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The Curse.
The eaves stretched, and the beams responded with a groan. Uncle Elijah lay on his mattress, his chin jutted above the tightly drawn blankets. His nose twitched as he sniffed the air, like a rat sniffing out a predator.
‘She’s coming!’
His voice was pierced with panic. ‘I can smell her – she’s near!’ He waved his bony finger toward the hearth. ‘Ezra! Ezra! Light the fire, light the fire to halt her approach!’ 
Ezra paced the room below his uncle's wailings, his eyes fixed on the ceiling, listening to the moans from above. The steady beat of the clock on the mantle grew louder: tick-tock, tick-tock, tick, tick, tick. 
‘Enough!’ Ezra’s pacing quickened as he pressed his mittened hands against his ears. ‘Enough, I say,’ he snatched the candlestick from the table and hurried toward the stairs. ‘Enough of the madness within these walls.’
‘Ezra, Ezra… Are you there, Ezra?’ 
Ezra stood on the top stair and peered through the crack in the door. He watched, impatient, as the old man strained to lift his head from the mattress. Elijah’s watery and clouded eyes darted around the room. ‘Ezra, Ezra…’ He turned his head toward the creaking of the floorboard.
‘I’m here, Uncle.’ Ezra edged into the room. The metal-framed bed dominated the space. The air was thick with the pungent stench of the chamber pot.
‘Here, boy – closer,’ Elijah beckoned with his trembling finger. ‘There’s not much time, she is near – light a fire to stall her.’ 
‘I've covered the hearth, uncle.’
‘Foolish boy! You think that will stop her?’ Elijah snapped. ‘A fire – light a fire!’ 
Grudgingly, Ezra lit a single piece of kindling with the thin flame of his candle, seeing no reason to waste the wood on his uncle’s delusions. As the fire crackled and the scent of smoke filled the air, Elijah rested his head against the mattress. 
‘Give me your hand and listen closely.’ Ezra hesitantly took the old man’s hand; its iciness sent a shiver up his spine. ‘Closer, boy, draw closer.’ Ezra wavered, then leaned in, baulking at the foul stench of decay that clung to Elijah’s breath. He tried to pull back, but his uncle’s skeletal fingers tightened with surprising strength, urging him still closer to his crusted lips. ‘I don’t have long. She is coming to take me, just as she’s taken those before us.’ He pointed shakily toward the hearth. ‘Take heed, boy, to break the curse...’ his lungs rattled against the words, ‘you must…’ Elijah's eyes widened as he turned toward the windowpane, terror etched on his face. ‘Gwrach-y-Rhibyn,’ he groaned, dropping Ezra’s hand and reaching toward an unseen figure, ‘Gwrach-y-Rhibyn, have mercy.’ With one hand clutching at his chest, he let out a howl. Then, his heart fell silent. Ezra recoiled from his uncle's lifeless body. The flame within the grate snuffed out with an ominous sigh. 
‘Who’s there?’ Ezra trembled. ‘Speak, will you! Show yourself!’ He whirled his head quickly, this way, that way, holding the candlestick before him like a weapon. ‘Demons be gone – I command it!’ Ezra squinted into the shadowed corners of the room. ‘Who cackles so behind me?’ But the room was empty save for himself and his uncle's corpse. ‘Elijah, the curse… you were saying about the curse,’ Ezra shook the lifeless body. ‘Damn you, you old fool. Damn you and your lunacies.’ The scrap of cloth covering the windowpane floated on the breath of the night drawing in. ‘Damn you.’ Ezra hurriedly left the room, slamming the door behind him.
Five winters passed in solitude. 
‘I need a wife,’ Ezra muttered, pacing the dank room. ‘That’s what is needed – a wife to tend to the hearth, to tend to the pot, and to tend to my yearnings.’ He laughed into the quiet, pausing to stare out the window at the silent mound of stones blanketed under frost. ‘What say you, foolish old man? I will find myself a wife. A bonny wife. A comforting wife. Yes, a wife is what is needed,’ Ezra listened as the beams groaned against the biting cold. ‘I see you agree, ha-ha,’ a quick, nervous laugh. ‘A wife I shall find to live here with us, to warm our bones – to silence the silence.’ 
Ezra seldom ventured into the nearby town, but that day, he set off with intent. His hair slicked back with goose fat, his uncle's best jacket on his back and a spring in his step. He approached a small holding, where a bonny maid tended to the goats.
 ‘Good day,’ he sang, ‘Would your father be at home?’ 
Mary looked up at the gentleman and took in his appearance. Not dashing, not at all, and a curious presence he had about him.
‘My father? What business do you have with my father?’ she asked.
‘I seek a wife,’ replied Ezra confidently. 
‘I am my father’s only unwed daughter.’ Her cheeks flushed a deep pink. Ezra studied her with careful consideration.
‘Then I would like to ask your father for your hand.’
A week later, they were wed in a small chapel. Mary stood beside Ezra as he took her by the hand and claimed her as his own. She shifted uneasily, catching the dark, wild glint in his eye.
Mary moved into Ezra’s family home and tended to the hearth, the pot, and, timidly, to his yearnings. Despite Mary’s efforts, the house maintained an unsettling chill that could not be warmed. Shadows lingered in every corner, and the sounds of shuffled footsteps could be heard coming from the boards of the chamber she was forbidden to enter.
‘She’s here,’ his voice hushed as they sat beside the still hearth. ‘I hear her. Do you not hear her?’ 
‘It’s the wind outside,’ Mary replied. ‘It’s the wind and nothing more.’
‘No, foolish woman! She moves on the wind, can’t you hear? Can’t you hear her calling?’ 
 As the nights passed, Mary’s fear of her husband deepened. He wandered the house in darkness, whispering into the shadows. 
‘It’s the curse, the curse you warned me of. Oh, foolish old man, how do I break the curse? No, I couldn’t, I shouldn’t, I cannot,’ his voice quickened. ‘Why do you ask me to do such things?’ 
Ezra’s agitation woke Mary. She peered from beneath the bedcovers and watched as his shadow passed back and forth beneath the bedroom door. She heard the strain of the floorboards under his feet. 
‘Very well! If this is what you ask, then I will have broken the curse, will I not? And you – you will leave me be?’ 
Mary could not see the frantic look in his eyes nor the way his chest heaved with each breath. She could not have seen how his fingers ran up and down the axe's haft, held tense in his grip, nor how he licked the sweat from his lip. 
‘Ezra? What are you doing?’ She sat upright as he crept into the room. The floorboards creaked louder than before. Ezra didn’t hear her. His ears were clouded by madness, his mind wholly consumed by dark intent. He stared with wild eyes as he approached the bed. 
‘Ezra – no! Please – no! Ezra…’ 
He raised the axe above his head, and as it descended upon her, she heard the hoarse cackling of the misty form which lingered beside the windowpane. 
‘Be gone, demon! I command you, be gone!’ He screeched with each forceful blow, his words resounding with the low rumbling of the walls. And then silence fell. Silence, except for the dull and steady beat; tick-tock, tick-tock, tick, tick, tick.



The Keeper of The Ruby Locket.
‘Granny, can you tell me the story about your ruby locket?’  Lizzie sat on her grandmother’s knee, her fingers tracing the edge of the oval pendant. Rain pattered against the windowpane while the logs spat and crackled in the fireplace.
‘This necklace? Well, I must have told you this story many times.’ 
‘I like this story. It’s one of my favourites,’ Lizzie giggled.
‘Very well, are you comfortable?’ Lizzie nodded as Granny pulled the blanket across their knees. ‘This necklace was passed down to me many years ago from your great-grandmother. I must have been a little bit older than you are now. She told me this story of how she became the keeper of the ruby locket…’
–*–
	It was during the Great War. The city was no longer safe, and so many children, including me, were evacuated to the countryside, where kind families took us in. I was placed with Mr and Mrs Crook, who lived in that grand house on the hill. They didn’t have a family of their own, and their house was cold and gloomy. But their home was large enough that they agreed to take in three children: Billy, who was ten; Daisy, who was seven; and me. I was only eight years old. It was very frightening to be away from our families and in such an unfamiliar place. The countryside was a place of strange noises and unusual smells. During the day, I would help feed the pigs and collect eggs from the hens, Billy would collect firewood and tend to the garden, and Daisy quietly helped Mrs Crook in the kitchen. We were given supper and sent to our beds before the moon swung past the oak tree. Mr and Mrs Crook were very strict about that. The house would creak and groan at night. Billy said it was ghosts. 
	One night, after Mr and Mrs Crook had closed their bedroom door and the house had fallen into a deep slumber, I thought I heard a whispering voice. I looked toward Daisy’s bed, but she was silent with sleep. I looked towards Billy’s bed, and he was sleeping, too. And so, I crept from under my blankets to peer out of the small window. The night sky was so black I could see the whole universe from where I stood. I watched the moon move beyond the oak. Its soft glow glimmered through the branches. And then, suddenly - there it was again, the same soft whisper. Being a bold and curious child, I crept from the room, avoiding the creaky floorboard by the door. Using a candle to light my way, I followed the whispering voice down the staircase and through the kitchen to the cellar. The cellar door was locked, but I remembered watching Mr Crook hang a bunch of keys high up on the dresser. I climbed up and unhooked them. I took the largest, rustiest key and pushed it into the keyhole. With one twist, the cellar door growled open. The air was heavy with the smell of mould and dampness, and I had to push through the thickened cobwebs to make my way down the steps. Shadows blinked in the candlelight. 
‘This way. Follow this way,’ the whispering voice sang from under the flagstone floor. 
I searched for a way and discovered a trapdoor hidden beneath some old boxes. The bolt was so old it would not move. With a slather of goose fat from the pantry, it slid open. I lifted the heavy wooden hatch to find a spiral staircase. Down, down, down I went until I thought I must be at the centre of the earth. 
‘This way. Follow this way,' the whispering voice called. I followed along the narrow passageway until I came upon a well. I held my candle up high and peered over the side. 
	‘Hello.’ I called into its depths.
	‘Hello… Hello… Hello…’ echoed back to me.
	‘Who’s there?’ I called again.
	‘I am Tarian.’ I jumped back as a misty figure rose from the depths of the well. Her hair flowed beyond her waist, and her eyes sparkled like the stars. She sighed and stretched her back. ‘So many years I have been trapped in this well, tricked by a witch who put a hex upon this house. Only a young girl of pure heart can break the spell and banish her wicked spirit from within the walls. You, my child, you heard my call. You have been chosen to free me from my prison and break the curse. The curse that has kept the house locked in misery and sadness.’
	‘But, how?’ I questioned. ‘How do I break a witch’s spell? I don’t have any power – I’m only eight!’
	‘Your power lies within your heart.’ Tarian reached around her neck and unclasped the silver chain she was wearing. ‘To break the curse and restore the love and joy in this house, you must open the locket and burn the curl of the witch’s hair that is held within. Burn the hair under the oak tree and replace it with a curl of your own.’ The ruby locket pulsed as she placed it in my hands. ‘As the new guardian of the pendant, you must keep the locket close to your heart. Never let it fall into wicked hands!’
	‘Wait,’ I cried as her misty form drifted into the darkness of the well. ‘The hinge is stuck, it won’t open.’
	‘It will…’ whispered the darkness, ‘when it’s ready.’
	I fastened the chain around my neck. The pendant hummed against my chest. I climbed the spiral staircase, climbed the cellar steps, and locked the door behind me. The hairs on my arms prickled, and I sensed I was being watched. The house held its breath. 
	The cold air nipped at my toes as I walked over the mossy grass and sat beneath the oak tree. An owl hooted from the branches as it watched with interest. All by itself, the locket sprung open in my hands to reveal a curl of wiry black hair bound with a silver ribbon. I quickly gathered dry leaves and twigs and lit them with the fluttering flame of my candle. The curl of the witch’s hair hissed, sparked, and glowed brightly with reds, greens, and blues as the fire took it within its grasp. A sudden wind whirled, the tree shook, and the ground beneath me trembled as a piercing screech tore through the night. The flames flared, then swiftly dimmed to an amber glow before coughing a wisp of smoke into the air.
	My heart beat loudly as I ran back to the house and cut a small curl from my own dark hair. I carefully placed it within the locket, and the lid snapped shut. I fastened the chain around my neck. The ruby nestled against my heart.
	The floorboards creaked softly as I climbed the stairs and returned to my bed. The house murmured with the sounds of sleep. And a whisper.
	‘Thank you,’ it breathed as it left the walls.
	The next morning, I was certain it must have been a dream until I felt the locket against my chest. Sunlight streamed through the window and onto my bed, brighter and warmer than ever before. A delicious smell of bacon and eggs frying on the cast iron stove drifted through the house. Billy and Daisy rubbed the sleep from their eyes as Mrs Crook called us down to breakfast.
	Mrs Crook sang as she served the food while Mr Crook whistled along joyfully. A vase of freshly picked wildflowers had been placed at the centre of the table. I shrugged as Billy and Daisy looked at me with bemused expressions. The weight of the house had lifted. The beams relaxed, and the walls breathed an untroubled sigh.
–*–
	‘Can I see inside the locket?’ Lizzie asked, once the story had been told.
	‘I’m afraid it won’t open until it’s ready to,’ Granny winked as she tapped her finger against the locket. ‘But one day you will wear it. And then, I’m sure, it will open for you.’ The sun cast its rays through the window. ‘Oh good, the rain has stopped. Shall we go outside to play?’
Lizzie jumped down from granny’s lap. ‘Can I play on the swing now?’ she asked excitedly as she pulled her wellingtons on. 
	‘Of course you can.’ Granny smiled. 
A rainbow arched above the oak tree as Lizzie swung on the swing that hung from the branch.





The Accident.
I see my ghost walk the cobbled streets in the rain. Her hair clings to her forehead while her socks slip slowly towards her ankles. And when she walks in the sun, she turns her face to the sky to catch freckles on her nose. Yes, I see my ghost. The ghost of me. I watch my ghost, young and carefree. 
But memories can blur, distort and be rewritten. I want to believe my ghost has shed her trauma and that I carry the weight in her place, so she is free to smell the earth, splash in puddles, and then return home to eat chicken soup with crusty bread. I like that version. I would have liked that version rather than the …
	‘Hey, freak! Lit any fires lately?’
–*–
	‘Well? Is that ok with you?’ My sister's voice breaks through.
	‘Sorry, what?’ I hadn’t been listening, absent-mindedly staring out at the familiar street. My sisters, Jane and Mary, sit with a plate of fruit scones between them. 
	‘Christ's sake. The flowers?’ Jane gave a sharp, irritated sigh. ‘Are you ok with sorting the flowers?’ 
	‘Oh, yeah. Yes, I said I’ll get them.’
	My mother's funeral. That’s why I’m here. Sitting in The Olde Tearoom, talking about flowers, the order of service, and what sandwiches to serve at the wake. No one acknowledges the tension between us. This probably isn’t the best time or place for it. We are strangers by blood, brought together again, reluctantly, by grief. But I’m not grieving, not anymore.
I had to leave after the accident. I didn’t want to stay away so long, but the more time passed, the harder it was to return. Mary still bears the scars from that day. Her wig doesn’t sit quite right on her head. She stares at the floral tablecloth as if she can’t bring herself to look at me. 
	‘I’m going to stay in the house tonight,’ I say, gauging their reactions. ‘I’d like to look through some old photos, maybe take a couple back with me.’
	‘Really?’ Jane's eyebrows raise sharply. ‘You haven’t thought to call and ask how mum was after her stroke? But now you want some photos to remember her?’
	‘You know it wasn’t by choice.’ I feel the blood rush to my cheeks as Mary looks at me, the guilt and shame heavy between us.
	‘Whatever.’ Jane hands me her house key, barely meeting my eyes. 
I leave the tearoom and walk the cobbled road, my ghost beside me. I pass the church and the school, cross the bridge, and climb the long, steep hill.
	The house greets me with a familiar warmth. The carpets still hold the stains of spilt orange squash, dog pee, and paint. The smell of geraniums and washing powder lingers in the kitchen. I see my mother's ghost sitting at the table, her head in her hands, sobbing. The oak tree still stands in the garden, large and looming. 
	I count as I climb the stairs. The seventh step is where I’d sat and listened to the hushed voices of my mother, two policemen, and a social worker deciding my future.
	‘It’s for the best,’ Mum had said, wiping her tears, a look of dismay in her tired eyes. They didn’t want to hear my denials; they wouldn’t believe me when I said, ‘I didn’t do it.’ Too often, I had been caught doing something I shouldn’t have, and so I was considered a troublesome child. I remember the confusion on Jane's face as I stared out from the back window of the social worker's car while being driven away – gripping my rucksack on my knee, my teddy bear nestled under my arm.
	Now, the house is quiet, except for the creaking sigh of the floorboards as I walk through the bedrooms. Netball trophies line the shelves in Jane’s room. A framed photo of her smiling, smugly, looks down on me. In Mum’s room, the scent of her perfume still clings to the floral bedspread. Then my old room, the one I shared with Mary.  Two beds are still pressed against the wall on either side of the window, but nothing of mine remains here. I have been erased. I look out of the window and toward the oak.
	‘What are you doing?’
	‘I’m making a fire. I found Dad’s matches.’
‘Don’t be stupid, it’s too dangerous.’
	But the warning was ignored—stupidly ignored. The fire spread, licking at the timbers of the tree house.
	I screamed and shouted for help as I stumbled down the rope ladder. Mary was still trapped inside. Hearing our cries and seeing the flames, our father ran from the house. He climbed the ladder and pulled Mary to safety. I remember the roar of the fire and the sound of wood cracking. I remember the thick, acrid smoke filling my chest. I remember Mary screaming in horror as her skin dripped like molten wax. And I remember my father, lying silently, beneath a burning plank.
	Mary was twelve years old; I was fourteen.
–*–
	I sit alone in a quiet corner of the pub, raising a glass to my mother. The funeral was a gentle farewell attended by family and friends, who now sit huddled around tables, picking at sausage rolls and ham sandwiches.
	‘She’ll be reunited with her Brian,’ says one.
	‘She’s at rest now, and God knows she deserves it,’ says another.
	‘Such a strong woman,’ pipes up a third.
	Mary walks towards me, and I gesture for her to sit down.
	‘I’ll be going once I’ve finished this,’ I say, taking a mouthful of wine.
	‘There’s so much I want to say,’ Mary begins, ‘it’s been so long. You never replied to my letters or my calls.’ She twists a stray thread on her skirt. ‘I want to say…’
	‘Say what? Sorry? Thankyou?’
	‘Yes. Both.’ she reaches for my hand. ‘For taking the blame.’ 
	‘You think I took the blame?’ I laugh bitterly. ‘I never took the blame. They wouldn’t believe me.’ I pull my hand away from hers and stand to leave. ‘They never believed me.’ 
The Fall of Fallow House.
‘This is perfect! This is the one, Emms,’ John grinned as though he’d uncovered buried treasure. ‘Look at the space. Look at the potential.’ 
	I sighed. ‘You said that about the last one.’ 
	‘Yes, I know, but that was before we saw this beauty,’ he said
	‘And the one before that. And the one before that, and…’
	John ignored me. ‘We can put the sofa along this wall.’ He squinted through the frame he had formed with his fingers.  ‘I can put shelving up over there, and oh my! Look at the nook under the stairs! It’s a perfect doggy den for Betty.’
	‘I did like the second one,’ I said hopefully. ‘The one with the new kitchen and bathroom. This one is a bit… dated.’ I glanced around. The wallpaper curled at the edges, revealing hidden cracks. 
	‘Hmm, no. The second one had that strange smell. It could be rising damp. I remember seeing that episode on Homes…’
	‘But this one has a strange feeling,’ I folded my arms around my chest. There was a definite sense of foreboding which somehow seemed to seep from the walls. ‘I’m just not sure.’ 
	‘Nonsense! You’re not seeing the potential,’ John tapped the wall, and a lump of plaster crumbled to the floor. ‘Just needs a bit of decorating.’ He laughed and patted my shoulder, annoyingly. ‘Fallow House, it has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?’ He continued to parade through the rooms. 
	‘The third one – now that one had a lovely conservatory…’ I started to say.
	‘Yes, living rurally will make a nice change. Although, that tree will have to go,’ he said, gazing out at the garden. ‘Could cause some damage being that close to the house.’
	‘Pity,’ I mumbled. ‘The tree’s the best feature.’ I cast my eyes around the tattered kitchen. At the cabinet doors held in place by cobwebs. At the sink – oh my, the sink! 
	
‘I think we’ve seen enough, don’t you?’ he said, taking one final look around. ‘I wonder if that tearoom we passed is still open.’
–*–
The removal van sped away from Fallow House, trailing a cloud of dust behind it. I stood amidst the towers of packing boxes, unsure of where to begin. John had eagerly started to unpack in the bedroom while Betty ran from room to room, sniffing in every corner.
	‘I know, kettle…’ I muttered to myself. ‘Where on earth is the kettle?’ I began searching for a box marked kitchen. ‘At last!’ 
The pipes rattled as I fought to turn on the tap – murky brown water spluttered into the sink.
	‘Oh, for Christ’s sake. John…’ I shouted. Then, as the water began to clear, ‘Never mind.’ I filled the kettle and switched it on. The lightbulb flickered, then popped. ‘Great,’ I sighed. 
The whirr of John's drill and his whistling carried down the stairs, broken by the occasional, ‘Ow!’ and ‘Shit!’ 
I sat at the kitchen table, sipping my coffee while mentally preparing to tackle the rest of the boxes. I gazed out the window and caught sight of a blackbird perched up high on the old oak. The bird stared back at me, and as I took another sip, I felt a sense of calm. Maybe this place wouldn't be so bad after all once it was cleaned, decorated, and fully sorted. 
But then, I felt something behind me. I turned quickly.
‘Oh, Betty!’ I exclaimed as she smeared her slobbery snout on my leg. 
John appeared in the doorway, holding his drill high like a heroic warrior returning from battle.
[bookmark: _Hlk190084216]‘The bed’s done,’ he announced proudly. ‘Ahh, coffee!’ He took a mouthful, then stood to look out of the window. ‘Yep, that tree’s going to have to come down,’ he said decisively. ‘All it takes is one big storm, and that’ll be through the roof.’ Another swig of his coffee, ‘I’ll venture into town tomorrow. Someone must have the number of a local tree surgeon.’ 
It was our first night in the house. John didn't seem fazed by the unfamiliar creaks and groans or the steady drip of the bathroom taps.
‘It’s an old house,’ he yawned, ‘you’ll soon get used to the noises.’ John drifted off quickly, snoring noisily beside me. I lay awake, eyes fixed on the ceiling. A cold presence swept through the room.
‘I think the house is haunted,’ I told John the next morning. 
He laughed. 
‘No, I’m serious. Didn’t the last owner, oh, what was her name?’ I tapped my forehead, trying to remember, ‘Ah, what was it? Anyway, didn’t she die here?’
‘Emms, there are no ghosts, ghouls, or goblins. You read too much Poe,’ John lifted a box from the kitchen table, ‘now, where have my keys gone? I’m sure I left them here.’
 We searched everywhere, checking under boxes and piles of stuff — even inside the fridge, because you never know. But they were nowhere to be found until, mysteriously, they reappeared under the very first box John had checked.
‘No ghosts?’ I questioned mockingly. John picked up his keys, muttering something under his breath. As the door closed behind him, Betty raced into the garden. Her tail wagged furiously as she sniffed around the base of the oak. 
I was alone in the house.
‘Right, house. Let's get one thing clear. I don’t want any silly business, ok?’ 
Silence. Not even a creak. 
‘Good. I’m glad that’s sorted.’ I began opening boxes labelled lounge and started to unpack. 
A dark shadow moved across the wall. 
‘It’s just the tree moving.’ I told myself. 
Then, there was a groan from behind the cellar door. 
‘Just the boiler firing up.’ 
A book fell from the bookcase. 
‘Ok! Enough already!’ I shouted.
‘Enough of what?’ John stood in the doorway. 
‘Ahh! You scared the life out of me!’ I shrieked. ‘I didn’t hear you come back.’
He raised an eyebrow. ‘Anyway… I’ve found a tree guy called Tom. He’s going to drop by to take a look.’
I opened my mouth to reply when something outside the window caught my attention.
‘John, there’s a man standing by the tree,’ I stared out the window. ‘I think he’s – is he stroking it?’
‘Ahh, that must be Tom.’ I followed as John strode across the garden. ‘Tom?’ 
‘Duw duw, she’s a big tree,’ Tom sucked the air through his teeth. ‘Big trees have deep roots.’ He narrowed his eyes and tapped his nose.
‘Exactly, too big! That’s why it needs to come down.’ John laughed, ‘Can you, do it?’
‘Oh, I can do it alright,’ Tom gave the trunk a hefty pat. 'The question is, are you sure you want me to? Like I say – deep roots.’ John laughed uneasily, unsure what to make of Tom's tone. 
‘Yes. Yes, we’re sure.’
Tom unloaded his tools, lining them up on the ground with surgical precision. As the chainsaw cut through the first branch, the house trembled. John’s vase – made at his first and last pottery class – tumbled to the floor, breaking in two. The second branch fell to the ground, and I heard the sharp crack of the fuse box. The third branch fell to the ground, followed by Tom's wail. 
‘Err, Emms. Have we got any plasters?’  
Tom sat on the grass, clutching his hand. 
‘Bloody tree’s fighting back,’ he groaned, opening his fingers to reveal a wedge of flesh dangling from his thumb. ‘Just get me something to wrap round, and it’ll be fine.’ John and I exchanged a look and shrugged. ‘We’ll be needing Dai Davis’s digger to get the roots up.’ Tom grunted, holding a tea towel around his hand, ‘I’ll call him now – but mark my words – she won’t go without a fight.’ 
‘Coffee?’ John asked.
‘No electrics,’ I replied. ‘I’ll get the camping stove out.’
Thirty minutes later, as we sat on the grass waiting for the kettle to start whistling, Dai Davis could be seen, and heard, approaching. Thick smoke billowed from his JCB as it lumbered up the hill.
‘What the…?’ John stared open-mouthed as the digger ploughed through the garden fence.
‘Need the big guns for this one.’ Tom said. 
The JCB set to work. Its teeth scraped at the soil but made little progress. Dai took off his cap and scratched his head.
‘It’ll have to be pulled – Tom, tie this chain around that part by there for me.’
John and I watched as the machine strained and revved furiously. A grumble, a groan, the tremors shook the house. The crockery in the cupboards clattered, the windows buckled, and our wedding picture fell from the mantelpiece with a loud crash. A triumphant cheer erupted from the garden.
We circled around the crater in the lawn. The remains of the fallen oak lay on its side, its roots twisting into the air. Betty cautiously emerged from her nook, where she’d been cowering, and sniffed curiously at the hole.
‘My brother’s a gardener,’ said Tom, eyeing the destruction. ‘I’ll give you his number.’ 
‘Yeah.’ John replied.
‘What’s Betty got there?’ I asked. ‘Bloody hell, is that a…’ 
‘Shit!’ John finished.
Betty tossed the thing into the air. Hollow sockets stared up at us as the skull thudded to the ground. Something shimmered from within the tree's freshly unearthed fingers. I reached down to carefully untangle it. A ruby locket came free and sprang open in my hand, revealing a curl of black hair. A cold chill ran through my body. Hearing a deafening roar, we turned to watch in stunned silence as the house fell, crumbling to nothing but a pile of stones and dust.
‘Oh.’ Said John.
‘I warned you,’ said Tom. ‘Deep roots.’
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