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If James had only known a simple rule about Hell’s Place then maybe things would have played out very differently. 

“Daddy, what did you get the Shadowed Woman yesterday?”

Of all the things, 45-year-old James Benson had expected to hear from his beautiful, precious little boy Tony on boxing day morning, it certainly hadn’t been that. 

He finished stirring the dark brown coffee that stunk of bloody horrible Cherry and Amaretto syrup that his brother had got him for Christmas. He hated cherry and amaretto syrup because it was wrong, it completely changed the flavour of the coffee and it was just too overpowering.

Even now he simply wanted to gag at the awful, overpowering smell that invaded his entire small former council house. It was amazing that Tony was still sitting on the icy cold wooden floor playing with all his new toys. At least Tony loved the blocks, T-Rex and dumper truck that he had got him this year.

James placed the boiling hot teaspoon down on the only clean spot on the chipboard kitchen worktop. There were still dirty plates covered in rich gravy, chunks of their juicy three-bird roast and crispy (burnt) roast potatoes. 

All done exactly how Tony liked them, well maybe except for the potatoes. 

Tony seemed happy enough as he played with his toys. A massive grin on his cute face and his longish blond hair shooting off in all directions.

Finally his mother could no longer accuse him of not giving his presents any thought. And she would be here any minute to pick him up and take Tony away for another month, he loved that kid so much.

So bloody much. 

James knelt on the icy cold floor, gently flattened his son’s hair and grabbed a block to play with him. 

“What do you mean?” James asked not knowing who the Shadow Woman was. “I’ve never heard of her before,”

Tony stopped playing with his toys and carefully placed them very neatly in a line to his left, and then he took the block from James’s hand and added it to the perfectly neat row.

“Mummy said you lived here for three years,”

“Yeah, you know after me and Mummy parted ways. I’ve lived here,” James said and he blinked a few times. He could have sworn he had seen a woman just behind his son.

A woman cloaked in black robes and shadow.

“You didn’t get her a present Daddy, did you?” 

James picked up his son and hugged him tight. “You’re scaring me Tony? You shouldn’t say weird stuff to people. Come on, Mummy’s gonna be here,”

Tony tighter him and James stopped as he almost kicked Tony’s perfect line of blocks and toys. He had done that before and he never wanted to do it again. Tony hated his perfect order being destroyed and given how he was only allowed to see his kid once a month, it was the least he could do.

He was never going to forgive himself for cheating on his Mum, the best, kindest and best woman he had ever met. She had actually forgiven him for the first two times, but he had cheated on her a final time and it turned out there were consequences for cheating.

The third woman wasn’t even that good, but the first two were amazing.

The woman wrapped in black robes and shadow appeared again. 

James blinked and she was gone.

Someone knocked on the door so loud that it vibrated through the entire house, and the little dumper truck rolled forward so it was out of line.

James subtly pushed it back in line with his foot then he went out the kitchen, through the tinsel-cladded hallway and opened the door.

He couldn’t help but smile at Ginny. Her long brown lifeful hair was stylishly tied back into a long ponytail with two iron-sword hairpins. She looked stunning in her red Christmassy dress and her white trainers were a wonderful contrast.

As far as he was concerned the Boxing Day weather was British as always. The clouds were a bright grey, the air had an awful bite to it and there was no one except the beautiful woman outside. No one else was probably brave enough.

He didn’t like the thin layer of frost that covered the concrete, cracked steps that led from his front door up towards the main pathway ahead of them. Even the pathway was cracked, chipped and falling apart but that was Hell’s Place for you.

Ginny smiled at him and James wanted to kiss her so badly. It was even better she was wearing her lightly spiced, rose-scented perfume. 

The same one she had worn the first time they had ever met. Little did they realise it was fitting considering this would be the last time they would ever see each other. 

“Going to your parents’ I see,” James said grinning. 

“You didn’t get the Woman in Shadows a present, did you?” 

“Who the hell is this Woman in Shadows?” James asked.

Ginny took Tony from James’s arms before he had even managed to kiss his son goodbye. Then she put him down and told Tony to go and get his things because her and Daddy needed to have an adult talk.

“What was that for?” James asked.

“You always were a fool. Do you not read the news, folklore and traditions of Hell’s Place? I warned you that coming here was a massive mistake but you never listen to me,”

James rolled his eyes. He had heard this so many times from his damn ex-wife. She was crazy, he was sure of it. This was why he had cheated on her twice because she was always coming up with crazy ideas about the supernatural and clearly Tony was starting to be infected with her ideas.

“Hell’s Place has a tradition that everyone gets Edward Hales’s Daughter a Christmas present and they put it by the little shrine dedicated to her in the centre of Hell’s Place,” she said.

James shook his head and smiled at his next-door neighbour, a little elderly lady with short grey hair and wearing black trousers, a black jumper and glasses.

Ginny looked at her. “He didn’t get The Woman In Shadows a gift?”

He couldn’t believe how his neighbour just backed away from him and started climbing up the stairs towards the main path as quick as she could almost like he was going to hurt her. 

Then the little old lady went down the stairs to each of the other houses, pounded on their doors and told his neighbours what he had done.

Or in this case hadn’t done and they all left him. 

“Ginny,” James said, “what happens because I didn’t get her a present?”

Ginny laughed and smiled as little Tony came back with his little blue backpack filled with his presents, clothes and his favourite Teddy. 

“I love you Daddy,” Tony said giving him a kiss and going back into his mother’s arms. “And Daddy, there’s a woman in the living room for you,”

James just looked at Ginny and she shook her head. “I did love you by the way. Maybe if you didn’t cheat on us things would have been very different,”

James was about to say something when he felt the carpet pull him backwards and the thin white door slammed shut. 

“I’m not coming in,” James said.

A very quiet, almost silent laugh echoed all around the house and as much as he didn’t want to he felt drawn towards the living room. His feet moved him closer through the tinsel-cladded hallway and even the tinsel seemed darker than yesterday.

The reds, greens and metallic blues weren’t as bright, dazzling and amazing as yesterday. In fact, everything in the house seemed darker, sicker and closer to death, like him.

James went into the living room and all his Christmas lights were dimmer. The rows upon rows of red, blue and golden fairy lights were flashing slowly and their colours were weird. The green was no longer vivid and seductive, it was more repulsive and sickly green. 

The large Christmas tree he had spent three days decorating for the twelve hours he had with Tony was broken. Large plastic branches hung off the trunk like it was actually a dead tree, the green had been bleached out of the material and then he noticed her.

She looked tall and extremely thin as she sat on his smouldering red sofas. Wrapped in black robes and shadows and James wanted to be sick, but he couldn’t. 

The Woman in Shadows looked at him and he felt like she was smiling but he didn’t know her, he didn’t know why she was here and he really hoped she wasn’t going to kill him. 

“I don’t need presents from everyone,” the Woman in Shadows said. “My name is actually Penelope Hales and you, well, I do need a present from you,”

“Why?” James asked. “Why am I so special that you need a present from me and not others?”

Penelope stood up so tall that her black-wrapped head hit the ceiling.

“I need a present from you because, well, you are not a good man. You broke up your family on Christmas, you cheated with an unremarkable woman who had left her own family on Christmas Eve and little Tony hurts every day because of you,”

James stumbled back a little but felt a chain of tinsel press into his back. He didn’t want to hurt Tony, he didn’t want to hurt Ginny, he hadn’t wanted any of this pain.

“I had only been lonely because Ginny, Ginny was always working, going to her cool parents with Tony and I didn’t deserve a girl like her,”

Penelope laughed. “You did not deserve a woman that loved you, didn’t care about your class so you went for women that were more... what suited to your class?”

James shook his head and he hated that blood damn smell of Cherry and amaretto syrup. His coffee was probably cold and ruined now. He hated his life, he hated Christmas and he hated how he had cheated on his family. 

“If you knew how
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