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INTRODUCTION


Don’t scare the children


IN THE EARLY years of the 19th century, German brothers Jacob (1785–1863) and Wilhelm (1786–1859) Grimm set out to collect folk stories from across Europe in an attempt to not only reflect a German cultural identity in such tales, but also to preserve stories that for centuries had been handed down through the generations in the oral tradition.


This had resulted in differing versions of these tales existing from region to region (especially in France), and the Brothers Grimm not only gathered these stories into a coherent manuscript for the first time – after listening to friends, family members and storytellers, and transcribing the tales they were told – but they also allowed fragments of the old religious beliefs to continue to survive through the telling of these stories.


In this respect, it is not too much of a stretch to consider Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm as amongst the first horror anthologists. That is because, despite subsequent editing and rewriting by diverse hands (including Wilhelm himself), many of the original stories contained scenes of gruesome retribution or implied sexuality that early reviewers deemed totally unsuitable for younger readers (who were not in fact the initial audience these tales were aimed at).


Later versions added religious and spiritual motifs to make the stories more uplifting to a middle-class readership, while the cruelty, sexual elements and anti-Semitism was toned down. In fact, the Brothers Grimm even added an introduction encouraging parents to make sure that their offspring were only exposed to age-appropriate stories.


Culturally at this time, the discipline of children was often based on fear, and many of these tales were supposed to be a ‘warning’ to youngsters not to misbehave, lest something terrible befall them (such as being thrown on a fire or eaten alive).


Between 1812 and 1864, Kinder- und Hausmärchen (Children’s and Household Tales or, as it was later known, Grimm’s Fairy Tales) went through seventeen printings and was revised many times, with the number of stories included in some larger editions growing from eighty-six to more than 200. The book was also widely pirated, and different folk tales were often added by other compilers.


Today, just over two centuries since Jacob and Wilhelm first published their seminal collection, fairy tales have probably never been so popular. Although Hollywood (especially Walt Disney Studios) has made liberal use of the Grimm Brothers’ work almost since the birth of movies themselves, in recent times we have been bombarded with ‘re-imaginings’ such as the werewolf-themed Red Riding Hood (2011), Hansel & Gretel: Witch Hunters (2013) and Jack the Giant Slayer (2013), not to mention various versions of ‘Snow White’, along with such popular TV series as Once Upon a Time and Grimm (both 2011–).


Over the years, even the Brothers Grimm themselves have been given fictional film biographies (incorporating more than a touch of fantasy) with George Pal’s colourful The Wonderful World of the Brothers Grimm (1962) and Terry Gilliam’s somewhat darker The Brothers Grimm (2005).


So for this volume I invited a number of prominent authors to contribute their own spin on the classic fairy tales, whether inspired by the Grimms or folk stories from other cultures. The only condition I imposed was that, in the end, this was first and foremost a horror anthology, as a reflection of those early versions of the stories, before they became overly sanitised.


I am delighted to say that all the writers included in this volume rose to the challenge magnificently, and have produced their own – often unique – spin on some classic tales, while still remaining true to the source material.


Here are some genuinely scary and disturbing stories for the 21st century.


*

In 1884, George Bell and Sons of London published Grimm’s Household Tales, a new translation of the Brothers’ stories by British novelist Margaret Hunt (the mother of supernatural writer Violet Hunt). I have used some of these translations as the basis of those tales interspersed between the original material in this volume.


Not all the stories featured herein have their inspiration in the work of the Brothers Grimm, but I have attempted to include some of their older tales that have either thematic links or served as inspiration for the new fiction that follows them. And, as this is a horror anthology, I have also taken the liberty of book-ending those tales with a couple of unfamiliar short ghost stories originally collected by the German siblings.


And so finally, to echo the warning that Jacob and Wilhelm gave to their readership two hundred years ago: while the stories contained in this volume are based on fairy tales, folk tales and myths, they are perhaps not entirely suitable for children or younger readers.


That is, of course, unless you really want to scare them out of their tiny little minds … !


Stephen Jones
London, England
April 2013





The Wilful child



ONCE UPON A time there was a child who was wilful, and would not do what her mother wished. For this reason God had no pleasure in her, and let her become ill, and no doctor could do her any good, and in a short time she lay on her death-bed.


When she had been lowered into her grave, and the earth was spread over her, all at once her arm came out again, and stretched upwards. And when they had put it in and spread fresh earth over it, it was all to no purpose, for the arm always came out again.


Then the mother herself was obliged to go to the grave, and strike the arm with a rod, and when she had done that, it was drawn in, and then at last the child had rest beneath the ground.





Find My Name



RAMSEY CAMPBELL


DOREEN WAS AWAKE at once and trying to hear why. A dog barked on the far side of the tennis courts, and another yapped from the direction of the golf club, and then she heard noises from Anna’s old room. Benjamin was shifting in his cot, a sound both blurred and amplified by the baby monitor. As Doreen prepared to stumble to the next room the sound rustled into silence, and she let her head sink back onto the pillow. Before she closed her eyes she glimpsed midnight on the bedside clock. At the very least she was dozing when she heard a low voice. ‘You’re mine now, Benjamin,’ it said.


Though she felt as though the night had settled a suffocating weight on her, she managed to open her cumbersome lips. ‘He never will be. Stay away, Denny, or I’ll call the police.’


‘I’m not the boy’s father. His mother had her wish and now it’s time for mine.’


This had to be a dream – nobody could hear Doreen through the monitor – but she felt pierced by anguish. ‘What wish did Anna have?’


‘Her son till he was a year old.’


‘And his father abusing her for half of it. You think she’d have wished for that too?’


‘That’s what she wished away, and I’m the one that made it go. She knew there was a price.’


Doreen felt her eyes spill her grief. ‘She paid for her mistake all right.’


‘We aren’t talking about that.’ The voice had turned peevish. ‘Maybe she thought she could cheat me that way,’ it said. ‘Nobody swindles me, so don’t try it. It’s my time.’


Doreen couldn’t tell if she was struggling to understand or waken. ‘What time?’


‘You’ve almost had your year of him, so say goodbye while you can, Doreen.’


‘And what do they call you as long as you know my name?’


‘Nobody ever knows.’ She heard a snigger or the slither of a tongue across the plastic microphone. ‘I’ll see you on his birthday,’ the voice said. ‘I’m leaving you a sign.’


The dogs began to bark again, and more of them joined in. They were real, and they made her aware that the night was otherwise silent, which allowed her to lapse into sleep. A late April dawn coaxed her awake, and she lay pondering her dream. Was she afraid Benjamin’s father would come looking for him while her husband was at the manager’s conference? The court had kept Denny away from the child, and if necessary the police would. Perhaps she was uneasy because Benjamin had lost his mother on his only birthday. That ought to be another reason to make his imminent birthday special, and Doreen was thinking of ways when she heard him begin to stir.


His morning ruminations always sounded as if his language was taking time to wake up. ‘Bid honour revert efforts,’ she could almost have imagined he was mumbling, not to mention ‘Font of our reserved birth.’ Most of thirty years ago she’d enjoyed overhearing Anna’s infant monologues, but she tried not to be reminded too much. Now Benjamin was talking to Nosey and Stuffy, the bears that shared his cot. When he started clattering the wooden bars, either playing at percussion or demanding freedom, Doreen made for his room.


He was standing at the bars that faced the door, and she couldn’t help being reminded of Anna. His face was almost a miniature of his mother’s – blond hair, high forehead, bright blue eyes, small snub nose, full lips, determined chin. In Anna’s case the brow had left too much room for brooding, and she’d dyed her hair any number of colours, none of which had placated her partner; apparently few things did. Her eyes had grown dull as stones last year, and the few times Doreen saw her smile it looked more like a plea, even once she’d rid herself of Denny. At least she’d been sufficiently determined to take him to court, but had that left her more afraid of him? Doreen vowed she wouldn’t be. ‘Ready for adventures?’ she said to Benjamin.


‘Avengers.’


‘Come on, little parrot,’ Doreen said, only to falter. The microphone she always planted on top of the blue chest of drawers was lying on the floor. She’d thought the wire was well out of Benjamin’s reach, and was dismayed to think she hadn’t heard the fall. She felt insufficiently vigilant on his behalf, as if she might be growing too old for the task. As she returned the microphone to the shelf she said ‘You mustn’t do that, Benjamin.’


He stuck his lower lip out. ‘Didn’t, gran.’


‘Don’t tease, now. If you didn’t, who did?’


‘The man.’


‘Which man?’


‘Comes to see me.’


‘Who does, Benjamin? Not your—’ Nervousness had made her blurt that, and she couldn’t avoid adding ‘Not daddy. Not your father.’


‘Not daddy,’ the toddler said and laughed.


Doreen wondered if he was simply repeating her words. ‘Who then, Benjamin?’


His face grew puzzled before he said ‘Dark.’


‘You can’t see him, you mean. You know why, don’t you? He isn’t real. He’s just a dream.’


‘Just agree.’


‘Sometimes I don’t know when you’re teasing,’ Doreen said but didn’t really mean.


Surely he could have dislodged the microphone while he was waking up. He put his arms around her neck as she lifted him over the bars. He was warm as sleep, and eager to walk downstairs and run through all the rooms. Doreen caught him in the kitchen, where she helped him off with his sleeping suit. Once she’d praised his potty performance she gave him a hand with dressing while letting him believe he’d done it virtually by himself. She strapped him into the high chair and readied herself for the day, and then she watched him deal with cereal, spilling very little and hardly daubing his face. As she played the game of mopping him while he tried to squirm out of reach she said ‘What shall we do this morning?’


‘See the trains.’


He found plenty to chatter about on the half a mile of wide suburban road. ‘They’re jumping for the ball,’ he said by the tennis courts, and ‘There’s the little hill car’ beside the golf course. ‘Gone in to read,’ he said beside the deserted schoolyard, so that Doreen knew he was recalling what she’d told him he would do at school. ‘Robber jugs,’ he declared outside the antique shop, and she gathered he was thinking of the tale of Ali Baba she’d read him. He called the hairdresser’s customers space ladies because of their helmets, and outside the florist’s he said ‘Where the flowers go,’ which Doreen tried not to find funereal. As they reached the railway she took a firm grip on his small warm trusting hand. ‘Red bell,’ he said.


The bells were indeed jangling as the red lights flashed. The traffic halted as the barriers descended on both sides of the level crossing, and Benjamin’s fingers wriggled eagerly in Doreen’s clasp. When a train left the station she couldn’t resist asking ‘What does it look like?’


‘Lots of stamps.’


He was still remembering the ones he’d put on envelopes last Christmas – the strips the train windows reminded him of. At his age Anna had loved licking Christmas stamps. These days you peeled them off the backing, and Doreen wondered if the generation after his mightn’t even recall that, if every greeting would be sent by computer. Six trains passed, framed by three performances of the barriers, before he was ready to head home.


Doreen saw to lunch and dinner while he had his nap. After lunch they walked past the Conservative Club and the Masonic hall to the Toddling Tiddlers playgroup. ‘Here’s another of our talkers,’ Dee Maitland cried as he ran to compete with his friend Daisy at garrulousness. While Doreen wouldn’t risk entrusting him to a stranger – she’d taken early retirement so as to care for him – she asked Daisy’s mother Jonquil to look after him while Doreen made his birthday cake. ‘There’s nobody I’d rather have,’ Jonquil said, and Doreen was fleetingly reminded of her midnight dream.


She hadn’t realised Benjamin had left quite such a mess at home, where toys were scattered through all the downstairs rooms. He helped her clear some of them away before he set about redistributing them, and Doreen reflected that all too soon he would outgrow them. She would even miss his messiness, and after dinner she was in no hurry to finish cleaning his indignant face. She relented when Hubert rang. ‘How’s the man of the house?’ he said.


‘Being looked after by the woman just now.’


‘Sorry,’ Hubert said, sounding surprised if not defensive. ‘Something’s wrong?’


‘Just used to having you about.’


‘I will be on the day that matters most, won’t I? You’re all right otherwise, both of you.’


‘Pretty much as you left us.’ She could tell that was what he hoped if not felt entitled to hear. ‘You?’ she said.


‘Not especially looking forward to three more days of hearing how we can improve the public image of the banks. I’d rather just get on with actually improving them if we can,’ Hubert said loud enough to be heard by colleagues who were audible nearby. ‘Enough of my grumbles. Shall I say goodnight to the bedtime boy?’


‘He isn’t quite that yet,’ Doreen said as she switched on the loudspeaker. ‘Who’s this, Benjamin?’


‘The man.’ Once Hubert greeted him Benjamin said a good deal more enthusiastically ‘Grandad.’


‘How’s the youngest and the best? Only three more nights and you’ll be seeing me.’


‘Free nights.’


‘That’s more or less it, yes. Are you being good for granny? You look after her and see nothing bad happens to her while I’m at my conference.’


For an instant the toddler looked worried. ‘Nothing bad.’


‘Nothing’s going to,’ Doreen reassured him. ‘Better say goodnight to grandad now. I can hear he’s anxious to relax.’


‘Goodnight, grandad,’ Benjamin said so enthusiastically that both his grandparents laughed.


He helped tidy up his toys before bathtime. ‘Hot,’ he said gravely as Doreen tested the water, and then ‘Not.’ While she couldn’t call herself religious – even less than her parents, which was why her prayers for Anna had seemed so desperate, falling short of defining their goal – whenever Benjamin came out of the bath he looked and felt as she imagined someone newly baptised would. She towelled him and kissed him and vowed to keep him safe as long as she lived, however much that sounded like a fairy tale.


She helped him into his sleeping outfit and laid him down in the cot. She was turning the pages of Anna’s battered old book when the title of a story caught her eye. Of course, that had been Anna’s childhood favourite. No wonder Doreen had dreamed something of the kind, but she didn’t want to read that tale to Benjamin just now. ‘Once upon a time,’ she began instead, ‘there was a woodcutter and his wife who had children called Hansel and Gretel …’


She omitted the oven and the children’s threatened fate. The children were rescued just before Benjamin fell asleep. She turned out the light and took the monitor downstairs, keeping it on the kitchen table while she ate dinner. A day of Benjamin had tired her as usual, not that she would want it to be otherwise, and she was soon in bed.


She wakened to find the zeros of the bedside clock staring out of midnight. She was hoping her body hadn’t adopted a routine, having been roused at the same time last night, when she heard the voice. It was so muffled that it could have been inside her skull. ‘It’s you again, is it?’ she said or thought. ‘What do you want this time?’


‘What I always get.’


‘You didn’t in the story, did you? Not when they found out your name.’


‘That old thing? Don’t believe everything you read.’


‘Why, isn’t your name Rumpelstiltskin?’


‘That’s just the tale they told.’ With a snigger not unlike the rattling of small teeth the voice said ‘Some of it’s true. I know when I’m wanted.’


‘Then you ought to know you aren’t.’


‘Your girl did when she needed a witness.’


‘Don’t you talk about her,’ Doreen protested before managing to laugh.


*


‘Why am I getting worked up? You’re just a dream.’


‘Still think you’re dreaming, do you?’ The voice sounded grotesquely resentful. ‘You’ll see,’ it said, ‘there’ll be another sign,’ and left her alone.


As far as Doreen was concerned there hadn’t previously been one. She found she was trying to remember the witness who’d come forward on Anna’s behalf. He’d lived below the flat she’d shared with Denny, and he’d testified that Denny had abused both her and their child. Despite her efforts Doreen was unable to recall his name or even his appearance, except for an impression of somebody smaller than average, close to dwarfish.


The sun was up by the time Benjamin wakened her. She lay enjoying his soliloquy until she began to wonder why his words were even harder to make out than usual. He couldn’t very well be muttering ‘I drub hens for tot forever,’ nor yet ‘Her son for furtive debtor.’ He sounded oddly distant, that was it – so remote that she could imagine he was being carried away from her. She lurched out of bed and almost fell headlong in her dash to the next room.


The door swung inwards just a few inches before meeting an obstruction. At least Benjamin was in the cot, and gave Doreen a sleepy smile as she edged into the room. The plastic microphone was trapped against the door, yards from where she’d placed it on the shelf and at the limit of its wire. When she picked it up she found her hand was shaking. ‘Who put this here, Benjamin?’ she said as gently as she could.


‘The man,’ he said with a touch of defiance. ‘Man with all teeth.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Teeths.’ As if to demonstrate how plural they could be, the boy opened his mouth wide and dug his fingers into the corners to tug it wider still. ‘Lots,’ he said.


Doreen wanted to think he was boasting about his own. ‘What did I tell you the man was?’


‘Comes when I’m asleep.’


She was making for the cot when a thought halted her. ‘Can you climb out for me?’


Benjamin stood up but gave her a reproachful look. ‘Like you lifting.’


That needn’t mean he was incapable of clambering out, but when he held up his arms Doreen lifted him. She had to restrain herself from hugging him too fiercely; that wasn’t how to protect him. She stayed close to him as he stampeded through the rooms, and found she didn’t want to leave him alone at all. Once she’d secured him in the high chair she performed her morning necessities as fast as she could. ‘What would you like to do today?’ she said when she’d recovered her breath.


‘Change books.’


‘That’s a good idea,’ Doreen said, having realised what else she could do.


The library was in the opposite direction from the railway, past the nearest of the parks, which she had to promise Benjamin they would visit later. Doreen signed a petition against closing six libraries and watched him grab books from the table in the children’s section. Once he was installed in a miniature chair she hurried to a computer. She could have thought she was growing delusional as the anniversary of her loss came closer, but she found the details for the landlord of Anna’s last address.


At home she read three of Benjamin’s library books to him before he fell asleep. She succeeded in carrying him upstairs to the cot without rousing him, and took the monitor into her room. She listened to her heartbeats, having keyed the phone number, until a woman said ‘Wesley Properties.’


‘I’m trying to find out the name of a tenant of yours.’


‘We can’t give out that information, I’m afraid.’


‘I see you wouldn’t normally, but he was a witness in court for my daughter Anna Marshall. She lived in the same building. She died nearly a year ago.’


Doreen heard two more of her urgent heartbeats before the woman said ‘And you were asking for the gentleman’s name because …’


‘I can’t remember it and I need it to help me keep custody of my grandson.’


‘I’ll have to speak to somebody. Please hold on.’


Doreen’s pulse grew more strident for at least a minute before she was asked to continue holding, after which she heard murmurs that she had to reassure herself weren’t in the monitor. More than another minute was measured by her not entirely constant heartbeats, and then a new voice said ‘Mrs Marshall, is it? Tony Wesley. Sorry for your loss.’


‘I still have my grandson, Mr Wesley.’


‘So Jane was saying. I do remember your daughter and the sad circumstances. I’d like us to be of assistance.’


‘Please do.’


‘As I say, I wish we could be. I can only think we’ve suffered a small problem with the system. We’ve no record of the tenancy you were enquiring about.’


For several beats her heart was louder in her ears than his voice. ‘What do you mean, no record?’


‘The period of the letting shows up blank. It was only a few weeks while the lady who lived there had moved out and the lady who has the flat now took up residence.’


‘But he was there, wasn’t he? You know he was there.’


‘Of course he was.’ Wesley sounded defensive, however. ‘You’ll forgive us, but nobody here can remember his name,’ he said. ‘Not really anything about him.’


Doreen felt as if Wesley had robbed her of more than words – of certainty if not worse. She mumbled thanks she didn’t feel and held the empty mobile in her unsteady hand. Should she phone the court? Suppose there was no official record of the witness? The possibility deterred her more than she understood. Surely she oughtn’t to delay, or was her anxiousness just a symptom of age? She hadn’t made the call by the time Benjamin left her in no doubt he was awake.


After lunch they walked to the park. In the deserted playground a seesaw was twitching as though someone had sneaked away at their approach. Doreen thought she closed the gate securely, but more than once it proved to be unlatched after she turned her back. A notice said dogs weren’t allowed, and she had the distinct impression that one was somewhere nearby, perhaps lying on its belly and baring all its teeth. She pushed Benjamin on one swing after another and bounced him gently on the seesaw and dodged around the climbing frames to be ready if he fell. Far too often she had a sense that a toothy intruder had crawled into or otherwise invaded the playground and was waiting at her back.


When she took Benjamin home she could have fancied that a visitor was lying low somewhere in the house. Perhaps it had curled up in the oven to peer through the glass door, or was poised to poke its head out from behind a piece of furniture. She might be even more dismayed to find it sitting in a chair like an uninvited guest or, worst of all, in Benjamin’s high chair. Of course it was nowhere except inside her feverishly buzzing head, but she found herself urging Hubert to call, and almost dropped the phone as she hastened to answer it. ‘How was your day?’ she said as if this might return hers to normal.


‘Oh, professional enough.’


‘What have you had to put up with this time?’


‘Plenty of ideas that can be put to good use.’


It was plain to Doreen that he didn’t want his real thoughts to be overheard. She felt prevented from reaching him, all the more so when he said ‘And how was yours?’


‘Our day?’ She couldn’t admit to her fears or how they’d caused her to behave. ‘I’m sure you can imagine it,’ she said. ‘Library and park.’


‘So long as everything’s in order,’ Hubert said, and she heard how much he wanted that. ‘Shall I speak to the man himself?’ When she brought up the loudspeaker he said ‘Are you looking after granny for me?’


‘Yes, grandad,’ Benjamin said so earnestly that Doreen had to suppress a nervous laugh.


‘You make sure you carry on, then. Two more nights and I’ll take over.’


Once he’d gone Doreen said to Benjamin ‘Would you like to look after granny a little bit more?’


‘Yes,’ he said more solemnly than ever.


‘You can sleep in my room while grandad’s away, then. We’ll be company if anyone wakes up.’


Was she being too protective? Sometimes she felt she had been with Anna – felt she’d left Anna vulnerable, even helped to cause her death. Nevertheless Doreen dragged the cot into the main bedroom while Benjamin gave it an energetic push. After his bath she lowered him into the cot and sat on the bed to read him Cinderella’s tale divested of any ugliness, and then she went downstairs with the monitor.


She couldn’t read. She was too aware of the silence in the monitor and throughout the house. Before long she was nervously ready for bed, but she found herself switching on her laptop. Rumpelstiltskin wasn’t the only name to figure in versions of the old tale, and she repeated all the names until they were fixed in her head. She felt close to senile for carrying on like that, but would she really rather think she’d neglected some method of protecting Benjamin? When she was certain of recalling the names she tiptoed up to bed.


Benjamin murmured and grew still as she slipped under the quilt. Doreen suspected she would be unable to sleep, but she opened her eyes on the far side of a darkness that had lasted until midnight. As she read the time she heard the voice. ‘You’ve been trying to find my name out, have you? Try all you like.’


It was closer to her than the cot – perhaps as close as the inside of her head. When she blinked at the dimness, the cot was the only unfamiliar object she could see. ‘You’ll leave us alone if I name you, will you?’ she said so softly she could barely hear herself.


‘Try me.’


‘It wouldn’t be Whuppity Stoorie, would it?’


‘Not in your lifetime,’ the voice said in a mockingly Scottish falsetto.


‘Tom Tit Tot, then.’


‘Not on your tits and not on your tot.’


‘Ruidoquedito.’


‘Not even if you say it right.’ Having rejected the rest of the names as well, the voice said ‘Aren’t you going to ask them at the court?’


Doreen was instinctively suspicious. ‘Why would you want me to?’


‘Let them see there’s no name in their records and maybe they’ll have to reopen the hearing.’


That was why she’d felt she oughtn’t to call, Doreen realised now. ‘What difference would that make?’


‘Maybe they’d have to tell the father and give him another chance.’


‘Or,’ Doreen said in a rage that made her reckless, ‘you could tell him.’


‘No chance of that. Nobody else can hear me.’ As Benjamin shifted in his cot – perhaps Doreen’s outburst had roused him – the voice said ‘I’ll leave you a sign, though. Or do you think you’re doing it all?’


‘I don’t—’ Doreen began without knowing how to continue, only to realise she was talking to herself. Listening for an intruder in the room kept her apprehensively awake, but at some point exhaustion put out her vigilance until she heard Benjamin’s morning murmur. She had to waken fully to recall why it was closer than usual, though that didn’t help her to grasp what he was mumbling – hardly ‘Observe or differ on truth’ any more than ‘Run forever, tots, be hid’ and still less ‘Bred introvert, ooh, suffer.’ He started chatting to her once he met her eyes, but she couldn’t help glancing away in search of a sign. Perhaps it hadn’t been left in the room, if indeed the threat wasn’t just an elderly woman’s fearful dream.


She could see nothing wrong downstairs either. Benjamin was eager to walk to the trains again, though he was untypically mute on the way, so that she wondered if he didn’t find anything worthy of a comment. Wouldn’t he have remarked on a dwarfish shape that seemed to peer over a net in a tennis court before somehow hiding behind the mesh? Perhaps the tuft like greasy unkempt hair that poked above at least one mound on the golf course was too insignificant, but how about the childish shape that dodged out of sight around the school? Doreen wouldn’t have expected to glimpse an apparently unaccompanied child in more than one of the shops, but surely these impressions were symptoms of sleeplessness, like the face that glared out of the antique dealer’s window before sinking into a vase. ‘Robber jug,’ Benjamin said, having found words at last, and Doreen rather wished he hadn’t rediscovered those.


The red lights at the level crossing blazed in her eyes while the clangour of the bells jerked her nerves. Though the trains were almost empty, Benjamin kept repeating ‘He’s looking.’ Surely he meant the toddler on the opposite side of the tracks – a real child, not one of Doreen’s fancies, wheeled in a buggy by his mother. All the same, the phrase Benjamin kept parroting worked on Doreen’s nerves. Each train reminded her of a strip of film being drawn through a gate, because she could easily imagine that a face was peering over the lower edge of every window – just the top of a face, but the same one. Six trains had to pass before Benjamin had had enough, by which time Doreen certainly had.


Once he was safe in his cot she lay down on the bed. She didn’t mean to fall asleep, but she jolted awake to find him at the bars and more than ready for his lunch. As soon as he’d devoured it and she’d cleaned him up she drove to Jonquil’s. ‘Don’t worry and don’t rush,’ Jonquil said as he ran to find Daisy. ‘You take all the time you need with his surprise.’


At home Doreen set about making the cake. It wasn’t quite enough to distract her from being alone in the house or from recalling how she’d felt last year. She had been on the train to London when her phone had jangled with Anna’s final text:




Sorry, mummy. You won’t understand but he’ll get in.





Doreen had certainly never understood how Anna could have left Benjamin with a friend and overdosed on drugs she’d obtained somewhere to supplement the ones the doctor had prescribed. Did Doreen understand at last, or was the memory undermining her mind? She left the cake in the oven and went up to lock the wardrobe; she needn’t risk Benjamin finding his presents while he was sharing the room.


The stunted figure that peered out of the cot was only one of the bears. She opened the wardrobe to glance at the presents, and her hand clenched on the wood. She’d arranged the wrapped packages along the back of the wardrobe, but now they were piled in a ramshackle stack against the left-hand corner. So this was the sign, or had she done it herself in her sleep, if not in some more distracted state? Suppose instead that the doubts had been planted in her mind as a distraction? She ducked into the wardrobe to line up the presents and made sure the door was locked. She’d begun to think there was something else she needed to recognise.


Though she took her time over icing the cake, the middle of the big blue digit on the yellow sugar carapace betrayed an inadvertent shiver. The day was growing dark when she hurried to the car, so that she didn’t immediately notice the small figure in the child’s seat. It was all the more unobtrusive for the absence of a head. It was a toy, either a plastic baby or a toddler, and its head had been chewed off; the tooth marks were still glistening. The door was unlocked; perhaps Doreen had been so distracted she’d left it that way. She flung the doll into the rubbish bin on her drive, and once she was able to control her hands she started the car.


Jonquil met her with a momentary frown. ‘Has everything been all right?’ Doreen blurted.


‘We’ve all been having fun. Maybe some of us a bit more than others. He’s got a funny notion of hide and seek, hasn’t he?’


‘How funny?’ Doreen said without expecting any mirth.


‘He kept telling Daisy somebody was doing it. She wasn’t too fond, to tell you the truth.’


‘You mustn’t upset Daisy if you want her for your friend.’ Doreen waited until Benjamin was in the child seat, which she’d vigorously wiped, before she added ‘Who was hiding, Benjamin?’


‘Mr Toothy.’


Doreen did her best to withhold a shiver. ‘Is that his name?’


‘I call him it.’


She oughtn’t to have bothered asking. It was pointless to expect Benjamin to give her the real name, supposing one even existed – and then, with a jerk of her whole body that made her stall the engine, she knew what she’d been struggling to realise. ‘Benjamin,’ she said, ‘what are those things you’ve been saying when you wake up?’


‘Can’t remember.’ Somewhat indignantly he said, ‘Asleep.’


‘I mean,’ Doreen said, praying that she would be able to bring them to mind, ‘where did you hear them?’


‘Don’t know. Asleep.’


She was almost sure, and she sped the car home. Nobody was waiting in the high chair, and even Benjamin’s toys seemed not to have been touched. She played with him and watched him dine and cleared up the remains while her head swarmed with words that tumbled over one another to adopt new shapes. They hadn’t revealed anything she would call a secret by the time Hubert phoned. ‘What are you doing with yourself tonight?’ he said.


‘Just thinking.’


‘Try not to miss anyone too much, yes? I’ll be with you tomorrow as soon as I can.’


‘What will you be doing in the meantime?’


‘I may take the chance to relax.’ He sounded apologetic. ‘I’ll see to it you can soon,’ he said, and when she switched on the loudspeaker ‘You take special care of our favourite lady till I’m home, Benjamin.’


There was no sign of an intruder in the bathroom, and the wardrobe was still locked. Doreen’s mind was chattering with words and unmanageable fragments of words, and she read Benjamin the shortest story in the book, about the emperor who didn’t know he was exposed. He looked solemn when she’d finished, even while she gave him a goodnight kiss and another. As she watched him fall reluctantly asleep she thought of staying upstairs – and then she realised how the clamour in her brain had prevented her from thinking. She fetched the monitor and hurried down to the computer.


Had her inspiration given her false hope? The websites that created anagrams didn’t deal with groups of words as long as the ones she was desperate to reshape. Eventually she found a site that did, and typed in one of the sets of words she remembered overhearing. In a few seconds she was shown a rearrangement that made her feel both sickened and triumphant. ‘That’s it,’ she whispered. ‘There’s still magic somewhere.’ She tried some of the other bunches of words to be certain, and then she got ready for bed.


She didn’t expect to sleep, but in case she did she set the alarm and hid the clock under her pillow. She was wakened by activity that felt as if someone was groping for her face. It was the vibration of the alarm. As she fumbled to turn it off a voice came out of the dark. ‘Are you ready for me?’


She didn’t answer until she had quelled the alarm. ‘Who are you talking to?’


‘Who else but the woman that thinks she knows.’


‘It could be Benjamin, couldn’t it? When you said nobody else could hear you didn’t mean only I could.’


‘Clever woman. You all think you are.’


‘It’s you that thinks he is,’ Doreen retorted so fiercely she almost forgot to keep her voice down. ‘You’re worse than a child. You thought you could tease Benjamin, you’ve got so much contempt for us, but you didn’t think he could let me know even if he didn’t realise.’


‘Do you even know what you’re talking about? Just listen to yourself. Your mind’s gone, Doreen.’


‘Not while I know my own name. Shall I tell you why nobody knows yours?’


‘Amaze me. I’m in no hurry now he’s mine.’


‘Because you haven’t got one.’


She heard a shrill giggle mixed with a grinding of teeth. ‘Then you can’t tell me and save him.’


‘I can tell you what you’re called, though.’


‘I’m waiting. I’m all ears except for a mouth.’


‘Is it hurt for reversion of debt?’


‘That’s not even a name,’ the voice said, sounding as sharp as bared teeth.


‘I said you’ve never had one. Do they call you furtive horror? Often beds?’


‘You’re raving, woman. You’re as mad as your daughter.’


‘Because you and Denny made her.’ Doreen’s grief came close to robbing her of control, but it mustn’t while she was protecting Benjamin. ‘Trove of birth ensured for,’ she murmured.


‘Not even a sentence,’ the voice scoffed, but it was growing ragged. ‘I’ve had enough of you. It’s time.’


‘Yes,’ Doreen said. ‘It’s my time and my family’s.’ She was tired of taunting him with words the computer had shown her. ‘They call you devourer of the firstborn,’ she said.


A shape reared up beside the cot, howling like a beast of prey. While it wasn’t much taller than Benjamin, it was as squat as a toad. In the dimness she couldn’t distinguish much more, especially about its face, perhaps because it had so little of one. She saw a gaping mouth and the glimmer of far too many teeth, and then the jaws yawned more enormously still. The head split wide as though it was being engulfed by the mouth, and another convulsive gulp made short work of the body. The howl was cut off as though it had imploded, and Benjamin wakened with a cry. As he started whimpering Doreen hurried across the deserted room to hug him. ‘Happy birthday, Benjamin,’ she said.
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The Singing Bone



IN A CERTAIN country there was once great lamentation over a wild boar that laid waste the farmer’s fields, killed the cattle, and ripped up people’s bodies with his tusks.


The king promised a large reward to anyone who would free the land from this plague, but the beast was so big and strong that no one dared to go near the forest in which it lived. At last the king gave notice that whosoever should capture or kill the wild boar should have his only daughter to wife.


Now there lived in the country two brothers, sons of a poor man, who declared themselves willing to undertake the hazardous enterprise – the elder, who was crafty and shrewd, out of pride; the younger, who was innocent and simple, from a kind heart.


The king said, ‘In order that you may be the more sure of finding the beast, you must go into the forest from opposite sides.’


So the elder went in on the west side, and the younger on the east. When the younger had gone a short way, a little man stepped up to him. He held in his hand a black spear and said, ‘I give you this spear because your heart is pure and good. With this you can boldly attack the wild boar, and it will do you no harm.’


He thanked the little man, shouldered the spear, and went on fearlessly.


Before long he saw the beast, which rushed at him, but he held the spear towards it, and in its blind fury it ran so swiftly against it that its heart was cloven in twain. Then he took the monster on his back and went homewards with it to the king.


As he came out at the other side of the wood, there stood at the entrance a house where people were making merry with wine and dancing. His elder brother had gone in there, and, thinking that after all the boar would not run away from him, was going to drink until he felt brave.


But when he saw his young brother coming out of the wood laden with his booty, his envious, evil heart gave him no peace.


He called out to him, ‘Come in, dear brother – rest and refresh yourself with a cup of wine.’


The youth, who suspected no evil, went in and told him about the good little man who had given him the spear wherewith he had slain the boar.


The elder brother kept him there until the evening, and then they went away together. And when in the darkness they came to a bridge over a brook, the elder brother let the other go first; and when he was half-way across he gave him such a blow from behind that he fell down dead.


He buried him beneath the bridge, took the boar, and carried it to the king, pretending that he had killed it, whereupon he obtained the king’s daughter in marriage.


And when his younger brother did not come back he said, ‘The boar must have ripped up his body’, and everyone believed it.


But as nothing remains hidden from God, so this black deed also was to come to light.


*

Years afterwards a shepherd was driving his herd across the bridge, and saw lying in the sand beneath, a snow-white little bone. He thought that it would make a good mouth-piece, so he clambered down, picked it up, and cut out of it a mouth-piece for his horn. But when he blew through it for the first time, to his great astonishment, the bone began of its own accord to sing:




‘Ah, friend thou blowest upon my bone.


Long have I lain beside the water,


my brother slew me for the boar,


and took for his wife the king’s young daughter.’





‘What a wonderful horn,’ said the shepherd, ‘it sings by itself. I must take it to my lord the king.’


And when he came with it to the king, the horn again began to sing its little song. The king understood it all, and caused the ground below the bridge to be dug-up, and then the whole skeleton of the murdered man came to light.


The wicked brother could not deny the deed, and was sewn up in a sack and drowned. But the bones of the murdered man were laid to rest in a beautiful tomb in the churchyard.
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Down to a Sunless Sea



NEIL GAIMAN


THE THAMES IS a filthy beast: it winds through London like a snake, or a sea serpent. All the rivers flow into it, the Fleet and the Tyburn and the Neckinger, carrying all the filth and scum and waste, the bodies of cats and dogs and the bones of sheep and pigs down into the brown water of the Thames, which carries them east into the estuary and from there into the North Sea and oblivion.


It is raining in London. The rain washes the dirt into the gutters, and it swells streams into rivers, rivers into powerful things. The rain is a noisy thing, splashing and pattering and rattling the rooftops. If it is clean water as it falls from the skies it only needs to touch London to become dirt, to stir dust and make it mud.


Nobody drinks it, neither the rain water nor the river water. They make jokes about Thames water killing you instantly, and it is not true. There are mudlarks who will dive deep for thrown pennies then come up again, spout the river water, shiver and hold up their coins. They do not die, of course, or not of that, although there are no mudlarks over fifteen years of age.


The woman does not appear to care about the rain.


She walks the Rotherhithe docks, as she has done for years, for decades: nobody knows how many years, because nobody cares. She walks the docks, or she stares out to sea. She examines the ships as they bob at anchor. She must do something to keep body and soul from dissolving their partnership, but none of the folk of the dock have the foggiest idea what this could be.


You take refuge from the deluge beneath a canvas awning put up by a sailmaker. You believe yourself to be alone under there, at first, for she is statue – still and staring out across the water, even though there is nothing to be seen through the curtain of rain. The far side of the Thames has vanished.


And then she sees you. She sees you and she begins to talk, not to you, oh no, but to the grey water that falls from the grey sky into the grey river. She says, ‘My son wanted to be a sailor,’ and you do not know what to reply, or how to reply. You would have to shout to make yourself heard over the roar of the rain, but she talks, and you listen. You discover yourself craning and straining to catch her words.


‘My son wanted to be a sailor.


‘I told him not to go to sea. “I’m your mother,” I said. “The sea won’t love you like I love you; she’s cruel.” But he said, “Oh Mother, I need to see the world. I need to see the sun rise in the tropics, and watch the Northern Lights dance in the Arctic sky, and most of all I need to make my fortune and then, when it’s made, I will come back to you, and build you a house, and you will have servants, and we will dance, Mother, oh how we will dance …”


‘“And what would I do in a fancy house?” I asked him. “You’re a fool with your fine talk.” I told him of his father, who never came back from the sea – some said he was dead and lost overboard, while some swore blind they’d seen him running a whorehouse in Amsterdam.


‘It’s all the same. The sea took him.


‘When he was twelve years old, my boy ran away, down to the docks, and he shipped on the first ship he found, to Flores in the Azores, they told me.


‘There’s ships of ill-omen. Bad ships. They give them a lick of paint after each disaster, and a new name, to fool the unwary.


‘Sailors are superstitious. The word gets around. This ship was run aground by its captain, on orders of the owners, to defraud the insurers; and then, all mended and as good as new, it gets taken by pirates; and then it takes a shipment of blankets and becomes a plague ship crewed by the dead, and only three men bring it into port in Harwich …


‘My son had shipped on a stormcrow ship. It was on the homeward leg of the journey, with him bringing me his wages – for he was too young to have spent them on women and on grog, like his father – that the storm hit.


‘He was the smallest one in the lifeboat.


‘They said they drew lots fairly, but I do not believe it. He was smaller than them. After eight days adrift in the boat, they were so hungry. And if they did draw lots, they cheated.


‘They gnawed his bones clean, one by one, and they gave them to his new mother, the sea. She shed no tears and took them without a word. She’s cruel.


‘Some nights I wish he had not told me the truth. He could have lied.


‘They gave my boy’s bones to the sea, but the ship’s mate – who had known my husband, and known me too, better than my husband thought he did, if truth were told – he kept a bone, as a keepsake.


‘When they got back to land, all of them swearing my boy was lost in the storm that sank the ship, he came in the night, and he told me the truth of it, and he gave me the bone, for the love there had once been between us.


‘I said, “You’ve done a bad thing, Jack. That was your son that you’ve eaten.”


‘The sea took him too, that night. He walked into her, with his pockets filled with stones, and he kept walking. He’d never learned to swim.


‘And I put the bone on a chain to remember them both by, late at night, when the wind crashes the ocean waves and tumbles them on to the sand, when the wind howls around the houses like a baby crying.’


The rain is easing, and you think she is done, but now, for the first time, she looks at you and appears to be about to say something. She has pulled something from around her neck and now she is reaching it out to you.


‘Here,’ she says. Her eyes, when they meet yours, are as brown as the Thames. ‘Would you like to touch it?’


You want to pull it from her neck, to toss it into the river for the mudlarks to find or to lose. But instead you stumble out from under the canvas awning, and the water of the rain runs down your face like someone else’s tears.
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Rapunzel



THERE WERE ONCE a man and a woman who had long in vain wished for a child. At length the woman hoped that God was about to grant her desire.


These people had a little window at the back of their house from which a splendid garden could be seen, which was full of the most beautiful flowers and herbs. It was, however, surrounded by a high wall, and no one dared to go into it because it belonged to an enchantress, who had great power and was dreaded by all the world.


One day the woman was standing by this window and looking down into the garden, when she saw a bed which was planted with the most beautiful rampion-rapunzel, and it looked so fresh and green that she longed for it, and had the greatest desire to eat some.


This desire increased every day, and as she knew that she could not get any of it, she quite pined away, and began to look pale and miserable.


Then her husband was alarmed, and asked, ‘What ails you, dear wife?’


‘Ah,’ she replied, ‘if I can’t eat some of the rampion, which is in the garden behind our house, I shall die.’


The man, who loved her, thought, sooner than let your wife die, bring her some of the rampion yourself, let it cost what it will.


At twilight, he clambered down over the wall into the garden of the enchantress, hastily clutched a handful of rampion, and took it to his wife.


She at once made herself a salad of it, and ate it greedily. It tasted so good to her – so very good – that the next day she longed for it three times as much as before. If he was to have any rest, her husband must once more descend into the garden.


In the gloom of evening, therefore, he let himself down again. But when he had clambered down the wall he was terribly afraid, for he saw the enchantress standing before him.


‘How can you dare,’ said she with angry look, ‘descend into my garden and steal my rampion like a thief? You shall suffer for it.’


‘Ah,’ answered he, ‘let mercy take the place of justice, I only made up my mind to do it out of necessity. My wife saw your rampion from the window, and felt such a longing for it that she would have died if she had not got some to eat.’


Then the enchantress allowed her anger to be softened, and said to him, ‘If the case be as you say, I will allow you to take away with you as much rampion as you will, only I make one condition – you must give me the child which your wife will bring into the world. It shall be well-treated, and I will care for it like a mother.’


The man in his terror consented to everything. And when the woman was brought to bed, the enchantress appeared at once, gave the child the name of Rapunzel, and took it away with her.


*

Rapunzel grew into the most beautiful child under the sun.


When she was twelve years old, the enchantress shut her into a tower, which lay in a forest, and had neither stairs nor door, but quite at the top was a little window. When the enchantress wanted to go in, she placed herself beneath it and cried: ‘Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair to me.’


Rapunzel had magnificent long hair, fine as spun gold, and when she heard the voice of the enchantress she unfastened her braided tresses, wound them around one of the hooks of the window above, and then the hair fell twenty ells down, and the enchantress climbed up by it.


After a year or two, it came to pass that the King’s son rode through the forest and passed by the tower. Then he heard a song, which was so charming that he stood still and listened. This was Rapunzel, who in her solitude passed her time in letting her sweet voice resound.


The King’s son wanted to climb up to her, and looked for the door of the tower, but none was to be found. He rode home, but the singing had so deeply touched his heart that every day he went out into the forest and listened to it.


Once when he was thus standing behind a tree, he saw that an enchantress came there, and he heard how she cried: ‘Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair.’ Then Rapunzel let down the braids of her hair, and the enchantress climbed up to her.


‘If that is the ladder by which one mounts, I too will try my fortune,’ said he. And the next day when it began to grow dark, he went to the tower and cried: ‘Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair.’


Immediately the hair fell down and the King’s son climbed up.


At first Rapunzel was terribly frightened when a man, such as her eyes had never yet beheld, came to her. But the King’s son began to talk to her quite like a friend, and told her that his heart had been so stirred that it had let him have no rest, and he had been forced to see her.


Then Rapunzel lost her fear, and when he asked her if she would take him for her husband, and she saw that he was young and handsome, she thought, he will love me more than old dame Gothel does.


And she said yes, and laid her hand in his. She said, ‘I will willingly go away with you, but I do not know how to get down. Bring with you a skein of silk every time that you come, and I will weave a ladder with it. And when that is ready, I will descend, and you will take me on your horse.’


They agreed that until that time he should come to her every evening, for the old woman came by day.


The enchantress remarked nothing of this, until once Rapunzel said to her, ‘Tell me, Dame Gothel, how it happens that you are so much heavier for me to draw up than the young King’s son – he is with me in a moment?’


‘Ah! You wicked child!’ cried the enchantress. ‘What do I hear you say? I thought I had separated you from all the world, and yet you have deceived me.’ In her anger she clutched Rapunzel’s beautiful tresses, wrapped them twice around her left hand, seized a pair of scissors with the right, and snip, snap, they were cut off, and the lovely braids lay on the ground. And she was so pitiless that she took poor Rapunzel into a desert, where she had to live in great grief and misery.


On the same day that she cast out Rapunzel, however, the enchantress fastened the braids of hair, which she had cut off, to the hook of the window, and when the King’s son came and cried: ‘Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair’, she let the hair down.


The King’s son ascended, but instead of finding his dearest Rapunzel, he found the enchantress, who gazed at him with wicked and venomous looks. ‘Aha!’ she cried mockingly, ‘you would fetch your dearest, but the beautiful bird sits no longer singing in the nest. The cat has got it, and will scratch out your eyes as well. Rapunzel is lost to you. You will never see her again!’


The King’s son was beside himself with pain, and in his despair he leapt down from the tower. He escaped with his life, but the thorns into which he fell pierced his eyes. Then he wandered quite blind about the forest, ate nothing but roots and berries, and did naught but lament and weep over the loss of his dearest wife.


Thus he roamed about in misery for some years, and at length came to the desert where Rapunzel, with the twins to which she had given birth – a boy and a girl – lived in wretchedness.


He heard a voice, and it seemed so familiar to him that he went towards it. And when he approached, Rapunzel knew him and fell on his neck and wept. Two of her tears wetted his eyes and they grew clear again, and he could see with them as before.


He led her to his kingdom where he was joyfully received, and they lived for a long time afterwards, happy and contented.





Open Your Window, Golden Hair



TANITH LEE


AT THE POINT where the trees parted, he saw the tower. It seemed framed in space, standing on a rise, the pines climbing everywhere towards it in swathes, like blue-black fur, but not yet reaching the top of the hill. A strange tower, perhaps, he thought. The stone was ancient and obdurate, in the way of some old things – and these not exclusively inanimate. He could remember an old woman from his youth, that everyone called a witch, crag-like and immovable in both grim attitude and seeming longevity. Someone had said of her that she had never been younger than fifty, and never aged beyond seventy – ‘But in counted years she’s easily ninety by now’. The tower was like that.


Brown raised his binoculars, and studied it attentively, rather as he had so many landmarks on his excursion through Europe; he did this more as if he should, than because he particularly wanted or needed to.


But the tower was rather odd. Caught in that mirror-gap of spatial emptiness, only the cloudless sheet of earliest summer sky behind it, turning towards late afternoon, a warmly watery, pale golden blank of light. The tower was nearly in silhouette. Yet something hung down, surely, from the high, narrow window-slits. What was that? It had a yellowish effect, strands and eddies – creepers, perhaps.


Should he check the tower in the guidebook? No. He must make on to the little inn which, he had been told, lay just above the road to the west. It would take about half an hour to reach it, and by then the sun would be near to setting. He did not fancy the woods after nightfall, at least, not alone.


*


He was not sure about the inn. They were so welcoming and kindly-spoken he suspected at once they might be planning to rob him, either directly or through the charges they would apply to his bed and board.


But the evening went on comfortably enough, with beer and various types of not unpleasant food. There was a fire lit, too, which was needed since, with sunfall, a slight but definite chill had seeped into the world. Brown had selected and retained a good seat to one side of the hearth. Here, after his meal, he smoked and wrote up a few brief notes on the day’s travel. This exercise was mainly to provide something with which to regale acquaintances on his return. He sensed he would otherwise forget a lot. The general run of things did not often linger very long in his mind. Having, then, made a note on it, he asked the so-genial host about the tower.


‘Oh, we do not speak of it,’ said the host gravely. ‘It is unlucky.’


‘For whom?’ bantered Brown.


‘For any. An old place, once a witch’s fortress.’


‘Witches, eh?’


The host, having refilled Brown’s tankard, straightened and solemnly said, ‘It is unlucky even to look at it. To go there is most inadvisable.’ And after this, rather belying his previous assertion that one had better not talk about the tower, he announced, ‘Long whiles ago, back in times of history, it was said a creature also lived in the tower, the servant of the witch. She had bred it by force on a human woman, they say, and all the while the mother carried this monster-child, the witch fed the woman special liquids and herbs of power from her own uncanny garden. When the baby came forth, the mother, no surprise to us much, died. The creature then grew in the charge of the witch, and did her bidding for evil, and for all manners of ill.’


‘A fascinating story,’ said Brown, who thought he was actually quite bored.


‘There is more,’ said the host, now gazing starkly up at the inn’s low, smoky rafters. ‘Men were drawn to the tower, and somehow clambered up there. They were lured by the vision of a lovely young woman with golden hair, who would lean out of the narrow window and flirt with and exhort them. But when they reached the stony place above and crawled in at the window – Ah!’ exclaimed the host quite vehemently, making Brown jump and spill some of his beer – perhaps a ploy, so he would have to purchase more – ‘Ah, sweet Virgin and Lordship Christ, protect and succour us. No one must look at the tower, or venture close. I have said far too much, good mister. Forget what I have uttered.’
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Brown dreamed. He had gone back to the tower.


However, he was much younger, maybe eighteen or seventeen years of age. And his father was standing over Brown, as so often Mr Brown senior had done, admonishing his son: ‘Don’t touch it, boy. It isn’t to be touched.’


Yet surely – it was. All that golden floating fluff – like golden feathers escaping from a pillow full of swansdown – which down had come from golden swans.


‘But it’s so sweet, Father,’ said Brown.


And frowningly woke in the tiny bedroom up under the roof at the forest inn.


Midnight, harshly if voicelessly declared his watch.


Now he would be awake all night.


Next moment, Brown was once more fast asleep and dreaming …


Treacle goldenly flowed. Of course it was sweet. He tasted it, licked it up, swallowed and swallowed, could not get enough. He had been deprived of confectionery when a child, his strict father had seen to that.


The only difficulty was that the treacle also spilled all over him. He was covered in the stuff. There would be such trouble, later. Better then enjoy himself while he could. Brown opened his mouth wider, and held out both his eager, clutching hands.


*


The next day dawned bright as any cliché, and Brown got up with the abrupt, rather dreary awareness that he must now go on with his exciting, adventurous journey across Europe. What, after all, was the point, really? Had he been a writer he might have made something of it, some book. Or a playboy would have used the time pretty well, though in a different way and through an unlike agenda. But Brown? What could Brown do with it? Bore people, no doubt, with badly recollected snippets of this and that. Even snippets like the tall tale the inn-host had cooked up last night. It had caused some funny dreams, that. What had they been? Something about sweets, was it, and – gold? Ridiculous.


Brown ate his breakfast in an ordinary silence, which the host respected. If the man felt either embarrassed or scornfully amused at his previous storytelling, one could not be certain. He might even, Brown decided, have forgotten it. Conceivably, he subjected every traveller who spoke of anything to some such dramatic recital.


After breakfast, Brown paid his bill, and left the inn.


His next stop was to be a town by a river, both with unpronounceable names. It should take about four hours to reach the unpronounceable town. If everything ran to plan.


Presently, Brown, striding through the sun-splashed blackness of the forest, realised he must have taken the wrong track. For it seemed to him the landscape was familiar. That leaning sapling, for example, and the fallen pine beyond – and then that break in the trees, through which the daylight currently streamed so vividly.


Brown halted, staring out with disfavour and a degree of annoyance. And there, sun-painted now on the sky, stood up again the old tower, with the pines still climbing towards it, and the yellow weeds still hanging down by the windows.


*


For a long while Brown paused, gazing at the tower. It was not a great distance away, perhaps a couple of miles, or not so much. He noticed a slender path of trodden earth ran down through the forest here, that seemed to lead directly to the foot of the hill, which really, itself, was not significantly steep.


He found he had walked forward without noticing it, and was on the beginnings of the path, descending towards the shallow valley that lay below the hill. See what sheer indolence, mere indifference, could lead to! Did he truly want to go in this direction? Did he want to climb up and gape at a nondescript ruin – which probably it was, a ruin, when one saw it close to? Then again, why not? It was all the same to him. One more rather pointless episode. Climbed up to tower, he mentally penned in his notes: Nothing much to look at. Perhaps dating from the 15th century; creepers all over it. Not much of a view, as surrounded on all sides by the forest.


*


As he had believed, the path and the subsequent climb were not overly taxing for a man who had, so far, mostly walked through two or three countries already.


Well before noon, he had come up and out just below the hilltop, and the stonework loomed in front of him.


Something about the tower was, after all, rather interesting – but what? It was lean, which had made it look taller, though it was not in fact high – perhaps thirty-five feet? It was constructed of a darkish, smoothish stone, polished subsequently by weather, like the carapace of some hard, smooth, rugged sea-creature, possibly. The narrow window-slits appeared quite a way off from the ground, but were, of course, only some twenty-eight or thirty feet up. Nor would they be so narrow, one reasoned, when viewed at their own level. Something he would not be able to do. It was not a tower to climb, not in any way. Nor did he wish to. What, besides, could be up there – an empty stone space? – or else it was full of the wrecked debris from some previous era, only left unthieved because it was so worthless.


But there was a curious and strangely pleasant smell that hung around the tower. It did not resemble the balsamic fragrance of the pines, let alone their other flavours of dryness and wetness, fruition and fading death. On the contrary, the tower had a – what was it? A sort of honeyed scent, like the tempting sweetmeats of the Middle East.


Was it the peculiar hanging creepers that gave off this aroma? There seemed to be nothing else that would do so.


Brown was reluctant to go nearer and sniff at them. They were doubtless full of insects, and might even have tiny thorns. One could never tell with alien species. Their colour, however, was really after all quite beautiful. Less yellow than a golden effect, a shining radiant hue.


There now, despite his caution, he had approached very close. In fact, there seemed nothing remotely injurious about the plant. It was, if anything, extremely silken, and totally untangled – as if (fanciful notion) combed by careful and loving hands. And yes, the perfume was exuded by these multiple ‘locks’. Irresistibly, Brown leaned forward and drew into his lungs the delicious scent. What was it that this recalled for him? Was it confectionery – or flowers? Exactly then, something gleamed out above him.


Involuntarily, Brown’s neck snapped back. He found he gaped up the stem of the tower at the single window-slit directly above. He noted as he did so that, oddly, the creeper actually seemed, instead of having grown about the stone embrasures, to be extruded from their openings – hung out of the windows like some weird and ethereal washing, falling free thereafter down the tower wall.


But what had that been meanwhile – that glimpse he had had – something which passed across the slit thirty feet above; something white and vivid and – surely – alive—?


Arrested there, straining his neck, Brown was aware in that moment of a wild memory, the line of some poem, or of a song made from one, a piece by a well-known and respected poet and novelist – Thomas Hardy, was it? – Golden Hair – open your window – Golden Hair—


Something shifted, some loose array of pebbles, or a rock, under the sole of one of Brown’s boots. Losing his balance, instinctively he grabbed for the side of the tower. But his hands missed their purchase and met instead the warm waterfall of the creeper. How strong it was, yet exquisitely silky and soft, vibrant with its own aureate and glowing life-force. A delight to touch, to hold. And the perfume now, pouring over him, wonderful as some mysterious drug.


He sensed he could fall forward and the creeper would respond. It would catch him and lull him, support and caress him; he need fear nothing. With a startled oath, Brown sprang backwards. An icy sweat had burst from every pore of his body. The world rocked beneath him and all about. He was – quite terrified. What in God’s name had happened—?


‘Damnation!’ Brown exclaimed.


How absurd – the creeper – the creeper had attached itself to him, to his fingers, hands and arms – a rich swathe had folded itself against his chest, nestling there on his clothing, on the skin of his neck, stuck fast. For it was sticky. Sticky as some ghastly glue—


Struggling, writhing and floundering, he shouted and swore and tore at the encumbrance, trying, exasperated, and next with all his strength, to pull free – how stupid, how silly. He was a fool – but how, how to release himself? The more he pulled and fought, the more it wrapped itself against, on to and around him. Now it had somehow got up into his hair, dislodging his hat, and it had wound about his throat – like an expensive muffler – and the scent, too sweet finally, cloying, sickening – he retched, and chokingly bellowed for help to some nonexistent fellow human, to the sky and to the tower itself, to God. None and nothing replied.


*


Silence then. A hiatus. Brown had ceased to resist, since resistance seemed futile. Through his mind went a jumble of the words of the inn-host: ‘To go there – inadvisable. Even to look at it – unlucky.’ So no one would come in this direction, and if they must, they would not look. Nor listen and heed, presumably, should they hear anyone calling or crying out for assistance—


In the name of Heaven, what was he to do?


Brown tried to collect himself together. The situation was fantastic, but had to be rectifiable. He was a grown man, not unstrong. True, he could not reach his pocket-knife, the only cutting implement he possessed, aside from his teeth and nails – which would inevitably be inadequate. And the creeper had roped him round very securely. But there must be some way! Stay calm, and think.


Thoughts came, but they were no help. He saw himself instead held here for weeks, months, as he slowly died of hunger and thirst, or was poisoned by the stenchful sweetness.


So horrible was this, and so unusually sharply imagined, that for a moment he missed the other, newer sensation.


But then the faint quiver and tensing grew more adamant, and next there was a solid jerk that tipped him off his feet. Tangled in the weedy net he did not, of course, fall. Or rather, he seemed to be falling upwards—


For several seconds, Brown did not grasp what was happening. But soon enough reality flooded in. It would have been hard to ignore, indeed, as the ground dropped away, the hillside too, the forested valley, even the lower pines on the surrounding heights. The old stones rubbed slickly against him as he slid. The sky seemed to open, staring eyeless yet intent at his incongruous plight, while the creeper, muscular as the arms of a giant, dragged him without any effort up the stalk of the ancient tower.


*


Perhaps he lost consciousness for a minute. That was what had happened. He was only dimly aware of the rough tugging and squeezing that shovelled him in at the thin, hard window-slit. His knees and left shoulder were particularly bruised. But they were minor concerns, given the rest.


Spun up in the golden creeper-mass, coughing and retching still, the spasms uncontrollable if intermittent, Brown lay in a knotted ball on a floor of bitterly cold stone. He was not able really to move, for the slightest motion, even the helpless oesophageal spasms, seemed to glue and mesh him more, and so confine him further.


The internal atmosphere was dark, though not lightless. The day poured through at the narrow slot and lit his golden chains heartlessly. Here and there patches of light also smudged the stony inner walls. They comprised a room he supposed, a guard-post, one assumed, centuries before. But now nothing was there, only himself, and the restraining weed.


Inadvertently almost, Brown thrust and rolled and kicked at his binding – or attempted to do so. It was, as earlier, to no avail – in fact, again, it made things somewhat worse.


Brown started to sob, but managed to subdue this. If he lost a grip on himself, he would have nothing left. Nothing at all.


Someone had hauled him up here. That much was evident. They had used the creeper, which must have been treated in some bizarre way and had therefore become both lure and trap. Then they had dragged him in like any hapless fish on a line. Soon enough, no doubt, the villain – or villains – would return and hold him to account, maybe requiring a ransom. Brown groaned aloud, thinking of his two maiden aunts, neither wealthy, or the feckless uncle whom Brown had not seen for more than fourteen years. But maybe there would be some other way. Or he might even escape, when once he was unbound.


Brown desperately longed then for his enemy to come back, to free him at least, if only partially, from the net. Presently he called out, in a stern though deliberately non-angry manner, firstly in English, then in the correct local vernacular.


No answer was proffered. There was no sound at all – aside, naturally, from the occasional brush of the breeze beyond the window-slit, the pulse of a bird’s wings.


Once he thought he heard a hunter’s dog bark two or three times, in the woods below. If only they would come this way – if only he might call again and be heard.


Brown composed himself on the hard, frigid floor, and in his cramped discomfort and bruised pain. He would have to be patient and stoical. Pragmatic.


The spasms had eased. The perfume reek seemed less. Conversely, he sensed the quietly dismal foetor of an enclosed and poorly ventilated place where beasts had died, and too many years stagnated.


He closed his eyes, for the constricted light dazzled, and the contrasting darkness was too full of cobwebs and shadows and shutness – except there, just beyond where his vision, his head being so constrained from movement, could reach – over there, in that wall, something that might be a very low doorway, a sort of arch … or maybe not.


*


Brown’s watch had stopped – some knock against the window embrasure. But the clock of the day had gone on, and now the evening arrived. The sky outside the tower was turning a soft, delicate mauve, with vague extinguishing tints of red towards what must be the west. It would be very dark soon. It would be night.


Had anyone come in to inspect their catch? He believed not, though somehow it seemed he had fallen either into a stifled doze, or else some kind of trance.


The choking and nausea had passed, but he could not now have moved or struggled, even if the web containing him had permitted it. How curious, Brown mused, deep in his haphazardly self-controlled, near anaesthetic misery, a web. For was not the creeper very like that, a web? Tempting and beautiful in its own way, but sticky, a snare, and the means to an ultimate capture. And storage.


Should he call out again? If anyone had entered the tower, and was below, they must definitely come up to see to him. There might be threats, or violence, but then, if they wanted him for ransom, at least for a while they would try to keep him in one piece – or so he must hope. If he could talk to them, make promises – however rash or implausible – exhort them to see reason. He was not done for yet! He shouted, as loudly and calmly as he was able. And, after a minute, again.


And – yes. There was at last a faint yet quite distinct movement that he had heard, a little below and behind him. If only he could turn his head. Brown endeavoured to, and his neck was spitefully wrenched. He gave out a quickly mastered yelp of physical hurt, protest and frustration.


But the movement, the sound, was being repeated, over and over. Steps, he thought, soft, careful, rather shuffling steps, as of a person elderly, or somewhat infirm, climbing up, towards this room.


Thank God, Brown thought. Thank God.


*


‘Good evening,’ said Brown, urbane yet cool, the proper tone, he had judged, in which to greet his lawless captor. The steps had taken a long time to reach him, and once during their progress he had called out again, but now having spoken, he lay bunched and dumb, tense in every fibre and nerve, awaiting a response – of any kind.


Because he could not turn and see, Brown was visualising a myriad versions of the one who had so astonishingly made a prisoner of him. A bandit, or merely a peasant driven into crime, or some eccentric landowner, a savage child – but disabled, certainly, to assess those footfalls; nevertheless obviously dangerous and conceivably lunatic. Brown must proceed very prudently. Yet even as he speculated on and guessed at all this, he sensed the other behind him, not moving now, needing a pause to recover, maybe, from the climb, although there was no noise of laboured breathing, or other token of distress.
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