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  One




  On a bleak and rocky spit of land which stretched like an arm into the grey North Sea, stood the ancient castle of Carra.




  There was no wilder or more lonely place in the whole of Scotland. Waves dashed themselves against Carra’s grim towers; seabirds nested in the arrow slits on the ramparts, and on a stormy

  night the piled-up skulls in the gatehouse rattled together like billiard balls.




  The castle had belonged to the MacBuffs of Carra for six hundred years and, as you would expect, they were a fierce and bloodthirsty lot. The first MacBuff had slaughtered a hundred rival

  clansmen, cut the hair from their heads, and woven it into a bellrope which he pulled when he wanted his servants to bring him his breakfast. The third MacBuff had thrown a dozen English prisoners

  into the dungeons and gone off on a fishing trip, leaving them to starve to death – and the wood on the drawbridge is stained to this day by the blood of the sixth MacBuff’s relations:

  two aunts, a cousin and a nephew, whom he simply murdered as they rode up to his house to spend Christmas.




  But those times were past. The last few owners of Carra had been quite ordinary, though poor, and the time came when the castle and all its lands belonged to a twelve-year-old boy called

  Alex.




  Alex’s full name was Alexander Robert Hamilton MacBuff, Laird of Carra, of Errenrig and Sethsay. He’d been six months old when his parents were drowned in a sailing accident and

  since then he had lived at Carra with his Great Aunt Geraldine who had come to keep him company when he was left an orphan.




  Alex had brown hair which stood on end when he wasn’t careful and blue eyes that took everything in. He was a sensible and intelligent person and he did his best to be a good master for

  Carra, but it wasn’t easy for there simply wasn’t enough money to do what had to be done. Alex would be sitting at breakfast and there’d be a loud splash outside the window. It

  would be a piece of the West Tower falling into the moat, greatly upsetting the frogs. Or he’d go up the wooden staircase to the gallery to fetch a book he needed for his homework and find

  that the top step just wasn’t there: it had been eaten by death-watch beetles. And everything got very dusty and dirty because there were only three servants where once there had been thirty:

  an old butler with a bad back, a housemaid with bad feet and a cook who heard clunking noises in her head.




  Alex did everything he could to save money. He bicycled each day to the comprehensive school in Errenrig; he washed out his own jeans and he helped with the housework. But a few months after his

  twelfth birthday, his factor came with a lot of pieces of paper covered in figures and when he had gone Alex climbed on to the battlements and stood for a long time looking out to sea.




  Then he came down to find his aunt.




  ‘I have thought and I have thought and I have thought,’ said Alex, ‘and I have decided that I simply have to sell the castle.’




  ‘I’m sure you’re right, dear,’ replied Aunt Geraldine.




  She was not upset because she was not Scottish, and she wanted to go and live somewhere warm like Torquay, in a hotel with a Palm Court Orchestra and kind waiters and a colour telly in her

  bedroom.




  So Alex wrote to the estate agents and they came and put up a notice saying:




   




  THIS CASTLE IS FOR SALE




   




  After this nothing happened for a long time. A few people came and asked stupid questions like ‘Has it got central heating?’ and went away again. Alex had almost given up hope of

  ever selling Carra when one day, as he was doing Chemistry at school, the headmaster himself came into the lab and told Alex to hurry home quickly because a Mr Hiram C. Hopgood, an American

  millionaire, was coming to see the castle that very afternoon.




  Alex just had time to change into his kilt (which the mice had eaten, but not badly) and hurry downstairs before Mr Hopgood’s big black car crossed the drawbridge and drew up in the

  courtyard.




  Hiram Hopgood came from Texas, but he wasn’t wearing a wide-brimmed hat, and he wasn’t chewing gum or smoking a cigar. He was small, with a thin, clever face, tufty grey hair and

  keen blue eyes behind gold-rimmed spectacles. Mr Hopgood already had seventeen oil wells and three factories and a great many department stores, but now he had set his heart on a proper Scottish

  castle which of course you cannot get in Texas, USA.




  ‘You must be the Laird himself,’ said Mr Hopgood, coming to shake hands, and Alex said yes he was, and began to show him round.




  Mr Hopgood seemed to be pleased with what he saw. He liked the West Tower with its screech owls and clusters of sleeping bats, and he liked the East Tower with its rusty thumb screws and the

  iron collars for squeezing people’s throats. He liked the underground passages and the well, with its dark and slimy water; and most of all he liked the bloodstained drawbridge and the

  bellrope woven from the hair of a hundred slaughtered MacCarpetdales.




  When they had finished, Alex took him to have tea with his Aunt Geraldine and then he and Mr Hopgood went into the library to do business.




  ‘I don’t mind telling you, Alex,’ said Mr Hopgood, ‘that I like this castle. I like it very much. It’s natural. It’s unspoilt. It’s Scottish to the

  backbone.’




  Just to show how unspoilt everything was, two large cockroaches walked slowly across the floor and stopped by Mr Hopgood’s shoe, but he didn’t seem to mind in the least.




  ‘If I want hygiene and sanitation I can find it in Texas,’ he said. ‘But what I want is atmosphere. And atmosphere is what Carra has got. Now mind you, I’ve got to check

  out a few points first . . . take a few measurements . . . get a few experts. But I don’t let experts push me around and I’m pretty certain that Carra’s what I’m looking

  for.’




  Alex tried not to look too pleased because he knew that when one is doing business one must keep cool, but his eyes as he stared at Mr Hopgood were full of hope for he could see that the

  American would be a good master for his home.




  ‘Your factor tells me you want to hang on to that little island out there. Sethsay. Is that right?’




  ‘Yes, sir. It’s got a croft on the far side. I’d like to live there when I’m old.’




  Mr Hopgood nodded. ‘Fair enough. I’ve no use for the island. It’s the castle I want. As you know, it’s in a pretty ropy condition so all I’m prepared to offer is

  half a million. Pounds, of course, not dollars. Five hundred thousand pounds.’




  Alex blinked, but he did not bother to pinch himself to see if he was awake. Being awake and being asleep are quite different, he had found. Half a million pounds! Enough to give all the

  servants what they needed for their old age, keep Aunt Geraldine in a grand hotel and still have plenty over for the journeys he meant to make as soon as he was old enough! Enough to go to

  Patagonia and look for the giant sloth . . . Enough to go to the Himalayas and find a yeti!




  ‘I’ll have to see your lawyers, of course,’ Mr Hopgood went on, ‘but as far as you’re concerned would that be acceptable?’




  ‘Yes, sir. Absolutely. It would be fine.’




  Mr Hopgood took a peppermint out of a paper bag and offered one to Alex.




  ‘There’s just one thing,’ he said. ‘A very important thing indeed. I will buy your castle – but only if there are no ghosts!’




  Alex swallowed. ‘I thought Americans always wanted ghosts? I thought they liked everything that was old?’




  ‘Well, I don’t. Personally I don’t mind one way or the other. Ghosts or no ghosts, it’s all the same to me. But I’ve got a little daughter and she’s delicate.

  She got polio when she was small. My wife didn’t believe in vaccines and . . . well, there you are. She’s ten now; one foot drags a bit, but she might grow out of it, the doctors say.

  Only, of course, she’s got to be careful – she mustn’t have any shocks. Would you like to see her picture?’




  He took out a photograph and handed it to Alex. From the way he looked at it, Alex could see that he loved his daughter very much. ‘Her name’s Helen,’ said Mr Hopgood,

  ‘and she’s nobody’s fool.’




  Alex had expected to see a girl in a party dress with blonde curls, perhaps, holding a teddy bear and smiling like a girl in an advertisement. But Helen wasn’t smiling. Her head rested on

  her hands and her dark, straight hair fell over her fingers. She had a thin face and brown eyes and looked serious, as though she was thinking something out.




  ‘Her mother’s dead and I guess I spoil her. But that business of no shocks is for real. So you must give me your word of honour that Carra Castle has no ghosts. If you can do that,

  the deal goes through.’




  It was one of the most difficult moments of Alex’s life. For a full minute, he couldn’t speak at all. Then he said: ‘How soon would you want the castle, Mr Hopgood?’




  ‘Well, the end of June, I reckon. I’d expect to take possession on July the First.’




  Alex looked him straight in the eyes. Then he said: ‘I swear to you, sir, that the castle you’ll be buying will be entirely free of ghosts.’




  





  Two




  The following morning Alex went to have a word with his Aunt Geraldine and told her what he meant to do. Then he pulled the bellrope made from the hair of a hundred

  MacCarpetdales. In the old days this would have meant that the servants were to come to the master of the house. Now it meant that Alex was on the way to the kitchen.




  ‘As you’ll have heard,’ said Alex to his staff, ‘Mr Hopgood wants to buy the castle. If he buys it, I’ll give each of you fifteen thousand pounds because you have

  worked so hard.’




  ‘Fifteen thousand pounds! Well, I never!’ Cook was quite pink with pleasure.




  ‘But Mr Hopgood has made one condition. He will only buy Carra if there are no ghosts.’




  The faces of the three servants fell. ‘Well, that’s that then, isn’t it,’ said the butler miserably. He’d been looking forward so much to joining his brother in

  Canada.




  ‘Nothing more to be said then, is there?’ said the housemaid with a sniff.




  ‘Yes, there is.’ Alex’s voice was strong and confident and it was hard to believe that he was only twelve years old. ‘By the time Mr Hopgood comes to live in the castle,

  there won’t be a ghost in the place.’




  The servants stared at him. ‘What are you going to do?’ asked the butler. ‘You’ll not be going to exorcise them, surely?’




  Alex shook his head. ‘No. That would be too cruel. I’m going to appeal to their better nature.’ And seeing that the housemaid did not understand what he meant, he said:

  ‘I’m going to ask them to be noble and go somewhere else. To be unselfish. Ghosts can be unselfish, I’m sure of it. Only you must promise me not to tell anyone who comes

  that Carra was once haunted.’




  The servants promised – but when Alex had gone they shook their heads.




  ‘Noble, indeed!’ said the butler. ‘Unselfish! That lot of wailers and skivers and dribblers! They’ll never budge. Exorcism is the only thing to shift them and Master Alex

  is too soft-hearted. Why, he’s proper daft about them, specially that dratted dog.’




  Alex himself was not as hopeful as he had pretended. But he had given his word to Mr Hopgood, so as soon as midnight struck and the bats had fluttered out to feed, he climbed to the top of the

  East Tower, sat down on an old chest and waited.




  He did not have to wait for long. Alex’s ghosts always knew when he was near. A sinister dark vapour crept through the room and it became very cold. Then a filmy, wavering blob of

  ectoplasm appeared . . . became clearer . . . became properly visible – and Krok the Viking stood before Alex.




  ‘Greetings, Oh Laird of Carra,’ boomed the warrior, rubbing his enormous hairy stomach where the chain shirt tickled him.




  He was a huge ghost, six foot four in his thonged sandals, with a thick curly beard which had been red when he was alive, and now was home to many of the woodlice and beetles who lived in the

  castle.




  ‘Greetings, Krok Fullbelly,’ said Alex politely, and sighed, for the news he was bringing lay like a weight against his chest.




  Krok had haunted Carra when the castle was just a wattle and daub fort built to defend Britain from the Northmen. Fullbelly the Fearless they’d called him, and he’d been a brave and

  mighty soldier, leaping ashore from his long-boat and burning, pillaging and slaying with the best of them.




  But one day as he was pulling a captive woman out of her burning hut and dragging her towards his ship, he suddenly said: ‘Enough! I’m not going on any more raids. After this

  I’m staying at home.’




  It wasn’t the fighting Krok minded – over the years he’d lost an ear, three of his hairy toes and his right thumb and hardly noticed, because Vikings are like that. It was

  taking all those screaming women back that upset him. The way they kicked and shrieked and bit – and then when he got them back home, the way they lay about in his house, gossiping and having

  babies.




  But of course if you are a Viking you cannot say, ‘Enough!’ and get away with it. The king, who was called Harald Hardnose, ordered Krok to be put to death then and there, and his

  body thrown off Carra rock.




  After Krok came Miss Spinks, gliding through the closed window and dripping wet as usual, for she suffered from the Water Madness and was always throwing herself into the well or the duckpond or

  the moat. She had long hair and was dressed in grey like a Victorian governess (which was what she had been when she was alive) but from being so often in the water her feet had become webbed.




  Her story was a sad one. When she was living at Carra she had fallen hopelessly in love with Rory MacBuff whose children she had come to teach and one night, overcome by passion, she had chased

  him down the corridor with outstretched arms. He had jumped out of the window to get away from her and been killed. After this Miss Spinks drowned herself in the well and since ghosts often go on

  doing what they did when they died, she was almost never dry.




  The ghastly creaking of some infernal machine could now be heard. Squeak . . . creak . . . squeak . . . creak . . . and through the wall there came a wheelchair and sitting in it an old, old

  man.




  This ancient ghost had been born in distant Transylvania, the son of a poor woman who sent him to the local castle to learn to be a cook. Little Stanislaus soon learnt to bake and roast and boil

  – and he learnt, too, to be a vampire. Everyone there sucked blood at night: it was the thing to do just as in other places it is done to smoke cigarettes. (Actually it is far healthier to be

  a vampire than a smoker because blood is full of iron which is good for you, whereas cigarettes are full of nicotine and tar which aren’t.)




  Stanislaus had risen to be Head Cook when the ninth MacBuff, who was doing a Grand Tour of Europe, came to visit the castle bringing his niece, Henny. Henny MacBuff was forty years old at the

  time, with piggy eyes and a behind so large that she walked through doors sideways. No one thought she would ever find a husband but she took one look at Stanislaus’s black moustache and

  pale, pointed ears and insisted on marrying him and taking him back to Scotland.




  At Carra, Stanislaus (whom they named ‘Louse’, of course) gave up being a vampire. His teeth were giving up in any case and he settled down to be a good husband to Henny, who was as

  kind as she was ugly. But after Henny died, life became difficult for him. The new mistress of Carra was a hard woman and as he grew older and feebler, Uncle Louse was just shoved into corners and

  forgotten. Then when he was ninety-nine years old and couldn’t see too well he ran over his own false teeth, crunching them to smithereens under the wheels of his chair. They had been a

  present from Henny before she died and after that the old man just lost the will to live. One day he simply drove his wheelchair over the cliff and became a ghost.




  There were two more phantoms to come and Alex waited patiently, for he wanted to speak to all the ghosts at once.




  Little Flossie could be heard before she came. A suit of armour crashed to the ground, and then there was the thump of overturning stools, for Carra’s youngest ghost was a poltergeist.




  Flossie was born at the time when Good Queen Anne was on the throne and she’d been a pretty child with blonde curls, a snub nose and masses of freckles. But Flossie was born angry. Almost

  everything annoyed her. She hated porridge and roast beef and milk, and in particular she hated people. She bit her nursemaid in the stomach when she sang nursery rhymes and she dropped

  her baby brother in the earth closet because he looked silly.




  Her parents were very much upset by all this and when Flossie was five years old they took her to a priest who said she was possessed by a devil.




  ‘You should put her face downwards on the floor,’ he said, ‘and jump on her back till the devil comes out of her mouth.’




  However, before her parents could do this awful thing, Flossie got whooping cough and died.




  The last of Carra’s ghosts was a dog.




  Some dogs can be heard coming by their excited barks or their tails thumping against a door. But when Cyril came, it was the sound of his stomach brushing softly along the rough stone floors

  that one heard: a gentle sound like the wind in the summer trees or a wavelet leaving a sandy shore.




  He was a black dog with a large, whiskery, square-muzzled head; big saucer eyes which were red but full of soul; long eyelashes and a forked and fiery tongue. So far so good: all hellhounds look

  like that. But between his head and his tail there was a long, long body – you could have put four dachshunds end to end between the front of Cyril and the back. To carry such a body properly

  one would need at least eight legs, but Cyril had only four, and short ones at that, so that it was not surprising that his backbone drooped, and his sagging stomach wandered along the ground like

  a hairy Hoover. The ‘phantom drainpipe’, the butler called him, which was a good description, but unkind.




  Hundreds of years ago, Cyril had had a different name and been a proper hellhound, helping Cerberus, the famous three-headed dog, to guard the gates of the Underworld. Cyril had snapped and

  growled with the best of them, but he just wasn’t built for that kind of work. So the Chief Devil sent him out into the world above to be a phantom dog and run with the Wild Hunt, that

  dreaded band of demon hounds who race through the sky, bringing doom and destruction to all who see them.




  But the Wild Hunt went very fast, and one day Alex’s great-great-great grandmother (who was then young and beautiful) found the dog whimpering outside the portcullis, licking his poor,

  sore legs and obviously unable to go any further.




  So she had taken him in and given him the name she would have given to her new baby if it had been a boy (but it wasn’t), and Cyril had haunted Carra ever since.




  They were all here now. Time to begin.




  ‘Ghosts of Carra,’ said Alex, clearing his throat, ‘I bring you grave news.’




  They came closer. Uncle Louse jammed his ear-trumpet into his whiskery ear. Miss Spinks stopped dabbing at one webbed foot with the hem of her skirt and lifted her pale, sad face attentively.

  Krok Fullbelly put down his axe.




  Alex had prepared a speech, but now he found he couldn’t go on. A lump came into his throat and he had to shut his eyes to keep in the sudden tears.




  Some children are brought up by their parents, some are sent away to boarding school so that it is their teachers who help them to grow up. But Alex had been brought up largely by his

  ghosts.




  Being a baby can be horribly boring. Lying in a pram waiting for someone to come and change your nappy; being plonked into a high chair while some ham-fisted person spoons pulp into your mouth.

  . . . But Alex had never been bored. Skeletal fingers had rocked his cradle, ghostly wheelchairs had galloped over his pram. Miss Spinks had dripped past him, festooning his pillow with duckweed,

  and when he was shut like a prisoner in his playpen Flossie had come and hurled his toys round his nursery till he fell over from laughing. Krok Fullbelly had been like a father to the orphaned

  boy: as for dogs – Alex had never wanted another dog, not after Cyril.




  And it was these ghosts that he was going to send away! No, thought Alex wretchedly, I can’t . . . it’s impossible.




  But he had given his word to Mr Hopgood. He had promised – and with a great effort he said:




  ‘The Castle has been sold. To a gentleman from America.’




  The ghosts digested this. None of them had been to America, but from haunting the library and the butler’s black and white television set, they thought they knew about it and there was

  talk of cowboys and Indians and gangsters and Chicago.




  ‘But you won’t go away?’ asked Krok. Like so many large, strong people he was very tenderhearted.




  ‘I’ll be staying nearby,’ Alex said. ‘The headmaster at Errenrigg has offered me a room in his house during the term. But the thing is . . . Mr Hopgood has a little

  daughter. She was ill with polio and she’s delicate and he won’t take any risks with her.’




  ‘What sort of risks?’ asked Miss Spinks.




  ‘Well, being frightened. By seeing ghosts, for example. Like you.’




  At first the thought that they were frightening pleased the ghosts. Krok put on his helmet and tipped it over one eye, and Uncle Louse gave a gleeful chuckle. But then, one by one, they became

  worried.




  ‘You mean we would have to be invisible all the time?’ asked Krok.




  Alex shook his head. ‘That wouldn’t do, I’m afraid. You couldn’t expect Cyril to understand – and Flossie’s very young. No, it’s worse than that.

  I’m afraid I . . . I have to ask you to go and live somewhere else.’




  The silence that fell now was a terrible one. Then Miss Spinks gave a moan and covered her face and Uncle Louse took out his ear-trumpet and poked at it with shaking fingers, not able to believe

  he had heard what he had heard.




  ‘Somewhere else?’ repeated Krok in his deep Viking voice. ‘How can we go somewhere else? This is our home!’




  ‘It’s my home too,’ said Alex. ‘But I’m going. I have to. Carra’s got to be looked after properly and if someone else can do it we have to help

  them.’




  ‘Then we’ll come with you,’ declared Krok, and little Flossie nodded and sent a couple of mousetraps scudding across the floor.




  ‘I wish you could. But the headmaster’s house really wouldn’t do. It’s just a small semi-detached; you’d be miserable there. But I know where you can go

  and where I can come and see you quite often because my mother’s cousin still lives there.’




  ‘Where’s that?’




  ‘Dunloon,’ said Alex. ‘Dunloon Hall, down in Northumberland.’




  The ghosts stared at him and Cyril, who sensed that all was not as it should be, lifted his head from Alex’s feet and howled.




  ‘That trumpery chocolate box place?’ Uncle Louse was so upset that he drove his wheelchair right through Alex. ‘Why it’s not even five hundred years old!’




  ‘And it’s over the border! It’s in England!’ said Krok. Being a Viking, he wasn’t actually Scottish at all, but he often felt Scottish.




  ‘Ghosts of Carra!’ said Alex, making a last desperate effort because he was at the end of his tether. ‘This is a chance to do something nobler than you have ever done before.

  Who knows but if you do it, you may be released from the eternal torment of haunting and be summoned back to your home in the skies. Or something. My Aunt Geraldine is getting old. Her chest

  wheezes. She wants to go and live in Torquay. The butler wants to join his brother. The housemaid—’




  Krok put up a hairy hand like a policeman.




  ‘Please understand, Oh Laird of Carra,’ he rumbled, ‘that no one here gives a fig – or a button or a toenail – for the butler. Or the housemaid.’




  ‘Or your Aunt Geraldine,’ put in Miss Spinks. ‘All that fuss just because I made a puddle on the pillow.’
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