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         The way to Uncle Montague's house lay through a small wood. The path coiled between the trees like a snake hiding in a thicket,
            and though the path was not long and the wood not at all large, that part of the journey always seemed to take far longer
            than I would ever have thought it could.

         
         
         
         
         It had become a habit of mine to visit my uncle during the school holidays. I was an only child and my parents were not comfortable
            around children. My father tried his best, putting his hand on my shoulder and pointing various things out to me, but when
            he had run out of things to point at, he was overcome with a kind of sullen melancholy and left the house to go shooting alone
            for hours. My mother was of a nervous disposition and seemed unable to relax in my company, leaping to her feet with a small
            cry whenever I moved, cleaning and polishing everything I touched or sat upon.

         
         
         
         
         'He's an odd fish,.' said my father one day at breakfast.

         
         
         
         
         'Who is?' said my mother.

         
         
         
         
         'Uncle Montague,.' he replied.

         
         
         
         
         'Yes,.' she agreed. 'Very odd. What do you and he do all afternoon when you visit him, Edgar?'

         
         
         
         
         'He tells me stories,.' I said.

         
         
         
         
         'Good Lord,.' said my father. 'Stories, eh? I heard a story once.'

         
         
         
         
         'Yes, Father?' I said expectantly. My father frowned and looked at his plate.

         
         
         
         
         'No,.' he said. 'It's gone.'

         
         
         
         
         'Never mind, darling,.' said my mother. 'I'm sure it was marvellous.'

         
         
         
         
         'Oh, it was,.' he said. 'It really was.' He chuckled to himself. 'Marvellous, yes.'

         
         
         
         
         Uncle Montague lived in a house nearby. He was not strictly speaking my uncle, rather some kind of great-uncle, but as an
            argument had broken out between my parents about exactly how many 'greats' there should be, in the end I thought it best to
            simply call him 'Uncle'.

         
         
         
         
         I have no recollection of ever visiting him when the trees of the wood between our houses were in leaf. All my memories of
            walking through that wood are when it was cold with frost or snow and the only leaves I ever saw were dead and rotting on
            the ground.

         
         
         
         
         At the far side of the wood there was a kissing gate: one of the kind that lets only one person through at a time while ensuring
            that the gate cannot be left open and allow sheep to escape. I cannot think why the wood or the paddock it bordered had such
            a gate, for I never did see any creatures whatever in that field or anywhere at all on my uncle's property. Well, none that
            you could call livestock at any rate.

         
         
         
         
         I never liked the kissing gate. It had a devilishly strong spring and my uncle did not have it oiled as often as he might.
            In any event, I never once passed through without feeling the strangest horror of being trapped. In the odd state of panic
            that came over me, I foolishly imagined that something was coming at me behind my back.

         
         
         
         
         Of course, in no time at all, I managed to pull back the creaking gate and squeeze through, and each time would turn with
            relief to see the wood unchanged beyond the small stone wall I had just passed through. Even so, in my childish way, I would
            turn again as I set out across the paddock, hoping (or rather perhaps dreading) to catch sight of someone - or something. But I never did.

         
         
         
         
         That said, I did sometimes have company on my walk. The children from the village would occasionally skulk about. I had nothing
            to do with them, nor they with me. I was away at school. I do not wish to sound a snob, but we came from different worlds.

         
         
         
         
         I would sometimes see them among the trees, as I did this particular day. They did not come near and never said a word. They
            stood silently among the shadows. Their intention was clearly to intimidate me, and in that they were quite successful, but
            I did my best not to appear ruffled. I made a show of ignoring them and continued on my way.

         
         
         
         
         The paddock was overgrown with long ragged grass and the dry brown seed heads of thistles and teasels and cow parsley. As
            I walked across the track of trampled grass towards the garden gate, I could see and hear the scampering movement of what
            I took to be rabbits or pheasants, rustling in the undergrowth.

         
         
         
         
         I always paused at the gate to look at the house, which stood on its own little hillock as many churches do, and indeed there
            was something of the graveyard in its walled garden and something of the church in its arched Gothic windows and its spikes
            and ornaments. The garden gate was as much in need of oil as the kissing gate and the latch so heavy that it took all my boyish
            strength to lift it, the metal so cold and damp it chilled my fingers to the bone.

         
         
         
         
         When I turned to shut the gate again, I would always look back and marvel at how my parents' house was now entirely hidden
            by the wood, and at how, in the particular stillness of that place, it seemed that there was no other living soul for miles
            about.

         
         
         
         
         The path now led across the lawn to my uncle's door, past a strange gathering of topiary bushes. No doubt these massive yews
            had once been artfully clipped into the usual array of cones and birds, but for some years they had been growing wild. These
            feral bushes now stood malevolently about the house, inviting the imagination to see in their deformed shapes the hint of
            teeth, the suggestion of a leathery wing, the illusion of a claw or an eye.

         
         
         
         
         I knew, of course, that they were only bushes, but nevertheless I am embarrassed to say that I always found myself hurrying
            along the path that led between them, and was never tempted to look over my shoulder as I rapped the great hoop of the door
            knocker to announce my presence to my uncle - a hoop, I should say, which hung from the mouth of a most peculiar creature:
            the face, formed of dull unpolished brass, seemed to hover unnervingly betwixt lion and man.

         
         
         
         
         After what always seemed an extraordinary length of time, and just as I was about to lift the door knocker again, the door
            would open and Uncle Montague would be standing there, as always, holding a candle and smiling at me, beckoning me to enter.

         
         
         
         
         'Don't stand there in the cold, Edgar,.' he said. 'Come in, lad. Come in.'

         
         
         
         
         I entered eagerly enough, but to tell the truth there was little difference in temperature between the garden and my uncle's
            hallway, and if there was a difference I would say it was in the garden's favour, for I have never been so cold inside a building as I was inside my uncle's house. I swear I once saw frost sparkling on the banisters of the stairs.

         
         
         
         
         My uncle set off along the stone-flagged hall and I set off in pursuit, following the flickering candle-light as keenly as
            a moth. It was part of my uncle's many eccentricities that, though he clearly did not want for money, he never had any truck
            with electric light - nor gaslight for that matter - and lit the house by candle wax alone, and that sparingly. Following
            behind him, therefore, towards his study was always a disconcerting business, for in spite of being in the safety of my uncle's
            house, I did not feel comfortable to be left in the dark there and hurried my steps to keep in contact with both him and the
            light.

         
         
         
         
         As my uncle walked through the draughty house the candlelight no doubt added to my jitters: its fluttering passage created
            all kinds of grotesque shadows on the wall, which danced and leaped about, giving the unnerving impression of gaining a life
            of their own and scuttling away to hide under pieces of furniture or scurry up walls to skulk in ceiling corners.

         
         
         
         
         After more walking than seemed possible from the size of the house as it appeared from outside, we arrived at my uncle's study:
            a large room lined with shelves holding books and curios from the old man's travels. The walls were encrusted with prints
            and paintings, and heavy curtains smothered the leaded windows. No matter that it was still after-noon - the study was as
            sunless as a cave.

         
         
         
         
         The floor was covered in a rich Persian carpet and the base colour of that carpet was a deep red, as were the paintwork of
            the walls and the damask fabric of the curtains. A large fire burned in the grate and made the colour glow, throbbing rhythmically
            at the movement of the flames, as if this room were the beating heart of the house.

         
         
         
         
         Certainly it was the only part of the house I ever saw that I could describe as comfortable, though I should say at this point
            that despite having been to my uncle's house many times this was in fact the only room I had ever been in (save for the lavatory).

         
         
         
         
         This may seem odd, but it did not occur to me as such at the time. My meetings with Uncle Montague were less of a family get-together
            and more in the way of a business appointment. Uncle and I were very fond of one another in our way, but we both knew what
            had brought me: hunger - hunger for stories.

         
         
         
         
         'Sit yourself down, young fellow,.' he said (as he always did). 'I'll ring and see if Franz will consent to bring us some
            tea and cakes.'

         
         
         
         
         Uncle pulled on the long sash by the fireplace and as usual I strained to hear a bell sound far away in the house. Footsteps
            gradually became audible and grew in volume as they slowly progressed towards the study door. They stopped outside and there
            followed a long pause and then three alarmingly loud knocks.

         
         
         
         
         The door handle turned, rattling as it did so, and the door opened. From where I sat the door blocked my view and all I could
            see was my uncle standing by the open door, whispering our request before the door slowly closed once more and the footsteps
            faded away into the distance, oddly mingling with their own echoes to produce a strange scampering sound.

         
         
         
         
         I should like to have told you something of Franz's appearance, as I am sure you will be wondering if he was tall or fat or
            fair-haired, but I am afraid that never on any of my visits did I so much as catch the merest glimpse of Franz.

         
         
         
         
         By the time my uncle and I had exchanged some pleasantries and he had enquired as to the current state of my schooling, there
            were three more sonorous knocks at the door, and Uncle, getting up to answer it once again, returned with a tray, on which
            there was a large tea pot, cups and saucers, and a plate of cakes and biscuits. There was no milk jug because Uncle and I
            both took our tea black. There was a bowl of sugar lumps and, though I never saw him actually take one, my uncle must have
            had a considerable sweet tooth, for they were always entirely gone by the time I left, and I never took sugar at all, even
            as a small boy.

         
         
         
         
         We sat either side of the fire, my uncle and I, with the tray on a small table between us, my uncle with his elbows on the
            arms of his chair and his fingertips together. When he leaned back, his face disappeared into shadow entirely.

         
         
         
         
         'Your journey here was uneventful, I trust?' he asked.

         
         
         
         
         'Yes, Uncle,.' I said.

         
         
         
         
         'You saw . . . nothing - in the woods?'

         
         
         
         
         Uncle Montague often asked this question, and my reply was always the same.

         
         
         
         
         'No, Uncle,.' I said, not seeing the need to mention the village children, as I could not imagine they would be of interest
            to a man like my uncle. 'I did not see anything in the woods.'

         
         
         
         
         My uncle smiled strangely and nodded, taking a sip of tea. He sighed wistfully.

         
         
         
         
         'There is nothing quite like a wood at night, eh, Edgar?' he said.

         
         
         
         
         'No,.' I replied, trying to sound as though I might have some knowledge of nocturnal woodland.

         
         
         
         
         'And where should mankind be without trees?' he continued. 'Timber is the very engine of civilisation, Edgar: from the plough
            to paper, from the wheel to the house, from tool handles to sailing ships. Man would have been nothing without trees, lad.'
            He went to put another log on the hearth and the flames seemed to almost leap out and wrest it from his grip. 'After all,
            what could symbolise man's separation from the animal world more than fire - fire's warmth and fire's light?' We both looked
            into the fire, mesmerised for a while by its dancing flames.

         
         
         
         
         [image: 1114115264]

         
         
         'The Norse people believed that the world was suspended in the branches of a great ash tree. Did you know that, Edgar?'

         
         
         
         
         'No, Uncle.'

         
         
         
         
         'Yes,.' he said. 'The people of the northern forests have always had a special relationship with the tree. After all, those
            ancient wild woods were their storehouse of building materials and fuel and food . . . But they were also dark and mysterious,
            filled with bears and robbers and who knows what else . . .'

         
         
         
         
         'Do you mean . . . witches, Uncle?'

         
         
         
         
         His eyes twinkled. 'Witches, warlocks, wizards, wood sprites, werewolves -'

         
         
         
         
         'Werewolves?' I said with a little gulp.

         
         
         
         
         'Perhaps.' Uncle Montague gave a little shrug.

         
         
         
         
         'The point is they respected the forest and they respected trees - feared them - worshipped them.'

         
         
         
         
         'How did they worship them, Uncle?' I said, taking a biscuit and noticing that the sugar was already gone.

         
         
         
         
         'In many ways, I am sure,.' he said. 'The Roman historians tell us of sacred groves, of oak trees splashed with blood -'

         
         
         
         
         'Blood?' I said, spluttering a little on my biscuit.

         
         
         
         
         'Yes,.' said Uncle Montague. 'They tell of sacrifice - sometimes human. The Celts were partial to taking the heads of their
            enemies as trophies in battle. To them, the hanging of the heads on an oak was probably as festive as the hanging of baubles
            on a Christmas tree is to your dear mother.'

         
         
         
         
         I raised a doubtful eyebrow on both counts and Uncle smiled.

         
         
         
         
         'But why worship a tree?' I said.

         
         
         
         
         'I can think of many things less deserving of worship,.' he replied. 'Look at how long some trees have been alive. Think of
            what they have seen. Why, there are yew trees in churchyards that may be more than a thousand years old - older still than
            the ancient church nearby. Their roots are in one millennium and their branches in another. And who cannot stand in awe when
            they see a great oak or ash or elm standing alone like a mournful giant?'

         
         
         
         
         He tapped his fingertips together and I saw his wolfish smile in the shadow. 'I know a story about just such a tree,.' said
            my uncle. 'Would you like to hear it, Edgar?'

         
         
         
         
         'Very much so.' After all, that was why I was there.

         
         
         
         
         'It may be a little frightening for you.'

         
         
         
         
         'I don't mind, Uncle,.' I said with more courage than I felt, for I was like someone who, having been hauled to the highest
            point of a fairground ride, was beginning to have second thoughts.

         
         
         
         
         'Very well,.' said Uncle Montague, looking into the fire. 'Then I shall begin . . .'
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         The garden was enclosed on all sides by a high stone wall that was splashed and speckled with yellow, grey and cream-white
            lichen. To the east this wall housed tall gates of dark wood that opened on to a long gravel drive. To the west the wall had
            a smaller opening. Set between two fiercely spiked shrubs was a scratched and weathered, arched, bottle-green door with a
            heavy wrought-iron hoop to lift the latch that held it shut.

         
         
         
         
         Beyond this door was a pasture of about two acres, bordered by the garden wall itself on one side, a hedge of hawthorn, hazel
            and dogwood on another, and a wooden post and rail fence on the other two. Almost in the centre of this pasture was an enormous
            and very ancient tree.

         
         
         
         
         Joseph's father had proudly pointed the tree out to him as he took Joseph on a tour of their magnificent new house and grounds.
            Joseph's father was not given to great shows of emotion and seemed to save all his passion for his work, which Joseph did
            not fully understand, save that it was something to do with money and the making of money. But as he showed Joseph the tree
            his father seemed unusually sentimental.

         
         
         
         
         He put his arm around Joseph, awkwardly but tenderly, and said, 'Do you see that tree, son? The old elm? What a giant! Isn't
            it marvellous? It must be hundreds of years old. The things it must have seen, eh?'

         
         
         
         
         Joseph had to admit that the ancient elm really was rather marvellous. Standing there in the centre of the pasture, it looked
            like an animal in a paddock, or rather like a zoo animal in its enclosure - penned, but not in any way tame.

         
         
         
         
         'I've got something for you,.' said his father. 'I hope you like it.'

         
         
         
         
         He handed Joseph a small blue box which, when opened, revealed a shining gold pocket watch.

         
         
         
         
         'Oh!' said Joseph. 'Is that really for me? Thank you, Father.'

         
         
         
         
         'Go on,.' he said with a smile. 'Put it on. But don't lose it for God's sake. It was damned expensive.'

         
         
         
         
         With a little help from his father, Joseph threaded the watch chain through the button hole of his waistcoat and tucked the
            watch into the pocket, where it ticked satisfyingly next to his ribs.

         
         
         
         
         Joseph's father went back to London the following day. He had rooms near the City and spent most of his time there, coming
            back to the house at weekends. Because Joseph was away himself, at school, this arrangement did not usually affect him. But
            though he rarely missed his parents while at school, he was embarrassed to find himself holding back tears as he waved his
            father goodbye at the end of the drive.

         
         
         
         
         'Come on,.' said his mother, understanding something of the sadness in her son's eyes. 'Let's take Jess for a walk.'

         
         
         
         
         So Joseph, his mother and Jess, the family spaniel, set off through the garden gate and across the pasture. There was a stile
            at the bottom, leading on to a footpath across some common land and through a lovely wood of oaks and beech and sweet chestnut.

         
         
         
         
         The grass in the pasture had yet to be cut. It was long and blond, hissing with crickets and spattered with blood red poppies.
            Towering up above it all was the mighty elm.

         
         
         
         
         Jess ran a zigzag, sniffing path, as she so often did, but today the tree seemed to demand her special attention. Joseph noticed
            for the first time that there was a cave-like hollow at the base of the tree and it was this that particularly interested
            her.

         
         
         
         
         The spaniel sniffed the air and approached the hole cautiously, peering in, her ears alternately cocked for any noise and
            then held back against her head. Joseph could hear her whimpering quietly, as though she were mumbling under her breath.

         
         
         
         
         Joseph and his mother smiled as they watched Jess inching her way forward. Her ears suddenly cocked again and she tilted her
            head to one side. She seemed to have heard a noise inside. She took a step forward and leaned tentatively into the hole.

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly she gave a strange strangled yelp that almost sounded like a human scream of panic. It was so startling in its oddness
            that Joseph and his mother both flinched. Jess jolted backwards from the tree and tore off across the pasture as if pursued
            by a demon.

         
         
         
         
         When she got to the garden door she could not get through because the door was heavy and opened outwards. She whined and howled
            and scrabbled at the door, scratching the wood and digging the earth beneath it in a frantic effort to escape. Joseph ran
            back calling her name. When he reached her and tried to calm her down, she turned, wild-eyed, and bit him.

         
         
         
         
         Jess had never bitten Joseph, not even as a puppy, and he could see that she barely recognised him. She seemed to have no
            room in her mind for anything other than the overwhelming urge to escape. He opened the door for her and she bolted, skidding
            on the gravel of the drive as she sped through the gates and away down the road.

         
         
         
         
         'It's all right, Joey,.' said his mother. 'Don't worry. She'll come back.'

         
         
         
         
         But she did not.

         
         
         
         
         It had been a long time since Joseph had cried, but he cried for Jess. Playing with her was one of the things he most looked
            forward to when he came home from school for the holidays. His mother said they must not give up hope that she would turn
            up safe and sound. They placed adverts in the local newspaper offering a reward but heard nothing.

         
         
         
         
         When Joseph's father returned from London a week later he took his son for a walk in the pasture. He told him that Jess might
            not come back and, were that to be the case, then they would get another dog. But Joseph did not want another dog. He wanted
            Jess.

         
         
         
         
         Joseph's father crouched down, looked into the hole at the tree's roots and reached into it with his hand.

         
         
         
         
         'No!' said Joseph with more force than he had intended. His father retracted his hand immediately.

         
         
         
         
         'What is it?' he said.

         
         
         
         
         'There . . . there . . . might be rats or something,. ' said Joseph. In truth he did not know why it had panicked him so to
            see his father put his hand into the hole, but though his father chuckled and ruffled his hair, he did not return to the hole
            and asked Mr Farlow, the gardener, to put poison down it.

         
         
         
         
         Joseph's father returned to London as he always did, and Joseph fidgeted about the house until his mother shooed him out.
            Eventually he found himself in the pasture again, standing in front of the tree.

         
         
         
         
         The desire to climb the tree came suddenly, without any prior thought on the subject, but as soon as it did, the impulse was
            overwhelming.

         
         
         
         
         As he was looking for a way to begin, he noticed something written on the tree. CLIMB NOT had been crudely gouged into the
            bark, though it must have been many years ago, for the tree had healed around the wound of the words so that they were ancient
            scars in its elephant hide.

         
         
         
         
         This discovery, though interesting, did not detain Joseph for long. It clearly did not apply to him, as the writer and intended
            reader must be long dead.

         
         
         
         
         But no sooner had Joseph grabbed the very first branch than a voice behind him made him jump.

         
         
         
         
         'I wouldn't do that if I were you.' It was old Mr Farlow. 'Heed what's writ there.'

         
         
         
         
         'What?' said Joseph.

         
         
         
         
         'I know you read it, lad,.' he said. 'I saw you. Heed it.'

         
         
         
         
         'I'm not scared,.' said Joseph. 'I've climbed lots of trees.'

         
         
         
         
         'Not this one. You know what they say about elms, don't you, boy?' said the old man with an unpleasant smile. '"Elms hateth
            man and waiteth." So keep away!'

         
         
         
         
         Joseph turned and stomped away back towards the house and sulked for several hours, refusing to give his mother any clue as
            to what was bothering him. That night he watched from his bedroom window as the crown of the elm tree shook like the mane
            of a giant lion, black against the indigo night, roaring in the wind. Joseph would show that old fool.

         
         
         
         
         By asking his mother a succession of apparently innocent questions over breakfast the next day, Joseph discovered that Mr
            Farlow did not come to work on the gardens on Thursdays. That was two days away, and Joseph awaited the arrival of Mr Farlow's
            day off as keenly as if it had been both Christmas Day and his own birthday rolled into one. His excitement surprised him
            - frightened him even - but he seemed to have no choice but to give in to it.

         
         
         
         
         On Thursday afternoon he dashed out of the house unnoticed, ran all the way to the elm and stood gasping for breath in its
            shadow. After gazing up into the branches above him, he set about climbing.

         
         
         
         
         Joseph quickly discovered that the tree was going to be harder to climb than he had expected, but this only made the climbing
            of it more of an adventure. Even when he missed his footing and slipped, scraping his knee on the grizzled bark and almost
            falling, he felt the pain to be a sign of his commitment to the climb.

         
         
         
         
         He reached a branch about thirty feet from the ground and could find no way of continuing. He tried to reach a branch above
            him, but looking down he lost his nerve and could go no further. He took out his new watch. It was getting late.

         
         
         
         
         Reluctantly Joseph climbed down, trying to retrace his route, vowing to return the following Thursday to continue the climb.
            He jumped the last few feet, landing with a soft thud on the ground.

         
         
         
         
         As he landed he had the strangest impression that there was a muffled echo of his landing, that something beneath the earth
            had flinched or flexed. The hole at the tree's base seemed darker and more impenetrable than ever. He took two tentative steps
            forward, leaning to peer in, but found that he could not make himself go closer.

         
         
         
         
         He walked back across the pasture with a carefree gait that was completely feigned. In reality he was resisting an impulse
            to run. He was almost at the door in the wall, when he turned round quickly, half expecting to see something - he did not
            know what - standing behind him. But there was nothing there but the tree.

         
         
         
         
         The following Thursday his mother had invited some of the ladies from her watercolour class for coffee and Joseph had to say
            hello to them all and smile and be cooed at before he could make his escape. The day was dull and overcast, but the feathery
            grey clouds were high and would not bring rain. Joseph was the only thing moving as he strode purposefully across the open
            pasture towards the tree.

         
         
         
         
         Joseph edged past the hole without looking in, and began his climb. He was surprised at how easy he found it this time as
            he quickly scaled the height he had reached the previous week.

         
         
         
         
         When he reached the branch that marked the highest point of his earlier climb, he straddled it and sat feeling content and
            looking about him for signs of where he might find footholds for the next stage. He looked at his watch. It was only eleven
            o'clock. He had plenty of time.

         
         
         
         
         It was then that he caught sight of the writing.

         
         
         
         
         There, scratched into the trunk of the tree, where the branch he was sitting on sprung away from it, were the words, CLIMB
            NOT. They had been scratched into the bark in exactly the same way as the ones at the base of the tree. But these appeared
            to be freshly made.

         
         
         
         
         Joseph stared at them and, suddenly feeling as if he were being watched, he looked about him, out across the pasture. There
            was no one there.

         
         
         
         
         Mr Farlow must have done this, Joseph was sure of it. The old man had warned him off climbing the tree after all. But could
            he really have climbed the tree at his age, however easy Joseph had found it?

         
         
         
         
         Joseph suddenly laughed to himself. Of course! The old man did not need to climb. He had a ladder. Joseph had seen him at
            the top of a ladder the week before, pruning a climbing vine on the garden wall.

         
         
         
         
         Then Joseph became angry. How dare that old man tell him what he could and could not do? What concern was it of his? He did
            not own this land - Joseph did. Or at least his parents did, and that amounted to the same thing after all. Instead of the
            words on the tree putting Joseph off, they became a spur for him to renew his struggles with even greater effort.

         
         
         
         
         Joseph looked at the lettering of the words and smiled smugly. Why, the old fool could barely write; Joseph could have made
            a better job of that when he was four years old. And what had he used to make the letters anyway? Joseph had seen and admired
            the old man's knife that he kept in a sheath on his belt, but these words seemed to have been scratched with a nail or a hook
            rather than cut with a blade, as they were rough and jagged. Joseph felt the letters with his fingers. Whatever he had used
            it was certainly sharp, for the scratches were deep and the wood was as hard as stone.

         
         
         
         
         Joseph saw that if he could crouch on the branch he was sitting on, he might be able to reach a branch that would then support
            him enough to stand and continue the climb. It was a precarious manoeuvre and, had he slipped, a broken arm would be the least
            he might expect in the resulting fall to the ground far below.

         
         
         
         
         But Joseph managed to ease himself up on to the branch and, sure enough, he could reach out and grab a smaller branch above
            and pull himself up safely to a standing position.

         
         
         
         
         From here the route suddenly seemed straightforward and Joseph climbed with ape-like ease, hauling himself from branch to
            branch with barely a pause to see where his next foothold would be. In no time at all he was pulling himself up to sit astride
            the very last set of branches that formed a kind of basket or crow's nest high up at the top of the tree.

         
         
         
         
         Joseph whooped with triumph and gazed out at the view, out across the pasture towards the tiled rooftop of his house, which
            he now looked down upon. Looking to the west, he could see over the hedge to the fields and woods beyond and was able to discern
            very clearly the regular bumps and hollows that formed the imprint of a deserted village. The buildings were long gone, but
            their ghostly outlines could be detected through the blanket of soil and grass. He could even see now that the pasture, too,
            had markings in it. There were round markings every now and then and, stranger still, what seemed to be the remains of a pathway
            leading directly to the tree itself.

         
         
         
         
         Then a flock of jackdaws croaked by, and Joseph was fascinated to find himself almost level with them. As they passed, Joseph
            looked up and saw something he had not noticed before.

         
         
         
         
         Above him the tree died away, ending in a jagged stump, as if it had once been even taller, and in this highest part of the
            tree, embedded in the bark, were dozens and dozens of small metal objects.

         
         
         
         
         Joseph stood up, his curiosity completely overpowering any fear he may have felt at the tremendous height. He stared in amazement
            at the treasure trove before him.

         
         
         
         
         Hammered into the bark were crosses of silver and gold, bracelets distorted by the effort of forcing them into the wood, coins,
            rings and pendants from necklaces, brooches and buckles. Even Joseph could see that many, if not most, of these items were
            of great antiquity and must be valuable.

         
         
         
         
         A gold brooch caught Joseph's eye. He reached out and grabbed it, giving it a tentative tug. It shifted a little. It had certainly
            been hammered in with quite some force, but with a bit of persuasion it would come free.

         
         
         
         
         As he began to work it loose, he thought he heard a noise at the base of the tree and stopped. There were so many branches
            between him and the ground that he could not see anything but small patches of grass showing through gaps in the leaves.

         
         
         
         
         He thought of shouting hello but did not want to alert anyone to his presence. If his mother caught him up here he would never
            hear the end of it and, after all, if he could not see them, they could not see him. He returned to prising the brooch free,
            and after a few seconds he had it in the palm of his hand.

         
         
         
         
         This time there could be no doubt. Joseph distinctly heard a low moan, as if some kind of animal were at the foot of the tree,
            but no kind of animal he recognised - unless a bear had escaped from a nearby zoo.

         
         
         
         
         Then it occurred to him it might be Jess; she might be badly hurt and moaning with the exertion of having dragged herself
            back.

         
         
         
         
         'Jess!' he called. 'Is that you, girl?'

         
         
         
         
         But it was not Jess. Whatever was making the noise was no longer at the foot of the tree, but had begun to climb it. He could
            hear the sound of something thudding into the bark and then dragging itself up, as if a soldier were scaling the tree using
            grappling hooks. He saw with mounting nervousness that the branches below him were shaking as whatever it was approached.

         
         
         
         
         Joseph wondered if it was old Mr Farlow trying to frighten him, but even as he clung to this feeble straw of hope the thing
            swished into view. He could not make out any features on the black shadow that was climbing faster and faster towards him,
            save for the huge curved claws that it used to grip the bark.

         
         
         
         
         The scream that Joseph made flew across the open pasture and crashed through garden wall and house wall and shattered the
            chattering peace of his mother's coffee morning. His mother instinctively ran towards the pasture, with her friends in tow.
            They found Joseph's body at the base of the tree, together with the branch he had been sitting on.
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         Joseph had a number of deep scratches on his legs and back, caused, they supposed, by the fall, and curiously his precious
            watch was missing and no amount of searching beneath the tree would uncover it.

         
         
         
         
         'Elm's will drop their branches without warning,. ' said Mr Farlow, shaking his head when he heard the news. 'I did warn the
            boy not to climb.'

         
         
         
         
         But Joseph's father decided to take vengeance on the tree he blamed for his son's death and demanded that Mr Farlow find someone
            who would cut the tree down. The old man shook his head.

         
         
         
         
         'Not I, sir,.' he said. 'And if I were you, I'd leave the tree be.'

         
         
         
         
         There was something in the way the old man said the words that seemed to end the discussion and no tree surgeon was ever phoned.
            Instead, it was estate agents who were contacted and the house was put on the market once more.

         
         
         
         
         They moved before the house was sold. Joseph's mother could not sleep there. The rustling of the great tree played on her
            nerves. Mr Farlow was kept on by them to maintain the grounds until a buyer was found.

         
         
         
         
         At the very top of the tree, light would occasionally twinkle as it played across the dented back of a watch embedded in the
            highest reaches of its ancient trunk.
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         'More tea, Edgar?' said my uncle, lurching forward rather alarmingly.

         
         
         
         
         'Yes, please,.' I said.

         
         
         
         
         My throat did feel somewhat dry. I was finding it difficult to shake off the thought of being trapped at the top of that great
            tree with some nameless horror climbing inexorably closer and closer. My imagination had been horribly effective in its rendering
            of those murderous claws.

         
         
         
         
         Uncle Montague refilled my cup and his own. He placed his saucer on his knee with one hand and lifted the cup to his lips
            with the other. When he had taken a sip, he put the cup and saucer back on the tray and got to his feet.

         
         
         
         
         'Perhaps I should not be telling you such tales, Edgar,.' he said, walking to the window and peering out. 'I do not wish to
            give you nightmares.'

         
         
         
         
         'That is quite all right, Uncle,.' I said. 'I promise you, I was not so very frightened.'

         
         
         
         
         'Really?' said Uncle Montague, turning round with a crooked grin. 'My tale was not frightening enough for you?'

         
         
         
         
         'No, Uncle,.' I said, putting my cup down with a rattle. 'That is to say, I mean . . .'

         
         
         
         
         'Calm yourself, Edgar,.' said Uncle Montague, turning back to the window. 'I was teasing you a little. Forgive me.'

         
         
         
         
         'Of course,.' I said with a smile. 'I realise that.'

         
         
         
         
         Uncle Montague chuckled to himself but said nothing more. He seemed lost in a kind of reverie, gazing out through the windows
            to the garden.

         
         
         
         
         I looked about me. The dancing fire flames were producing a not especially pleasant illusion of animation among the objects
            around the room and the shadows they cast. The shadow under my uncle's chair seemed particularly to have a life of its own
            and gave the unsettling impression that something was squatting beneath it, twitching and ready to dash out like a great spider
            across the room.

         
         
         
         
         Though I knew, of course, that it could not be, the framed prints and paintings, the objects on the mantelpiece and on the
            cabinets, the books and the furniture - they all seemed to be trembling in anticipation, as if alive.

         
         
         
         
         Uncle Montague turned and picked something up from the top of a cabinet nearby. The 'movement' of the contents of the study
            seemed to come to a sudden halt. When he turned back to face me I could just make out it was a tiny doll with a china head
            and fabric body.

         
         
         
         
         My uncle walked over and handed me the doll with a degree of seriousness utterly at odds with the object, although I could
            see that it was made with unusual care. Still, it seemed an odd sort of thing for my uncle to have in his house. I felt a
            little foolish holding it and thought of the ribbing I would get at school should anyone there have seen me.

         
         
         
         
         'Have you ever been to a seance, Edgar?' asked my uncle - a seemingly wild divergence from the doll he had so gravely placed
            in my hands. He sat slowly down in his chair.

         
         
         
         
         'No, sir,.' I replied.

         
         
         
         
         'But you are aware of such things?'

         
         
         
         
         'Yes, sir,.' I said. 'People try to contact their departed loved ones. There are, I believe, those who claim to be able to
            allow spirits to speak through them.'

         
         
         
         
         'Mediums,.' said Uncle Montague, sitting down once more.

         
         
         
         
         'Mediums, yes,.' I added.

         
         
         
         
         'You said "claim", Edgar,.' said Uncle Montague.

         
         
         
         
         'You are sceptical, then?'

         
         
         
         
         'I have heard tell that there are those who say they have such powers, but who are fakers and conjurors, Uncle. I do not think
            it possible to speak to the dead.'

         
         
         
         
         Uncle Montague smiled and nodded, tapping the ends of his fingers together and sinking back into the shadows.

         
         
         
         
         'There was a time I would have shared your view,.' he said, looking back to the window. I followed his gaze and thought I
            heard running footsteps outside on the gravel path by the window. Surely, I thought, the village boys would not dare to enter
            my uncle's garden.

         
         
         
         
         My uncle had either not heard the noise or was untroubled by it, because he leaned towards me, smiling.

         
         
         
         
         'I have a story on that subject that may interest you, Edgar,.' he said. 'Perhaps it will change your opinion.'

         
         
         
         
         'Really, Uncle?.' I said, still feeling a little self-conscious holding the tiny doll. 'Please tell it, then, sir.'

         
         
         
         
         'Very well, Edgar,.' he said. 'Very well.'

         
         
         
      

   


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/images/44.jpg
The Un-Door





OEBPS/images/68.jpg
THE DEMON
BENCH END






OEBPS/images/Uncle_Montague_PB_0233_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/23.jpg





OEBPS/images/137.jpg





OEBPS/images/118.jpg





OEBPS/images/93.jpg





OEBPS/images/Uncle_Montague_PB_0040_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Uncle_Montague_PB_0080_001.jpg





OEBPS/toc.ncx
 
   
     
     
     
     
  
   
     Uncle Montague's Tales of Terror
  
   
     
       
         Cover page
      
       
    
     
       
         Title Page
      
       
    
     
       
         Copyright Page
      
       
    
     
       
         Table of Contents
      
       
    
     
       
         1. THROUGH THE WOODS
      
       
    
     
       
         2. CLIMB NOT
      
       
    
  




OEBPS/images/Uncle_Montague_PB_0048_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Uncle_Montague_PB_0039_001.jpg
e





OEBPS/images/Uncle_Montague_PB_0038_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Uncle_Montague_PB_0019_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Il_Uncle_Montague_PB_0004_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Uncle_Montague_PB_0003_002.jpg
BLOOMSBURY





OEBPS/images/Uncle_Montague_PB_0003_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/201.jpg





OEBPS/images/Uncle_Montague_PB_0186_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Uncle_Montague_PB_0215_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/Uncle_Montague_PB_0151_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/9.jpg
THROUGH
THE
wWOODS





OEBPS/images/Uncle_Montague_PB_0172_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
w c

i I/ 5
S
>,

UxcLe

\f\\“ MONTAGUES |
D)

f ERRO (

]\u L

Sy

. CHrrs PriesTLEY

A delightfully scary book’ Irish Times ——





OEBPS/images/Uncle_Montague_PB_0101_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/161.jpg





OEBPS/images/Uncle_Montague_PB_0126_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/182.jpg
g1\ A Ghost Story





OEBPS/images/222.jpg
UNCLE
MONTAGUE





