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Introduction



Oh, we do love a shivering, spooky ghost story. It is utterly delicious to have the hair on the back of our necks rise in fear and anxiety. And the suspense … We know we are about to be surprised, but we don’t know from around which corner the dénouement will leap. What will be revealed? What truth was hidden from us? Who will be behind it all? We hold our breath.


We held our breath when we fixed on the theme of Ghost and Gothic for this new collection of Asham short stories, the first published in conjunction with Virago. There has never been a set theme before and we wondered – would we receive stories of the calibre, the range, the excitement that has characterised previous Asham Award-winning collections?




We were wrong to worry. We were overwhelmed with stories by marvellous new writers who took this theme and made it their own.


We chose the Ghost and Gothic theme in honour of Sarah Waters, one of our three judges, who has only recently published the wonderful and decidedly unsettling ghostly novel, The Little Stranger (from which the title of this book comes). Aside from me, Publisher of Virago, our other judge was Polly Samson, whose brilliant short story collection, Perfect Lives, has been wildly praised. So between these two writers with their impressive knowledge, expertise and flair, the entries we received were going to be seriously scrutinised.




Asham received six hundred stories for this competition and shortlisted forty-four of them which were passed to us judges. It was our job to whittle the list down to the twelve stories which you find in this collection and to choose a first, second and third place. It was difficult! We kept shortlisting and reading each other’s choices until, over a lunch in Clerkenwell with stories spread across the restaurant table, we hammered out our list.


Is Ghost and Gothic a good female form? Certainly this collection shows that women thrilled to the theme. There is a huge range of emotional responses: here are tales that are poignant, droll, loving and of course puzzling, mysterious and frightening. Some set in London houses, one under an Indian bridge, another in a magical forest. What was especially gratifying was to find subtle, insinuating stories.


I think what did surprise all of us was that our first prize winner – unanimously chosen – is dryly funny. ‘All Over the Place’ by Linda McVeigh brings an unexpected twist to a genre that is already taut with the unexpected. We took huge delight in this story. Our second place winner is ‘Sam Brown’ by Kate Morrison, a chilling tale about young men on the cusp of adulthood at Oxford, and our third is ‘The Traveller’ by Fiona Law, a beautiful and haunting story about love and mothering. Even though it isn’t required, we chose a very worthy Honourable Mention with Gabriella Blandy’s ‘The Courting’, an eerie futuristic story.


It is the tradition of Asham to commission published writers to add to the collection. We are very lucky to be able to include brand-new ghost stories by Naomi Alderman, Kate Clanchy and Polly Samson. And as an extra-special treat – a recently discovered story by Daphne du Maurier.


Huge thanks go to Carole Buchan at Asham and to her sponsors, Much Ado Books of Alfriston, East Sussex; the Booker Prize Foundation and the Garrick Trust. Special thanks to Kate Pullinger who has so nimbly edited the new writers.


Now, dim the light, make fast the door – and settle down for some serious chills with this ghostly gothic collection.




Lennie Goodings




Red Branwen


Janet Tchamani

I’ve got a tale that will freeze the hairs on your balls, sir, if you’ll pardon the word. Will you sit, sir? The best chair is the red plush close by the fire. I’ll spin it out for you, sir, but stop me please, if I vex you by too much detail. The ladies call me Clappertrap for that my mouth claps up and down so! I was glad to come here, sir. Glad when I heard you wanted a tale and no more. Is it true? It will be a rest for me, sir. Thank you, sir. My name? I beg your pardon, sir. My name’s Willa, sir – Willa Jenkins, if you please. I am considered second in this house, Belle Whiley being the first, if you care to know. I know you are from out of town.

It happened two years ago, sir, when I had not long started out in my … trade. In the summer time, which is odd as I thought ghosts were most at home in the cold, dark weather – winter – Christmas most of all. As I’ve heard. At least, that was the preference of Mr Charles Dickens and that mad American fellow, Mr Poe, whose tales we all have heard a while since. How sir? Why, it’s kind of you to ask. There’s a teacher, sir, reads tales to us of a Sunday evening in the gin shop. There’s precious few of us bang-tails that can read, you see, sir. Even the labels on our medicines, sir, we have to ask Mr Dutton – that’s the teacher I mean, sir – to read to us. I’m one of the lucky ones, having been to Sunday school when I was a girl, though my education was cut short, as you will hear.

More wine, sir? Or a little brandy? Fill your glass, sir. Make free. Shall I go on with my story now, sir? Please be comfortable. Unlace my bodice? Of course, sir, if you wish. You have paid good money for my time.

The weather had been sultry all week, but the storm we expected didn’t break. We bang-tails of Eden Place found that pesky inconvenient. You see, sir, we had at that time no place of our own. We kipped down for the night roped together on hard chairs at Ma Coffin’s shakedown, leaning against each other’s shoulders to sleep, which we did fitfully. It’s hard on the older ones – and by ‘older’ I mean over thirty. It’s a tough life when you begin servicing the gentlemen most likely at the tender age of twelve or thirteen. Most that live hard, as we did, don’t make it past forty and are glad when dancing days are over. ‘A blessed release’, Ma Coffin calls it, whenever one of our number turns up dead in a ditch, or an alleyway … or a gin shop. But I mustn’t bore you, sir, with our domestic details.

So, as I say, the weather had been sultry. We were sticking to our dresses like rotten meat to brown paper, we stank of our own sweat and each other’s, and our hair hung in greasy ringlets. The horse trough where we normally washed, by the coaching inn, the Four Corners, was reduced to a filthy puddle and we had to make do with a bowl and a rag. When evening came and time to go about our business, we avoided the street lamps, stuck to the shadows. We weren’t a pretty sight. Not that the gentlemen who crossed our palms with silver (copper for the older gals) were taking much time to look as they made their choices. You laugh, sir – I am glad to entertain you.

That kind of weather makes them hot under the collar – and at the groin – you see. The younger gentlemen who come in their droves. They come on strong, hard and quick. Thankfully. Unless you’ve got the ‘arther’ in your hips or a busted back. In which case you hope for a limp one with muscles like jellied eels …

Much like my da … But you don’t want to hear about my troubles, sir. They’re common to many. ’Tis the lot of women, as they say, to pay for the sins of Eve. And what can we say? We have an answer, sir, but no reason to waste our breath giving it, for they do not listen. Enough to say I was an orphan, fostered by a childless couple, and ran away when I was just shy of my fourteenth birthday. Out the front door in the middle of the night, down to the turnpike. Turned my first trick with the landlord of the turnpike inn for my ticket to London. He was an angel compared to my da. Handled me real gentle, knowing it was my first time, when he could have done anything, with me being so desperate for my escape. An angel, sir, much like yourself. I’m glad of the rest, sir, in this warm parlour. It’s rare, sir, for a gentleman to take it easy at an assignation such as this. I thank you, sir. The wine is warming me nicely.

We first noticed Red Branwen standing on the corner under the pie-shop awning where we used to shelter when it rained. We weren’t too bothered, to be honest, sir. She wasn’t much to look at, pock-marked in the face and shuffling along like an old crone. She was a sorry sight. It was Straw-hair Poll, bless her – you saw her just now as you came in – she that wore the purple gown with the lace collar and smiled at you – who first went over to ask her name and whether she wanted to stand with us for protection. There’s safety in numbers, ’specially when the bad men come, sir. Those as use their fists, or worse. Sometimes you get first-timers who are well over the ripe age for the work – widows, beaten wives who’ve run away from home, you get the picture, sir. They don’t last long. We warn them off when we see they have a chance of a better life. The others, we tolerate.

Poll wasn’t above a minute talking to the poor soul. ‘Says her name’s Branwen,’ she told us. ‘Wants to know if we mind sharing our patch with her for a bit. Says she’ll only be here but a day or two … ’ Poll put her pretty head to one side and gave us her secretive look. We leaned in close, the smell of our bodies making a sort of womanly fog around our conversation. ‘She’s a poor, ugly soul: sore, red eyes, carroty red hair, freckles all over her face – at least in all the spots where there ain’t no mark of the pox. Shouldn’t think she’s no competition to us. Leave her be would be my advice, ladies.’ We looked at one another and nodded in unison. ‘She asked for you, child,’ Poll added, turning to me. ‘Send the young one to me with your answer, she said. She’s taken a shine to you, but be careful – there’s sometimes evil in that.’

As I crossed the street and drew near to Red Branwen, as Poll had christened the new arrival, it was as if the sun suddenly drew behind a cloud, though the light was an even dirty-yellow colour from the gas-lamps. I shivered and pulled my old gray shawl tight about my shoulders. She was standing there, still as a statue under the awning, waiting for me, and I caught a flash of her red eyes as she turned her head to me. They went through me like a knife through butter, sir, and I felt the torture of her life, sir, if you get my meaning, though I knew not a thing about her at that time. It was only later that I learned her story …

‘The girls say to tell you welcome and you’re not to mind us. Do what you have to, and if you like, you’re bid to join us for a glass of gin and a bite of bread and cheese at Ma’s after we’re done. And if you’ve nowhere to sleep, you’re welcome to an end chair, if you’ve a farthing on you. What do you say?’ I took all my little speech at a rush, still a mite shy, being only fourteen and a mere child to the other women. Red Branwen stared into me with her red eyes for a good while, and then nodded up and down slowly, her eyes never leaving my face. It was uncanny, I can tell you. She smiled as if she knew me. As if she was proud of me. Even then. Of course, now that it’s all happened … Well, I shiver whenever I think of it.

More wine, sir? Thanks. The sofa? Of course, if you wish, sir. Am I lying just as you prefer? Am I shown to advantage? I’m sorry for the holes in my stockings. I shall buy some new with the money you have given me. Red, sir – I always wear red. In memory of that time …

Well, I worked hard that night we saw Red Branwen. Back and forth to the alley-way I was, for I had promised Poll I would take half her gentlemen, her being with child and all, and her legs swollen and her back aching. Oh yes, sir! We whores have our own peculiar code of honour, you should believe it! Well, my point is I had no time to see how Red Branwen fared. Or who or what she occupied herself with. And the other girls were busy too, with it being so sultry. Only Mags did say she saw her with two different gentlemen, in conversation, and that she was absent from the street from time to time. We never saw her leave, and after that night we never saw her again on the street. She vanished into the night, and no one knew where she came from, or where she went …

My frock, sir? Of course, if that is your wish. Yes, sir – a red petticoat always. It’s my way of remembering, as I said before. Ah! Here comes Mags with our supper! Bless you, my dear. Set it down on the small table and I shall serve this kind gentleman. You look tired, Mags. By all means go to bed. I shall be along when our business here is satisfactorily concluded. Good night, dear, and God bless …

A good girl, Mags, sir. We have all known one another for a long time and learned to trust … Would lay down our lives for our crew … The world may call us scum and other vile names, sir, but we look out for our friends.

Apologies, sir. The tale is past half done. Yes. I remember my last customer that sultry night: a sailor he was, and one of my regulars. He once gave me an ivory bracelet all the way from Africa. He took his time with me, but was straightforward and only wanted the usual. He put his arm about my shoulder as we came out of the alley entrance, so I didn’t see at first what was lying there. But then he took away his arm to search in his pocket for coins … It was a man’s corpse, sir, all bloodied, and the hands and tongue and private parts cut off and placed on the belly, like a centre-piece on a dining table. Well, I screamed at first, but when I’d done screaming I began to laugh. It was a strange sight, sir. My sailor put his hand over my mouth, but I bit him hard and let my laughter rip. It was Poll who came in the end and shook me by the shoulders until I became quiet as a lamb and pointed to where it lay.

The girls called for help from the constable, who chased us all off home to Ma Coffin’s and we heard no more until next morning, when Ma came to bring us our bread and milk and told us the rest.

You may place your hands where you wish, sir, if it adds to your temporary contentment. And press too – but gently, if you will, or I shall doubtless become inflamed with desire and you shall be deprived of the end of my tale. Yes, a pity – that’s right, sir! It would indeed! Yes, sir – that’s quite pleasant …

Ma came in all flustered, slopping the milk from the jug on to the floor in her haste. She sat down heavily on the bench by the door and Mags rushed to take our breakfast from her hands, for they were shaking and we would have gone hungry all day, had she dropped the jug and dish. ‘Now, my fine ladies, here’s a to-do!’ exclaimed Ma, puffing like one of those newfangled steam engines. ‘The constables are all over the streets, and you may as well take a holiday, for there’ll be none bold enough to come near you until they’ve taken away the corpses. Five of them – is it possible? And it’s a mystery and a horror, and I don’t know what! Who could have done such a thing? They say they’ve sent an officer to fetch Sir Arthur – he who wrote the detective tales – and his friend Dr Bell – who are staying at the Savoy. Perhaps you should go out later, girls, after the lamps go out, for there’ll be enough toffs come a-gawping to line all your pockets and mine, for sure! We must spend the day preparing, for you must look your best, all of you!’

Poll soaked a cloth in cold water and applied it to Ma’s brow, and Mags fanned her, and I stroked her hand, until she could get her breath. And this is what she told us, sir, in every detail correct and God is my witness. Having examined the first corpse, the Peelers had found a trail of blood on the cobbles, and following it found a second, laid out in the same way as the first. And another trail led behind a warehouse to a gully where a third was found, and another trail from there to the church where lay a fourth, and from there – oh, horrors! – the bloody-handed murderer had laid the victim’s entrails, like a long string of sausage to the river, where they discovered a fifth corpse lying on the brink in the same state. All gentlemen, sir, and known to the Eden Place bang-tails as bad men – those with likings, sir, that would interest you, I’m sure, given the pictures in the book you showed me earlier this evening.

Do you feel faint, sir? Has my story troubled you so? I am not sorry for it. We should all take to heart the passing of our fellow creatures, even when they are bad men. I remember their names, sir, and their reputations. George Shells: he that liked a girl to dress as a boy and caused Scottish Hannah to die of haemorrhaging with what he did to her. Franky Blakelock: he carried a whip under his coat and left many a stripe that would not heal without disfigurement. Stephen Maytree: ah, I fell foul of him myself one time – he took the whores up into his carriage, where he had his manservant hold us down while he … No, that I cannot tell.

Pardon me, sir, but your hands are becoming a little rough. See where you’ve made a bruise mark on my leg. And here another on my arm. I am sorry to complain, sir, but you know our house rules … But I am glad my story entertains you.

The fourth was a brute who liked to style himself the Night Lover – we never knew his real name – and he had the worst kind of pox, sir, and knew it, and went with four girls a night for a week, without telling that he had it. It was the death of poor Mary Skinner, for she had no strength in her to bear the cure for it – mercury, sir. And I was with her when she died. A terrible deathbed. A week she was lying there, twisting and vomiting, and crying out for someone to put her out of her pain. At last it was Ma, God rest her soul, who took pity and put the pillow over her face … Him Poll did see with Red Branwen last, but she had vanished like smoke and was not there to tell what happened.

Ah, those red eyes, sir – and a smell about her like rotten eggs or I know not what! It makes me wonder in so many ways …

The fifth killed I did not know, but Mags did. Colum McCarthy, an Irishman who worked down at the docks. He was a strange one, and it was he that had his guts laid end to end by the murderer who came amongst us as a scourge that night. McCarthy had a room at the back of the warehouse, for he was manager there. Mags went there one time, and she vowed she never would again. He was a dirty man, sir, who liked to watch a woman perform such acts as no Christian woman should ever have to perform, and he would look, and look, and look. And would be as cold and unmoving as any stone, as if he were watching it done to someone else. And he would keep a bang-tail all night as if he had a monstrous power of self-mastery. And when he had done, at last, he would call his whore a hundred wicked and foul names and push her out the door, flinging his money after her for her to pick up from the ground like a beggar child.

Sir, I have told you before, our house rules forbid any roughness from our gentlemen. I beg you to respect … Have patience, sir, for you shall have your climax presently. I mean the story, sir. You can laugh? I am glad of it. Laugh now, for we none of us know when our last laugh will come.

So we lay low that day the news came and the streets were crawling with the constabulary and the bloodthirsty that had come to gape and gossip. We brushed our best gowns and washed and dressed our hair, ready for the evening’s business, and there was not one of us that did not dream of the money we should earn, and the treats it would purchase for us girls. Poll swore she would save every penny to keep her babe from the workhouse, though she lost him when he was scarce a month old, and it broke her heart.

Mags had her eye on this house, and had saved a pretty penny already, and the owner, her late husband as he became, was keen to have her in as partner in the business. He was a pimp, sir, as you must know. She inherited it when the gout took him at last, and moved us all in here to safety, thank the Lord. The others had a fancy for new gowns, jewels and other such frippery. And I had vowed to pay Mr Dutton to help me with my reading and writing, and drawing and suchlike, so that I might go for a governess and escape the streets. It was my dream only. I am still here as you see. Oh, you are glad of that, are you, sir? Are you glad?

That night, when I went out, I was looking all the time for Red Branwen, to ask her what she knew of the events of the night before. Had she seen the killer? And was she inclined to tell or to keep it quiet? But then a new customer turned up early – a shy young gentleman who wanted not to be seen, so I took him to the best spot for privacy that I knew. You know it too, sir – the churchyard of St Thomas’ by the side of the park. The yew trees are ancient, tall and wide, and the ground under them soft and covered in their needles: a reasonable bed for such as I had planned for the young customer, who blushed as he confessed it was his first time with a woman.

Sir, I insist now that you remove your hands from me, at least until the tale is at an end. You have quite winded me with your squeezings and probings, and I am not so dependent on your lucre that I cannot, if I choose, turn you out of this house. That’s a good gentleman. I thank you. I am nearly done.

The night was again warm and sultry, not a breath of wind. I led my young man by the hand till we came under the trees. And there I laid down my cloak and told him in gentle whispers what was expected of him. He took to it easily enough and for once I took some pleasure from the business. But we were interrupted in our transaction, for just as he was preparing to take me again, a group of louts came along by the churchyard fence, shouting and singing and throwing their empty bottles at the gravestones, and my friend was frightened and left me in a hurry. He had paid before entering, and I was relieved for that, but as I rose and adjusted my dress, I noticed that several gravestones nearby had been hit by the missiles of those rowdies, and out of Christian respect I could not leave without at least attempting to remove the pieces of broken beer bottles that desecrated them.

The moonlight was enough to see by, but I had to bend close to the gravestones to be sure of picking up all the pieces, and to rub away the beer stains with the sleeve of my dress. And it was then that I saw it: one gravestone among many, but it was the name, sir, which stood out: Branwen Jenkins, it read. Born in such and such a year, in such and such a place … But those details would be of little interest to one such as yourself. Blessed be the woman who righteth wrongs – the strange inscription. And beneath those lines, another: Died 1831 at 10, Eden Place in the Parish of St Thomas at the hands of a cruel stranger …

I see, sir, that you are suffering from a sudden droop. ’Tis not surprising. Best hide it away, sir, for its use was never part of our bargain. To be sure, I would not be the first woman in my line of business to be short-changed, but here we keep very strict rules, as you must know. However, it is now near midnight, and your time draws to a close. There I was, kneeling before the tombstone, and shivering with a mystery staring me in the face that I was part of, and wondering how close that mystery was to me. Yes, indeed, sir – I see you follow my train of thought. Not only to know that I had been face to face with a dead woman, and in conversation with her not many hours previous, but to see that we shared the name of Jenkins: it brought me to an understanding of horror, more than Mr Poe’s stories ever did, and they are truly blood-curdling, are they not? Please sit, sir, and take a little more to drink. Calm yourself, and I will tell you the rest.

Well, I bolted home to Ma Coffin’s, and asked her straight out what she knew. She was sweeping up when I ran in all dishevelled, and I took the broom from her and made her sit and tell me all. For Ma sees all, and knows better than anyone the history of the Parish of St Thomas, and of Eden Place, and of generations of bang-tails and their clients.

Ma, bless her always, was loath to spill the truth, even so. For she remembered Branwen, and had been at the house that night, and in the very next room to the one in which Branwen was choked to death – Branwen an old gal who had lasted longer than most and knew many a trick that made them ask for her, in spite of her age, and Ma Coffin a youngster of only eight years, and a ’prentice to the trade, as it were. And Ma knows of the bloodlines that run across the neighbourhood. That the men who had been slaughtered by our vengeful ghost were the descendants of the five men who had paid to have Branwen dance and sing for them that night. How they had each brutally violated her in turn, having broken the terms of their contract with her in their lust, the last having strangled her to silence her loud cries for mercy.

They say Red Branwen was choked so hard that at the last she burst her guts. And perhaps that is why the fourth victim was himself disembowelled, for the wicked, unchristian gentleman who finished her off was no doubt the grandfather of that devil the Night Lover. I cried when Ma told me that, and began to see things differently from before. I felt the vengeful spirit rise within me too, and now it is never quiet.

And then, sir, Ma told me too – for I had to know … Jenkins is a common enough name, is it not, sir? But I guessed there was a reason why Red Branwen had asked to speak to me in particular, under the pie-shop awning. And the way she had fixed me with those eyes, as if she would draw out my soul … And then, the red hair and the freckles (though mine are scarcer) – as you see, sir, I look so like her … I felt something when she was close to me, but knew not what it was at the time … Ah, this is hard to tell!

You shrink from me, sir, as well you might. And your face has turned pale. And I see you have guessed the rest. Yes, not only are you in the house where Red Branwen lived and died. You are also in the presence of her great-granddaughter, and proud I am of it, to tell the truth. Even though I never knew my family, for as I told you, I was left an orphan. Even though my foster parents hid all from me, the spirit of Red Branwen reached out to me and drew me here from far away … And now I keep her always in my mind, and keep the traditions of the family. What traditions, do you ask, sir? Well, well, I will come to that. We have made something of a museum of this place, as you see. Yes, indeed. How clever of you, sir! That is why the ladies of this house wear red, and why the upholstery is red, and the wine too … It is a family tradition, and a memorial.

I see you are unable to rise, sir, from your chair, though your face tells me you long to be gone. Your legs will fail you, and the rest will soon follow, and in ten minutes you will be dogs’ meat. Your last glass of wine was poisoned, you see. Once I was sure there was no grace in you. That is how we deal with bad men, sir – those who think a contract with a bang-tail no contract at all, and our bodies a mere plaything. I cannot make you out, sir, you are mumbling. Ha! Your last words have been lost forever. The last words of Red Branwen, sir, if you care to hear them, were ‘You will pay!’ There was boasting in the gin shop afterwards, which made me murderous when I heard of it. They said that was the joke of it: they got away without paying a farthing, and all of them had had their way with her. In a moment you will find your throat become horribly constricted, so that you cannot speak at all. After that, there will be blindness and death. And you may be sure, sir, that when your eyes open once more in the next world, Red Branwen will be there to escort you down to hell fire and an eternity of torment. Which is just what you, and all of your kind, deserve.
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