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1


A candle in the window.  That’s where my tale begins.  Flickering but constant, it drew me in.  The herald of an enduring enigma, burning in the darkness of that strange old house, a magnet to transfix my vivid young imagination, get me inventing wild scenarios, as was my way.  I don’t recall the exact first occasion I noticed this phenomenon.  It would have been after my eleventh birthday and my starting secondary school, because that’s when mum relaxed the strict instructions on how far I was allowed to roam.   Before that, the winding road up from the village, where the woodland took hold and narrowed the sky, was well out of bounds.  


Thrilled by my newfound freedom, my curiosity led me to the iron gates, always firmly closed, a fierce looking stone dragon atop the tall pillars on either side.  I’d grip the railings, press my cheeks against them, and gaze in wonder at the broad driveway, the expansive lawn and the mighty willow tree, and wait for a chance to glimpse who might live there.


And, of course, in the centre, the large building stood in splendid isolation.  I lived in a dead end street, a row where the homes were joined together, which meant we knew each other’s business.  Nothing escaped Mrs Carruthers, the local gossip.  Up here, the occupants were a mystery.  I envied them.  In my mind, they had much more than me.   All this space gave them room for passion and exploits.  These people were wise, likely travelled to foreign lands, spoke several languages, had expensive tastes and had colourful parties.  


I had no evidence for this.  Just a feeling, sparked by my love of a good story.  And that light, a small spark in the gloom, was it to guide a wanderer home?  Or mark a special spot within?  Maybe someone liked the gentle glow while they sat and enjoyed the stillness of the night?


The flame appeared every dusk.   So it was past sunset when I discovered that elusive little lure.  It must have been in the winter.  I didn’t ever miss the tea we shared at five o’clock at that age.  I had a route I would follow, starting off along the bridle track behind the local garage, hearing the radio chattering as the men swore and dropped tools with a metallic clang as they worked on cars.  This was my adventure alone.   Emily, Tim, Poppy and Harry didn’t get involved yet.  It was forever me, searching for something new.


Over the stile to the left I’d climb, and into the wood.  This was brave; very grown up of me.  Or almost.  I made myself take this on.  The same creativity that drove me to explore concocted all sorts of possible beasts and phantoms amongst those twisted trunks.  There was a restless, unhappy atmosphere I didn’t understand then.  I never lingered for long until I reached the river and the wooden planks of the footbridge that crossed it.  I loved to pause and watch the current wash underneath, streaked with green weeds, and try and spy the odd fish in the shallows.  


The road was a short distance further on, the path dropping you straight onto the tarmac.  I’d keep tight to the verge like dad taught me, until the pavement started.  The gates were then right before me.  After my vigil, surveying the spectacle beyond, getting lost in the puzzling twinkle of the candle, I had to return home.  


I’d wind my way back down to the village, turn at the bus stop and head across the playing fields, guided by my friends, the stars, then re-cross the water beside the ford, using my torch to find the alley that came out in the middle of my street.  


My curious forays encountered the same thing every time.  My inquisitiveness turned to frustration.  I wanted to know more.  I turned to my usual source when I sought understanding.  My mother.  She could be reliably found in the kitchen or, as she was that afternoon, standing by the lounge window, ironing.   I settled in the sofa, drew my feet up and rested my chin on my knees and watched her.  The room was warm and cosy.  She wore her usual expression of fixed concentration, her jaw set, her strong eyes seeming to see a simple approach through the muddy confusion of life.         


“Who lives in the big place next to the woods?” I asked, trying to sound as casual as possible.


My mum understood me well enough to realise this was not an idle question.


“You should stay away from there,” was her straight answer.


“Why?”


“There’s a curse on it.”


“Wow.”


She stopped what she was doing.  She shook her head and I smiled my best smile.  Maybe she wasn’t as clever as I presumed.  Telling me that was like waving a massive red rag at a crazy bull.


“Now, listen, Charlotte.  Don’t you go meddling.”


She was using my full name, a certain sign she meant business.  My face adopted a bigger grin, teeth and dimples.  Too late, I thought.  You’ve got me really hooked.  My mother was pouting.


“Don’t make me ground you.”


I raised my palms in innocence.  “Relax.  I’m just chatting about it.”


“I’m not so sure.”


“If you explain what you mean, I won’t have any reason to….do whatever you think I might.”


She squinted at me and growled.  I tipped my head on one side, let my hair hang, and blinked.  She was unaffected by my sweet act.   A mass of steam was erupting behind her elbow.  I gasped and pointed.


“You’re burning a hole in dad’s shirt!”


She lifted the iron quickly and grimaced at the brown mark she’d left on the white cotton.  I put my hand over my mouth but could not contain my smirk.


“It’s not funny!” she said.


“He’s got loads of them,” I assured her.


“Too many,” she grumbled, finding another in the pile and setting to work again.


Some minutes passed.  I hoped she may elaborate without prompting.  I watched a few birds flying around in our small garden, fiddled with my toes through the socks, and thought of a different angle of enquiry.


“You can’t learn unless you ask questions,” I said, eventually.


She didn’t react so sharply this time.  “What makes you interested, anyway?”


I considered mentioning the candle, but it was my secret that I wanted to investigate.


“I went by the other day.  It’s such a big property.”


“Okay, it’s probably best to warn you.  I’ll tell you if you promise to leave it at that.”


I nodded vigorously and she switched the iron off and came and sat beside me.  She folded her hands together and took a deep breath.  Her eyes became glazed, as if she was watching events play out on a screen.  


“Mordant House, as it’s known, was bought before even I remember, by some wizard university lecturer.  He was married with a son.  They kept themselves to themselves, never showing up at the fete or going to church.  The boy must have gone to a private school.  It was only occasionally that anyone saw them.  Then the woman died, not sure exactly when.  These last few years, rumours have gone around that somebody went missing.”


“Who?” I asked, interrupting with eagerness.


“Don’t know.  The son, it seems.  Some folks saw the police visit.  That’s about all we ever heard.  Harrow, the old guy, withdrew completely.  He’s a real recluse now, never seen in the village.  Mrs Carruthers says he murdered his wife and his child.  No one much goes near.  And you should be just as cautious.”


“Oh,” I said, while I processed this information.


“Happy?” she enquired.


My thoughts were elsewhere, in front of those gates, imagining the creepy man prowling the empty rooms, hiding the truth.  Did he sit by the window to replay the scenes from the past.  Does he long for a visitor?  Or perhaps he lies awake at night, unable to sleep, filled with guilt?   When mum patted my arm, she brought me back to reality.  


“I’m fine,” I affirmed, with a smile.  


“Good.  Now go and get on with your homework, young lady.”


I took myself away but I recall I did nothing that evening except think about the flame of that candle, a twisting glimmer shining in a dark, judgemental world.






That candle kept me hooked for a fair while.  I liked getting free of the confines of home, and the long walk round to the gates of Mordant House was my favoured excursion.  Sometimes I went by bike, peddling and puffing up the hill, my intrigue powering me on.    If mum queried my destination, I deflected her worries with feigned boredom.  


“I’m only killing time, might call in on Em or Tim.”  


She didn’t seem to detect my feelings, or attempt to probe too deeply into my preoccupied mental state when I returned.   And she had no need to.  There was nothing threatening me.  Just as the village gossips had embellished the facts, I was creating my own colourful mystique around that lonely place.  I was good at it.  As a little girl, I’d have deep conversations with my doll while it sat there staring at me.  My friend Poppy told me you could create an artificial intelligent companion on a phone or computer.  I was doing it long before that became a thing, right there in my bedroom.


So I invented scenarios for my new fixation.  The man behind that flickering flame was hoping for one more night with a lover that had left him.  Then I concluded the gardener had killed everyone and buried them in the flower beds.  I wrote this down as a story with many versions, though I could never fit an ending to what I saw.  I drew maps of the grounds, pondered over what could be hidden in various sheds and outbuildings, made lists of characters and motives.  I think my school work suffered because I got a bad report.     


But the relentless, unchanging nature of the experience eventually grew tiresome.  Even for me, there was a limit to a mystery where there were no developments.  My visits grew less frequent, and then stopped.  Teenage had begun and my circle of friends became the focus.  We’d get the bus into town or hang out wherever the adults weren’t, listening to music, playing cards, watching tv.  They were a cool crowd and they mattered to me.  


I was generally the one who made stuff happen.  I had the most energy, constantly goading them into activity.  They all developed a kind of fatigued lethargy that needed a good shake.  They came to rely on me to get them going.  It usually led to lots of fun.  


There came a summer, a few years after my initial discovery of the candle, when I had a whole week when every one of my mates was on holiday with their families.  This was not such a big deal.  As an only child with a manic, houseproud mother, and a dad who worked in the city, I’d grown up having to amuse myself.  


I decided to have a clear out in my room and chuck away some of the childish things I’d accumulated.  At the back of my wardrobe was a box covered in stickers: strange monsters, weird creatures, smiley faces and ‘Keep Out’ signs .  Inside, were leaves I’d collected from underneath the plane and sycamore trees at the edge of the playing fields.  And there was my precious medal for coming second in the sprint on sports day.  I smiled wistfully at the younger version of me.  


Beneath these, in an array of notebooks, over a multitude of pages, the product of my vivid imagination was unleashed.  Tales and poems, drawings and confessions.  I giggled at my declaration of love for a boy in my class.  Apparently, I was ready to die for him, or cut off my legs and arms if he told me to.  


And then there were all my musings on Mordant House and its supposedly sinister history.  I’d come up with some really cool stories.  I glanced out at the sun as it reddened above the top of the wood.  If I left immediately, I’d reach the gates at twilight.  With a skip in my step, hair bouncing around my neck, I set off.


I was surprised to have the same sense of foreboding amongst the trees.  The air was muggy, a little damp, like I could smell the earth.  From the bridge, the rippling water provided respite.  A dragonfly was hawking above the surface.  In my mind, I could hear its wings buzzing.  


I got to the iron railings before the light had faded.  They seemed tattier, a mixture of rust and peeling old paint.  The dragons still snarled from the tops of the pillars.  The building was resolutely dark.  I sighed.  Another dream of adolescence shattered.  Except not.  When I surveyed the wide lawn, I spied a figure.  Next to the overflowing willow that dominated the bank, partly hidden in the shadows, a silhouette stood, motionless.  


It was hard to make out much detail.  I was sure it was a man, tall yet hunched.   I focused as much as I could, until he turned to look my way.  With a gasp, I stepped back, and back, into the road.  Then I froze.  Oblivious to the danger of being hit by a car, I remained rigid.  


When he moved, I jolted to life again.  Set to scarper, I watched with relief as he returned to the house.  I inclined my head to one side and waited, in fascination.  And there it was.  The spark of a match and the steady burning of the candle.  I walked slowly forward until I was gripping the gates, just like I used to.  And there I stayed, a victim of my own curiosity.  Only when the bright moon appeared from behind a cloud did I notice the sky had gone black, and I realised my fascination with this place was fully rekindled.        






“What do you reckon?”


I scanned the faces of my friends as they sat on the floor around my bed, hoping for a spark of intrigue.  It was a dreary, wet afternoon, the last day of the summer holiday, and we needed a lift.  I thought my tale of the mysterious figure preferable to mundane moaning about the weather.  I told them how I’d noticed the candle years ago, and this new development had opened the door to fresh possibilities.


Emily was the most interested, leaning forward with wide eyes.  She was the youngest of the five of us, and looked it, with her cherub features and hair band.  


“It’s all so spooky,” she said.


“Not really,” Tim countered.  “He’s just a sad and lonely old man.” 


Tim was our tough guy, keeping his chiselled chin up and straightening his back, full of simple solutions and a direct approach.  We rarely challenged his bravado, keen to leave his ego unbruised.   


Poppy was looking at her phone.  “I’ve seen something on the internet about that place, from ages ago,” she said.  She liked to check facts and then form an opinion.


That left Harry.  He was the epitome of lazy.  Where Poppy was sharp and an avid follower of fashions, Harry was the exact opposite, usually wearing old clothes, languishing behind the conversation and seldom offering much.  Today was no different.  Content to go with the flow, he shrugged at me, waiting for the group to reach a conclusion for him.  


“Oh Harry, come on and join the party from wherever you are!” I cried.


He smiled, a boyish grin.  I was fond of him, with his Beatlesque mop.  I only wished he had more drive.  He would be the last to make a constructive comment.    


This was the first chance I’d had to gather them all together since I saw the figure by the river.  In the meantime I’d returned six times and seen the candle and nothing else.  It had taken a hold of me like before.  Many an hour had passed again with me lying on my bed, playing out scenarios across the white ceiling.


“Here it is,” Poppy offered.  “Someone in the village, called Jack, wrote on the local news site, seeing if it was known why the police were asking questions relating to the residents of Mordant House.  It’s one of those community groups, on Facebook they call themselves ‘Ear To The Ground’.  This Jack must have created it.”


“Anyone know this bloke?” I asked. There was a general shaking of heads.  “Oh,” I said.  “I suppose Poppy’s the only one on Facebook.”


“It’s old news anyway,” Poppy said.  “The final entry is nearly three years ago!”


“So why is it still on there?”


“It happens.  If the owner doesn’t delete the account.”


“I wonder what happened to this Jack?” Emily said.


“Turned to dust,” Tim said, with a laugh.


I slapped my hands on my knees and drew in some air.  “Let’s focus.  Does it say anything else, Poppy, about the man I’ve seen?”


Poppy scrolled down, and her eyebrows lifted.  “There’s a mixture of opinions.”


“Read some.”


“Okay.  Here’s one - ‘They’ve been a funny lot since they moved in, sneaky and secretive.  It’s likely to be drugs. I’m pleased the law is catching up with them.’  Another - ‘There’s dark magic going on beyond those locked gates.’  This person takes it further - ‘I’ve seen big, ugly folk in them shadows.  Trolls and such like.’”


“Seriously?” I cried.  “My mum mentioned a curse.  But trolls is a whole other dimension.”


Poppy was nodding at her screen.  “That’s what it says.”  


“No way!  Here in Runeford,” Emily said.


“Of course not,” Tim scolded.  “Don’t be ridiculous.  There’s such a load of crap floating about online.”


“Hang on,” Poppy said.  “This is better.  A member of the group, Pattie, put this - I’ve spoken to Mr Harrow who owns Mordant House when he came into the post office.  He seems kind and gentle, and rather glum.  I imagine his wife dying broke his heart.  We’d best not be too judgemental without solid reasons.’”


“There’s a message there for us too,” I said and I was glad to observe a few nods of agreement. 


“Careful though,” Poppy warned.  “A reply to that is very to the point - ‘He killed her, and his son, and probably others.  Avoid him at all costs.’”


“If that’s true, I wonder how he did it,” Tim said.


Em’s angelic visage twisted into an unbecoming grimace.  “I don’t want to think about that.”


“Bashed them over the head, I expect!” Tim decided, adding a mock gesture for effect.


“Stop it!” Em said.


“The comments go on a bit,” Poppy said.  “There a lot of repetition and conjecture.  You get the picture though.”


“Yeah, I do,” I concluded.  “Nobody knows the truth.  And people can be so cruel on these sites.”


“What’s your feeling?” Poppy asked me, shifting onto her knees and giving me her complete attention.  


I ran through my list of theories, complied from my recovered notebooks and recent musings and everyone listened with genuine interest. 


“Wow, Lotte,” Em said.  “We can see what you should be when you leave school.  An author!  You’re full of great stories.”


I raised a humble hand.  “Which is okay.  Except they are only stories.  It’s a pity not to have the real answers.  Which is why we need to investigate.”


“What?”


Em was voicing the concern they all surely felt.  But I had aroused some curiosity for the subject.  There was never enough happening at home or at school and boredom was a common complaint.  I was presenting a kind of adventure, like Enid Blyton’s Famous Five went on.


“I’m up for the challenge,” Tim declared, with splendid timing.


Before any objections could be voiced, I stood, with hands on hips, and made my usual attempt to galvanise them.  


“Right.  Well you know we’ve been talking about spending an evening in the woods.  We should do it next weekend, make our camp, cook some food and discuss a plan of action.”


“That wood is haunted,” Em argued, raising her arms.  


“Perfect,” I exclaimed, grabbing them.  “It’ll help us gather the courage for bigger things.  Deal?”


“Deal,” Tim affirmed.  


Poppy nodded.  Em pulled herself up and hugged me.  I looked to Harry, who’s face was impassive.


“I’m happy to go wherever this leads,” he said.


“Good,” I said.  “Because I believe this is going to get pretty deep.”






“I should start by saying I saw him again,” I said, my voice a mix of excitement and apprehension.


My friends, huddled around our crackling campfire, the flames casting flickering shadows on their alert faces, waited eagerly to hear more.  The night was surprisingly cool after an early September day that had stayed muggy and I was keen to stir their interest and hold at bay any complaining about the chill.


I took a moment to compose myself, fingers tightening on a warm mug of hot chocolate.  “It’s like he’s a ghost,” I began, lowering my tone to a conspiratorial whisper.  “Mr. Harrow, beside the river, just watching.  I was there before he appeared.  I’d say he stood out across the lawn for a good twenty minutes, without moving.  And as soon as he was back the house, the candle went on.  And then nothing.”


I noticed them exchange a few nervous glances.  We were all a tad on edge.  The original plan was to get in touch with our ancient roots, to simulate an age when our ancestors had lived outdoors, using their wits.  We’d done the bit on human evolution at school and became drawn to the romantic concept of tribesmen building a hearty blaze, cooking meat, passing down tales and knowledge and singing songs.  I’d even convinced Poppy to leave her phone behind.  Our effort was genuine and noble.  


The reality was rather different.  Lighting the fire had been a major challenge.  Then we had to gather tinder and wood to feed it.  This led us out separately amongst the trees in the fading light.  We each returned to the little clearing with the jitters.  The distant rumble of thunder didn’t help.  


“”Maybe we should go home, try this another time?” Emily said.


“An excellent thought,” Harry said, gripping her shoulder.


“Not now we’ve come this far,” I declared, finding the inner steel I needed.  “We won’t get bolder by running away.”


“Yeah, we can do this,” Tim added.  I smiled at him.


“Why don’t you sing us a song, Tim, something uplifting,” Poppy suggested.


Tim had brought his guitar, a cheap, tinny thing that he’d had to tape up after it fell out of his wardrobe.  We crowded together and Tim did his best, with a version of Alanis Morissette’s ‘Ironic’.  His performance was cracked and awkward and the mood wasn’t lifted by the lyrics.  We’d heard him sound better and realised that the nerves had affected his voice.  Nevertheless, the applause was unified.  The quiet afterwards only served to tune our ears to unidentifiable noises.  An owl hooted and a second replied.  


“Let’s eat,” I urged, slapping my hands on cold legs.


This introduced a new focus, except the sausages we stuck on skewers and held in the heat didn’t cook properly and no one fancied them.  The flasks of hot water were much more successful, the drinks soothing the tension.  That was when I had launched into the news of my second encounter with the figure.


“What does he look like?” Em asked.


“It’s hard to say,” I replied, my eyes narrowing as if he was lurking beyond the glow of our fire.  “He’s tall, but his posture is stooped, making me feel he’s carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders.  I think it’s a gesture of remembrance, probably for his late wife.  And she’s been gone over seven years.  That’s a long, long time to be lonely.  He must have loved her a lot.”


“Poor Mr. Harrow,” Em said.


“Oh, poor old man!” Tim said, with outstretched arms.


I gave him my deep frown.  “Don’t be sarcastic.”


“You always see the good in people,” he retorted.  “You can’t really know.  He might be someone who enjoys looking at the river…..and perhaps he has a fetish for candles.”


“Okay.  It was a sensation I got.  And that woman on Facebook who actually met him said he was nice.”


Tim snorted.  “So there’s still every chance he’s a murderer?  A nice one, though.” 


The others laughed and I forced a grin in the face of the ridicule.  He did have a point.  I was asking them to trust my guts.  


Poppy rubbed my cheek.  “Oh, sweet Lotte.  You do so want life to be made up of lovely stories.”


She was right, of course.  Yet, I was determined to unravel the mystery.  Like a mountain you have to climb because it’s there, I needed a satisfactory explanation.  


“Listen, gang.  There has to be a reason for such strange behaviour.  My theory is just a guess.  Aren’t you curious to find the answer?  It might be dull.  And then again….who knows?” 


The group fell silent, contemplating the enigma who lived near to where we were sitting.  A few parents had warned us to keep away.  That in itself was enticing.  I waited for a conclusion, quite sure I had them hooked.     


“So what can we do to learn more?” Poppy asked.


“Why don’t we just go and ask him what he’s doing?” proposed Tim, driven by his bravado.


“Are you crazy?” Em cried.  “He doesn’t talk to anyone.  And we can’t admit we’ve been spying on him.”


“Stop,” I said, putting my hand between their confrontational faces.  “It’s not possible.  The gates are always locked and there’s no bell or anything.”


“That’s the end of this, then,” Harry said.


I folded my arms.  “We have to work a way into the garden, then we can knock on the door.”  


“Oh, he’s gonna love that!” Tim sneered.


“We need an excuse to be there,” I said.


Poppy sat up straight, and grinned.  “How about we tell him we’re collecting for charity or something?  He’s not going to ever check.  If it doesn’t work, we can scarper.”


“I like it,” Tim said.


“I’ll make some cookies, offer him some in return for a donation,” Poppy offered.  “By getting him talking we may be able to discover a bit of truth.”


“That’s settled then,” I said.  “So let’s see if we can get onto the grounds now, while it’s dark, and no one will spot us.”


“Now?” Em said, her neat little jaw dropping.


“Yeah, come on,” Tim urged.  “Put out the fire.  We can leave our stuff here and go exploring.”


“Together,” I assured Em.  “And I packed a torch.  It’ll be fine, if we’re discreet.”


“This won’t end well,” she said.   






I led them on a march, over the bridge and down to the road.  My pace didn’t give them much choice but to keep up or be swallowed by the darkness.  I acted like a beacon to them, in more ways than one.  Only when the gates were lit by my beam did we falter.  The house, the big trees, and the mysterious man, were not visible, yet they lurked….an unknown menace gathering power.  Against such odds we paled to the pathetic.


“I’m cold,” Emily said.  


“There’s rain coming,” Tim added.


I stopped and shone my torch into their collected faces.  They were clinging to each other.  I did have some sympathy.  I was a veteran of this spot and still found it unnerving.  


“Listen,” I said.  “There’s no sign of the candle, in fact no light at all.  Everything is quiet.”


“Which means your torch will stand out,” Em pointed out.


“No one is looking,” I said. 


“He might be walking the grounds, carrying his axe or club or whatever it is he kills people with,” Tim said.


“Very helpful, thanks Tim,” I growled.  “Even if that were true, which, of course it isn’t, there’s a tall wall between us.  What we have to do is check the length of it and see where we can get through, under or over.  It’s fortunate that it sits in the middle of the trees and bushes that have grown.  We’ll stick close, and when a car comes along I’ll switch off and we’ll dip out of sight..”


“Sounds okay to me,” he said.    


“Good, come on then.”


We joined hands like a bunch of kids at playschool.  It was a sweet show of unison, a linking of our collective bravery.  And it went well until a black shape shot out in front of us.


“Rat! Em shouted.


“Shit!” cried Harry.


We froze and I felt Em’s grip on me tighten as our assailant disappeared across the road.  I gave her a quizzical look.  “Bloody hell, Em, that would be a giant rat.  It’s just a cat.”


“Scared the crap out of me,” Poppy admitted.  “That’ll give me bad dreams later.”


“We aren’t getting anywhere,” Em said.  “We should go.”


“Please don’t leave,” I said earnestly.  “Think of this as a movie, and we’re the stars.”


“Cool,” Tim said, the hiss of his breath steaming in the chilly air.  


We crept on, scanning the boundary for a break.  Some headlights appeared and we all put our backs to the wall and remained still.  When the danger passed, there was a burst of encouraging laughter from around me.  


“This is fun!” Em acknowledged.  


“Told you,” I said.  “You doubters.”


“That’s unfair,” Poppy said.  “If we didn’t believe in you we wouldn’t be here.”


I had to agree.  “Let’s keep going.”


Finally, we traced a possible point of entry.  A large branch had come down and created a crack that ran almost to the ground, dislodging a few bricks in the process.


“What do you reckon?” I asked Tim, our natural leader in acts of physical prowess.


“Let me try.  Hold the light steady.”


He quickly demonstrated that ramming feet and fingers in the gaps and using the tree for leverage, he could get up to the top without too much difficulty.


“What’s it like on the other side?” I enquired, trying to keep my voice quiet.


“Hand me the torch.”


We each stretched and he took it to scan the scene beyond.  The rest of us waited below, holding on to our breath.


“Don’t shine it for too long or he might see you,” Em hissed, the anxiety pushing her voice to an even higher octave.


Thankfully, Tim was quick to return.  “No problem,” he said.  “It’s the same except we’ll have to jump the last bit but there’s only tall grass.  A soft landing.”


“And okay for a quick exit if required?” Poppy checked.


“Yes.”


“That’s settled then,” I said.  “We should go for it next Saturday.  Poppy can bake the cookies in the morning, I’ll type up some fake sheet about our fundraising and we go for it.  Agreed?”


I illuminated each of them, one after the other.  The powerful beam in the pitch dark exaggerated their features into something that resembled terror.  At least, this is what I thought.  Their shared nod was a very welcome relief and all I needed.  I turned the light onto my own face so they could appreciate my grateful grin.






“All set,” I said, when we met outside my house.  


Poppy was carrying a Tupperware which looked crammed with cookies.  This told me she’d fulfilled her part of the plan.  Tim had rocked up, hands plunged coolly into jean pockets, loaded with bombast.  Harry was….Harry.  He’d come, that was enough.  Only Emily showed signs of wavering.  I’d expected this.  If I maintained an air of confidence, I could keep her in the palm of my hand.  I held a small batch of counterfeit notices I’d printed, some nonsense concerning fund raising for a defibrillator at the school.  On this occasion, my curiosity overrode my sense of right and wrong.


As we went to leave, my father arrived home in his car.  He stopped and buzzed the window open.  His soft, smiling face was as heartening as ever.  


“What are you lot up to?” he asked.


“Nothing,” I lied, leaning down to his level.


He surveyed our group, the familiar twinkle in his eyes.  “Well, have fun, and stay within the law.”


I laughed, hoping my nervousness wasn’t evident.  “Oh, we’re excellent at being good.”


“Are those biscuits?” he said, spotting Poppy’s cache.


“Yes, would you like one?” she said, eagerly, prising the lid off.


He glanced at me, and then towards inside, his thin mouth stretching with mock dread.  Mum tried to limit his consumption of anything she called naughty treats.  He suffered from angina and she rightly worried.  We were allowed a bar of chocolate on the special Friday nights as we watched a movie together, and that was his allowance.


“I won’t tell her,” I whispered.


He quickly gave in, concealing it in the old tweed jacket he always seemed to be wearing.  He winked at us.  “I’ll have it later, when I go out to water the garden.”


I smiled while he parked on the drive.  I loved my dad so dearly, his happiness brought me great joy.  Presuming I survived the oncoming ordeal, I would likely be out there with him, laughing while he talked encouragingly to the plants. 


“Right, let’s go,” I said, and we headed off down the track to to the woods.


En route we did, of course, talk further about the impending challenge.  We’d managed various chats during the week at school and on the bus, but it had been all rather quick owing to the fear of our secret being discovered.


“I hope he likes chocolate chip,” Poppy said.


“There’s more to worry about than that,” Em growled.


“He’ll be intrigued,” I said.  “Just remember to keep it light and breezy.  We mustn’t act threatening.  I’m sure he’s sick of feeling judged.”


“And what if he threatens us?” Em asked.


“Run for your life,” Tim told her.


“No,” I said.  “Let’s try and understand why.  Maybe he’s lonely and needs some someone to talk to.”


“Really?” Harry said.


I gave them a positive nod.  “Yeah, he’s had a hard time of it.”


“Oh, so unfortunate!” Tim cried, running ahead and waving his arms, mimicking terror.


My head dropped to one side and with clenched fists, I glared at Tim’s antics.  Poppy leaned on my shoulder.


“We can’t know that,” she said.


I reluctantly agreed.  We had reached the bridge without unnecessary detours or meeting any goblins in the woods.  “We may do, soon enough!”


The gates appeared to loom especially large.  I was glad they weren’t the goal this afternoon.  We found the spot we identified the previous weekend and pulled together to form a tight circle, drawing in a breath like it was our first ever.


“Mum’s gonna kill me if she gets wind of this,” Em said.


I gave her a reassuring pat on the arm.  “There’s no reason she ever will.”  


“I’ll go and sit on the top and help the rest of you,” Tim volunteered.  I nodded and he swiftly took his position.  “All clear,” he said.


They each climbed up and disappeared over the wall, Harry struggling a bit, me going last to make sure no one chickened out.  I was lively and slim and had little trouble.  The gasp that involuntarily followed as I landed was because I was finally doing what I had dreamed of trying.  It was a short distance to the house that occupied so much of my thoughts.  My nerves threatened to take control.  I dared not show any such trepidation to the others.  With my jaw tight, I led them onto the gravel that formed the path to the front, cursing inwardly at the crunching sound my feet made.       


“No turning back,” I said to myself, as we went closer.






All I can remember of the next few minutes was my desire to get this done as quickly as possible, fighting the accumulating pile of reasons filling my brain that told me I shouldn’t be there.  My senses had leapt into overdrive.  I focused on a cream coloured button set in a rusting trim, seeing nothing else.  My ears registered the footsteps of my team crunching on the path behind me.  My skin went clammy and cold.  And there was an earthy smell.


So I pushed the bell and heard it ring, or thought I did.  I stared at the wood panelling and waited for the moment to come.  In vain.  I tried it again with the same result.  I turned to my pals.  They were further back than I anticipated but I could share their concern.  My shrug was reciprocated.  


At that point, I was touched by sadness.  This place felt rejected, overlooked.  Perhaps the man was hiding inside, too afraid to meet anyone, and we were just making things worse.


“Try the knocker,” Tim said.  


I contemplated this.  A brass head of a horse, or possibly a donkey, was clutching a hoop in its teeth.  Drop that against the door and I knew I’d make a shocking noise.  I was conflicted.  The silence suddenly seemed the better option.


“Go on,” Tim called.  


I went for it.  Four times over.  It was like a gun firing.  My instincts took me a step away.  I glanced to the windows beyond the crumbling pillars on either side, expecting to see him.  Still no response.  I was coming to the conclusion that we should give up when he emerged to the creak of the hinges, a dark, ominous shape.   


“How did you get in here?” he asked, with a gravelly voice that sounded unused to speaking aloud.  


“Over the wall,” Tim said, from his safer distance.  


Mr. Harrow strode out into the daylight to glare at his gate and the offending wall.  I held my ground, even though he was now quite close, his tall frame imposing.  His face was lined, the lower half of it covered by a white beard which was long enough to obscure his neck, and his hair an untidy sweep of white.  He wore a shabby brown jacket, a grey shirt and soft trousers, also brown, and an old pair of moccasins.  


His eyes, when he turned them onto me, were deep and, I thought, plaintive.  A noble nose spoke of refinement.  In this instance, though, he was given to irritation. 


“You’re trespassing.  Be gone!”


“It’s for a good cause,” I ventured.


“What do you want?” he demanded.


“We’re from the school, fundraising for a defibrillator,” I said, my tone rather shaky.  


I presented the sheet I had typed with a trembling hand.  I’m certain he noticed my distress because he gave me a slight hint of a smile as he took it.  After a quick scan, he grunted and then studied us again.  I began to feel extremely small, my courage a wreck.  Poppy came forward in support.


“If you donate, you can have a biscuit,” she said.  “Or two,” she added when he didn’t react.


Mr. Harrow was biting his lip, thinking perhaps?  I tried to maintain my composure, convince him of my sincerity.  I formed a grin, complete with dimples.  


“Wait,” he said, and disappeared inside.  


The other three joined me on threshold of the house.  Emily clung to my arm.  A car whizzed by beyond the gate, part of a world oblivious to our plight.  Tim was peering into the dim interior. 


“You know,” he said.  “He might return with that axe, or a club, even a vicious dog.”


“Ssh,” I hissed.


He did reappear, waving a five pound note.  We hesitated before I took the initiative and stuffed it randomly into the back pocket of my jeans.  Poppy offered her collection of cookies but he declined with a dismissive wave.  There was an awkward silence.  


“Thank you, I said, so weakly it was barely a whisper.  


He looked intently at me and I felt as if he could see through every little barrier I used to protect myself.  From my perspective, he was unreadable besides that lingering sense of broken dreams which I was likely inventing.  On the brink of stepping in, something made him pause.  He peered at the paper I was still holding and nodded ever so slightly.


“Why are you really here?” he asked, with a noticeable sharpness.


A couple of my friends started sentences they failed to finish.  It was left to me to vocalise our true purpose.  


“We’ve….we’ve heard many different rumours about this place.  We wanted to, maybe, find out the real truth.”


His eyebrows lifted briefly, there was more lip chewing, and a sharp intake of breath through his strong nose.  I was convinced he was going to slam the door, or chase us off, and my muscles tensed in readiness.  Instead, he stepped aside, beckoning us in with a jerk of his crinkled hand.  


“Then come,” he said.  


With shock or caution, we all froze.  This was so completely astonishing,  I’m sure we were each trying to assess the danger while alarm bells were drowning our thoughts.  I summoned a semblance of logic that said we had no choice.  


Mr. Harrow confirmed as much.  “You got this far.  We can talk more, but not standing out here.  We’ll sit in the lounge, have a drink, and some of those biscuits.  Otherwise, be gone for good, and don’t come on my land again.”    


“Thank you, Mr. Harrow,” I managed to say, despite my dry mouth.  “We’re honoured.”


With this I took the plunge, crossing my fingers that the others were following suit.  They didn’t let me down.  We found ourselves in his hall, the gloom immediately relieved when he flicked on the light as he shut us in.  It was a large space, central stairs between wooden balustrades, with a few unrecognisable oil paintings and not a lot else other than doors.


“This way,” he said, heading off to the right.


We came into a larger room, with a crazily high ceiling, made smaller by the amount of clutter.  I was fascinated, being the last to notice how he cleared off the dusty sofa for us.  His low cough brought me to attention and I joined my friends, completing a row of astonished faces.  


“I’ll make a pot of tea,” he said, clenching his hands together.


The minute he went out, I was up again, scanning the incredible array of stuff that surrounded us.  I lifted a woollen blanket from coffee table to see what might be underneath.


“Lotte!” Em cried.


“What?”


“Don’t touch!”


I shrugged.  There were a couple of very thumbed magazines and, curiously, an open jar of pickle.  “Not too damning,” I said, with a brief, sarcastic smile.


“That thing’s probably got fleas,” Tim said.  


I gently laid it down.  “No.  This place isn’t dirty.  Lacks a touch of love, that’s all.”


“It smells,” Poppy said.


“Musty.  Nothing more.  Like him.  That beard is in need of a trim, but note how it’s brushed into two neat clumps.”


“I’m scared,” Em said.


“I’ve got something stuck in my throat,” Harry added.


I stood in front of them with palms raised.  “Relax.  We’re good.  I believe he’s actually rather thrilled to have guests.”


“I don’t even like tea,” Em whined.

