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​Scarlett King
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March 2018

The first sight of Mystic Manor in Lower Coffin, Surrey, gives me goosebumps. I grasp my fiancé’s hand and whisper, ‘Peregrine, let’s go.’

‘Don’t be daft, Scarlett. The house you like is five hundred grand cheaper.’

Sounds odd, doesn’t it? But I’m engaged to a trust-fund kid, and the trustees allotted him two million pounds to spend on a home, and Peregrine wants every penny of it. You could buy ten of my parents’ semi-detached in Liverpool for the same price. I pull him back on the gravel pathway. ‘The house next door is full of light and has a happy vibe.’ 

Peregrine mutters through his teeth, ‘But it’s way cheaper.’

‘Yes, a snip at one and a half million,’ I quip. ‘Anyone can afford that.’ 

We’re in a mental and physical tug of war. Peregrine ushers me toward the black front door and rings the bell. I await the proverbial creepy tall butler. The door creaks open. I paint a smile on my face, which turns to a gasp of horror – a slathering Rottweiler lurches towards me. I close my eyes, grasp Peregrine’s hand, and wait for evil fangs to rip me apart.

‘Get back!’ shouts a male voice.

I think he’s talking to me and would gladly oblige, but when I dare open my eyes a portly man with a tomato-red face has the evil beast by the collar. ‘Don’t worry; Killer is a pussycat.’

Killer? How endearing. I christen the man Redface.

‘Why didn’t he bark?’ I say. There was no early warning system.

‘The poor baby is hoarse from barking at the new postman.’ Redface strokes Killer’s back.

A skinny woman with a fox-like face, above which perches a rock-solid shampoo and set, circa the 1950s, appears. ‘For God’s sake, dear, stop terrifying people with that dog. I’ll lock him in the utility room, while you take our guests through to the kitchen. The coffee is percolating.’

I adore coffee, and it lifts my mood. Not in this case, the divine aroma of good beans doesn’t detract from my sense of impending doom.

Even the freshly baked Victoria sponge at the centre of the pine refectory table doesn’t lift my spirits, although the vanilla fragrance makes my tummy do hungry somersaults. 

‘Do you want coffee and cake now, or shall we wait until I’ve shown you around?’ asks Foxface.

‘Now, please,’ I say, hungry and wishing to delay the Amityville tour.

‘After we’ve viewed the property,’ says Peregrine.

Traitor.

His eager face shows I’ve lost another battle – he’s mentally bought this horrid dwelling, while I adore the house next door, Wisteria Villa, which I viewed last week. As soon as I stepped over the threshold, my body went weightless with happiness. I told Peregrine about it and he wouldn’t even look at the particulars, due to the lower price. Bonkers. Once again, my opinion doesn’t count – money always comes first. I’m close to breaking point.

‘Shall I show you around?’ Redface asks.

Foxface tuts. ‘No, dear, you talk too much. I’ll do it – you make those phone calls and join us for coffee and cake.’

I can see who wears the trousers. Note to self – ask Foxface for lessons. 

As we start the tour, I imagine I’m Mrs de Winter from Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca, and Foxface is Mrs Danvers. 

First stop; the living room. Perhaps I overreacted – it’s large and well proportioned, but not much light creeps through the small-paned windows despite the sun. What will it be like on a gloomy day?

The dismal mahogany-panelled dining room with gilt-framed paintings of solemn Victorians on the burgundy walls would be perfect for a séance or Halloween dinner. Even without guests, the room has the aura of a strained dinner party. One of those stuffy gatherings where everyone makes polite chit-chat, terrified of saying the wrong thing. 

I’m not a fan of house tours unless it’s a stately home, something magnificent, so I won’t describe the place in too much detail. However, the building breathes evil from every nasty nook and creepy cranny.

My mood doesn’t improve as we meander through the labyrinth of rooms. The house is a mishmash of styles. An original seventeenth-century manor house, with Regency and Victorian extensions, according to the details.

Each room ‘enjoys’ various levels of spookiness, but the worst is a bedroom and ensuite, in the oldest section. It reeks of damp, the walls are covered in stained brown hessian, the carpet is a dirty beige shag pile, and moth-eaten velvet curtains hang limply at the windows. Lovely. When I step into the claustrophobic bathroom, the hair at the nape of my neck lifts, and I understand the phrase someone walked over my grave. I shiver with the cold which is weird as the other rooms felt warm – and seemed in good, albeit dreary, decorative order. Surreptitiously, I put my hand on a radiator and almost need a skin graft. 

We don’t linger, and Foxface leads the way down a blue-carpeted corridor and opens a pink-panelled door.

‘This is our pride and joy. Behold the sixth bedroom and master suite,’ says Mrs Danvers, I mean Foxface.

‘It doesn’t fit with the rest of the house,’ says Peregrine. 

I gasp. The enormous room is beautiful – cream Osborne and Little curtains with a pink rose print, plush cream carpet, a king-size four-poster bed – draped with fabric to match the curtains. Another pink door leads to a huge bathroom/dressing room with a round sunken jacuzzi bath, double sink unit and a long wall of fitted wardrobes. 

‘Ooh, it’s divine,’ I exclaim.

And it feels okay – not spooky.

I have a cosy oasis – perhaps I’ll cope.

––––––––
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The tour ends in the cluttered garage. ‘Where does that door go?’ I say.

Foxface clears her throat. ‘To a corridor which leads to a ballroom which you can’t enter, it’s not safe. But the door to the ballroom has a large glass panel you can look through.’

Peregrine’s eyes gleam with greed. ‘It wasn’t on the details. Why isn’t it safe?’

‘Hasn’t been renovated for some time,’ murmurs Foxface.

‘Can we go through?’ I’m enthusiastic for the first time today.

‘Yes, my husband and I will wait here,’ says Foxface, emulating the Queen so well she could be cast as Elizabeth the Second in The Crown. ‘But it’s at your own risk.’

At the end of the dingy corridor, Peregrine peeks through the door. ‘This will make a perfect extra garage and workshop – I’ll be able to add to my car collection. I’ve seen a super classic E-Type.’

I tut. ‘For God’s sake, Peregrine. You already have three cars. How many does one man need?’

‘As many as possible, they’re my hobby.’

‘Why not choose stamps or coins? Or add to your treasured Toby Jug collection?’ I peer through the grimy glass as my heart races.

The large room has as many cobwebs as Miss Havisham’s drawing-room, the vintage wallpaper is damp and peeling, the wooden floor is green with slime, and the ceiling slopes downwards. However, in my mind’s eye, elegant women in ball gowns and handsome men in tuxedos waltz to ‘The Blue Danube’ under sparkling crystal chandeliers. The potential is obvious.

I say, ‘Over my dead body will you turn this into a garage. I’ll only agree to live here if you promise to restore this wonderful room to its former glory.’

Peregrine pouts. ‘But it’s ideal for my cars.’

‘I mean it. I refuse to move here unless we refurbish this heavenly space.’

‘It’ll be far too expensive.’

And classic cars are so cheap. ‘It could pay for itself – make a fabulous wedding venue. We’ll rake it in,’ I say with manipulative intent. Peregrine has taught me well. 

To be fair, my fiancé is kind (mostly) but ambitious for more and more wealth. His eyes flash like a one-armed bandit hitting a Las Vegas million-dollar jackpot. ‘Would you organise the weddings, Scarlett?’

‘Yes.’

‘Okay – I’ll do a deal with the sellers. Make an excuse to wait in the car – you know how embarrassed you get when I negotiate.’

He calls it negotiating, but I call it sailing too close to the wind.

Back in the car, I realise I didn’t get my Victoria sponge.

Peregrine always gets his cake and eats it.
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​Moving Day
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On an overcast day in May, we move into Mystic Manor. I hope I overestimated my original fear.

No.

Dread descends as I step over the threshold with none of the excitement moving to a ‘better’ home usually creates. I want to flee back to our (Peregrine’s) now-sold terraced house in Putney. 

A removal man says, ‘Where do you want this box, love?’

I sigh. ‘In the kitchen.’ It has kitchen written on four sides in thick black marker pen. 

‘Any chance of a cup of tea, love?’

‘Yes, find a box marked kettle, tea, sugar, coffee and cups.’ I’ve been that organised – to detract myself from hideous imaginings about Mystic Manor. ‘I’ll nip to the local shop for milk.’

As I dawdle down the path, Peregrine tears after me. ‘They’ve only been here for ten minutes, for God’s sake. Why are you making tea?’

I look skywards. ‘Why not? They’re being paid for the job, not by the hour. Who cares how long they take?’ Forever would be good.

The shopkeeper, a sharp-eyed petite woman, hands me a flimsy, transparent white carrier bag. ‘There you are, Scarlett. You’re spoiling those removal men with chocolate Hobnobs. Welcome to our village.’

‘How do you know my name?’

She raises her eyebrows. ‘You obviously aren’t used to small communities, but you’re brave.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Erm... nothing. Have a good day.’

Bile rises in my throat, and my heart beats faster. Half of me wants to know, half prefers happy ignorance. 

––––––––
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The removal men demolish the packet of Hobnobs in one sitting.

‘Right,’ I say, ‘Peregrine is getting antsy. If you speed things up, we’ll stand you a meal in the Dog and Duck when you’ve finished, plus a nice fat tip.’

‘Now you’re talking, love,’ says the chubbier of the two – I secretly nickname them Laurel and Hardy.

By six o’clock, most of the boxes and furniture are in their rightful places. My tummy rumbles.

Peregrine is unpacking his beloved Toby Jug collection – hideous things. ‘Let’s all go to the pub. The men have worked hard,’ I say out of Laurel and Hardy’s earshot.

‘I want to get everything unpacked.’

I have a trump card. ‘Jam roly-poly and custard is on the specials.’ I went for a sneaky stroll earlier.

Peregrine puts down a Toby Jug so fast I fear for its life. He licks his lips. ‘Lead the way.’

Laurel and Hardy located, I say, ‘Pub?’ and they need no second bidding. 

The Dog and Duck, with its roaring fire, horse brasses and plush red seats has a homey vibe. At least there’s a cosy refuge not far away from the creepy house. 

It’s lovely to relax, and the atmosphere between the four of us is convivial, plenty of teasing banter. Although Peregrine has always enjoyed a life of privilege, he is no snob – his ambition is for business and monetary gain, not social standing. 

‘Are you happy working for Shifters?’ Peregrine asks Laurel and Hardy.

‘Yes, mate,’ they chorus.

Peregrine leans towards them. ‘Why not start your own company? Within three years you’ll have, let’s see, at least five lorries and fifteen men working for you.’

‘Don’t want the stress, mate,’ says Hardy.

‘It‘ll be fun.’ Peregrine fishes his maroon Montblanc biro from his pocket and writes figures on a red paper napkin. ‘If you begin with this capital and get this loan...’

Hardy hides a yawn and Laurel’s eyes glaze over.

Not another big-business lecture. Last month Peregrine tried to persuade our window cleaner to start a chain of When I’m Cleaning Windows. ‘I’m happy with my one van, ladder, and bucket,’ the poor man said, backing away. 

Pudding arrives, saving Laurel and Hardy from death by boredom.

The hot sponge, oozing jam, is smothered in custard – we grab our spoons, and a temporary silence ensues.

At 9 pm, tipsy and full, we stagger back to Mystic Manor. It’s obvious neither Laurel nor Hardy are fit to drive, so we usher them into the living room while we make coffee in the kitchen.

‘We can’t let either of them drive in that state,’ I whisper. ‘It’s our fault they’re pissed as farts – we kept ordering another bottle.’

Peregrine sneers. ‘Nobody made them drink.’

‘Don’t be such a prig. They can stay over.’

Like a bird of prey, Peregrine spots an opportunity. ‘And it’s Saturday – Shifters is closed tomorrow – they can stay the night then help out tomorrow morning. Then Sunday lunch at the Dog and Duck.’ 

‘We’ll be back at square one, they’ll be permanent guests. It’ll be like Groundhog Day.’

Peregrine smirks. ‘Nah, they have a removal to do on Monday.’

We serve coffee – laced with brandy. 

––––––––
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At 10 am the next morning, Laurel and Hardy appear in the kitchen, bleary-eyed.

‘The smell of bacon woke us.’ Laurel pats his tummy.

Peregrine, his mouth too full to speak, gestures towards the table.

‘Bacon butties?’ I ask. Thank goodness the local shop opens early on Sundays. 

‘Wouldn’t say no. Then we’ll get on, but did you know you’ve got a ghost?’ Hardy says.

Instead of heading to the fridge, I fall onto a chair. ‘Did you see it?’

‘Her – common knowledge in these parts – an old lady dressed in black – killed her husband and his lover in the 1940s and then committed suicide. She haunts the place, gun in hand, an evil expression on her face. People hear her false teeth click before they see her.’

I put my hands over my ears.

Peregrine turns ashen. ‘You’re making this up.’

‘No, I’m not,’ says Hardy.

‘Where did the murders happen?’ My tummy churns.

‘This house.’

I curse Hardy’s obtuseness. ‘I realise that, but what room?’

‘The spooky one with the hessian wallpaper.’ Hardy confirms my fears then hands the scare-the-newcomers baton to his partner.

Laurel slurps his strong PG Tips tea with its dash of milk and three sugars. ‘Not many stay the night in this house without being scared half to death. Your master bedroom and the living room below is a recent mock-Regency extension, and rumour says it’s the only non-haunted area.’

My tummy clenches. ‘But you stayed here last night.’

‘Nah, we slept in the back of the lorry on a mattress. Left the front door on the latch to access the bog,’ says Hardy.

‘I peed in the garden,’ adds Laurel.

Peregrine laughs, despite the situation. Nothing fazes him, and if he was marooned on a faraway island without a penny, he would be a millionaire within a year. He envisages only success but is blind to other people’s stress, especially mine. 

I doubt Peregrine will leave the house, despite the ghost – he’ll use an exorcist or something, having seen the ballroom potential. However, I’ve had enough – no longer will he include me in his drama when my intuition screams a loud NO. Financially, he always wins – but the process is torturous – for me. Let him torment someone else. 

It’s not as if we’re married, although we’ve been engaged for six years. Six! My fiancé is Peregrine Pratt and I’m Scarlett King. I no longer want to be a Pratt. My parents will be pleased – they can’t stand him. ‘He’s so fake, love,’ Mum often says.

I also have a hunch Peregrine is cheating on me – let her have him – let her see the dark side of this ruthlessly ambitious man. Or perhaps she’s too lovelorn to notice. I don’t care anymore. After ten years together and repeated dramas, all to do with Peregrine’s ambition, I have nothing left, no positive resources. We have no children to stay together for the sake of – Peregrine wants to wait until we’re married. It’s all about Peregrine.

Enough is enough – I’m done.

And I know where I’ll go to heal...

I’m not staying in this haunted horror.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Second Thoughts
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I’ve made momentous decisions before then changed my mind after a night’s sleep – or lack of. The thought of moving on seems a considerable effort. Anyone who has ever left a wealthy partner knows it can be a hard decision to forfeit financial security. I would find it easier to leave Peregrine if he earned a low wage and spent it in the pub. Or drank lager and ate pork scratchings in bed – as a friend’s husband does. 

At bedtime, Peregrine senses something amiss. No flies on him. ‘Are you okay, Scarlett? You seem rather distant.’

I button up my Bewitched pyjamas; I wish I were Samantha – just wiggle my nose, and all is okay. I could never understand that silly husband of hers, Darren, refusing to make life easy with witchcraft. Take today, imagine a quick nose twitch and everything being put away. Spit spot – whoops, that was Mary Poppins.

Peregrine gives an exaggerated sigh. ‘Scarlett, you’re miles away.’

‘Sorry, I’m tired, hun.’

‘No nooky, then?’

‘Do you mind?’

‘No, I’m tired too.’

See how passionate our relationship is? We’ve never set the bed alight – never more than a flicker.

If Peregrine were horrid, it would be easier to leave – but he’s pleasant (most of the time) despite his relentless quest for more money and possessions. 

So, apart from his selfishness and possible affair, why do I want to go? 

I’ve answered my own question.

And many incidents have piled upon each other to create a crescendo of stress which eats away at my soul. I haven’t been myself since we met. I’m living Peregrine’s life – not mine. He always wants bigger, better and more. Never satisfied. My idea of perfection is a small house, owned outright, with minimal overheads, so I have time to do what I love – visit cafes with a book or to chat with friends, watch movies – and run a second-hand clothes shop. 

I love bargains. I also love to visit stately homes and grand houses – all that beauty and none of the responsibility or headaches. 

Peregrine likes designer togs and hates me buying clothes in charity shops. For a night out, I found a fab emerald velvet sheath dress in Oxfam; I didn’t know the make as someone had cut the label out, but I could tell it was something fabulous from the cut, fabric and finish. I wore it with black velvet shoes and bag, courtesy of Topshop, and slinked downstairs where Peregrine was jiggling his keys in the hall. ‘Come on, Scarlett, the sooner we leave, the sooner we get back. I have the car running ready to go. You look amazing – obviously designer. Where from?’

‘Oxfam.’

‘Bloody hell, Scarlett. Go upstairs and change, what if someone we know sees you? It’d be bad for business. Don’t want anyone to think we’re struggling.’

I couldn’t be arsed to argue, so went upstairs and took a British Heart Foundation treasure out of the wardrobe – a black bodycon dress which I dressed up with faux pearls.
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