping noises. She put her hands to her throat, her mouth and eyes wide open. Everyone around the table froze in alarm.

All except Aunt Viola, who had served as a nurse with Florence Nightingale in the Crimea many years before and was fond of telling inappropriately gory anecdotes during dinner, invariably involving amputations or grotesque sabre wounds.

Viola was a formidable woman, in physique and character, and she got up from her seat and gave Miranda a mighty slap on the back, right between her shoulder blades.

Miranda lurched forward, almost going face first into her pudding bowl, and as she did so a small silver object was ejected from her open mouth and pinged against the glass in front of her, landing in her lap.

‘How many times have I told you not to put these things in the pudding, my dear?’ said Miranda’s father. ‘I nearly broke my tooth last year, dash it all.’

‘Language, dear!’ said Miranda’s mother. ‘I don’t understand. There really ought to have been only one sixpence in there and that was already found. There has to be a sixpence in the pudding. It’s lucky.’

‘Lucky!’ said Miranda’s father. ‘You almost killed the girl!’

Miranda stared at her lap. It was not a sixpence at all lying there. She closed her hand around it.

‘Are you all right, Miranda?’ said her mother.

‘I think so,’ she replied. 

‘You both have a sixpence now,’ she said. ‘So at least that’s lucky, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, Mother,’ said Miranda, glancing at Ralph. ‘May I be excused?’ 

‘You’re feeling unwell?’ asked her father.

‘I think it was the shock,’ said Miranda, rather enjoying being the centre of attention for the first time that day.

Her mother nodded and patted her arm. Miranda got up from the table and left the room, just as Aunt Viola began a story about a young cavalryman going into shock after having his foot blasted off by a cannon.

‘My dears,’ said Aunt Viola, ‘if you can imagine a chicken leg after the thigh has been twisted off – but many times larger, of course – well, that will give you some idea of the . . .’

Aunt Viola’s voice trailed away as Miranda climbed the stairs to Ralph’s room. She tiptoed in so as not to be heard downstairs and, picking up the drummer boy with one hand, she opened her clenched fist to reveal the object that had been stuck in her throat: a small silver key.

As soon as she’d seen it in her lap, Miranda had somehow known that it was for the drummer boy. Her astonishment at finding it there was outweighed by her determination to discover whether it would work.

She inserted the key and, sure enough, it fitted perfectly. Miranda smiled. Ralph could have the stupid thing, but she would not give him the satisfaction of being the first to set it going. 

Miranda wound the toy. The drummer boy turned his head and his wild eyes to look at her, and pulled his red mouth into a broad grin. Then, to her astonishment, he opened his mouth wide to reveal a row of rusting, pointed metal teeth. 

He laughed a loud, throaty, bellowing laugh and raised the drumsticks high above his head. Miranda screamed, but the sound of it was smothered completely by the enormous boom of the drum. 

 

The noise was particularly startling, coming as it did in the midst of Aunt Viola’s anecdote about Russian cannon fire, but the laughter that followed it was more terrifying still, and sent Miranda’s father rushing, two steps at a time, up the staircase to Ralph’s room.

The scene that greeted him was one that would be forever imprinted on his mind. Miranda lay on the carpet, her eyes wide open and trickles of blood coming from her ears. The window was shattered and the casement hung limply on its hinges. Mr Butler ran to look out, but there was nothing to see. 

Mrs Butler arrived seconds later at the open door and fell to the floor in a faint. Aunt Violet followed, checked for Miranda’s pulse and solemnly shook her head. Ralph stared at his sister and burst into tears.

Of the drummer boy, there was no sign.
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PROLOGUE

 

My name is Michael: Michael Vyner. I’m going to tell you something of my life and of the strange events that have brought me to where I now sit, pen in hand, my heartbeat hastening at their recollection.

I hope that in the writing down of these things I will grow to understand my own story a little better and perhaps bring some comforting light to the still-dark, whispering recesses of my memory.

Horrors loom out of those shadows and my mind recoils at their approach. My God, I can still see that face – that terrible face. Those eyes! My hand clenches my pen with such strength I fear it will snap under the strain. It will take every ounce of willpower I possess to tell this tale. But tell it I must.

I had already known much hardship in my early years, but I had never before seen the horrible blackness of a soul purged of all that is good, shaped by resentment and hatred into something utterly vile and loveless. I had never known evil.

The story I am to recount may seem like the product of some fevered imagination, but the truth is the truth and all I can do is set it down as best I can, within the limits of my ability, and ask that you read it with an open mind.

If, after that, you turn away in disbelief, then I can do naught but smile and wish you well – and wish, too, that I could as easily free myself of the terrifying spectres that haunt the events I am about to relate.

 

So come with me now. We will walk back through time, and as the fog of the passing years rolls away we will find ourselves among the chill and weathered headstones of a large and well-stocked cemetery.

All about us are stone angels, granite obelisks and marble urns. A sleeping stone lion guards the grave of an old soldier, a praying angel that of a beloved child. Everywhere there are the inscriptions of remembrance, of love curdled into grief.

Grand tombs and mausoleums line a curving cobbled roadway, shaded beneath tall cypress trees. A hearse stands nearby, its black-plumed horses growing impatient. It is December and the air is as damp and cold as the graves beneath our feet. The morning mist is yet to clear. Fallen leaves still litter the cobbles.

A blackbird sings gaily, oblivious to the macabre surroundings, the sound ringing round the silent cemetery, sharp and sweet in the misty vagueness. Jackdaws fly overhead and seem to call back in answer. Some way off, a new grave coldly gapes and the tiny group of mourners are walking away, leaving a boy standing alone.

The boy has cried so much over the last few days that he thinks his tears must surely have dried up for ever. Yet, as he stares down at that awful wooden box in its frightful pit, the tears come again.

There are fewer things sadder than a poorly attended funeral. When that funeral is in honour of a dear and beloved mother, then that sadness is all the more sharply felt and bitter-tasting.

As I am certain by now you have guessed, the lonesome boy by that open grave is none other than the narrator of this story.

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

I looked into that grave with as much sense of dread and despair as if I had been staring into my own. Everything I loved was in that hateful wooden box below me. I was alone now: utterly alone.

I had never known my father. He was killed when I was but a baby, one of many whose lives were ended fighting for the British Empire in the bitter dust of Afghanistan. I had no extended family. My mother and I had been everything to each other.

But my mother had never been strong, though she had borne her hardships with great courage. She endured her illness with the same fortitude. But courage is not always enough.

These thoughts and many others taunted me beside that grave. I half considered leaping in and joining her. It seemed preferable to the dark and thorny path that lay ahead of me.

As I stood poised at the pit’s edge, I heard footsteps behind me and turned to see my mother’s lawyer, Mr Bentley, walking towards me accompanied by a tall, smart and expensively-dressed man. I had, of course, noticed him during the funeral and wondered who he might be. His face was long and pale, his nose large but sharply sculpted. It was a face made for the serious and mournful expression it now wore.

‘Michael,’ said Bentley, ‘this is Mr Jerwood.’

‘Master Vyner,’ said the man, touching the brim of his hat. ‘If I might have a quiet word.’

Bentley left us alone, endeavouring to walk backwards and stumbling over a tombstone as he rejoined his wife, who had been standing at a respectful distance. Looking at Jerwood again, I thought I recognised him.

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ I said, gulping back sobs and hastily brushing the tears from my cheeks. ‘But do I know you?’

‘We have met, Michael,’ he replied, ‘but you will undoubtedly have been too young to remember. May I call you Michael?’ I made no reply and he smiled a half-smile, taking my silence for assent. ‘Excellent. In short, Michael, you do not know me, but I know you very well.’

‘Are you a friend of my mother’s, sir?’ I asked, puzzled at who this stranger could possibly be.

‘Alas no,’ he said, glancing quickly towards the grave and then back to me. ‘Though I did meet your mother on several occasions, I could not say we were friends. In fact, I could not say with all honesty that your mother actually liked me. Rather, I should have to confess – if I were pressed by a judge in a court of law – that your mother actively disliked me. Not that I ever let that in any way influence me in my dealings with her, and I would happily state – before the same hypothetical judge – that I held your late mother in the highest esteem.’

The stranger breathed a long sigh at the end of this speech, as if the effort of it had quite exhausted him.

‘But I’m sorry, sir,’ I said. ‘I still do not understand . . .’

‘You do not understand who I am,’ he said with a smile, shaking his head. ‘What a fool. Forgive me.’ He removed the glove from his right hand and extended it towards me with a small bow. ‘Tristan Jerwood,’ he said, ‘of Enderby, Pettigrew and Jerwood. I represent the interests of Sir Stephen Clarendon.’

I made no reply. I had heard this name before, of course. It was Sir Stephen whom my father had died to save in an act of bravery that drew great praise and even made the newspapers.

But I had never been able to take pride in his sacrifice. I felt angry that my father had thrown his life away to preserve that of a man I did not know. This hostility clearly showed in my face. Mr Jerwood’s expression became cooler by several degrees.

‘You have heard that name, I suspect?’ he asked.

‘I have, sir,’ I replied. ‘I know that he helped us after my father died. With money and so forth. I had thought that Sir Stephen might be here himself.’

Jerwood heard – as I had wanted him to hear – the note of reproach in my voice and pursed his lips, sighing a little and looking once again towards the grave.

‘Your mother did not like me, Michael, as I have said,’ he explained, without looking back. ‘She took Sir Stephen’s money and help because she had to, for her sake and for yours, but she only ever took the barest minimum of what was offered. She was a very proud woman, Michael. I always respected that. Your mother resented the money – and her need for it – and resented me for being the intermediary. That is why she insisted on employing her own lawyer.’

Here he glanced across at Mr Bentley, who stood waiting for me by the carriage with his wife. I had been staying with the Bentleys in the days leading up to the funeral. I had met him on many occasions before, though only briefly, but they had been kind and generous. My pain was still so raw, however, that even such a tender touch served only to aggravate it.

‘She was a fine woman, Michael, and you are a very lucky lad to have had her as a mother.’

Tears sprang instantly to my eyes.

‘I do not feel so very lucky now, sir,’ I said.

Jerwood put his hand on my shoulder. ‘Now, now,’ he said quietly. ‘Sir Stephen has been through troubled times himself. I do not think this is the right time to speak of them, but I promise you that had they not been of such an extreme nature, he would have been at your side today.’

A tear rolled down my cheek. I shrugged his hand away.

‘I thank you for coming, sir – for coming in his place,’ I said coolly. I was in no mood to be comforted by some stranger whom, by his own admission, my mother did not like.

Jerwood gave his gloves a little twist as though he were wringing the neck of an imaginary chicken. Then he sighed and gave his own neck a stretch.

‘Michael,’ he said, ‘it is my duty to inform you of some matters concerning your immediate future.’

I had naturally given this much thought myself, with increasingly depressing results. Who was I now? I was some non-person, detached from all family ties, floating free and friendless.

‘Sir Stephen is now your legal guardian,’ he said.

‘But I thought my mother did not care for Sir Stephen or for you,’ I said, taken aback a little. ‘Why would she have agreed to such a thing?’

‘I need not remind you that you have no one else, Michael,’ said Jerwood. ‘But let me assure you that your mother was in full agreement. She loved you and she knew that whatever her feelings about the matter, this was the best option.’

I looked away. He was right, of course. What choice did I have?

‘You are to move schools,’ said Jerwood.

‘Move schools?’ I said. ‘Why?’

‘Sir Stephen feels that St Barnabas is not quite suitable for the son – the ward, I should say – of a man such as him.’

‘But I am happy where I am,’ I said stiffly.

Jerwood’s mouth rose almost imperceptibly at the corners.

‘That is not what I have read in the letters Sir Stephen has received from the headmaster.’

I blushed a little from both embarrassment and anger at this stranger knowing about my personal affairs.

‘This could be a new start for you, Michael.’

‘I do not want a new start, sir,’ I replied.

Jerwood let out a long breath, which rose as mist in front of his face. He turned and looked away.

‘Do not fight this,’ said Jerwood, as if to the trees. ‘Sir Stephen has your best interests at heart, believe me. In any event, he can tell you so himself.’ He turned back to face me. ‘You are invited to visit him for Christmas. He is expecting you at Hawton Mere tomorrow evening.’

‘Tomorrow evening?’ I cried in astonishment.

‘Yes,’ said Jerwood. ‘I shall accompany you myself. We shall catch a train from –’

‘I won’t go!’ I snapped.

Jerwood took a deep breath and nodded at Bentley, who hurried over, rubbing his hands together and looking anxiously from my face to Jerwood’s.

‘Is everything settled then?’ he asked, his nose having ripened to a tomato red in the meantime. ‘All is well?’

Bentley was a small and rather stout gentleman who seemed unwilling to accept how stout he was. His clothes were at least one size too small for him and gave him a rather alarming appearance, as if his buttons might fly off at any moment or he himself explode with a loud pop.

This impression of over-inflation, of overripeness, was only exacerbated by his perpetually red and perspiring face. And if all that were not enough, Bentley was prone to the most unnerving twitches – twitches that could vary in intensity from a mere tic or spasm to startling convulsions.

‘I have informed Master Vyner of the situation regarding his schooling,’ said Jerwood, backing away from Bentley a little. He tipped his hat to each of us. ‘I have also informed him of his visit to Sir Stephen. I shall bid you farewell. Until tomorrow, gentlemen.’

I felt a wave of misery wash over me as I stood there with the twitching Bentley. A child’s fate is always in the hands of others; a child is always so very powerless. But how I envied those children whose fates were held in the loving grip of their parents and not, like mine, guided by the cold and joyless hands of lawyers.

‘But see now,’ said Bentley, twitching violently. ‘There now. Dear me. All will be well. All will be well, you’ll see.’

‘But I don’t want to go,’ I said. ‘Please, Mr Bentley, could I not spend Christmas with you?’

Bentley twitched and winced.

‘Now see here, Michael,’ he said. ‘This is very hard. Very hard indeed.’

‘Sir?’ I said, a little concerned at his distress and what might be causing it.

‘I’m afraid that much as Mrs Bentley and I would love to have you come and stay with us, we both feel that it is only right that you should accept Sir Stephen’s invitation.’

‘I see,’ I said. I was embarrassed to find myself on the verge of tears again and I looked away so that Bentley might not see my troubled face.

‘Now then,’ he said, grabbing my arms with both hands and turning me back to face him. ‘He is your guardian, Michael. You are the ward of a very wealthy man and your whole life depends upon him. Would you throw that away for one Christmas?’

‘Would he?’ I asked. ‘Would he disown me because I stay with you and not him?’

‘I would hope not,’ he said. ‘But you never know with the rich. I work with them all the time and, let me tell you, they are a rum lot. And if the rich are strange, then the landed gentry are stranger still. You never know what any of them will do . . .’

Bentley came to a halt here, realising he had strayed from the point.

‘Go to Hawton Mere for Christmas,’ he said quietly. ‘That’s my advice. That’s free advice from a lawyer, Michael. It is as rare and as lovely as a phoenix.’

‘No,’ I said, refusing to change my grim mood. ‘I will not.’

Bentley looked at the ground, rocked back and forth on his heels once or twice, then exhaled noisily.

‘I have something for you, my boy. Your dear mother asked me to give this to you when the time came.’

With those words he pulled an envelope from his inside coat pocket and handed it to me. Without asking what it was, I opened it and read the enclosed letter.

 

Dear Michael,

You know that I have always hated taking anything from that man whose life your dear father saved so nobly at the expense of his own. But though each time I did receive his help it made me all the more aware of my husband’s absence and it pained my heart – still I took it, Michael, because of you.

And now, because of you, I write this letter while I still have strength, because I know how proud you are. Michael, it is my wish – my dying wish – that you graciously accept all that Sir Stephen can offer you. Take his money and his opportunities and make something of yourself. Be everything you can. Do this for me, Michael.

As always and for ever,

Your loving mother

 

I folded the letter up and Bentley handed me a handkerchief for the tears that now filled my eyes. What argument could I have that could triumph against such a letter? It seemed I had no choice.

Bentley put his arm round me. ‘There, there,’ he said. ‘All will be well, all will be well. Hawton Mere has a moat, they tell me. A moat! You shall be like a knight in a castle, eh? A knight!’ And at this, he waved his finger about in flamboyant imitation of a sword. ‘A moated manor house, eh? Yes, yes. All will be well.’

I dried my tears and exhaustion came over me. Resistance was futile and I had no energy left to pursue my objection.

‘Come, my boy,’ said Bentley quietly. ‘Let us quit this place. The air of the graveyard is full of evil humours – toxic, you know, very toxic indeed. Why, I knew a man who dropped down dead as he walked away from a funeral – dead before he reached his carriage. Quite, quite dead.’

Bentley ushered me towards his carriage and we climbed inside. The carriage creaked forward, the wheels beginning their rumble. I looked out of the window and saw my mother’s grave retreat from view, lost among the numberless throng of tombs and headstones.
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MISTER CREECHER

 

A fantastically frightening gothic thriller
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