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THE COMBE VALE CHRONICLE

Tuesday 7th February 1871

A TERRIBLE TRAGEDY

A most terrible incident has occurred at Frost Hollow Hall, the country estate of Viscount Barrington near the village of Frostcombe.

Lord Barrington’s only child, Christopher, died tragically yesterday afternoon whilst skating alone on a frozen lake in the grounds. It appears that he fell through ice too weak to bear his weight, and came to grief in the cold water.

The alarm was raised some hours later when he failed to return for dinner. His body was then discovered close to the edge of the lake.

Lord Barrington is said to be devastated; Lady Barrington lies in a perilous state under the care of doctors. The Honourable Christopher Barrington, known as ‘Kit’, was heir to Frost Hollow Hall, and a popular fellow in the Frostcombe area. The village is in deep shock at his sudden and untimely death.











Winter 1881











1

The Dare



I was proper fed up with waiting. I’d been on look-out now for two whole hours and there was still no sign of Pa. At every noise my spirits rose, only to be dashed as I glanced at the clock.

He was late. Two hours late and getting later.

Outside, the frost hadn’t lifted all day. It coated the inside of our windowpane too, so it was a job to get a good view of anything. Just to look decent, I’d kept on my best Sunday frock, though the fabric was thin and I was shivering cold. I’d even had a go at tidying my hair, and now that was escaping from its plaits. Nothing was going to plan.

‘For flip’s sake, Tilly, do something useful,’ said Ma irritably, as I flopped down into my seat for the thousandth time. ‘Shame you’re so useless at sewing, or you could help me.’

‘And take that smart frock off. It’s only Pa coming home, not the Queen!’ said my sister Eliza, who couldn’t sew either, though no one seemed to mind about that.

I shot her a look but didn’t bite back. In truth, I was too distracted to care. Pa was due home today from a stint on the railways. There’d be money at last, which would put food on the table and pay the rent that we owed. More importantly, he’d have kisses and kind words for me.

A sudden noise and I jolted in my seat.

Someone was at our front door. It wasn’t a proper knock. It was a low, secret sound like an animal scratching to get in. And it seemed I was the only one who’d heard it.

My heart sank. It was too quiet to be Pa. The noise came again. It was louder now.

Eliza looked up from the fire. ‘That someone outside, Tilly?’

‘Seems so,’ I said.

‘Find out who it is, then,’ she said, and shooed me like I was some sort of servant.

I turned to Ma. ‘Do I have to?’

She didn’t answer. She was staring at the door, her lips set tight. I knew that look, and it made my heart sink more. It wasn’t Pa she was thinking of, but the overdue rent and the landlord who came knocking for it. Chances were it was him again.

‘Tell ’em I’m not in,’ said Ma, when clearly she was. I went to say so, but Ma raised her hand.

‘Just do it, will you!’

I didn’t much fancy a clout round the ear, so I made for the door. I opened it just a sliver. The air coming in was bitter cold. It wasn’t the landlord stood there. What I got was the back view of a person jiggling something under his coat like he was just about to drop it. When he turned round to face me, I shut the door quick and leaned against it hard.

Will Potter. Will blasted Potter. What the heck was he doing here?

‘Tilly!’ he hissed at the keyhole. ‘Come outside, won’t you?’

My heart started going like the clappers in my chest.

‘Tilly! You there?’

I prayed he’d go away.

He’d been clowning about in church today, singing stupid words to the hymns and pulling faces all through the sermon. Annie Woods and Hannah Brown had giggled under their bonnets, daft things; I swear I’d looked the other way. God help me if I’d actually smiled at him without thinking.

Eliza was watching me. ‘Who’s out there, then?’ she said.

‘No one much. They’ve gone now.’

‘Good,’ said Ma, clearly relieved.

Eliza waited ’til I’d moved back to the fire, then fixed me with a wicked stare. ‘So why’ve you gone all red?’

‘I in’t!’ I cried, feeling my face go redder still.

And then Will Potter knocked again, a proper rat-tat-tat this time so the whole world might hear it. Eliza was the first on her feet.

I grabbed her arm. ‘Don’t answer it!’

‘Why the heck not?’ she said, laughing. ‘It can’t hurt, can it?’

‘Just wait a bit, and he’ll definitely go away.’

‘He?’

Quick as a flash, she lunged for the door.

‘Eliza, no!’ I cried. ‘Leave it!’

God’s teeth! I didn’t even like Will Potter. He was far too sure of himself, though it seemed I was the only girl in Frostcombe who’d noticed.

Now Eliza threw the door open wide, making Ma cry ‘Keep the heat in!’

And so Will Potter was asked inside.

Immediately, our one downstairs room looked smaller. I saw Will taking in the low, dark beams, the threadbare rug before the hearth and the turnips in a basket on the dresser. The only tidy thing was our table, covered in neat piles of mending work that Ma took in from the village. It paid little and hurt her eyes. But even on a Sunday, she sewed.

I felt hot and angry all at once. What did Will Potter know about being poor? His pa owned the butcher’s shop. And he’d built a smart brick house on the edge of the village where the Potter family lived. In our house, we didn’t even own enough chairs for us all to sit down at the same time.

‘Will in’t staying,’ I said, as Eliza beckoned him into my seat.

Yet he’d already taken his cap off so his dark hair stood on end, and his face was one big smarmy smile. He was still shifting something about under his jacket too. I wanted to die on the spot.

‘You come for our Tilly, then?’ said Eliza, smirking. ‘She’s looking smart today, in’t she? Maybe she was expecting you all along.’

‘No! I weren’t!’ I cried.

But she winked at Ma, who was starting to see the funny side of things. I wondered how their mood could lift so fast, when just the sight of Will Potter made me feel ten times worse.

Not that he’d even noticed.

‘I have come for Tilly, yes,’ he said, mighty sure of himself.

‘I in’t going nowhere.’

And I meant it, for boys never looked twice at me. I was a small, skinny creature with a face full of freckles and wild dark hair that wouldn’t stay put. Eliza was the handsome one. Ma always said it, and Eliza certainly thought it. Pa was the only person who’d ever called me pretty, though I reckoned he was just being nice. Besides, Will Potter could have his pick of the girls. What the heck could he want with me?

I decided he was only here to make mischief. I didn’t trust him an inch.

‘That in’t very friendly, Tilly,’ said Eliza. ‘You be nice to Will.’

‘But I can’t go,’ I said, and not just because it was Will Potter asking. Pa would be home any moment. I couldn’t possibly go out now.

‘’Course you can,’ said Ma. ‘It’ll stop you moping round here all afternoon. Only don’t get into no trouble.’

‘But Pa’ll be here soon,’ I said.

Ma snorted. ‘I wouldn’t hold your breath!’

I didn’t like her saying this, not in front of Will, and that sinking feeling came back, all cold and hard in my chest.

Will turned to go. ‘Well, if I can’t tempt you . . .’ he said.

Slow and stealthy so only I could see it, he opened up his jacket an inch or two. I couldn’t resist a quick peep inside. There was leather, a buckle, something pale, the colour of wood. I’d not the faintest idea what it was. He must’ve read my frown, shifting the thing so I saw it better. Silver blades glinted back at me from the dark inside of his coat. I knew at once and my heart leapt.

Ice skates!

I looked right at him.

‘Dare you,’ he mouthed.

My mind began to race. I’d heard plenty about Will Potter’s stupid dares – jumping off bridges and riding horses bareback in their fields, the sorts of things a great big show-off would do. But I couldn’t imagine for one second those daft girls in church being up for such a lark.

I was.

It’d been a long afternoon, sat in waiting for Pa. A bit of fresh air might not be such a bad idea.

I glanced at Eliza, who’d got bored of us now and was toying with her hair, and Ma, who was sorting through the turnips. And I saw the glint in Will’s eye, the challenge laid down.

‘All right. I’ll come. But just for a bit,’ I said, and grabbed my shawl off the peg.


*



Outside, it was icy underfoot and the sky was already turning pale. Halfway down the lane, Will stopped and faced me.

‘You ready for this?’ he said.

‘’Course. Are we going to the river? It’s frozen over down by the bridge.’

‘The river’s for babies. We’re going somewhere else.’ And he nodded towards Combe Hill, where the lane rose sharply out of Frostcombe village.

‘Where, exactly?’

Beyond the village was the turnpike and the main road to Bristol. And beyond that was the biggest house for miles around: Frost Hollow Hall.

My stomach dropped. He wouldn’t be that stupid, would he?

‘Oh no, Will,’ I said. ‘We can’t!’

It would get Ma’s dander up if she knew. No one went near Frost Hollow Hall, not since that boy died there in the lake. There was talk of dogs and traps and men with sticks for anyone who went there uninvited. The tragedy had turned the Barringtons quite strange. And there were stories of queer happenings in the house too. But it didn’t help to dwell on these matters; I felt edgy enough already.

‘Thought you was game,’ said Will. ‘Perhaps I should’ve asked your sister instead.’

I was right about him. He really did only want to make mischief. Not that I was about to go home again, whatever Will Potter thought. Because more than anything else, I was dying for a go on those skates.
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On Thin Ice



We followed the road for a mile or so and then, quite suddenly, the gates to Frost Hollow Hall loomed before us. They were great tall things, the ironwork all twisted leaves and queer-looking flowers. And they were very definitely shut.

‘It in’t very welcoming,’ I said.

Will looked at me like I was a complete hare-brain. ‘Exactly. That’s why it’s a dare.’ And he led me to a hole in the hedge, the sort made by badgers on their travels. ‘This is our way in. Now stay close.’

But I didn’t fancy tucking right in behind him, so I waited ’til he’d elbowed his way through.

‘Thought you’d done a runner,’ he said, as I eventually emerged from the hedge.

‘Just keeping me distance, so you don’t get no ideas,’ I said.

And though he laughed, I was glad I’d put him straight. Girls had this habit of swooning over Will Potter and if he thought I would too, only to mock me for it, then he could blinking well think again.

We now stood in a gloomy thicket. It was quiet as death; even the birds weren’t singing. I didn’t care for the place, and felt the shivers go through me, though I did my best to hide it. When Will set off again, I stayed close this time. We followed a narrow path that twisted and turned between the trees. Soon enough, the woods thinned and we slithered down a hill and out onto open ground. No sign of those men with dogs, though I kept my eyes peeled just in case. We went through a gate and over a field to the crest of another hill. Here we came to a halt.

‘Look at that,’ said Will, gazing at the view below.

Spread out before us was the thickest, most marvellous frost I’d ever seen. The grass was so pale it might’ve been snow, the trees all white like bones.

‘It’s a frost hollow,’ said Will, smugly. ‘Catches the cold air and hangs onto it. That’s how the house got its name.’

‘Oh? Is that right?’

I had to admit it was a sight to behold.

‘Where’s the house, then?’ I said.

Will pointed to a stand of yew trees. ‘Behind there. You can’t see it from this side.’

My spirits sank. I’d been hoping for a peek at the creepy old place. Then I saw the lake itself, spread out like a great metal platter, just visible through a copse of bare trees. Of a sudden, I couldn’t keep still. I hitched up my skirts and set off down the hill.

‘Hang about!’ Will called, which only made me go faster.

I didn’t stop ’til I’d reached the lake edge. Down here, the air felt heavy and chill; it hurt my chest just to breathe. All along the banks were old stone urns and statues with their arms missing. Frost covered everything in a thick white fur.

One look at the lake and my heart beat faster. It was frozen right across. I had this sudden urge to be out in the middle of it. All by myself, where no one could get on my nerves.

‘Can I have a go? ’ I said to Will when he’d caught me up.

He shook his head. ‘I’m first.’

‘Oh go on, please.’

He ignored me. Crouching on the grass, he pulled the skates from his jacket. They were odd-looking things, part wood, part leather, part blade. The wooden bit was shaped to fit snug against a boot sole; on Will’s great feet, they did fit perfectly. He then fastened the two leather straps over his toes and at his ankle to keep them firmly in place.

‘If the ice holds me, it’ll hold you,’ he said, flexing his feet. ‘It’s safer to let me try it out first.’

‘Bit late to worry about that now.’

This was a dare, wasn’t it? Will had made that perfectly clear. We were sneaking about on private land. If we got caught a thrashing would be the least of our worries. Since when did safe come into it?

Straightening up, Will wobbled and grabbed my arm. I stood still while he got his balance.

‘You don’t mind me really, do you?’ he said, a smile flitting over his face.

Actually, I minded him very much. He was an irksome wretch. And I’d seen that look before; he used it on all the girls. Very firmly, I prised his hand off my arm.

‘I’m only here for a go on them skates,’ I said, though in truth they looked way too big. Not that it’d stop me. Heck, I’d get out there in my bare feet if I had to.

The very second he was on the ice, Will started acting the clown. He skated first on one foot, then the other, flapping his arms like he was about to fall, only to right himself in the nick of time. What a daft lummox he was. I wished he’d get on with it so I could have my turn. And then, as if just to vex me, he darted off across the ice.

I was by myself.

It had got colder. By now the sun was low and red in the sky, and the air so still not even the trees stirred. High above my head, rooks circled and cawed to each other. At my back, the copse grew darker.

I began to feel uneasy again. A boy died out here. I pulled my shawl tight against me and shivered.

Somewhere behind me, a twig snapped. I spun round. A blackbird flew past, squawking. Except for my heartbeat, all went still again. Then, thirty or so yards into the copse, a dark shape flitted through the trees. It was a woman. She moved fast and low, away from me. She hadn’t seen me yet. I held my breath, praying she wouldn’t look back over her shoulder; we were done for if she did. Thankfully, she kept moving. Then she ducked behind an old stone wall and disappeared.

Bit by bit, my breathing slowed to normal. But I didn’t fancy being here much longer. It was giving me the creeps. I waved to Will, though it was an age before he saw me. He was right over the other side of the lake; I wondered if he’d forgotten me completely. Then little by little the black dot that was him got closer, ’til he slid to a halt in front of me.

‘That was grand!’ Will said, his face all lit up.

I pointed to the trees. ‘Someone was there just now.’

His smile vanished.

‘Don’t fret, they didn’t see us,’ I said, a little bit pleased to see him rattled.

‘Who was it?’

‘How the flip should I know?’

‘Well, it’s getting late. Perhaps we should . . .’

‘Oh no.’

I knew Will Potter’s game, all right. If we went home now, he’d think he’d won the dare. I wasn’t going anywhere ’til I’d been on the ice too.

‘I didn’t come all this way for nothing. Now give me them skates.’

‘Tilly . . .’

I held out my hand. ‘Skates!’

He pointed at the ice and said something about the middle, but I wasn’t really listening.

‘Sit down,’ he said, coming back onto the bank. ‘I’ll put them on for you.’

‘I’ll do it myself, ta,’ I said.

‘No, you won’t. They have to be on properly.’

So I bit my lip and sat down on the frozen grass. Will took his time, tutting because my own boots were smaller than the skates themselves, and then fussing over the buckles. I reckoned he was doing it on purpose.

‘Oh come on!’ I said, as the frost soaked through my skirts. ‘It’ll be summer at this rate.’

He offered me his hand for a pull up but I waved him off.

‘Suit yourself,’ he said, and stood back as I got to my knees, then to my feet. Blimey, it was hard enough just to stay upright on the grass! As I stepped onto the ice, my feet shot out in front of me, my arms whirling like mad.

‘Steady there!’ laughed Will.

I wished he’d just clear off. His blasted skates didn’t help much either; they were easily three sizes too big. With my heart in my mouth, I tried to go forward but tipped back, arms flapping like a goose. This was no fun at all. I gritted my teeth. I’d show Will Potter. And I’d wipe that stupid grin right off his face.

I focused on my feet. Though it pained me to admit it, Will had a knack to how he moved his – down and out, down and out. Somehow, I managed it too. And I stayed upright. I leaned forward, wobbled a bit, went faster. The skates began to glide like they had a life of their own. My hair lifted off my shoulders. Ice-cold air stung my cheeks.

This was it! I was skating!

A great rush of joy came over me. I kept going. Faster and faster. Everything around me was a blur. I grinned like a mad thing ’til the cold made my teeth hurt. And when I saw how far I’d gone, I finally turned back for the bank. There was Will. He waving both arms over his head, calling something; I didn’t hear what. The sight of him soured my mood.

‘What you on about?’ I yelled.

‘Stay away from the middle! You’re too far out!’

What an old woman he was!

With a whoosh, my feet went from under me. I fell flat on my backside. I couldn’t get up again. My hands and feet slithered like a drunk’s. I didn’t dare look at Will, though I heard him all right, laughing his ruddy head off.

‘Nice linens!’ he shouted. ‘Show us some more!’

My face went hot. I’d had enough of his smart jibes. ‘I’ll throttle you, Will Potter! Just you see if I don’t!’

All around me, the ice looked rough. There were lines criss-crossing it and I began to feel uneasy, for these weren’t skate marks; these were cracks. As I scrambled to my knees, the ice gave an almighty groan. I froze to the spot.

Oh no! This in’t right!

The ice seemed to shift beneath me. I fell forward onto my hands. Right in front of me, the ice turned dark. My heart began to pound. I staggered upright, fell down again.

‘For God’s sake!’ cried Will. ‘Get over here! Quick!’

He stood at the edge with his arms outstretched. I was too far out to reach him.









3

The Other Side



Black, stinking water spewed over the ice. It sucked at my skirts. And it was cold. So cold it knocked the breath clean out of me. Another great cracking sound and the ice gave way. I clawed like a mad cat, but there was nothing to get hold of. The water kept tugging. My clothes grew heavy. Slowly, gently, the lake closed over my head and all went quiet but for the blood pounding in my ears. I went down and down into blackness. My chest was too tight. I couldn’t breathe. Then my feet touched something soft. I stopped sinking.

Panic kicked in. I thrashed and flailed. Mud got in my mouth, my eyes. Then, somehow, I was swimming up towards daylight. I saw sky and trees, all blurred through the ice. My lungs felt fit to burst.

Help me! Help me!

I lashed out madly. But there were no cracks or holes here. The ice stayed solid as marble above me. Dark spots danced before my eyes. Arms, legs, head, everything went heavy. All I wanted was to sleep. I pictured Pa, come home at last and wondering where I was. And Eliza and Ma looking at the clock and starting supper without me.

The queerest feeling came over me.

Something warm like a person’s breath tickled my cheek and I was no longer fighting for air. The water now seemed full of the strangest pearly light. A boy in a billowing white shirt floated towards me. I wondered if I was dead, if I’d crossed over to the other side and this was an angel coming to meet me.

He was the most perfect creature I’d ever seen. His golden hair moved gently with the currents, and his eyes were strange, beautiful things coloured like lavender. As he came closer, the light followed, as if it was coming from right inside him.

I stared. I couldn’t move. He stared back, his eyes all wide at the sight of me. He reached for my hand. His skin felt icy cold, but his hold was steady. If I was dead now, it didn’t matter. Here was my very own angel, beautiful and full of light.

He took my other hand and pulled me away from the deeper water. I let him take me. I knew I’d go anywhere with him. Then as grey daylight came through the ice again, I saw we were heading towards the bank. I pulled back.

I didn’t want to face Will Potter, or Ma or Eliza. Right now, I didn’t even care about Pa. I wanted to stay right here with this beautiful boy. Yet before my very eyes, he began to fade ’til he was no more than a speck of brightness in the water. I tried to swim after him, but my skirts got caught in the weeds, and I couldn’t break free.

He was gone.

Next I knew, I was up on the bank. I saw a pair of feet, then heard Will saying, ‘Tilly? Can you hear me?’

Blackness.

I sensed I was a bird high up in a tree, looking down on the lake. Somewhere near the middle was a person-sized hole, all dark like a stain. And over on the bank was a girl – me – sprawled lifeless across the grass. Will Potter was crouched beside me, calling and calling my name. Steam rose off my skirts, and my hair, worked loose, lay wet against my face. Suddenly, my whole body jerked into life. I retched water and weeds and goodness knows what all over Will’s boots, and he didn’t so much as flinch. He thumped my back and kept talking, though his face was stricken and pale.

I came back to myself.

Head, legs, arms, everything hurt. I swore I’d been jabbed in the ribs a thousand times. It was agony even to draw breath. My eyelids were stone-heavy. All I wanted was to stay still and sleep. But I grew aware of a tugging at my feet. Rough fabric pressed up against my cheek. I was jolted this way and that. I sensed darkness, then daylight, then dark again. I came to on a strange doorstep, with Will’s arms wrapped tight around me.

A buzzing noise filled my head. Everything started to spin. The darkness came back.

I woke to the sound of voices. I was lying down on a hard surface. My chest was on fire. As I rolled over to cough, a pan was thrust in my face, ready to catch the foul-tasting water as it streamed from my mouth and nose. The room tipped sideways. I reckoned I was about to throw up. I shut my eyes until the tipping stopped. Everything went quiet.

Next thing I heard was a woman’s voice. ‘We’ll be for it if she comes in.’

‘But look at the state of the child. We can’t just fling her back out in the cold,’ said another.

‘Can you get us a ride to the village?’ It was Will, sounding far away.

I tried to focus my eyes but it made my head hurt, and I drifted off again.

‘Quick! Mrs Jessop’s coming!’

The voices were back. This time they sounded sharp and loud. I wondered if I should be scared. But it was too much effort. I slipped back into sleep.

I awoke to hear footsteps. A new voice said harshly, ‘Fell through the ice, did she?’ A hand gripped my shoulder and shook me hard. ‘Is she dead?’

My eyes flew open. A stranger in a dark frock loomed over me. She didn’t look altogether friendly. Then her face turned suddenly pale. Her hand hovered close to my cheek; to slap me or stroke me, I didn’t know which.

‘Take her away at once!’ she said, and was gone.


*



They bundled me out of the door and into the back of a cart. Someone had draped a blanket round my shoulders and I was mighty glad of it since by now I couldn’t stop shaking. Wide awake at last, I felt sick as a dog. And a thought nudged away at me, but I couldn’t for anything work out what it was.

Will sat beside me all the way home. I didn’t have the strength to protest when he put his arms round me. He was warm and quiet, and after a while I got used to it.

When Ma opened our front door, her face was like thunder.

‘Where’ve you been?’ she cried. ‘You’ve been gone hours!’

Then she saw the state of me and her hand flew to her mouth. Will tried to explain what had happened. It didn’t sound good. We were very clearly in the wrong, and I knew I’d be in for a right earful.

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Higgins,’ Will said, and finally let go of me.

My legs gave way before I could get inside.









    

Dreaming: 1



I’m in the middle of the lake. The ice groans. I tilt forward. The water pulls me under. Everything is hushed. Down and down I go, in a stream of tiny bubbles.

‘Help me!’ I cry.

No one hears me. The water deadens everything. Darkness closes in. I’m a goner this time, I’m sure of it.

Out of nowhere, a light darts towards me like a will o’ the wisp. My heart leaps. The light becomes a shape. It’s him again, the boy in the white shirt.

He stops a few steps away. I see how his hair curls over his collar, and how his eyes seek out mine. I’ve never seen anyone so lovely. I go all fluttery inside. Trouble is, I know what happens next. Any second and he’ll lead me to the bank. But I don’t want to be saved just yet. I want to stay here like this.

He comes closer. I can barely meet his eye. It’s then I see how sad he looks. Something is clearly very wrong.

‘Tilly,’ he says.

How do I hear him? And how on earth does he know my name?
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Following a Dream



Early next morning, I woke with a start. Thin, grey light filled the room. It took me a moment to gather my wits and realise I was safe at home in bed. Behind the old curtain that split the room in half, Ma and Pa would still be asleep. Eliza lay next to me snoring, and I was glad of her, all familiar and warm, even though she had more than her share of the blankets.

The dream left me feeling strange. My shift was damp with sweat and my heart thudded uncomfortably. What’s more, a thought had lodged inside my brain, going round and round like a moth bumping at a lamp. It was such a mad idea. No one would ever believe it. They’d laugh right in my face.

I shut my eyes. I tried to go back to sleep. But the thought wouldn’t go away.

Something, someone had been out there in the lake. What’s more, he’d saved my life. Just when I’d been breathing my last, he’d appeared out of nowhere, all lit up like a star.

Yet if he’d really been an angel, he’d have taken me up to heaven. I’ve have gone with him, too. Instead, he took me back to the lake edge so that I might live.

Now he was here in my dreams, only it shocked me to see him so changed. There was real pain and sorrow in his face. What’s more, he knew my name. How the heck was that possible? It didn’t make sense. Not one bit.

From behind the curtain came sounds that Ma was stirring: her little cough and the wince as her feet touched the ice-cold floor. No sound yet from Pa. But knowing he was here lifted my spirits, and I couldn’t lie still any longer. The cold made me dress fast, tugging on my everyday frock, which was too short and too tight under the arms. Just the effort of it made me dizzy, and I grabbed hold of the bedstead until the feeling passed.

Ma called out, ‘Tilly? That you?’

‘Yes, it’s me.’

‘You well enough for work?’

My eyes smarted with tears. A kind word wouldn’t go amiss. But she was cross with me. And I supposed I deserved it.

‘I reckon so,’ I said, because this was the answer she wanted. It wasn’t much of a job I had, just a pupil-helper at the village school, cleaning slates and carrying coal and showing the young ones how to read. But it brought in some pennies and it meant I’d got quite clever at my letters.

I heard rustling as Ma reached for her clothes.

‘You were a little fool yesterday,’ she said sharply.

I braced myself, hoping she’d be quick with her telling-off.

‘Fancy going to Frost Hollow Hall!’ she said, yanking on her frock. ‘Of all the places! Don’t you know nothing?’

I wondered if Pa might wake up soon and take my side. But Ma wasn’t finished yet. ‘It could’ve cost you dear, going up there on that ice. You’re lucky to be here at all.’

Right now, I didn’t feel it.

Ma appeared from behind the curtain. She looked like she’d hardly slept a wink. ‘You and that Will Potter’s both to blame, you silly beggars. Honestly Tilly, I’d have thought you’d know better.’

Wait a minute! Hadn’t she urged me to go with him? I certainly hadn’t wanted to go, not ’til I’d seen his skates. And I was just about to say so when I caught sight of the empty bed behind her. Pa must be already up. Perhaps he’d made us a surprise breakfast, with fresh bread and bacon and hot sweet tea. He’d done such a thing once before.


*



Yet there was no special meal on the table. There was no Pa neither. He still hadn’t come home. Breakfast was stale bread and cheese with the blue bits cut off.

‘Blame your father,’ said Ma, slamming plates down on the table. ‘Due home yesterday with six weeks’ earnings, and no word from him. What the heck’s he playing at?’

She only ever mentioned the money. All this time he’d been away and not once had she said she missed him.

‘Perhaps he’s only . . .’

Eliza interrupted me. ‘Don’t stick up for him. He’ll be sleeping it off under a hedge somewhere. Or following one of his big dreams.’

I’d have got a thick ear for saying such things. Not Eliza. As far as Ma was concerned, she could say what she flipping well liked. At least Pa had dreams. He didn’t want to be poor for ever. Why would he? I didn’t see it making us very happy.

‘Well, eat up,’ Ma said. ‘And don’t count on nothing for supper.’

I wasn’t hungry. It was enough that Pa wasn’t here. My dream was still troubling me too. It hung over me like a fog, making it hard to think about anything else.

‘You seeing Will Potter today, Tilly?’ Eliza asked.

‘No. Why should I?’

‘Oh, I thought you two was courting now.’

‘It was a dare, nothing else.’ I knew she was ragging me for a reaction. But really Will Potter was the least of my worries.

She narrowed her eyes at me, chewing slowly. ‘Well, you look like you’ve seen a ghost. And you was twitching and turning in your sleep last night too.’

‘What d’you mean?’ I said, uneasy.

‘And stop shredding that bread,’ said Ma. ‘Eat it or leave it so someone else can have it.’

It was a measly slice to start with, although Eliza seemed to have landed herself a decent-sized chunk. Even her cheese looked passable. I pushed my plate away. Here we were then, just like always; Eliza and Ma on one side, me on the other.

Except I didn’t feel right and I needed to tell someone, though I’d no idea how to put it into words.

‘I’ve just had the queerest dream,’ I said.

‘Oh aye,’ said Ma, only half listening.

‘I was in the lake again and couldn’t get out. There was a boy under the water, and he seemed so . . . well . . . sad. I mean proper, heartbroken sad.’

Ma tutted. ‘Perhaps that’ll learn you, then. You shouldn’t have gone poking about up there in the first place.’

She moved to the window where the light was best and picked up her sewing work. I waited for her to start chiding me again; she didn’t.

But Eliza had stopped eating. Her eyes were fixed on me.

‘Christopher Barrington.’ She said his name dead slow, savouring it like it was something tasty.

‘What about him?’ I said.

‘He drowned in that lake, didn’t he, Ma?’

‘Don’t start filling her head with nonsense. She’s in her own little world as it is.’

‘I am not!’ I said, surprised Ma had even noticed.

Eliza carried on. ‘Kit, they called him, short for Christopher. Sad that he died so young. He was quite a looker, I’ve heard.’

‘Oh Eliza!’ Ma said.

‘Well, it’s true! Got his looks from his mother, apparently. She’s meant to be a right beauty, though no one’s seen her for years.’

‘Why are you telling me this?’ I said, because I’d heard it all before.

Everyone in Frostcombe knew the story. Kit Barrington was the rich, handsome heir to Frost Hollow Hall. An only child, he’d drowned in the lake, and his mother was quite broken by his death. She shut herself away from the world in her big old house and was still up there now, to this day.

To me, it seemed a sad sort of tale. To Eliza it was pure ‘sensation’, right out of a penny dreadful story. She loved a gruesome yarn, where beautiful people met with grisly ends and ghosts came back from the grave to spread secrets. And by the way she’d sat forward in her seat, she was certainly warming to her theme.

Ma had stopped sewing too.

‘It was a terrible business for Lady Barrington, losing her only child,’ she said quietly. ‘Folk say the house is a queer place. No one wants to work there nowadays. Word is they’ve hardly got enough staff to keep the place going.’

A little shiver passed over me. I didn’t know this part of things. And it wasn’t like Ma to gossip.

‘What sort of strange?’ said Eliza, eagerly.

Ma started sewing again. ‘Oh, I don’t know.’

‘He’s buried up there, in’t he? Got their own fancy graveyard, so I heard.’

‘Enough now!’ said Ma, quite sternly so that even Eliza took heed. ‘This is tittle-tattle and I’ve got work to do. And so have you two. If your father don’t turn up soon, we’ll be fending for ourselves. We owe four weeks’ rent as it is.’

I hardly needed reminding. A cold sweat pricked my brow. I stood up too fast, sending knives and spoons crashing to the floor.

‘Careful girl! Watch what you’re about!’ cried Ma.

‘I need some air,’ I said. ‘I’m all right, really.’

Eliza gave me a long look. ‘You’re jumpy as anything.’

‘No I in’t.’

‘Oh yes you are,’ she laughed. ‘Fancy dreaming about a dead boy. That’s right queer, that is.’

I’d heard enough.

‘It weren’t your Kit Barrington in my dream! If you must know, it was . . .’ I stopped short, not knowing what to say.

Eliza sat back in her seat, smirking. ‘Go on then. Who was it? Will Potter?’

‘Shut up! I in’t telling you no more about it!’

‘Suit yourself.’

God, how I wanted to throttle her.

‘I’m going to work,’ I said, feeling sicker than ever.

I didn’t even make it to the door. My eyes went all fuzzy and the ground swung up to meet me. When I came to, Ma was gazing down at me.

‘You in’t going nowhere,’ she said.

She didn’t look too happy about it, neither.















OEBPS/9780571295456_cover_epub.jpg
Emma Carroll

Bt b DR S MR S AN T2 e e o S o L S gt ok e



























OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png











OEBPS/faberandfaber.png
fi

faber and faber







