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      ‘Great stuff. Gripping, chilling and satisfyingly gory.’– Mia Gallagher, author of Hellfire


      ***


      ‘Loved it. A compelling read. Couldn’t put it down.’ – Una Power, writer and TV3 broadcaster


      ***


      ‘The Paupers’ Graveyard is a brilliant debut novel, sensitively blending history with horror and introducing a rare new talent in Gemma Mawdsley, set to become Ireland’s own Mistress of the Macabre.’– Eileen Townsend, writer


      ***


      ‘Because of my dyslexia, it is seldom that a book grips me to the point where I can hardly leave it down. Gemma Mawdsley’s The Paupers’ Graveyard did just that. I found it compelling, totally absorbing and the plot and characters powerfully developed.’– Don Mullan


      ***


      ‘This modern fantasy horror tale interweaves between today’s suburban Ireland and famine times – Mawdsley’s historical landscape and brilliant characterisation is accomplished; her go-between world of famine spectres is thrillingly real ... A compelling read.’ – Seamus Cashman

    

  


  
    
      


      
        True evil never dies; it just lays dormant,

      


      
        waiting for the right time to waken.

      

    

  


  
    
      


      


      ONE


      It is the sort of noise that wakes us in the dead of night. A vague sound from somewhere within the house that sets the heart racing. We lie in the dark, alert and waiting for it to come again, panic is barely contained, while seconds tick by like hours, and beads of perspiration break out all over our body.


      Gathering strength, we reach for the bedside lamp and, once its comforting yellow glow dispels the dark, it is safe enough to rise and move from room to room, checking locks and window fastenings. Only when closets and under the bed have been searched, to rule out the presence of a knife-wielding maniac or sharp-toothed monster, does our heartbeat begin to regulate. Finally, silently, cursing the night and our own stupid fears, we climb under the warm covers again and turn off the lamp. With a little luck we will soon fall back to sleep and, by morning, the nightmare will be over, forgotten.


      Timmy woke to such a sound. At first he thought someone had called his name and he lay in the dark, waiting. In days gone by it would have sent him running to his mother for comfort. Strangely, though, his heart was not pounding as he imagined it should be. It did not seem to be beating at all. There were no beads of sweat on his brow. He was cold, freezing cold. He should have been afraid and yet he was not.


      It was only when the sound came again, a child’s voice crying out in terror, that he became aware of the weight on his chest and the terrible taste in his mouth. He tried to identify the dry powder that coated his lips, but his tongue refused to move. It felt alien and heavy, and then he realised that it too was weighed down by the same substance. Still he didn’t panic, didn’t try to take what could have been deep suffocating breaths. Instead, he quietly accepted that he was lying there covered by the earth.


      He was aware of others stirring close by. A great wave of restlessness seemed to sweep through the soil and he thrust his arms upward, wanting to be free. The earth parted before him like liquid, as he soared towards the surface.


      Bright sunlight startled him and he stood blinking, rubbing his eyes. Thick grass reached almost to his waist, and he could hear rustling and whispers. The grass parted as small shapes scurried all around him. He knew this place well, he had only recently come here to bury Katie, but the grass had been much shorter then. The air smelt fresh, but still held the sting of winter. It was probably early spring and, judging by the sun, late afternoon.


      The ground beneath Timmy’s feet shook and a roaring came from beyond the trees bordering the field. As he went to investigate, he saw that much of the earth in the graveyard had been dug up. Large chunks had vanished, causing the ground to fall away into a chasm. Jumping, he landed with ease in the deep hole. The freshly dug earth smelt raw, blood sweet, and he was suddenly overcome with a desperate longing, a feeling of loss. His head filled with voices calling out to him, pleading.


      A new gateway had been cut into the bushes, and the dents in the fresh earth were alarming. No cart or plough could possibly have made such a track. Giant furrows, almost big enough for him to lie down in, tumbled one into the other. He followed the trail carefully, aware that the others were moving silently behind him through the long grass. He was dreaming; he had to be.


      As he walked, he realised that everything was different in this dream world. The grass moving against his arms, caressing his fingers, felt like silk. His steps were languorous. Was he sleepwalking? The very air seemed to move through and within him.


      Then he saw the reason for the noise. Was it a monster? No. Be brave, he told himself. It was huge, unlike anything he had even seen before, bigger than a hundred ploughs, but without horses to pull it. The noise alone would frighten the bravest of beasts. It stood shaking and belching smoke, causing the earth beneath his feet to throb. Light glistened off the yellow paintwork, dazzling him. All at once the noise stopped and silence buzzed.


      He came out from behind the machine and walked along its length, feeling braver now. There was writing on its side and he traced the big, white letters with his finger. It read ‘Earthmover’. This machine was exactly what he had thought, a giant plough. Great steel arms reached out in front of it and he went forward carefully. At the front, instead of a blade, was a gaping mouth with saw-like teeth as big as his arm. Small dark scraps of material were caught between the teeth. Like the grass, the machine felt warm to the touch. The unfamiliar cold of the steel fascinated him, and he moved his fingers across the metal.


      ‘Jesus Christ, will you listen to me, man!’


      He spun round at the sound, unsure what to do. Moving back towards the long grass, he crouched and felt the others coming towards him. Soon the children had surrounded him, all familiar, frightened faces. He had buried most of them.


      ‘Timmy.’ A little girl came crawling towards him and tiny arms encircled his waist. Katie, she was here.


      ‘Timmy, what’s happening? I’m frightened. I want to go home. I want Elizabeth.’


      ‘Hush, Katie, there’s nothing to be frightened about. That’s just a big plough,’ he said, pointing towards the Earthmover. The other children nodded. Timmy was their leader, and he was never wrong.


      ‘Let’s go home, Timmy.’ Katie could not be pacified.


      The others looked to him for an answer, but he had no idea where home was any more. Small faces showed the ravages of disease and famine, with gaunt skin, sunken cheeks and hollowed eyes. Please God help me, Timmy prayed, show me what to do. The voices came again, loud angry mens’ voices carrying across the field.


      ‘Stay here,’ Timmy ordered, ‘I’ll go and see who it is.’


      The field, once lush and ripe, was now a muddy landscape. The few remaining trees looked to have been uprooted by some dreadful storm; great oaks lay on their side, roots dark and leprous. In some places, there were lines of roofless, brick buildings, in others, roped-off squares.


      He ran across the vast expanse of mud into the grass on the edge of the field and towards a group of men gathered beside three blazing fires. Somehow, the fires came from inside barrels that were not burning.


      Two men were arguing. One paced, cursing and running his hands through his hair. The other was calmer, more in control. Timmy crawled closer, so that he could hear what they were saying.


      ‘Listen, Paddy, we’ve had enough delays as it is with the weather. This is all we need.’


      ‘I want the proper authorities informed, Sean, and I don’t care how long it takes. I told you yesterday those weren’t animal bones. There’s too many. Can’t you see what’s in front of your face? We’re digging in a graveyard. We’ve been burning the bones of the dead! It’s desecration!’


      Timmy followed his gesture towards the barrels and almost cried out as realisation came. They were digging up the children and tossing them into these great fires. He had to stop it. No one should have to die twice.


      The rest of the workmen stood apart from the argument, whispering and casting fearful glances towards the two men. Timmy was about to leave when another machine, somewhat like the Earthmover, came thundering into view. It moved as if by magic – there were no horses pulling it. Sure it would crush the men in its path, he stood up to shout a warning. They either chose to ignore him, or were unable to hear over its noise. No one looked in his direction. It stopped before reaching them and Timmy watched, spellbound, as a man got out of it. It reminded him of Jonah in the belly of the whale.


      The man was red-faced, waving his arms about and shouting. He walked to one side gesturing to the man called Paddy and his opponent to follow. Timmy was forced to move even closer to them in order to hear. He was afraid to go too near in case they saw him, so only snatches of the conversation reached him.


      ‘There’s only about an hour’s more digging needed,’ an angry Sean said. ‘If we stop now and do as he says,’ he glared at Paddy, ‘we could be held up for weeks, even months.’


      There was more muted conversation between the three before, finally, the new arrival walked towards the other workmen. He called them all together and spoke.


      ‘You all know what’s happened here. We’ve obviously come across an unmarked graveyard. Now, if we report this to the police or local authorities, it could mean weeks of delay, they might even revoke permission to build. Then we’ll all be in trouble.’


      This sent mutterings through the group. Building work was mono-tonous at the best of times and the novelty of card playing and drinking tea would soon wear off. Worse still, if the permission to build was revoked, they would have to find another employer.


      ‘On the other hand, if you are prepared to complete the digging that Sean assures me will only take another hour or so, there will be a bonus payment of €300 in all pay packets.’


      This last statement gave rise to gasps of surprise and nods of agreement. They could do with the extra money. Anyway, what harm could it do? The people in the graveyard were already dead. This was the consensus of the group. Their employer walked away, sure that the matter was resolved. Money solved everything as far Bob Richards was concerned. Timmy watched as Paddy tried to stop him, to reason with him, but was rudely waved aside as the man got back inside the machine and drove away.


      ‘Okay, everyone back to work,’ Sean roared.


      Timmy hurried back towards the others. Already the men were advancing up the slope and would soon be upon them.


      ‘Come on,’ he whispered, leading the children back the way they had come. They would be safe in the tall grass. They had just made it back to the graveyard when the Earthmover trundled towards the gap in the trees. The children hid, but Timmy stood fast. As the machine came closer it dipped its head and opened wide its huge jaws. He was right in its path, looking up into the black-stained mouth and jagged teeth. They must be able to see him; they were probably trying to frighten him. The head descended jerkily, as though measuring him for size. As the teeth scooped into him he tensed and waited for the bone-crunching that would herald his end. He felt a faint breeze as the mouth passed through him and buried itself in the earth. Stepping back in amazement, he watched as the teeth tore into the soil and the screaming started all over again. He could see the bodies being wrenched from the earth. Small hands holding rotten toys reached out to him, as they ascended skywards, held firm by the jaws of the beast. It swung around, dumping its cargo into a heap, before descending again. With each bite it tore more bodies from their resting places. Men, women, mostly children were wrenched from the ground as the graveyard reverberated with their cries and moans. Timmy covered his ears, trying to block the sounds of torture. It was hopeless … the cries seemed to come from within him.


      As quickly as it started, the machine stopped. The cries died away to a sighing that floated into the trees and hung there. As the branches swayed in the breeze, the sound echoed, and became the lament of so many souls in torment. Timmy ran behind the machine to the pile of freshly dug earth. Expecting to find it strewn with bodies he only saw bones. The men were picking them from the dark earth, and stacking them in wheelbarrows ready for burning. The one called Paddy stood by watching as they went about their grim task. He refused to take part in this grave-robbing, even if it meant losing his job.


      ‘Stop!’ Timmy’s cry shattered the silence, but the men paid him no heed, none except Paddy who brought his hand to his chest in terror. ‘Sweet Mother of Jesus,’ he said, backing away.


      ‘What’s wrong with you now?’ Sean stood up from his sorting.


      ‘There’s a thing … a boy I think,’ Paddy pointed a quivering finger at Timmy.


      ‘Where?’ Sean looked straight at Timmy, but saw nothing.


      ‘He’s there!’ exclaimed Paddy. ‘Can’t you see? He’s right in front of you!’


      The others had stopped working and looked where he was pointing. They could see no one either. Some laughed, but there was no merriment in the sound.


      ‘I don’t know,’ Sean said, scratching his head. ‘If this keeps up, Paddy, I’ll have to speak to the boss about you. You’re getting past it, old man, going soft in the head.’


      He turned to the other men, raising his eyes to heaven. Some smiled and nodded in agreement. Others went back to their task, but would say in the months that followed that they had felt something – an overwhelming sense of loss and a desire to run from the field and hide; as it was, they did nothing.


      Timmy wrung his hands. ‘Why can’t they see me? Why don’t they listen?’ He turned to Paddy. The man shook his head, still too shocked to speak to this … boy. The frightening spectre was the stuff of nightmares. He was unable to see the child. Instead, he saw a near skeleton, its cheekbones protruding against the tightly stretched skin, dark eyes peering from deep hollows and the jet-black hair which death had failed to fade, glowing against the bloodless face.


      As he watched this boy-thing move backwards and forwards in front of the men, pleading with them to stop, he almost cried out in pain. What was it? Some sentinel of the dead? A guardian sent by God? Paddy lowered himself to the ground and began to pray aloud. ‘Dear God, protect and forgive us for what we do this day.’ This was followed with the rosary and many of the men joined in answering.


      Sean sighed in frustration at these stupid, superstitious fools as he reached down to retrieve a bone lying nearby. A small white hand was laid on top of his own brown weather-beaten one. He tried not to scream as he traced his eyes upwards, along the rag-covered arm, up the neck, towards the face.


      ‘Stop, you’re killing us!’


      Timmy’s voice broke the spell, and the man screamed and stumbled back towards the dirt pile. His workmen watched, dumbfounded, as he picked up a shovel and began to beat at the air.


      ‘Get away from me,’ he screamed, swinging the shovel at Timmy, but his efforts were in vain as the blade passed right through the boy.


      ‘You can see it?’ Paddy cried, wrestling the shovel from the terrified man. Sean stopped and turned to look at him, and then at his workmen who stood open-mouthed. Wiping the sheen of sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand, he answered hoarsely, ‘I saw a rat. That’s all. We’ll finish up for the day. Burn those,’ he pointed to the heap of bones, before striding swiftly from the field.


      The men picked up the handles of the wheelbarrows and moved towards the gap in the trees. Timmy ran in front begging them to stop, but it was useless. They couldn’t hear him.


      ‘Timmy.’


      He stopped and turned towards the voice.


      ‘Come here, child.’


      Elizabeth stood in the long grass, arms outstretched. The children clustered around vying for her attention. She watched as he ran towards her, sobbing. Once his arms went around her waist and she held him, he knew that he was home. She rocked him as the sobs came from deep within his dried-up heart.


      ‘Hush, child,’ she whispered. ‘We’ll be all right.’


      ‘But where are we?’ he asked, looking up into a face that seemed as beautiful as ever to him. ‘I know we’re in the graveyard, but I don’t understand. Why are we here? Are we dead?’


      The other children watched, waiting. She gazed down at them, searching for an answer, but she had none. They were dead, they had to be, and the things she had just witnessed were inconceivable. What was the purpose of it all? They had been through so much during the famine. Had they somehow displeased God? Was their suffering to be eternal?


      A bellowing laugh came from the other side of the field. The sound of a man delighted with his lot. The children giggled and looked at one another, as the laughter continued, unabated. They stood on tiptoe as Elizabeth and Timmy shaded their eyes against the late afternoon sun, trying to make out who it was. He was in the shadow of the trees, and they waited in anticipation for him to show himself. Slowly, he walked forward and as he did, the smiles disappeared from their faces. Black Jack!


      Timmy turned to Elizabeth. She was frozen with fear, but Timmy no longer felt the terror that Black Jack’s presence would once have instilled in him. He felt the strange calmness that reconciled him to the fact that his battle with evil was not yet over.


      ‘Elizabeth, we meet again.’ Black Jack’s voice carried across the quiet of the graveyard, as he bowed mockingly. It was now Timmy’s turn to try and give comfort and, taking her hand, he whispered, ‘Never mind him, Elizabeth. I don’t think he can harm us any more, not here, not in this place.’


      She nodded and tried to smile, but he could see the look of fear and confusion in her eyes. The children, sensing her fright, gathered around her for protection. The smaller ones buried their faces in the remnants of her skirts.


      ‘Come now,’ she smiled down at them. ‘It’s been a strange day and we all need some rest. Let’s all lie down. I’m sure things will seem much better in the morning.’ She sank into the long grass with Timmy on one side, both surrounded by the children. For a while she lay staring up at the darkening sky, listening to the sound of the breeze while the children tossed and turned trying to get comfortable. When at last they had quietened, she turned her face to Timmy and asked, ‘Are you afraid?’


      ‘No, are you?’


      ‘A little. I wish I knew why we’re here.’ She sighed and closed her eyes.


      Timmy did likewise and was overcome by velvet darkness as he, along with the others, became absorbed by the earth. The last thing he heard as he drifted away was her voice. ‘We are no longer in our own time, of this I am sure. Either that or we are in hell.’

    

  


  
    
      


      TWO


      February 1845


      For Charles Fitzwilliam the untimely death of his elder brother, John, was something to celebrate. Not only was he rid of a brother who was considered saintly by many, it also meant that John, having been considerate enough to die without a male heir, passed on to him the title of lord and the privileged estate and monies that went with it.


      That his brother had also left a widow and three daughters meant nothing to Charles. They would soon be packed up and sent back to his sister-in-law’s family. He had no intention of shouldering that responsibility. As a man of considerable means, he intended to do exactly as he pleased. Once all the nonsense of the funeral was out of the way, his life was going to change for the better.


      London society was tiring of Charles’ womanising and gambling. He had been aware for some time that it would be prudent for him to seek pastures new. He had never seen Maycroft Hall, having refused to attend the wedding of his brother and ‘that woman’, but he’d heard it was not at all grand. Certainly not on a par with some of the fine houses he was used to frequenting. His late brother’s taste had never been as refined as his, but he was sure that time and money would bring about some great changes. A manager, he believed, took care of the many farms, some six thousand acres and hundreds of tenants. This was just as well, because, unlike his brother, he had no knowledge of farming. So it was in the spring of 1845 that he set sail for Ireland.


      As always the Irish Sea had been moody, alternating between periods of calm when they sailed on water as smooth as glass, to giant waves that tossed the ship until he felt that they would surely capsize. If his information was correct, the people of this land were very much like its sea; a most disagreeable bunch, and savage. His fears were confirmed on arrival – only the most uncivilised people would allow the roads to remain in such condition. Roads! These were no more than dirt tracks made by numerous farm carts. How would he survive in such a dreadful place?


      As they neared Maycroft, Charles Fitzwilliam studied the many thatched cabins dotting the landscape. The number of children clustered about each door amazed him. Drawn out by the sound of his carriage, they had come to stare at their new landlord. It was late afternoon and there appeared to be very few men or women about, from what he could see, only the old and infirm. The few men that watched him pass, raised their caps to him.


      His thoughts were interrupted and he almost fell out of his seat, as the carriage hit another hole. His stomach, which had already been sorely tried by the sea crossing, heaved once more.


      It was a great relief when the large ornate gates of the Hall came into view and he knew he would soon be back on solid ground. Once the carriage had come to a halt, he jumped out and leant against the door. The sudden change overwhelmed him and, for a moment, his head swam. When he managed to steady himself, he turned and looked towards the Hall. The servants were lined up and waiting to greet him. Walking towards him was a woman dressed from head to toe in the black of mourning.


      ‘Charles, it is good to meet you at last, but I wish it was under happier circumstances.’ Her eyes filled with tears as she grasped his hands in hers. He was taken aback by her looks. Even now, in her worst sorrow, she was utterly beautiful. Although he had never seen her before, Charles had been among the many to scoff at his brother’s choice of wife. Untitled and from farming stock, she had seemed at first to be John’s only folly, but the years had proved the gossips wrong. She had adjusted to the position of titled lady as though born to it, and if she had one failing, in Charles’ eyes, it was her inability to bear his brother a son. But if she had done so, he wouldn’t be where he was today. Every cloud, as they say.


      ‘Elizabeth,’ he bent and kissed her marble-cold cheek. ‘Sorry I wasn’t able to attend the funeral, but you understand.’


      ‘Of course,’ her smile was icy. She understood only too well how selfish and uncaring her brother-in-law could be. Her husband had never spoken of his brother’s shortcomings, but she had noticed him frown, as he read numerous letters from Charles begging for money to get him out of one pickle or another. Even in the wilds of Ireland gossip reached them, and John would shake his head in disappointment at the life his brother was leading. It was at such times that she had felt a sense of dread. Her failure to bear a son meant that there was always the possibility that one day both she and her daughters could be at the mercy of this man. That day had now arrived and she could only wait and see what he had decided to do with them. Her father had explained that she could not return home, as he was unable to feed four extra mouths, not on his meagre income. She had little money of her own and the swiftness of her husband’s death meant that he had died without providing for them.


      She watched as Charles shook the wrinkles from his cape, more interested in his appearance than in the recent loss of his brother.


      ‘Shall we go in?’ he motioned towards the door and the waiting staff, ‘or had you planned on staying here a while longer staring at me?’


      ‘Yes, of course, forgive me,’ she blushed, bringing her hands to her flaming cheeks; she had been lost in thought.


      He took little heed of her and proceeded towards the steps to the house. She raced to catch up with him and automatically named each servant as they walked by. He did not acknowledge any of them, most likely forgetting the names as soon as she had mentioned them, but Elizabeth still felt it was her duty to perform the introductions.


      ‘So, this is Maycroft,’ his eyes swept around the cavernous hallway. ‘I must have a hot bath before dinner,’ he said as he strode towards the stairs.


      Thomas, the butler, tottered after him. She watched the old man’s polite attempts to pass his new master and lead the way to the prepared rooms. She nodded a dismissal to the other servants, who hurried away to fetch water for the bath. Soon the house was in an uproar as maids hurried up and down the stairs with pitchers of hot water following Charles’ bellowed orders.


      What must the children be thinking, she wondered? She had requested that they stay in the nursery until sent for. Still in shock after the death of their beloved father, they were unsettled, unsure of what would happen next, and she had tried to make the arrival of their uncle a happy, anticipated event. Lucy, the eldest at fourteen and quite the young woman, was not fooled by her mother’s smiles and knew that her uncle’s presence might mark a turning point in their lives. The others, Becky aged eight and Charlotte six, were not old enough to understand and waited in wonder for him to appear. Perhaps, Elizabeth mused, he would be in better humour after a bath and a hot meal.


      The only sound that broke the silence was the swishing of her silk skirts as she paced the drawing-room, waiting for him to reappear. The clock in the hall counted each agonising minute, until the head parlour maid stuck her head around the door.


      ‘Mistress,’ she whispered, ‘he’s in the dining-room.’


      ‘Thank you, Mary,’ she smiled, ‘I’ll be there presently.’


      Squaring her shoulders and holding her hand to her stomach to quell the dark butterflies that fluttered there, she left the room. Try as she might to appear brave, Elizabeth couldn’t help but notice her hand trembling as she turned the doorknob. He was sitting at the head of the table, in her husband’s chair.


      ‘I trust you are feeling better, Charles?’ He did not reply, but continued to pick at the food as though it disgusted him. ‘Is the food not to your liking? I can have Annie prepare you something else.’


      He stopped her with a wave of his hand, and then resumed chopping and mashing his potatoes, moulding and heaping them like a spoilt child.


      ‘I appear to have lost my appetite,’ he said, pushing the plate away. With a sigh of boredom, he leaned back and draped a leg over the arm of his chair. Still ignoring her, he looked around the room at the black drapes covering the mirrors out of respect for his dead brother.


      ‘It’s this house,’ he finally spoke. ‘It’s so gloomy. There’s no life in it.’


      ‘There has been a death. You can hardly expect it to look any other way.’ She dug her fingernails into her palms, to stop herself saying something she might later regret.


      ‘Yes, I know, but that was weeks ago. It is time to move on. I want all these coverings removed at once.’


      ‘Yes, Charles.’ In one short hour she had lost everything, the house was no longer her own, and she knew that there was worse to come.


      ‘I want a drink, whiskey. Do you have any or did the local rabble drink it all at the party?’


      ‘Which party?’


      ‘That thing they have when someone dies in this country. You know, some sort of party.’


      The wake! She realised he was talking about the wake.


      ‘It’s called a wake, Charles,’ she said, calmly. ‘It’s certainly not a party, but rather a traditional last farewell, held in honour of the dead.’


      ‘Well, whatever it is.’


      She grasped the bell pull and rang for Thomas.


      ‘Yes, mistress,’ the old man shuffled in and waited for his orders, but before she could answer Charles spoke


      ‘You there, bring me some whiskey, now.’


      ‘Yes, sir.’ Thomas bowed and left the room.


      Charles drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair until the butler reappeared, carrying a silver tray with a crystal decanter and two glasses. Placing the tray in front of his master, he filled one of the glasses with a generous measure and handed it to him.


      ‘When I ask for a drink I mean a proper drink!’ Charles grabbed the decanter and filled the glass almost to the brim. ‘One would think that you were paying for this stuff,’ he sneered, downing almost a third of the whiskey.


      ‘That will be all, thank you, Thomas.’ Elizabeth wanted to get the butler away as quickly as possible. She was mortified at such rudeness. After he left, Charles turned to her.


      ‘Well, Elizabeth, it’s time you and I got better acquainted, don’t you think? Sit down.’ He pushed at the chair nearest to him with his foot. ‘You’ll join me in a drink, I hope?’


      She watched in horror as he filled the other glass before handing it to her. She rarely drank and then only a little wine. How she was expected to drink that much whiskey, she could not imagine.


      ‘To your good health,’ he raised his glass and took another swallow, all the time watching her until she was forced to bring the glass to her lips and sip. The whiskey burned her throat and brought tears to her eyes. Her predicament only made Charles laugh and he thumped on the table in glee. ‘This will never do, dear sister-in-law. I’ll have to train you myself.’ She smiled, unsure of what he meant. ‘We have a lot to talk about, don’t we, so much to learn about one another?’


      ‘I should like to discuss matters with you, Charles.’


      ‘Now, now, let’s not rush things. Let’s get to know one another first,’ he murmured.


      She squirmed under his lecherous gaze.


      ‘Really, Charles, I would like to speak to you about my position here.’


      ‘But you don’t have a position here, do you, m’dear? None that I’m aware of.’


      ‘Yes,’ she wrung her hands, ‘that’s what I mean. Have you had any thoughts on our future here?’


      ‘Not really. Do you have any plans? I though you would be returning to your family home.’


      ‘I would rather not. The children are used to a certain way of life and I’m sure their father would have wanted it to continue.’


      ‘Possibly … if he were still alive.’


      His words stopped her short, and she had to clasp her hands to stop them from trembling.


      ‘Yes,’ she whispered, ‘if he were still alive.’


      ‘For the time being it suits me that you remain here. You will be valuable as a hostess, I’m sure, and one never knows what time may bring,’ his smile sent waves of revulsion through her. ‘However, there is one thing I insist upon. Your children; I do not want to hear or see them, especially in the mornings.’


      ‘But, you will meet them, Charles? They are so looking forward to meeting you.’


      ‘I dare say I’ll come across them in time, but for now I have no desire to do so.’


      She began to speak again, to entreat him to meet his nieces.


      ‘I do not want you to place any demands on me, Elizabeth. I am not my brother.’


      He waved his hand to dismiss her and watched as she walked, straight-backed, from the room. He hadn’t meant to keep her on, but she was lovely and the nights could be long in a place such as this. She might yet prove her worth, and if she decided to be difficult he could always dispense with her.


      Elizabeth leant against the other side of the door and tried to still the sobs of anger and humiliation, as all the loneliness and sorrow of the past few weeks caught up with her.


      ****


      The next few days passed slowly. Keeping the children amused and quiet was a daunting task. She felt as though she were walking on pins as she tiptoed around the house. Like it or not, she knew they were living on borrowed time. The girls had taken their uncle’s disinterest fairly well, although Lucy did raise her eyebrows as she listened to her mother’s excuses. However, she did her best to keep her sisters outside and as far away as possible from the house.


      The air of tension touched everyone. The maids no longer exchanged friendly banter with the grooms and gardeners; flirting and teasing became a thing of the past. Charles, to Elizabeth’s relief, chose to eat alone, which meant she was spared his leers and insults. When he tired of the house, he sent for her.


      ‘I take it I have a horse?’


      ‘Well,’ she murmured, feeling confused. ‘There are the animals that pull the carriage, but they’re really only workhorses. Most are used on the farm.’


      ‘And my brother, did he not hunt?’


      ‘There is Lightning,’ she whispered, ‘but he was John’s own mount.’


      ‘Well, he can hardly object to my riding him, can he? Not any more.’


      Before she could reply he left the room and she watched from the window as he strode towards the stables. Soon the sound of horses’ hooves could be heard on the stable-yard cobbles, and she watched as Timmy, the youngest stable boy, led Lightning and his rider through the gate. She could see Charles talking down at him and Timmy pointing towards the north pasture, probably indicating the best areas for riding. She waited until Charles had disappeared into the distance, before going outside.


      Timmy stood rooted to the spot, still watching the rider, who was now no more than a dot on the horizon. It wasn’t until she had almost reached him that he became aware of her and turned around with guilty eyes.


      ‘He ordered me to saddle the master’s horse, mistress.’


      ‘I know, Timmy, it’s all right,’ she patted his shoulder. It felt thin beneath her fingers. ‘You’ll have to eat more, get some flesh on those bones.’


      ‘Yes, mistress. My da says I eat like a horse and look like a greyhound, but I’m strong.’


      ‘I’m sure you are, Timmy.’


      She could see why her husband had been so fond of this boy. Always willing and not afraid of hard work John had said, but there was something else too. The very air around him seemed to crackle with energy. He had a thirst for life. Her thoughts were interrupted by a shout from within the stable-yard.


      ‘Timmy, you good-for-nothing wretch, where the hell are you?’


      Jack Carey. He was head groom, and the bane of those who worked under him. She watched as Carey walked over to the gate, looking all around him for the boy, who stood mute at her side. On seeing them, he feigned surprise, but walked forward smiling and doffing his cap.


      ‘Good day to you, mistress.’


      ‘Good day, Carey.’ She neither smiled, nor looked directly at him. ‘I borrowed your young man here,’ she smiled down at Timmy. ‘He’s been a great help in saddling his lordship’s mount.’


      ‘His lordship’s horse?’ He was taken aback, until he realised that she meant his new master. He had wanted to meet him first and get on a good footing before anyone else.


      ‘Thank you, Timmy.’ She nodded to them both, and turned towards the house. Stopping before the door, she looked back and watched the man and boy enter the stables. Carey’s sheer size was overwhelming; he was over six foot tall and built to match. It was his eyes that made her uncomfortable; they were almost as dark as his hair, a deep, unsettling black. She knew the servants had christened him Black Jack and it was easy for her to see why, she thought, going indoors to summon the children to lunch.


      Once out of the mistress’s sight, Black Jack grabbed Timmy by the arm, almost lifting him off the ground. ‘Why didn’t you call me when his lordship came for the horse?’


      ‘I did call you.’ Timmy tried to wrestle away from the strong fingers that were biting into his thin flesh. ‘But you weren’t there, and the master wouldn’t wait.’


      ‘Well, the next time, boy, make yourself heard.’ He gave the struggling child a hard clip across the ear and watched as he hurried away. He’d make it his business to be here when the master returned. If any of the rumours were true, it might turn out to be quite profitable. He was not averse to a game of cards himself, and when the master sought companions in the sport, he would only be too glad to steer him in the right direction. There were many wealthy farmers in the district who liked a gamble and were not fussy whom they played with, so he would be well thought of for bringing gentry to the table. Yes, he was on his way up. By this time next year he would be a changed man, hadn’t his own mother predicted it?


      Agnes Carey always predicted great things for her son. He was her world, despite the fact that on many occasions she had to get rid of his ‘mistakes’. She was an accomplished abortionist; her knowledge of herbs, along with the aid of a long wire hook, helped keep the population down. And it wasn’t just with the poor. Agnes told of many’s the fine lady who had willingly lain spread-eagled on the dirty tabletop and allowed her to poke and prod between their legs. That so many died afterwards from shock, loss of blood or infection was of no account to her. She saw herself as a saviour of sorts and made quite a bit of money in the process. Those who did survive soon found that they were in debt to Agnes Carey for the rest of their life. Her silence cost dearly.


      Black Jack didn’t have long to wait for his master’s return. Quickly bored, Charles rode back into the stable in a foul mood. His inspection of his estate had come to an abrupt halt in just over a mile. What he saw depressed him; dirty little cabins with children running around barefoot and barely covered in rags. And as for the women! There wasn’t one that caught his eye. But then it was hard to imagine beauty in such filthy circumstances. The smell had been the worst. Many of the hovels had large manure heaps outside, pigs roamed freely and he had even seen them appearing from inside the dwellings! His estimation of these people had been correct; they were no more than pigs themselves. He dismounted almost before Black Jack could catch hold of the reins, and would have stormed away, if the groom hadn’t stopped him.


      ‘How do you do, my lord?’


      Charles turned, aghast that this upstart was addressing him. Timmy came running from the stable to relieve Black Jack of the struggling horse. Charles walked back to where the man stood, cap in hand.


      ‘Are you addressing me?’ He was mortified to find that he had to look up at the man. This made his humour worse, and he was sorely tempted to use his riding crop.


      ‘Yes, my lord, begging your pardon, sir, but I just wanted to welcome you to Maycroft.’


      Charles looked on as the man stood twiddling his cap, and decided the fellow was harmless enough. He was, after all, attempting to be sociable, which was more than he could say for the rest of the rabble.


      ‘Yes, indeed, thank you.’ He cleared his throat as though the simple sentence was sticking there, and turned to go, but was stopped again as the man spoke.


      ‘If there’s anything I can do to help, I’d be glad to.’


      ‘Help! Is it possible to help someone who finds himself in hell?’


      ‘I can understand how this place must seem to you, my lord. There’s very little to do. Sure if it wasn’t for the odd game of cards, we’d all go mad.’ Black Jack could see the gleam of interest in the master’s eyes.


      ‘What’s your name?’


      ‘Jack Carey, my lord. I’m head groom here. I’ve been here since I was ten years old. I served your late brother well and I hope I can do the same for you.’


      ‘You may well be of service to me, Carey. Now tell me about these card games.’


      Timmy watched as the two men drew closer, but try as he might, he could not hear what they were saying. Whatever it was improved Black Jack’s humour and he even allowed Timmy to finish a whole hour early.

    

  


  
    
      


      THREE


      ‘Timmy!’ His brothers and sister came running to meet him, and threw their arms around him.


      ‘Let me breathe,’ the twelve-year-old laughed, untangling the numerous arms and trying to answer their questions.


      ‘Why are you so early?’ Peter wanted to know from his older brother. ‘You didn’t lose your position, did you?’


      He looked down at the three little faces.


      ‘No, indeed, I didn’t.’


      They smiled with relief and he hoisted Rose, baby of the family at two, into his arms. Balancing her on his hip, he took six-year-old Tom by the hand, and they walked indoors.


      Even in summer the cabin was cold. Built of stone, with two rooms and an old thatched roof, it retained very little warmth. The crude wooden table that stood in the centre of the room had a bench on both sides of it and a wooden chair at the head.


      A small cupboard, placed as near to the fire as possible, protected their food from the damp. Two rickety armchairs stood on either side of the large open fire. His mother and father sat there each night, weary after working hard in the fields. Over the fire hung a long black arm with two hooks; these held the cooking utensils, a large black pot and a kettle. A flat griddle pan lay beside the hearth.


      After sending Peter to fetch water from the well, Timmy set about preparing the supper. Half-filling the pot with water he carefully counted in the potatoes, six for his father and three for his mother and two for each of the children. He quickly got the turf and sticks to catch fire, and swung the heavy pot over the flame.


      Next he set the table with three chipped cups and three small wooden bowls to hold the buttermilk for the younger children. Since starting work he was considered a man and was allowed to use a cup. Three plates, in much the same condition as the cups, followed, with a small bowl of salt. Two bent forks and two knifes, their blades worn away to an arch from constant sharpening, completed the table setting.


      Timmy then sat in his mother’s chair with Rose on his lap and with his brothers sitting on the floor beside him, he recounted stories about fairies, goblins and wicked witches. They listened in wide-eyed wonder as he told of Tir na nÓg, a magical land where a person never grew old, where there was plenty of food to be had, fish and meat every day if you wanted it, clothes made of gold and silver, and real shoes for your feet. They shook their heads in awe, imagining not having to go barefoot.


      The pot was bubbling cheerfully when the door opened. Timmy beamed with pride when his tired mother gazed around the room, taking in the table and the pot on the fire. Then he glanced past her to his father, who was glaring back at him.


      ‘What are you doing home at this time, lad?’ Without waiting for an answer, he reached for the stick that was always kept handy in a corner and turned back to Timmy with his hand raised, ready to strike.


      ‘For the love and honour of God, Pat,’ his mother stood in front of Timmy, ‘let the lad answer.’


      ‘There’s nothing wrong, Da. Black Jack just let me finish early, that’s all.’


      He watched in relief as his father returned the stick to its rightful place. His brothers had been looking on, ashen-faced, and Rose’s lower lip was trembling. They had all felt the sting of the stick in the past. Brushing past them, their father slumped into his chair and sat gazing glumly into the fire. Their mother, trying to lighten the mood, chatted gaily as she checked the potatoes, sticking a fork in to see if they were soft enough to eat. Once she was happy, so were her children. She carried the pot outside and, covering the top with a piece of sacking, tilted it to one side to allow the water to drain off. The pot was placed back over the fire for a few minutes, to let the potatoes dry, and the piece of sacking, steaming from the boiling water, was held in front. When it was dry, she placed it in the centre of the table and upturned the pot, allowing a mountain of potatoes to appear. Some tumbled and rolled, and the children laughed, as their mother and Timmy tried to stop them from falling onto the dirt floor.


      From a small cupboard she took a covered dish. This, like the cups, was chipped and the flowers on it faded, but it was still her pride and joy, given to her by her mother when the flowers were still bright blue. The same colour as your eyes, her mother had said, as she kissed her goodbye on her wedding day.


      She had been fifteen when she married Pat, and now, almost fifteen years later, she was faded, like the bowl. Sometimes she felt as though she had been alive forever. Lifting the lid, she carefully spooned a piece of dried fish onto her husband’s plate. His large hand covered hers.


      ‘Take a bit for yourself.’


      ‘I have no appetite, Pat. I’ll save it for tomorrow.’


      ‘Eat it now, you’re skin and bone as it is.’


      She had no choice but to obey, and the children watched her trembling hand spoon out a small piece of the fish and replace the lid.


      ‘Eat,’ she nodded at the children, and Timmy picked up a knife and began to peel the potatoes for Tom and Rose. His father and Peter ate them skin and all, but his mother and the younger ones had no stomach for that. The skins did not go to waste though, because they went to feed Nelly, their pig. From a churn his mother scooped up buttermilk, pouring it into each of the cups and bowls. As always, she took the least, and Timmy watched her picking at the piece of fish, pulling it apart, checking for bones. He knew what was coming next, so he turned to his father and started to talk.


      ‘The new master came into the stables today.’


      ‘Did he indeed?’ His father was interested. ‘They say he’s not a patch on his brother, though he was a hard enough man, God knows. Not that it matters to us,’ he snorted. ‘He’ll do little enough to help here.’


      Now that Timmy had started his father off about the changes that needed to be made, it allowed his mother some free rein. He watched as she studied her husband, and when she was sure he wasn’t looking, she took bits of the flaked fish in her fingers and fed them to Rose and Tom. They opened and closed their mouths soundlessly, reminding Timmy of the fledglings in the trees beside the cabin. He would have loved some of the dried fish and, licking his lips, he tasted the salt from the potatoes and pretended it was from the fish.


      Peter watched each mouthful, his eyes as big as saucers. Timmy and Peter knew that the younger ones needed the food more than they did, but it would have been nice to taste it, just this once. His mother caught his eye and winked, he winked back, glad to be sharing a secret with her. They had outwitted his father who was now in full flow, waving his knife in the air and sending bits of potato flying into his hair. Soon it looked as though it had snowed on his head, and she shook her head in warning to them not to laugh. When the meal was finished, his father went outside with the slop bucket to feed the pig.


      Timmy and the others helped their mother clear up, and then get ready to wash the younger ones. She placed a chair in front of the fire and took an old enamel basin from a nail in the wall. When his mother had half-filled it with cold water from the bucket, Timmy brought the kettle from the hearth and allowed the hot water to dribble into the basin until it was warm enough. Each of the children squirmed as she scrubbed necks, ears and between sticky fingers with a soapy rag, determined to root out any trace of dirt. We may be poor, she often told them, but that’s no excuse for filth.


      Timmy was glad he no longer had to endure this nightly ritual. When she had finished with the others, he emptied the bowl. This was refilled as before and handed to him. He took it into the other room, the sleeping place for them all. The beds were planks of wood tied together with rope and covered with straw. One set in the corner for his parents and a larger one for the children. A frayed blanket lay in the centre of each one and this was all the bedding they had. When the weather got too cold, they dragged the beds into the kitchen and slept by the fire. The only other furniture in the room was a stool, and it was on this that he placed the bowl.


      The threadbare cloth they used for a towel had hardly enough fabric left in it to dry him; still damp, he carefully manoeuvred the jumper over his head and elbows. There were so many holes in the sleeves, that he once managed to put his head through one, stretching it even further. As he was carrying the basin outside, his father loomed from out of the darkness.


      ‘Hurry to bed, boy, the spring planting has to be done on Saturday. You’ll need all your strength for that.’ He brushed past his son without looking at him and went inside. Timmy heard him talking to his mother and the tone was sharp.


      Timmy did not look forward to spending a full day in the fields with his father, but the planting of the potatoes was the most important event of the year. He waited outside for a while, watching shadows moving within the cabin, caught by the light of the fire. The three small ones went from the kitchen to the bedroom, then the large, lumbering shape of his father, followed them. At last his mother was alone. He crept inside, closing the door as quietly as he could.


      His mother brought her fingers to her lips, nodding towards the other room. He understood that they could speak only when they heard the thundering snores of his father. They sat in silence before the fire, his mother trying to darn one old jumper with wool from a more threadbare one. He studied her face as she worked. He found it hard to imagine that she had once been young, except when she smiled; her eyes lit up and then she seemed like someone else, not like his mother at all.


      As the sounds from the bedroom signalled their release, she put aside the jumper. Timmy knew what to do. They had been doing the same thing for over a year, since he had grown old enough to be trusted.


      He crept to the turf pile, moved aside a few sods and felt for the loose brick. After prising it out, he reached inside and pulled out a package wrapped in old rags. This he placed on his mother’s lap and watched as she opened it. The book inside was so old, the pages had come loose, but that didn’t matter. It was the words that were important and also the stories they told.


      ‘We’ll start on a new one tonight.’ She smiled at him, moving to one side of the chair, and allowing him to squeeze in beside her.


      Slowly he moved his fingers across the page, sounding out in a whisper the more difficult words, until he had finished the first paragraph. He was pleased and looked at his mother for approval. She was gazing at him with an odd look in her eyes, a sort of sadness. But she kissed his forehead and told him how well he was doing, and warned him, as always, that he must never speak to anyone about the book. She told him that the strange, musty scent from within the book was the smell of freedom, that one day he would understand. For now all the words and wonderful things he learned must remain a secret, to be whispered between them late at night, while the others were asleep.


      He hid the book again, replacing the brick and piling the turf back against it. Squeezing back into the chair, he laid his head on his mother’s shoulder and felt her thin arm encircle him, stroking his hair. He was far too old, he knew, to need cuddling, but he let her, for her sake.


      ‘What’s he like?’ she asked.


      He was puzzled, ‘Who?’


      ‘The new master, what’s he like?’


      He knew he could be truthful with his mother.


      ‘He’s a bit cross and strange-looking.’


      Her laugh startled him. There was little that made her laugh and he felt powerful for having done so. Trying to outdo himself, Timmy continued, ‘He walks like a girl as well. I’ll show you.’ He minced his way across the floor exaggerating the master’s walk, hands held in a foppish manner. This was too much for his mother, who roared with laughter and he joined in, delighted. It took them a moment to realise that their noise had awoken his father, who was now glaring at them from the doorway.


      ‘What in the love and honour of Christ do you think you’re doing?’ He looked from one to the other. The sight of his red-rimmed eyes and angry face was usually enough to frighten them, but now they looked at each other and burst out laughing once more. This made his temper even worse and he lurched towards the corner that held the stick.


      ‘You see this?’ He waved it in front of their faces. ‘I’ll use it on the both of you in a minute.’


      The laughter died. He threw the stick aside and it landed with a clatter on the floor.


      ‘Now get to bed and don’t have me tell you again.’


      They set about preparing the room for the following day. His mother steeped the oatmeal for the breakfast porridge, as Timmy filled the kettle and placed it near the hearth. When there was nothing more they could do, they went grudgingly to bed. His father was snoring again and Timmy lay beside his brothers and sister enjoying their warmth.


      Tonight, for the first time, he realised how much he hated his father. If the look in his mother’s eyes was anything to go by, she felt the same. He wondered, as he drifted off to sleep, what made his father so bitter. Martin, his best friend, had six brothers and sisters and his family was even poorer than them, but his father had a smile and a good word for everyone. Life was very strange, he decided.
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      July 2003


      If Timmy’s life had seemed strange his death was proving to be stranger still. Endless days blended one into the other, no finality, no peace, and it was not at all like the afterlife he had been expecting. He was awakened each morning by the thundering of the great machines. The replanting of the fallen bushes and trees had cordoned off his part of the graveyard.


      Sometimes the smaller children grew bored and ventured into the next field. They could walk and run unnoticed among the living, and took great pleasure in playing jokes on the frightened workmen. A coat would fall from the seat of a machine, pulled by invisible hands, then be dragged through the mud and bushes, its owner watching open-mouthed in amazement. No one dared to follow, afraid of what might lie beyond the boundary. Many voiced their fears to the manager, only to be laughed at and waved away. But Timmy noticed that he avoided looking towards the bushes after that first time.


      Elizabeth spent most of the time in deep thought, although she feigned normality. Sometimes, as the dark closed in, she would walk to the edge of the field and gaze across to the road and the lights of the machines that passed. Some even flew through the air, and for the first few weeks they all ducked down in case one fell on top of them. The children, though still wary of Black Jack, mostly ignored him. They adjusted well to their situation. Many of them had not known him in the other time. They didn’t fear him, even though his face was frightening. Strangulation had discoloured his skin more than the soil and its insects could ever have done. The loss of blood had turned it to black-blue. The pupils of his eyes were still as dark as ever, but, with every blood vessel burst, they could be seen at night, glowing red, all the way across the graveyard.


      Black Jack kept very much to himself, and for this they were all grateful. He, like Elizabeth, spent much time in thought. Sometimes, when he grew bored, Jack moved among the workmen and stroked the cheek of one of them. He watched with pleasure as the man shivered, drawing back, sensing his freezing touch, but unable to see what it was that had touched him. He was a fast learner and, after seeing Timmy’s performance on the day they first awoke, he knew there was a lot to master. One could reveal oneself to the living. Already they could feel his touch, and it wouldn’t be long until … Never mind, there was plenty of time.


      Soon, each roped site contained a building in progress. No one stayed long, although others soon replaced workers who left suddenly. The boss grew frustrated at the men’s unwillingness to see the job through, in spite of him offering inflated pay rates. But even he had to admit that there was strangeness to the place; a feeling of uneasiness, with a heavy, cloying scent in the air. He was not one to be frightened by ghost stories, and God knows Ireland abounded with them. Utter nonsense, these stories of whisperings and figures in the trees.


      Timmy hated the nights most. Even though he disliked the daytime roaring of the machines and the muffled shouts of workers, he dreaded the silence. When the men finished for the day, a gloom descended with the darkness. The noise made it hard to think, but the quiet brought memories. His throat tightened when he thought of his family. His mother, brothers and sister were not in this place. But there were others, like Martin, his best friend, who was there, but had failed to waken. Martin’s father and Mick were here. He had buried them, he could not be mistaken. Why could they not come to him now? Perhaps Elizabeth was right, maybe they were in hell.


      A stirring in the darkened field beyond the bushes interrupted his thoughts. Urgent whispering and the sound of running feet reached him. Soon a light appeared in the window of one of the buildings and the crackling of a fire could be heard. Elizabeth and the children had all returned to their dark sanctuary and there was no sign of Black Jack. The small fire lit up the night sky, outlining all the buildings. He really wanted to investigate these newcomers, to see if some weary travellers had chosen this place to rest for the night. Perhaps it was someone who would not be afraid and would talk to him. He was about to crawl through the bushes, when a movement stopped him. Black Jack was striding purposefully towards the light. His tattered frock coat waved about him as he walked, but his footsteps made no sound.


      Timmy started to follow and was only a few feet behind him, when Black Jack turned. ‘Stay out of my way, Walsh,’ he warned, ‘or I’ll crush you like the bothersome insect you are.’


      ‘Oh and how do you think you will do that? You have no power here.’


      Black Jack hit out at him and growled with frustration, as his clenched fist encountered nothing but air.


      ‘Give me time, Walsh. I’ll find a way; I always do, as you well know.’ He turned and walked towards the light, without noticing the look of fear that crossed the boy’s face.


      Timmy peeped through a window, as Black Jack marched straight inside. The blazing fire cast shadows on the bare bricks and made giants of the people moving about. He knew nothing was beyond Black Jack, there was no stopping the devil’s offspring. He saw a group of boys, dressed alike in jumpers and baggy trousers. Each had a hood pulled over his face. Timmy had to climb inside the house to get a better look at them. They seemed no older than he was, had been, in that time long ago. Black Jack stood in one corner of the room, his blood-red eyes narrowed, watching. Their language was hard to understand.


      ‘This is good shit,’ one of the boys said, taking a shiny packet from his pocket. ‘Almost pure.’


      He hunched in front of the fire and the others joined him. Each held out a silver spoon and he divided the powder between them. Timmy squeezed in beside them and watched as the spoons were held over the flames and the powder melted into liquid. Even Black Jack had drawn closer. Next they took a tube with a needle attached to it. The tip of the needle was placed in the bubbles and the liquid sucked into the tube. The first one rolled up a sleeve and tied a string around his forearm. He held the needle as it punctured the skin in the crook of his arm and a small amount of blood appeared to mix with the liquid. Timmy watched in amazement as it all disappeared inside him. One by one his companions repeated the ceremony. Timmy pulled back as they fell away from the fire and slumped against the wall. Each wore the same stupid smile, and their voices now sounded different, slurred. After a while they began to move.


      The banging of metal sounded as they pulled silver canisters from their bags. Timmy hunched closer to one of the boys, their noses almost touching, as he pulled a ring on the top of the canister. Suddenly, with a sharp hiss, the air was filled with the scent of ale. Black Jack came forward, licking his lips, and tried to pick up one of the canisters, but it was useless. It just passed through his fingers, and he swore loudly, before stalking away.


      Timmy stayed to try and find out where he was, what year he was in. But it was difficult. They spoke of bitches, but he could see no dogs. They seemed to be religious as they used the name of Christ often in their speech.


      ‘This fuckin’ place is A-1, man,’ one of them said. ‘No watchman, no security guards, fuckin’ happenin’,’ he looked around, and the others mumbled their agreement. ‘Anyway, who’d want to come way out here, to the arsehole of nowhere, to knock off that shit?’ He pointed to the bricks.


      Their speech grew duller, their movements slowed, as the hours passed. Timmy grew tired of their company and decided to return to the graveyard. He had seen enough of the living for now, it was time to go back to his own kind. The light from the fire glinted off one of the tubes that littered the floor and he bent to pick it up. He held the fine plastic between his finger and thumb, amazed at its smoothness, lightness and craftsmanship.


      ‘What the fuck is that?’


      He spun around to find one of the boys pointing in his direction.


      ‘It’s floating, man,’ answered another, ‘flying.’ Flapping his arms, he mimicked a bird.


      ‘No, that other thing; it’s some sort of scarecrow. Look at it.’ The others tried to focus on where he was pointing.


      ‘Hey, you,’ the first one spoke to Timmy, ‘get the fuck out of here.’ He aimed one of the empty canisters at him. The others joined in, and though the missiles sailed past, Timmy was afraid and started to run, the boy’s voice following him.


      ‘And stay the fuck out.’


      Timmy could still hear their hysterical laughter as he ran through the bushes to be confronted by Black Jack.


      ‘How did you do it, Walsh? How did you pick it up?’


      ‘I don’t know.’


      ‘If you’re hiding something from me, some sort of secret, I’ll find out, and then there’ll be hell to pay.’


      ‘There’s no secret.’


      ‘If there is, I’ll learn about it soon enough. I can wait. I have all eternity.’


      Timmy sank down into the grass. He would have much to tell Elizabeth come morning.


      ****


      There was great confusion and shouting the next day when the workmen discovered the remains of the fire. By nightfall a small cabin had been placed at the end of the building site. When work finished for the day, a machine drove up and a man got out. He wore a uniform with a peaked cap that reminded the children of the officers they had seen in the workhouse. He went inside the cabin and immediately it lit up. He came back out and went to his machine. Doors on its back opened and two large dogs leapt out.


      The children jumped about with excitement at the prospect of new playmates. Elizabeth had to stop them from running forward to embrace the animals, whose huge mouths and sharp teeth could have easily snapped their thin bodies in two. Instead she made them wait as a chain was hooked to each of the dog’s collars and the man began to walk them around the site.


      Black Jack went right up to the animals and was delighted by their reaction. They snarled and growled, their hair standing straight, eyes wide with fear, as they backed away, dragging the man with them.


      ‘Butch, Sandy, what’s wrong?’ He spoke firmly, his eyes scanning the field for whatever was upsetting them. Black Jack stood inches away from him, laughing. Then, turning to the dogs, he stamped his foot at them. Instantly they cowered and the man had to drag them on their bellies back to the cabin. They almost knocked him over in their haste to get inside. The children ran to the windows to see what was happening. Both dogs were hiding under a table and no amount of coaxing from the man would get them to come out. After a while he gave up and took to patrolling the site alone.


      Black Jack had grown bored with tormenting the dogs and walked back to the graveyard. He would have to think about this. The dogs could see him, but not the man. He stood behind the bushes and watched as the children went inside. He heard them talking softly and petting the animals. Soon they came out, closely followed by the dogs whose eyes darted furtively around the site as they sniffed the air. When they realised there was nothing to fear, they lay down and allowed the children to rub and hug them. The animals licked at the ravished hands and faces as though they were living, breathing children.


      Black Jack didn’t understand. Why weren’t the animals afraid of them? He studied the children’s hands as they glided over the soft hair, wondered as they picked up small sticks and threw them for the dogs to fetch. He tried to pick up a twig time and time again, but was unable to. There had to be a way. Groaning with anger and frustration, he brushed at a moth that fluttered by his face. His hand came in contact with the soft wings and the moth fell injured at his feet. He had touched it. Without even trying, he had touched it. Kneeling down, he ran his fingers lightly over the injured insect. He could feel its wings soft as gossamer beneath his fingers, feel its tiny heart throbbing in terror. He allowed his hand to glide over the twig and gasped as it appeared between his fingers.


      Timmy and Elizabeth watched as Black Jack stood, triumphant, and crushed the moth with his foot. He had just learned what they had known from the start. They belonged to the soil, were one with the air and could become part of anything they chose. For the next few hours he roamed the graveyard picking up whatever he found lying about, growing bolder and more confident with each new action. He threw stones against the trunk of the trees and revelled in the small thunking noise their contact made.


      Elizabeth called to the children and they came running. It was best that they should not witness this, and she had seen quite enough. Squealing children flew through the bushes, closely followed by the dogs. She could hear their owner calling, but they paid no heed.


      ‘Look, Elizabeth,’ Katie ran up to her, ‘we’ve got doggies.’


      ‘Yes, indeed,’ she laughed at the dogs sniffing around her and Timmy.


      ‘Watch this,’ one of the boys climbed on a dog’s back. ‘See, they’re almost as big as a pony.’


      The other children clapped and screamed with laughter as he rode up and down the field.


      ‘Well, well, what have we got here?’ Black Jack asked.


      Instantly the dogs’ behaviour changed. They cowered down, stiffening and whimpering.


      ‘Doggies, look!’ Katie was too caught up in the excitement to be worried about him. But the others were already backing away, crowding around Elizabeth.


      ‘So I see,’ his smile at the child was one of pure malice. ‘May I stroke them?’


      ‘Oh, yes, do,’ Katie smiled.


      ‘Katie, come here.’ Elizabeth held out her hand, and with just a backward glance, the child ran to her.


      The sighing in the trees became louder and the wind whipped against them as Black Jack knelt down and buried his hands in the hair of one of the dogs. The terrified animal whimpered, its cries mingling with those circling the air. From outside the boundary hedge they could hear the dogs’ master calling to them, trying to be heard above the noise of the wind.


      The creatures drew courage from his voice, baring their teeth and emitting menacing growls. He had taught them to stand and fight when need be, but they had never faced anything as evil as this.


      ‘Butch, Sandy, where are you?’


      Elizabeth tried to tear her eyes away from those of the animals, tried to call out to the man from the living world, but it was useless. Black Jack, who had been momentarily startled by the man’s voice, turned back to his game. He looked up at Elizabeth, winked, and broke the dog’s neck.


      The sighing had turned to a scream.


      ‘No!’ Timmy ran towards Black Jack, as the sound of snapping bones still hung in the air. Black Jack knocked him aside as easily as he had the moth.


      The children cried and covered their ears against the screams around them. The other dog lay frozen, awaiting its fate. Its whimpering sounded childlike. Elizabeth noticed that the hair beneath the eye nearest to her was matted and wet. The dog was crying. Black Jack turned to finish his dire task. Timmy jumped on his back, beating him with his fist, but Black Jack easily shook him off. It lasted for an instant, but it gave Elizabeth time to act.


      ‘Let’s save the dog,’ she called, running forward and throwing herself at Black Jack, who was knocked on his back by the suddenness of her action. At once the children were all over him, biting, scratching, and pulling his hair.


      ‘Get the dog away,’ Elizabeth called to Timmy.


      Dragging the terrified animal over to the bushes Timmy pushed him through.


      Once outside the graveyard, the animal took flight and ran back to its owner, who would spend the rest of the night comforting it and calling for its mate. The screaming of the wind ceased.


      When they realised the dog was safe, the children drew back from Black Jack, who was covered in teeth and nail marks. He sat rubbing his wounds and swearing. ‘I’ll get the other dog, mark my words.’


      ‘Do that,’ Timmy warned him, ‘and we’ll get you.’


      Black Jack watched as they sank down into the grass. The children lay clustered around Elizabeth. The smaller ones sniffled and sobbed over the dog’s death, while the older ones tried to cheer them.


      ‘Did you see Black Jack’s face when I bit him on the ankle?’ asked one. ‘I think I pulled his nose off,’ offered another. But secretly they were all afraid, and glad when the dark veil of earth covered them.


      ‘I’ll stay behind and bury him,’ Timmy whispered to Elizabeth. ‘It’s best that the dog be gone when the children awake.’


      ‘You’re a good boy, Timmy Walsh. I hope you know that.’


      ‘And you’re a good woman, Lady Elizabeth Fitzwilliam,’ he replied with a grin. She smiled at his cheekiness and closed her eyes, wondering if there was anything worse than the fear of the unknown?
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