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Once upon a time there was a troll, the most evil troll of them all; he was called the Devil.


One day he was particularly pleased with himself, for he had invented a mirror which had the strange power of being able to make anything good or beautiful that it reflected appear horrid; and all that was evil and worthless seem attractive and worthwhile …


‘It is a very amusing mirror,’ said the Devil …


It was so entertaining that the Devil himself laughed out loud. All the little trolls who went to troll school, where the Devil was headmaster, said that a miracle had taken place …


At last they decided to fly up to Heaven to poke fun of the angels and God Himself.


The nearer they came to Heaven, the harder the mirror laughed, so that the trolls could hardly hold onto it; still, they flew higher and higher: upward toward God and the angels, then the mirror shook so violently from laughter that they lost their grasp; it fell and broke into hundreds of millions of billions and some odd pieces. It was then that it really caused trouble, much more than it ever had before.


Some of the splinters were as tiny as grains of sand and just as light, so that they were spread by the winds all over the world. When a sliver like that entered someone’s eye it stayed there; and the person, forever after, would see the world distorted, and only be able to see the faults, and not the virtues, of everyone around him, since even the tiniest fragment contained all the evil qualities of the whole mirror.


If a splinter should enter someone’s heart – oh, that was the most terrible of all! – that heart would turn to ice.


From The Snow Queen, by Hans Christian Andersen




Kent, 1944
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All right, we will start the story; when we come to the end we shall know more than we do now … There once lived a poor little girl and a poor little boy …


From The Snow Queen


When she was twelve years old, the enchantress shut her into a tower, which lay in a forest and had no stairs or door. There was only a little window, right at the top …


From Rapunzel


Annabel was gathering magnolia petals from the front lawn when she first saw the strange procession making its way down the lane.


She couldn’t abide the sight of the stray blossoms; they were beached on the grass in the watery spring sunshine like a school of dead white fish. So she had come outside as usual – as she did every day of the tree’s brief season – to tidy away the fallen flowers.


And it was then, while she was clutching fistfuls of the tough fabric-like petals outside her cottage, that she glanced up to see the gang of men heading down the street towards her.


She stared for a moment or two but quickly regained her composure and hurried towards the house so she could watch properly – unobserved – through the bay window.


As she crossed the lawn, she kept her gaze fixed on the approaching men. There were seven of them and they were still in their uniforms. Nazi soldiers, just walking down the lane.


They were being escorted by two British officers, so she assured herself this wasn’t an invasion. She knew from the wireless that most towns had a Prisoner of War camp on their outskirts now, and she’d heard that the village, or rather old Mr Dawson’s farm, had been selected as such a site. But Annabel wondered why this first batch of Germans was arriving on foot.


She rushed through the open front door and into the sitting room where she positioned her body flat against the wall by the window. Then she leaned over, partly hidden by the wall and partly obscured by her net curtains, to peek out into the lane.


The soldiers were still a little too far away for her to scan their faces, but she squinted against the sunshine to make them out. An intoxicating mix of fear and excitement made her heart thump painfully in her chest. She felt furtive, as though she were doing something wrong, but she was desperate to catch a glimpse of the captured prisoners as they passed by.


The war seemed to have made government officials suddenly aware of the existence of the village. First a steady stream of evacuated children were sent to Bambury and now Jerries were being transported here. Should she be afraid of them? With Reggie away fighting, she was alone in the house with their nine-year-old son. And Dawson’s farm wasn’t far from her cottage. She wondered if the old man was worried about having a load of Krauts just a short distance from his farmhouse, where he too lived alone since his wife had died of the cancer.


There were some rumblings in the village, of course. Fears of Germans escaping, biding their time until they were free to slit dozens of throats in the dead of night as the villagers slept. But there was surprisingly little opposition as the first few Nissen huts were erected a couple of weeks ago. Perhaps people were being patriotic; just another sacrifice that had to be made.


Annabel hadn’t paid much attention to the chatter, but now she was transfixed.


They were approaching … yes … any second now …


She realised she was holding her breath; they were going to walk right past her front window!


Straining to get a better look, she watched as the blur of their faces gradually hardened into distinct features.


They were passing by now, just feet away from where she hid. The two British officers seemed relaxed, arms swinging at their sides. She wasn’t sure what she thought she would find written in the Jerries’ expressions, but their faces betrayed no emotion and a couple of them were even chatting nonchalantly. None of them wore handcuffs.


She fancied she would have been able to tell they were European, even if they weren’t in uniform. Something about the slant of their jaws, their eyes, their manner, seemed foreign, exotic somehow. Men with strange names from faraway places. Their grey tunic jackets could almost have passed for normal blazers, were it not for the bottle-green shoulder epaulettes, and they wore them open as though they were simply out for a pleasant stroll.


One of the PoWs – taller than the others and with dusky blond hair – happened to glance casually about him, and Annabel darted back behind the wall and flipped around to face the room.


She’d wait for a second or two before resuming her observation. Were the other women watching this, hidden behind their own net curtains?


Her heart was still hammering. She felt strangely unmoored and tried to anchor herself by looking at her very ordinary surroundings, as though her nice sitting room – the sofas, the bureau, the drinks cabinet – could serve as docks that would safely tie her down.


Unable to wait any longer, she turned back to the window. The Germans had passed by. She stared with a sort of repulsed fascination as the men continued to the end of the road, turned the corner, and disappeared from view.


Daniel must have come into the room behind her at some point, and when he spoke he made her jump: ‘What are you doing?’


She glanced at him then turned back to the street. The boy was always creeping up on her.


‘Nothing. Some PoWs arrived and just walked by. They’ve gone now.’


He ran to the window with a cry and pulled a net curtain wide. But he could see as well as she could; the street was empty, no sign at all that anything extraordinary had just happened in Bambury. Just innocent little cottages dotting the country lane, pretty and bland as the drawing on a box of fudge.


‘There’s no one there,’ he said, disgusted, dropping the net.


She looked down at the child, his face pale beneath his brown hair, his wide blue eyes staring up at her with accusation in them.


Annabel leaned back against the wall – as shaky as if she’d been running. She realised she was still clutching the magnolia petals, now crushed and sweaty in the palms of her hands.
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She was beautiful but made of ice … neither rest nor peace was to be found in her gaze.


From The Snow Queen


I followed her as she left the sitting room and headed outside to the dustbin. These were the questions that were bouncing around in my head like rubber balls in a box:


What does PoW stand for again? Are they really Nazis? How were they caught? Have they killed people? How long will they stay? Do they know Hitler? Can they speak English? What will they do here? Are they dangerous? Where will they live? When will they be sent back?


‘Mother?’


But she snapped, ‘Not now, Daniel,’ as she scraped a white pulpy mess from her fingers into the bin. Then she went into the kitchen to wash her hands at the sink. So I was left staring at the back of her pretty flowery dress and the brown curls of her hair about her shoulders when she said I had to either (a) go outside into the garden or (b) go upstairs to read a book, but either way I mustn’t be (c) getting under her feet.


Normally I’d read a story, but today I went into the back garden so I could climb the big tree in the hope being higher up might let me spot a gang of Jerries heading who knows where. It didn’t. I wasn’t really all that high to be honest.


She came out after a while and looked up at me and said, ‘Don’t worry about those PoWs. Because, well, there’s nothing to be afraid of. All right? So then, let’s hear no more about it.’


I was just going to reply that I was nine so was most certainly NOT afraid, when she turned around and went back inside, pulling the door shut behind her.


So I sat there trying to think up a plan for quite a long time until eventually I went inside to tell her I was going to play out. She was sitting on the sofa with a glazed look on her face. The wireless was playing a Tommy Dorsey song and a magazine lay open across her lap. There was a cigarette burning in her hand and a glass with soda water turning oily from one of her special drinks sat on the side table. And enough time must have passed – or she’d completely forgotten about the PoWs – because she didn’t even reply.


It was good because, even though it was after school, there was still quite a lot of afternoon and evening daylight left. And we didn’t really have mealtimes in my house any more.


I walked in the direction she’d been looking, which must have been the way they’d gone. But the lane was empty so I circled back and headed up to the hill, where I might be able to see more.


On the way, I didn’t see anything interesting apart from a soldier trying to fix a broken-down army jeep that must have brought the PoWs to the village. I thought about stopping to ask him where I could find the prisoners, but decided it’d be more fun to find out for myself.


It was cloudier than it had been and a quick spring shower sprinkled some light raindrops down on me, but it wasn’t chilly. I just had little pinprick-sized dots of water showing up as dark blue on my light-blue school shirt.


When I was at the top of the hill, I thought I could hunt dragons at the same time as looking for PoWs. So I found a branch that would make a perfect sword. I picked it up from the grass and watched as the wood turned into a sharp piece of silver with a golden handle studded with rubies. No dragons seemed to be around today though, and before long I could tell that my sword had turned back into a stick again. Then I used it to swipe at the long grass growing by the side of the path that led over the little hill above the railway.


It really was rotten luck to have missed the PoWs.


The trains weren’t running properly any more, but I’d heard my teacher Mr Finlay say there was a Skeleton Service. I hoped I’d see the skeleton driver and the skeleton conductor through the windows if a train whizzed by.


It would be fun to watch my stick being crushed by the wheels. Maybe I could conduct experiments by placing other objects along the tracks too. A penny, a pebble, a worm. A worm! A worm!


These thoughts cheered me right up.


The grassy verge was steep in places and I had to sort of slide down. I clamped the stick between my teeth and tried to raise myself up on my hands a bit to protect the bottom of my short trousers. Although mealtimes had stopped, and upstairs housework, Mother did still do the laundry – since other people would notice if our clothes were dirty – and she would box my ears if she found grass stains smeared into the fabric.


My stick was now a worm-finder, and I used it to turn over rocks, and leaves, and prod through the grass. I had expected to find dozens of them – rain equals worms – but I couldn’t find a single one. Jumping over the metal lines, I walked down the middle of the tracks to continue searching.


I could see the red brick tunnel cutting through the hill up ahead. It was actually also a bridge because a road ran along the top of it. But the street was one of the quieter roads out of the village and didn’t lead to London or anywhere exciting like that. Sometimes I liked to look down from there like a king surveying his kingdom.


Perhaps there would be worms on the other side? I would run through it; I’d never done that before.


The ground was gravelly with small pale rocks beneath my shoes and I watched where I put my feet because it would be bad luck to step on a patch of pebbly ground instead of the wooden sleepers. One foot per sleeper, that was the rule.


Step, sleeper.


Step, sleeper.


When I looked up, the gaping mouth was suddenly in front of me and I noticed how dark it was in there. Maybe I should climb back up the verge, cross the bridge, and scramble down the other side to avoid the tunnel? Wooden stairs had been built into the hill nearby so railway crews could get up to the road, so it would be easy to climb up and over.


But I was right at the entrance now and I didn’t want to be a scaredy cat.


‘I’m no sissy!’ (But I whispered it, so the echo wouldn’t steal my words and throw them back at me as if a ghost were repeating what I’d just said.)


Another step, another sleeper.


And I was inside.


I thought the tunnel would suddenly turn pitch black. But it didn’t, not yet anyway. I had only just stepped inside, and the day was still strong and bright behind me. Also, I could just about see the hole further down at the other end, opening up to the sunshine outside.


Still, as I took that first step, I knew that I’d crossed over into a different sort of world. It felt a bit colder as I moved into the tunnel, and even the sound changed somehow.


But I’d said aloud that I wasn’t a sissy, so what else could I do? I kept walking, forgetting to check my feet only touched the sleepers; forgetting about the bad luck.


I didn’t like the sound my footsteps made, and I didn’t like the feeling of dark dampness on my skin. I sped up, hurrying to get to the tunnel’s exit. It was strange, but I was too nervous to run. It felt like admitting I was frightened would be a big mistake. If I started to run, then something would chase me. That was the reason I couldn’t go back the way I’d come in, because if I turned around I’d see what was waiting for me in the dark. I was just approaching the halfway bit of the tunnel now; I was as far as I could be from both ways out.


That was when I saw the nest.


I was so shocked that I actually stopped walking. It was beside the tracks, right up against the curved brick wall. It was dark, but I could see it well enough.


That nest was like the darkest horror from the darkest nightmare. Part of it was made up of human things – a dirty tattered eiderdown, some blankets and pieces of wood, empty bottles, a few scraps of clothes, and greasy newspapers that reeked of food going bad. But the rest of it was all animal. The dirt … the smell. Toilet smells. Vomit smells. Rotting smells.


A nest. Half human, half animal. Under a bridge.


Oh! I knew what it was that lived there.


I was standing in a Troll’s lair.


The autumn before, not long before I turned nine, I’d come across a dead baby bird. The pink, featherless chick was naked on the cold concrete walkway underneath the church hall’s roof, round at the back of the building. It must have fallen from its home in the rafters. It had huge black bulging eyes, this chick, and its tiny yellow beak was open, open, open. Its skin was so thin it was almost see-through and I could see the darker red of its tiny veins and organs packed beneath it. I stared at that little baby bird for a long time. In fact, I squatted down to get a better look at it. I was so disgusted by the sight of it, its obvious deadness, but I couldn’t tear myself away.


That was how I felt when I found the Troll’s nest. The fear I’d felt since walking into the dark turned solid in my belly as I suddenly realised what it was that lived in there. But I’d stopped walking to study the nest the same way I’d studied every horrid detail of that dead little bird.


My heart thumped faster and my breathing became ragged and uneven. I tried to hold my breath; I didn’t want to break any sort of spell, and I didn’t want that smell up my nose and in my head. I just wanted to have a look.


Already I was thinking how I’d tell my best friend Harry all about this – even though he lived a long way away and I wasn’t sure when I’d see him again. I was pretty sure I’d come off looking amazingly brave, well, a hero really.


With those thoughts making me even braver, and even more hero-like, I stepped away from the tracks, closer to the stinking nest. I pinched my nose between my fingers. If I hadn’t been so busy thinking about how far away the exit was, I would probably have smelled the nest before I saw it.


I wondered if any of the train passengers ever looked out of the window at this spot. Or if, as the train exploded into the blackness of the tunnel, they always turned away from the glass thinking there was nothing to see. When they were going through really fast, would they even notice this dark mess of rubbish, pushed up against the walls? And if they did see something, none of them probably realised what it meant. Most grown-ups never thought about Trolls.


Probably, they had enough to worry about, seeing as how they were taking their chances with the Skeleton Service, not to mention the fact there was a war on. I shivered, and remembered again to listen for the tell-tale chugging of the ghost train.


I still had my long stick with me and – with the fingers of my other hand squeezing my nose tightly shut against the stink of the Troll – I began to prod at the nest with a funny mix of delight and horror.


Sliding the tip of the branch underneath the greasy-looking eiderdown that was spread out on the ground, I flipped the corner over, and marvelled at the faded flowery pattern now caked with grime. Using the point of the stick, I scooped up some of the clothes then flung them to one side when I caught the sharp whiff of stale sweat and the tang of whisky, like in the decanter at Grandpa’s house.


I jabbed at the pile of blankets and prodded again, much harder. Horrible, dirty things! Finally I raised my stick and hit the pile in disgust.


But the stick snapped into two pieces at precisely the same time as a roar of pain, or surprise, or fury rose up from the mound. The howling bounced off the slick brick walls of the tunnel and filled my head with the terrifying bellows of the beast. It had been hiding beneath those blankets the whole time.


It sat up and its terrible black eyes were swivelling round trying to find what had attacked it. I was standing directly in front of it but it was as though it wasn’t able to see me at first. I stumbled backwards in fear, still holding onto the shard of stick I’d hit it with.


It was trying to pull itself into a standing position. I gasped as it began to draw itself up on its hind legs; it was turning into the monster it really was. Surely it would catch me and eat me.


‘AAAAAGGHHHHHHHHHHHHH!’


The screaming hadn’t stopped. I was whimpering as I tried to back away from it. I could move, but realised I couldn’t seem to move quickly. It was like the dreams I had where I couldn’t run away from danger. But this was real life and I was just shuffling backwards, as slowly as if I were wading through quicksand.


Then I was falling and the stick slipped from my hand as I grasped uselessly at the air. At first I thought it had somehow managed to trip me up, or was even using some kind of evil magic, but then I realised I had tripped over the metal tracks behind me. Now I was lying flat on my back, staring up at it helplessly, as it lurched from side to side. It was holding its head in its hands.


As I began to try to pull myself away, it took its hands down from its hairy face and suddenly seemed to see me for the first time. It took a step towards me and I was flipping over and I was up and I was scrabbling to get away. I was running I was fleeing I was never looking back it was behind me I knew it was behind me it was going to chase me and get me and kill me—


‘SODDING KIDS SODDING KIDS SODDING KIDS—’


I could hear the words now, the ones buried in the roaring that had got even louder since it saw me. A new higher-pitched scream joined the furious booming of the Troll and I realised it was me.


But I could see the light ahead; the day was still there outside the tunnel as though nothing had happened. I knew I’d be all right if I could only get out of the dark.


A rock landed in front of me, and shocked me so much I nearly stopped running, but then I understood. The Troll had grabbed a stone from the tracks and thrown it at me.


Another one whizzed past my ear, and another, and another. One bounced off my shoulder and I screamed again – I thought it was the Troll’s hand grabbing me. I couldn’t hear its footsteps following me any more, but the echoes made it hard to tell how far away it was.


Get to the light, just get to the light. It was all I had to do to be safe.


When I finally burst out into the sunshine, I kept running.


When the burning pain in my lungs became too much, I stopped on the tracks and turned around. I bent over, resting my hands on my knees, and panted. The Troll was there, but it hadn’t left the hole of the tunnel’s mouth. It had one arm up against the sloping brick wall. I thought it might be afraid of the sun, like Count Dracula. But maybe it was just catching its own breath too. Hadn’t I seen it somewhere before? That’s it – in the village once – begging for change. How had I never realised it was a Troll?


We stared at one another, assessing each other’s power. I’d seen it in daylight before, so it could follow me outside if it wanted. But it seemed tired, so I didn’t think it would.


After a moment or two, I was able to stand again, and I rested my hands on my hips as my heart and breathing slowed down. I had escaped death by Troll and I began to laugh because I’d outwitted it. I had whacked it with a big stick and now I was safely out of its reach.


It saw me laughing and began roaring again. ‘SODDING KIDS!’


It was enough to wipe the grin from my face and I immediately left the tracks to climb up the hill towards the path that would lead me home. I knew its eyes were on my back because of the horrible prickling sensation I felt there, but I kept running and its screams gradually faded to silence behind me.
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‘… it shall not be death, but a deep sleep of a hundred years into which the princess shall fall.’


From Briar-Rose (Sleeping Beauty)


‘Could the Snow Queen come inside, right into our room?’ asked the little girl.


‘Let her come,’ said Kai. ‘I will put her right on top of the stove and then she will melt.’


From The Snow Queen


Annabel gazed blankly at the sky outside the window as it gradually turned to navy and made the room blue. The gin was all gone and inside her head felt smooth.


She was thinking about the PoWs in their Nissen huts. What were they doing now? It must be strange sleeping in a foreign country as a prisoner. Were they frightened? Or were they plotting escape and retribution?


The sound of the front door made her snap to. She hadn’t realised how late it was, or noticed when the sun went down, for now she found herself sitting in the chair in the dark. She turned off the wireless on her way to the kitchen where she found the boy eating pilchards from a tin with a spoon. She pulled down the blackout blind and they both blinked when she turned on the light. She wasn’t at all sure what time it was. The clock in the kitchen had stopped working long ago.


‘Bedtime …’ she said. Her voice slipped around a little as the word left her mouth.


‘Yes.’


She heard the scrape of his chair on the lino and the thump of the tin in the bin.


He followed as she led the way upstairs to his bedroom. The blackout blind was permanently down in here, and she flipped on the yellow tasselled lamp in the corner before scanning the books on his shelves. So many fairy tales.


He climbed into bed – yes, he still had his clothes on, but he could change into pyjamas later when she’d gone; or not, if he wanted to save the effort and wake up to go straight to school already dressed. Was it a school day tomorrow?


She ran her finger along the books and pulled out Sleeping Beauty. She sat on her chair, over in the corner.


‘Once upon a time—’


‘First …’ the boy interrupted her, shyly.


She looked up.


‘First, can you tell me about your Darlings?’


She sighed.


Then she closed the book, folded her hands across it, and leaned back in the wicker seat. He was asking her to tell a story about her childhood – but really he was asking her about the fairy tales.


‘When I was a little girl,’ she began, ‘I had a lovely collection of dollies. Oh, rag dolls and baby dolls and china dolls, which I used to scoop up in my arms and carry about with me. And I called my dollies: my Darlings.’


She heard the boy let out a long breath as he settled back against his pillows.


‘Yes,’ he said.


‘Why, you’d never see me without at least one of my Darlings clutched to my chest!’ She smiled at the memory. ‘I loved my Darlings so much, you see.’


He pulled the corner of the bedcover up to his cheek and settled his face in the folds as he listened. He was gazing at her, she could tell, but she let her eyes glaze across the distance of time.


‘My nanny, Missus Joan, used to read me fairy stories and I knew most of them by heart – and so, even before I could read, I used to whisper the tales into my Darlings’ little porcelain ears when I was supposed to be asleep in bed. My Darlings were like my own dear little children.’


She stood up, placing Sleeping Beauty onto the cushion, and walked across to the bookshelves to see the titles again.


‘These books aren’t the ones that I had of course, but I had all the same stories.’ She took down an anthology and flicked through the pages to see the drawings. Forests and castles and birds rendered in soothing pastel colours.


‘I used to dream of having a child when I was still a child myself, you know. And when I fell pregnant—’


‘With me!’


‘—I was filled with happiness and the baby inside of me. I’d always wanted to be a mother.’


She shook her head. Looked down at the pictures again.


‘When I realised I was going to have a baby, the very first thing I thought of – before the notion of bonnets and rattles and cribs even entered my mind – no, the first thing I thought of was the stories I would read to the child. I was going to be a real mother, and I already knew just how to do it. So I started to frequent bookshops.’


‘And you bought all the books they had!’ She heard a rustle as he lifted his head slightly, just for a moment, before laying his cheek back against the eiderdown.


Annabel slotted the anthology back in its place, but didn’t turn around from the shelves. She bowed her forehead against the wood.


She remembered hoping another customer would catch her browsing the children’s section, so she could tell them about the baby she was going to have. It was beyond her now why she thought anyone would be the least bit interested. She cringed to think of herself so puffed up with pride and her own sense of importance.


‘I wanted people in the shop to ask me about the baby, I don’t know why. But I kept buying more fairy tales and this pile of books grew steadily until Daddy bought the shelves to hold them all.’


She fell silent again, remembering.


But the boy grew impatient and tried to urge her on. ‘You couldn’t read to me when I was first born, because of your nerves …’


Annabel pushed her head harder against the shelf and closed her eyes.


She’d howled like an animal in that hospital as she was ripped open. Something was bearing down, pushing down through her flesh, tearing its way through her body to get out.


She was barely conscious when she was handed the baby. Before she passed out, she had long enough to note that it was red and wrinkly and was covered in a revolting mucus.


The next day she just stared at it in its cot next to her hospital bed. There was no desire to hold it to her breast or whisper stories into its tiny porcelain-coloured ears. Was this her baby? It screamed so furiously, pummelling its fat little fists in rage.


The exhaustion was even worse when Reggie took her home. She didn’t feel able to get out of bed there either. Her hair went unbrushed, her teeth uncleaned, and she could smell herself – a dank, vaguely milky stink – under the covers, but she hadn’t the energy to drag herself to the bathroom to wash. And underneath it all was a hot flush of guilt and shame because something was wrong with her and she didn’t feel anything like how she’d thought she’d feel.


Both sets of parents told her in various ways to pull herself together, but Reggie tried his best to help her – fetching the baby when it screeched and pushing it onto her to feed. It would suck furiously like an animal, hurting her nipples while she cried, and she always needed to roll over and sleep afterwards to recover.


That first year was so hellish she stayed in bed for most of it – until, about eight months after the boy was born, she overheard furious whispering outside her bedroom door. Reggie was resisting attempts by his parents to have her sent away to an asylum.


After that, she realised she had to perform. Of course, she and Reggie – and almost certainly the child – knew she wasn’t really there. Not really Annabel any more. But she would force herself to dress and walk and talk, which was a marked improvement as far as everyone was concerned. Reggie seemed so relieved appearances were being maintained he was happy not to probe too deeply into her emotional state, lest he wake the sleeping beast. Annabel became better at performing and, after a while, she remembered the story books in the child’s nursery.


‘You couldn’t read to me when I was first born, because of your nerves,’ the boy prompted again now. ‘But then when I was one year old—’


‘Yes,’ Annabel said, opening her eyes and raising her head. ‘For the second time in my life, I began to know the words of all the stories off by heart.’


The boy laughed with delight. ‘So do I now!’


It was true. As her son had grown, the words which had seeped into his head before he was even old enough to form his own, were already there, ready to be voiced one day.


Annabel sometimes felt she was invoking the stories, bringing them into the room as she read, and the characters and spells were gradually embedding themselves into the core of the two of them; mother and child.


The months had passed and turned into years, and still Annabel read to the child each night. It turned out she didn’t know how to be a real mother, but she knew how to be a pretend one. She had made an excellent pretend-mother as a child after all.


And she loved the stories, too.


She identified with those young lost women, wandering alone in the woods or trapped in their hovels or their castles or their towers.


Annabel never did whisper the tales into Daniel’s little ears. That would have been unspeakably intimate. Instead, she sat in a chair in the corner of his bedroom, and he perched at her feet or lay in bed while she folded the edges of the book sharply backwards, making the spine crack, as it had cracked often before.


Not long before the boy had started at the local primary school, she’d come across Reggie in the sitting room gently suggesting to their son that he might be too old for fairy stories now.


‘Why, Daniel – soon you’ll be able to read your own books all by yourself like a big boy!’


But the child just stared into his father’s face, across a sea of tin soldiers that divided them on the sitting-room carpet.


She’d crossed the room to the drinks cabinet and busied herself fixing a gin and tonic to make her head smoother. She felt eyes on her back and turned to see Reggie and the boy both gazing up at her with mute appeal written all over their faces.


She quickly turned back to her task.


Reggie apparently decided to continue trying to talk to Daniel. ‘Doesn’t that sound fun? Hmm?’


There was no reply from the boy.


‘Doesn’t it? And you’ll be able to read exciting adventure stories in Boys’ Own magazine about little boys just like you.’


But Daniel’s silence – which she guessed would now be accompanied by a look of despair – must have made Reggie’s heart hurt and the words fell out of him as he quickly reassured his son that he could have the fairy tales for as long as he wanted.


So the stories continued.


Perhaps Reggie had a point. They were funny crooked little things, fairy tales. Quite dark, really, some of them. She remembered reading somewhere that in the original folk stories the evil maternal figures were the children’s real birth mothers. But over the years – and presumably before publication would be permitted in Victorian times – the stories were changed and the ‘wicked stepmother’ character was created. It was considered too horrific and unnatural to contemplate that a mother may not love her own child.


At first, Annabel had identified with the sad, lonely young women bearing their burdens in their towers. Now, she identified with the mothers and thought perhaps the stories weren’t fair to them; certainly they never took their side into account. She could understand how a sickly mother could give her baby away to a neighbour (Rapunzel) or how a desperate mother could be prepared to sell her unborn child (Rumpelstiltskin) or how a starving mother could choose to leave her children behind in the woods (Hansel and Gretel).


The husbands always endorsed their wives’ plans in the stories, but somehow they were not relegated to ‘wicked’ or even ‘step-fathers’. If the mothers were painted as evil, at worst the fathers were painted as weak. She wondered why that was.


Glancing up now, she could see the detritus of household odds and ends placed high up on top of the bookshelves out of the way. Old and worn-out clothes, kept for scraps for the darning she never did, disliked ornaments given as gifts that would never be displayed, and other useless dusty bric-a-brac accumulated over the years. A couple of her tatty old Darlings sat up there, not quite out of sight. Sometimes she felt it was fitting they still listened to her reading the fairy tales each night, but today, suddenly, she felt as though they were up there mocking her. She should have a clear-out and throw it all away. It was all just rubbish.


‘Now the story,’ the boy said, jolting her out of her reverie.


Annabel returned to her seat and picked up the book lying on the cushion. She sat down and resumed Sleeping Beauty where she’d left off. And the story went on.
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Poor Kai, soon his heart would turn to ice and his eyes would see nothing but faults in everything.


From The Snow Queen


When Mother left after my story, I lay awake in bed for a long time. But eventually I got up to change into my pyjamas.


Every now and then, I’d hear the clink of glass bottles as she fumbled around downstairs. I just couldn’t sleep. I think it was because I was still quite shaken up about finding a Troll’s lair in Bambury. But I had been soothed a little bit, because Mother had told me about her Darlings, who I always liked to hear about. My favourite part was the bit where she loved them so much because she wanted a baby. Because she wanted me.


That sort of thing was nice to know. There were some secret letters kept in the bureau in the sitting room that I took out to read sometimes. Even though one had something written in it that was so upsetting that it made my breath stop so that I thought I might die the first time I read it. Probably I was silly to worry – I’m sure what the letter said was just a mistake. But if those words were a poison to me, then the story about her Darlings was the antidote. In fairy tales, there’s always an antidote – it’s just a matter of finding it; like the prince searching for the Water of Life for his father the king, or the kiss that saved Snow White after she ate the poisoned apple. The story about the longed-for baby was like a kiss; a kiss from my mother to me.


But still, I couldn’t sleep and I couldn’t sleep and I couldn’t sleep. My eyes stayed wide open in the dark even though it must have been after midnight. The Troll’s stink was still up my nose. And that rock! Hitting me! It could have smashed my head open and killed me.


I got up and crept to the bathroom so Mother wouldn’t know I was still up. Slowly, slowly, I shut the bathroom door and turned on the light. I wanted to look at the back of my shoulder in the little mirror above the basin. I unbuttoned my pyjama jacket and climbed up to perch on the pale pink rim so I could see the mark the rock had made when the Troll hurled it at my back.


I was very pleased to see a red mark there, and I knew it would be purple, or maybe even black, tomorrow. My war injury. My badge of honour from my fight with the monster. I wished for the thousandth time I had a best friend in Bambury I could show it to – how impressed he would be at my daring! Of course, I was friends with Harry who lived next door to my grandparents in Great Yarmouth, but I didn’t know when we’d next visit. I hadn’t even thought of telling Mother earlier; she’d only be frightened of the Troll or angry at me for going down by the tracks. No, she didn’t need to know anything about this until I’d figured out a way to make sure she and the village were safe. She’d be happy then. And very proud of me, most likely.


In fact, now that I thought about it, saving Mother from the Troll would basically be just like saving a damsel in distress. That was the best way there was to earn love in stories – a dangerous task like, say, slaying a dragon or something. That made the love even stronger. Love always has to be earned. Everyone knows that.


Poor Mother. She had no idea of the danger she was in, but I’d make sure she didn’t come to any harm. Trolls like to eat children best, but they’ll snatch and eat anybody if they get the chance. I shuddered to think what I’d do if the Troll snatched Mother away from me. I’d be here completely alone then.


I wondered if I should write to Daddy to tell him about what was going on. But somehow it seemed best to keep this secret even from him; he had his own monsters to fight.


Once again, I thought about the lair hidden in the dark and remembered how the Troll had pounced to attack. I turned those moments in the tunnel over and over in my mind. How it had reared up, and that sick feeling of fear as I ran for my life away from the sharp claws and teeth; its screaming threats. How dare a monster attack me!


It was hard to make that picture of the monster lying in wait in the dark match up with the other time I’d seen it; that time it was pretending to be a beggar, holding out a tin for coins outside the Post Office. But that just made me angrier. How dare it pretend to be something it wasn’t? My thoughts turned to vengeance. As I awkwardly craned round to look at my bare back in the mirror, I decided to stalk the beast; like a hunter stalking prey. When I left the bathroom, I found Mother slumped on the floor outside on the landing. I helped her stand up and get to the toilet and closed the door. After a while she came out and I let her lean on me as I led her stumbling to bed.


The next day, which was Saturday, I returned to the railway tracks to set up my official observation of the Troll. On the way, I pulled up a few carrots from a field to munch for breakfast and I watched the monster coming and going all day as I hid up on the hill. And I learned a lot.


I learned that the Troll did look a bit like a man. It looked like a man in as much as it had two eyes, two arms, two legs. But it was hideous and very, very clearly, it wasn’t human. Coarse black hair sprouted from its terrible face, and thick, wild hair grew in tufts from its head. The hair was shot through with grey. When I’d walked past it in the village that time, I’d seen tiny red broken veins spreading like worms across its cheeks from its turnip-shaped nose. I vaguely wondered why it needed money, but I supposed Trolls were greedy like ogres.


I strained to see its face now as it walked by the side of the tracks towards the ladder on the other side from where I hid. Its eyes were red-rimmed and blackly bottomless – this was something I wasn’t really able to see from a distance, so it was part guesswork, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true. I don’t know how I hadn’t noticed those terrifying eyes when I saw it begging. It wore tattered clothes, and they were a dirty browny-green colour. Its filthy great claws were huge, with long, blackened fingernails.


And it was big. It was big like a bear.


Over the next couple of weeks, after school each day, I carried on with my observations of the Troll. I went back again and again.


It often wore a woollen hat pulled down over its large ears, despite the coming heat as spring moved towards summer. Once I saw it wearing a ratty tweed jacket with leather patches on the elbows. It must have stolen it from somewhere. It looked ridiculous, like an animal pretending to be a civilised and cultured man.


I watched from behind a tree high up on the hill banking the tracks. Sometimes I stood on the bridge, running back and forth across the road, looking down to see if it was coming into the tunnel or leaving it. I kept a notebook with me at all times, in the pocket of my short trousers. I had a stubby little pencil in there too, and I made careful notes about my sightings.


One day it was gone from the nest and I tasted sweet victory; my stalking must have somehow driven it away from the village. But a couple of days later, I saw it again; it had come back. I didn’t know where it had been, but I felt a hot mix of anger and disappointment at its return. I arrived at the hill just in time to see it heading into the tunnel. I leaned back against my tree and looked down over the verge to keep an eye on its lair. I’d have to do better.


The notes in my pocket might contain a clue so I pulled out my book to flick through the pages; perhaps there was something I’d missed. When it first tried to catch me, I’d thought for a moment that it couldn’t come out of the tunnel in the daylight, but of course that wasn’t true. One of my early entries noted how it had thrown a weapon at me rather than chasing me in the tunnel, which I believed meant it couldn’t run very fast. But perhaps I was wrong about that as well.


Although I had managed to get away from it that time in its lair, and it stopped chasing me once I was out of the tunnel, I guessed – despite its shambling, stumbling movements – that it could actually run faster than a leopard if it wanted to. I could imagine its huge, hairy bulk streaming through the forest like an animal, while its dead eyes searched for little children to eat. Now I’d seen that image of supernatural speed in my mind’s eye, I knew it was true.


I shuddered. It could run, then. I’d have to be cunning.


I wrote down a note in my little book to record what I’d just discovered.


7th May, 1944: 3.45 p.m. (approx., no watch): Can run as fast (or faster) than a leopard. BE CAREFUL.


I tapped the pencil against my front teeth. Interesting. I’d have to make sure I always kept my distance from it. So I could never go into the tunnel again without being absolutely sure it wouldn’t return for a long time. I returned my notebook and pencil to my pocket and leaned forward so I could bring my hand up to feel the area on my shoulder where its rock had struck me. There was nothing there now – the bruise was long gone and it wasn’t even sore any more – but we both knew it had injured me. An injury I would nurse for life if I didn’t avenge the wrong.


I leaned back against my tree. I was learning its habits. And I would plot its destruction. It was a powerful enemy, but Jack chopped down his beanstalk and slayed the giant, and little Gerda went to war with the Snow Queen and won back Kai.


So yes, it was a tall order, but with Daddy and all the other men away, I was the only one left to do the job; I would be the hero who would rid the village of the Troll.


Imagine how Mother would feel if I saved her! Well, I’d save everybody in the village obviously, but especially her. Think how she would feel then. She would realise that I was brave and strong. She’d hold my hand like Gerda held Kai’s hand. She would call me her Darling, over and over again.
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She laid her hand in his, and said: ‘I’ll willingly go away with you, but I don’t know how to get down from here.’


From Rapunzel


Mr Dawson wasn’t in his farmhouse when Annabel knocked, so she and Daniel wandered around the grounds for a couple of minutes until they spotted him in a concrete paved area surrounded by outbuildings and storage sheds. It had rained that morning and muddy puddles with strands of hay pocked the surface of the cement.


Annabel waved a hand in greeting as she hurried across the little courtyard towards the farmer, pulling her trolley behind her while the boy scuttled to keep up.


Dawson was a ruddy man with a nose that had been broken long ago. He was either a very old-looking sixty-something or a very spry-looking eighty-something. The elements had not been kind to his complexion, and his profession had not been kind to his body. Various farmyard accidents, with either beasts or machinery, had claimed, over the years, various lumps of flesh, and his right index finger. His body looked so battered from years of work and injuries it was no wonder that he was finally slowing down, she thought.


‘Hello there,’ he called out as she drew closer.


‘Good morning.’ She gave him a polite little smile as she came to a stop. ‘I saw your sign about firewood. Out in the lane.’


She glanced around, hoping to catch sight of some of his PoWs. But the tatty-looking courtyard was deserted.


The place looked shabby and forlorn. The farm he once easily controlled now seemed to overwhelm him – and had, Annabel thought, ever since his wife’s death a few years before.


Without Mrs Dawson helping run things, he could no longer afford to employ youths from the village – who had all been sucked up by the war now in any case – and the farm’s deterioration accelerated. Most of the fields went untended and the cows had been sold off at auction.


But Annabel thought he looked healthier, somehow, than he had the last time she’d seen him when she came to buy eggs a few weeks ago. The influx of young Germans from the PoW camp down the road seemed to have revitalised him. She hoped she’d pick up some gossip about his new ‘employees’.


‘Ah, yes, firewood!’ The farmer looked almost excited. ‘Quite a good idea, that, what with the coal shortages. I thought it was a disaster when the apple trees all got diseased and died. But now we can chop them all down for firewood and the trees will be cleared, leaving me a nice new field to do something with. Just shows you everything happens for a reason.’


‘Yes, I suppose it does,’ she said, looking into his broken old face.


‘Don’t worry – I’ll make sure you get a good deal on your firewood, love.’


He glanced down at the child standing next to her. ‘What with Mr Patterson being away and all that. Can’t be easy bringing up a boy without his father.’


Annabel thanked him, but she knew he was lying about a good price on the wood. Nearly all the men of the village were away fighting now. Women and children and old folks were practically the only ones left. There was nothing special about her and the price would be no different simply because she was the one buying it. But summer was coming, and the evenings weren’t as cool as they used to be, so hopefully she wouldn’t need much wood until the onset of autumn.


‘You helping your mother around the house, son?’ the farmer asked.


‘Yes sir.’


‘Good man!’


A fat tabby sauntered over to rub against the farmer’s calves and the boy squealed and bent down to pet the animal.


‘About the wood …’ Annabel said.


‘Sorry, love! Just go past the house, then walk towards that big barn on your right-hand side. There’s a path there you can follow round and that’ll take you to the old orchard. There’ll be a Jerry there chopping the wood – or he should be at any rate! – and you can get a bundle from him. His English isn’t bad, and he knows to keep a record of whatever you take. We can settle up the bill at the end of each week.’


Annabel hesitated. ‘I see.’


She glanced in the direction of the orchard. ‘But will the Nazi soldier and I be the only ones there?’


Dawson chuckled.


‘Oh I see what you mean! Don’t worry about him. He’s not really a Nazi. Most of them aren’t. They’re just young lads. Don’t give me any trouble.’


Annabel frowned. There was a bit of a pause.


‘Tell you what. I’ll come down there with you.’


‘Oh, thank you, Mr Dawson, I really do think that would be so much better.’


Annabel pretended she didn’t notice the farmer suppressing a sigh as he gestured to the path. He was wheezing quite heavily and she tried to work out again how old he was.


‘Come along,’ Annabel said to the child.


She wondered if Dawson would consider dropping the wood off at her house if she paid a little extra. She had brought her trolley with her, but she didn’t much fancy lugging bundles of firewood around and the boy was too small and scrawny to be much help. She envied her parents their reliable electric fires. They’d been the first of all their friends to have them installed, at great expense. She wished she had a neat row of red-hot bars that didn’t even need to be cleaned, save for a light dusting now and then.


The unexpected thoughts of her parents annoyed her; she’d had another of her mother’s telephone calls today. It was considered a luxury to have her own line – very few people in the village had a telephone – but frankly Annabel could have done without it. Every other week or so, Elizabeth would ring on the pretence of a chat. But the conversation would be a series of humiliating questions: Are you stocking the house? What will you be making for Daniel’s dinner? Are you on top of the laundry? She knew the real questions, although unspoken, were: Are you coping? Are you in control? Should you be in an asylum?


The farmer’s wheezes suddenly graduated into a coughing fit and Annabel tried to slap him on the back but he waved her off.


‘Just need one of my smokes!’


He began to roll himself a cigarette, and offered one to Annabel. But she told him she preferred her own and pulled one from a packet in the handbag perched on top of her trolley. She allowed Dawson to light it for her with a match before he lit his own.


He winked at the boy. ‘Not a young man like you any more, am I?’


Daniel smiled shyly but then Annabel saw his eyes widen as he spotted the space where the farmer’s index finger should have been. He must have never noticed it before. She watched him staring as the old man smoked with the cigarette clamped between his middle and ring finger instead. She tried to catch the boy’s eye to warn him not to be rude, but he wasn’t looking at her.


‘You know,’ Dawson remarked to Annabel after a long, satisfying drag, ‘the old orchard is nearer to your place than you coming all the way round the front first. So – after you’ve met him you’ll realise the Kraut’s all right – in future you can just cut through the back if you like. You can deal directly with him; Johannes his name is. No need to come and get me.’


Annabel pursed her lips, but remained silent.


Dawson finished smoking and, apparently rejuvenated, began leading them once again along the dirt path. Annabel skirted the puddles, although the farmer marched through them, oblivious in his boots. She shot the boy a warning look in case he decided to splash through the dirty rainwater too. Falling back, she deliberately increased her distance from Dawson because she didn’t want mud flicked up onto her bare shins. She eyed the sky as she struggled to pull the trolley behind her, but the sun was elbowing clouds out of the way and it didn’t look like it would rain again.


‘Here we are then,’ Dawson said as they approached a wooden fence.


He unlatched the gate and gestured for Annabel and the boy to enter the dead orchard.


‘The lad should be over in the far corner chopping.’


‘A real live woodchopper!’ Daniel cried. ‘I’ve never met a real woodsman before!’


‘Well,’ Dawson said, ‘good.’ He ruffled the boy’s hair. ‘This one’s a German one.’


‘Oh they always are,’ the child replied. ‘Like the father in Hansel and Gretel. He was a German woodchopper – that was how he knew where to leave them in the woods.’


‘Ah,’ Dawson said. ‘Is that so?’


‘Yes. Isn’t that right, Mother?’


Annabel frowned. Maybe Reggie had been right and he really was a little old for fairy stories.
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