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Celia Rees writes: I am interested in the way that the past underlies the present; how perfectly ordinary places, otherwise hardly worth a second glance, are shadowed by sinister events from the past. Many of our ancient cities host ghost walks which invite us to visit such places and it was on just such a walk that I had the idea for this series. I found myself thinking: What if there were two cities? The one we live in – and one that ghosts inhabit. What if at certain times of the year and in certain places, the barriers between the two worlds grow thin, making it possible to move from one to the other? And if ghosts lived there, why not others? Creatures we know from myth and legend, creatures so powerful that even the ghosts fear them? Just a story? Maybe. But on a recent visit to that city, I found that several of the ghost walk routes had been abandoned, because of poltergeist activity …

Celia Rees has written many books for children and teenagers and enjoys writing in different genres. She hopes what interests her will interest other people, be it ghosts, vampires, UFOs or witch trials.
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Christmas


A Trap in Time

All through the city and its suburbs, the past lies behind the present and ghosts shadow the living. There are threshold zones, borderlines, and places where the laws of time and space falter. Strange things can happen, the barriers between the worlds grow thin and it is possible, just possible, to move from one world to another …

For Davey Williams, his sister and cousins, a desperate race is now on. Davey must act quickly if he is to escape the deadly trap that has been set for him; and they must work together if they are to prevent an all-out war between the living and the dead.


1

Davey Williams had plenty of reasons to believe in ghosts and ghouls. He knew that they existed because he had met some. He knew their haunts. He knew that some were good and some were bad; some were beyond even that. Davey had become used to the idea of a world alongside ours, peopled by ghosts with parallel lives. He had even come to accept that sometimes it was possible to slip in between time and end up on the wrong side. He just had not thought that such things would happen on a school trip.

In fact nothing was further from his mind as he shuffled along with the other pupils, getting ready to view the next exhibit in the local museum. They were spending the day here. It was getting near to Christmas and the visit was a combined end-of-term treat and a fitting finish to their History project on Life in Victorian England.

‘This is not, of course, one of our best examples …’ The guide smirked as she indicated the sampler on the wall.

They had already seen the Parlour, Kitchen and School, now it was the Nursery. When it came to his turn, Davey stood well back from the ropes that separated the little room from the rest of the world. His class had already been warned about setting off alarms by getting too close to the exhibits. He glanced up at the piece of needlework that the guide had singled out for scorn. Cross-stitched letters of the alphabet stood above a little grey house. To the side of that was a big tree which looked a bit like a yellow umbrella. Along the bottom was a row of spidery flowers, in the middle, the initials: E*A*H. There were a few odd-shaped stitches, and one or two of the letters might have slipped a bit, but it looked all right to him. It was better than anything he could do.

Davey lingered for a moment to look at the rest of the room. Besides the sampler, the walls held other pictures: figures from rhymes and cautionary tales, Jack and Jill going up the hill, Straw-headed Peter with his standing shock of hair and horrible dagger nailed fingers. A bunch of dolls sat propped up along a white counterpaned bed. China-faced, cupid-lipped, with spiky hands and booted feet, they leaned against a group of teddies. Some of these were nearly bald; others, long-nosed and thin, had straggly whiskers which made them look like little old men. A couple of painted wooden soldiers stood at each end of the row, as if on guard. The whole lot of them had been lined up to face a miniature blackboard. Davey smiled. He used to do that, play school with his toys, give them a really hard time. His little sister, Emma, still did. You could sometimes hear her shouting at them. Davey was just thinking about that, about how little things changed, when:

Weeooh, Weeooh, Weeooh!

Somewhere near to him a loud electronic wailing began. He nearly jumped out of his skin.

There was a moment of shocked silence. The lady guiding them round sniffed hard and then looked disgusted, as if she’d breathed in a bad smell. The rest of his class were cracking up as Mr Craddock came pushing through from the back shouting:

‘Who did that? Who did that?’

They were all dressed up in various ways meant to approximate Victorian days. Davey himself was wearing a kind of sailorsuit bib thing over an old jacket and a pair of his dad’s trousers, cut down to fit him. Craddock had his hair parted in the middle and plastered down. He was wearing his scary Jekyll and Hyde outfit, last seen at Hallowe’en. He had been in a good mood then, now he was more Mr Hyde as he came striding towards Davey.

‘Davey Williams. I might have known …’

‘I didn’t do it. I didn’t go anywhere near it. Honest, Sir …’

‘How many times do you have to be told! Do not touch! Do not go near the barrier!’ He stared down at Davey, upper lip curling, black brows frowning. ‘How old are you? Eleven? Twelve? I might as well be in charge of a group of five-year-olds!’

‘But Sir! I didn’t—’

The teacher held up his hand for silence. Davey let his own words fade into Craddock’s tirade. He had been standing at least a metre away from the barrier. He could not have possibly set it off, but the teacher had already made up his mind, so arguing was pointless.

Craddock was really going for it now. Davey looked round. The guide was smirking at him and all his classmates were killing themselves; loving every minute, falling about, relieved it wasn’t them being singled out. Davey stared at the ground, his cheeks stinging with all the laughter directed at him.

There was one strange thing, though. One odd thing. One laugh had begun before the rest, straight after the alarm went off. He had heard it clearly, a low musical chuckle, trilling behind the electronic wailing sound, and it had come from inside the nursery room, on the other side of the barrier.

It was not until he went outside at lunchtime that he began to work it out.

The day was warm for early December. The heating was working overtime. The room set aside for school parties was stuffy and full. Some of the lads had already sloped out, looking for a game of football. Davey followed them into the garden, thinking to eat his lunch out there and then maybe have a kick about.

He walked around the little sunken lawn, where the Keep Off the Grass notices were being ignored, heading towards a paved area set about with wooden benches. People from the other class occupied these benches, there was only one free. It was under a very large tree, a weeping willow, rather like the one in the sampler, which drooped over that whole corner of the garden.

Although winter had stripped its leaves, long thin whippy fronds hung down, thick as a curtain. Davey parted these and walked in, only to notice, just at the last minute, that there was someone else sitting there. A girl. Davey thought at first glance that she must be from the other class. They were not the only ones on the visit, 7JM were there as well. Davey knew them, of course, but maybe this girl was new to the school and had only just joined them. Whatever the case, he had to admire her outfit. She could have stepped out of one of the glass cases that they had paraded past in the Costume section. Her clothes looked accurate down to the very last detail, as though she had hired them from a shop.

‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ he said, preparing to back out. ‘I didn’t see you …’

‘That’s all right.’ She looked up at him and smiled.

Davey moved closer. She seemed familiar. Davey looked into her grey eyes, set wide apart in a pale heart-shaped face.

‘Are you in Miss Malkin’s class?’ he asked.

‘No,’ she said and laughed, shaking out her long wavy dark hair. ‘I’ve been waiting for you, Davey.’

It was the laugh which gave her away, high and silvery. Davey felt the goosebumps rise all up his arms. At the same time his insides seemed to sink, as if he was in a lift that was descending too fast.

‘Elizabeth?’ he asked, groping for the side of the bench. He had to sit down.

‘Yes,’ she laughed again. ‘Do you remember now?’

He had met Elizabeth on that strange evening last midsummer. She was a ghost. She lived at an inn called The Seven Dials along with Jack Cade, the highwayman, and Polly and Govan. She had shown Davey how to haunt; they had shared adventures together. Davey had not seen her since that night when he had left the ghost city. Now here she was, in the middle of his world, sitting at a picnic table, as though it was the kind of thing she did every day.

‘How did you get here?’ he managed to ask, despite the tightness gripping his throat.

‘They have some things of mine in the museum. This dress,’ she smoothed the green grey silk, ‘some toys in the Nursery and a piece of my embroidery.’

‘E*A*H – that’s you isn’t it?’ Davey asked, realisation suddenly dawning on him. ‘You were there this morning. You set the alarm off. I heard you laughing.’

‘Yes.’ She smiled. ‘Elizabeth Ann Hamilton. That was me. After I died, my mother kept my things, she could not bear to part with them, I suppose. Much later they were donated to this place. I often set off the alarm to annoy Mrs Summers.’

‘Mrs Summers?’ Davey frowned.

‘The guide. She points out the faults in my needlework and I consider that most unkind. I was only nine at the time.’

‘What are you doing here now? I thought you had to stay in the city?’

‘You do not know all the rules of haunting. My belongings are here. That allows me in. I’ve been waiting for you.’

‘Since when?’

‘Oh, a while.’

Ghosts were extremely vague about time because it did not really exist for them in any normal sense. Davey was curious about that. He still did not understand how they filled the yawning gaps. What did they do?

‘I haunt some of the rooms,’ she said, in answer to his unspoken question. ‘Particularly those Mrs Summers oversees.’ She shrugged. ‘Other than that I play cards with the soldiers. There’s practically a whole regiment up in the military section. They are having some kind of reunion.’ Somewhere behind them a handbell sounded. ‘But this visit has a purpose.’ Elizabeth was suddenly serious. ‘I am here to warn you. We cannot waste time in idle chit-chat.’

‘Warn me? What about?’

‘I have been sent by the Blind Fiddler. Do you remember him?’

Davey nodded. The old man was as clear in his mind as if he was standing right there with them: cloaked in black, wearing a broad-brimmed hat, carrying a violin. Davey could see his craggy lined face, his smile, wise and kind, his blind eyes bulging like marbles, showing blue-white. The Blind Fiddler had saved them, got them out of the ghost city. Not just Davey but his sister, Kate, and his cousins, Tom and Elinor.

‘The old man cannot see with his eyes,’ Elizabeth was saying, ‘but his hearing is as good as ever. He knows the business of the city better than any other. He says to tell you to expect trouble.’

‘Why?’

‘It has to do with the Old Grey Man’s daughter and that little boy she took.’

Davey stared, eyes wide. Even to think of her gave him the shivers.

‘I thought that what happened at Hallowe’en, with Jack and the Guytrash – I thought that had her sorted …’

‘Had her sorted?’ Elizabeth’s eyebrows quirked at the unfamiliar phrase. ‘Apparently not. You have thwarted her twice now, piling insult on insult. You know her kind are unforgiving. The enmity between you runs deep.’

Davey nodded miserably, his heart sinking inside him. He had thought to be rid of the fear he was feeling. The Old Grey Man’s daughter was Other, neither human nor ghost. Her father was leader of the Host, the Sidhe, the Unseelie Court. They were fairies, but like nothing he had encountered in stories. At midsummer, Davey had saved a child from her, a human boy, stolen to be her toy. At Hallowe’en, she had come after him. Davey shivered again, the day growing cold around him. Suddenly he could feel her presence, her malevolence …

‘Davey!’ Davey turned at the sound of his name being called. ‘Davey? Is that you under here?’ The willow curtain parted and Lisa Wilson, a friend from his class, came through the branches. ‘I’ve been searching for you everywhere.’ She peered about curiously. ‘Who were you talking to?’

Davey glanced quickly behind him. Elizabeth had disappeared.

‘Nobody.’ He shrugged, trying not to look shifty. ‘I’m on my own here.’

‘Oh.’ Lisa stared down at him, arms folded. ‘I thought I saw a girl. Grey dress, long dark hair?’

‘No.’ Davey shook his head, quick to deny it. ‘I’ve been on my own the whole time.’

‘Must be my mistake.’ She looked round again, not quite convinced. ‘I could have sworn there was someone else in here … You ought to watch that,’ she added, giving him a sharp look.

‘Watch what?’

‘Talking to yourself,’ Lisa grinned. ‘First sign of madness.’

‘Oh, yeah. Right.’ Davey laughed with nervous relief. Lisa was the most down-to-earth practical person he knew. She did not even read her horoscope, let alone believe in the supernatural. He would have had a hard time telling her that he had been talking to a ghost.

‘Come on.’ Lisa turned to make her way back. ‘The rest have gone in. That’s what I came to say. We’ll be late if we’re not careful.’

Davey followed her through the willow curtain, thinking about his lucky escape, glad that he didn’t have to explain about Elizabeth. It did not occur to him until some time later how strange it was that Lisa had actually seen the ghost girl.
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