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“Erik, my boy, I’m afraid that I’m in horrible trouble.”

My father stood before me on the dirt floor of our humble cottage, wringing his hands as though he were the erring son quaking before me, the fierce and condemning father. A log disintegrated in the hearth behind him, sending up a shower of sparks and a puff of angry blue-gray smoke. Simmering in a battered pot over the fire, the stew that I had made for supper sent out a pale but delicious odor that battled unsuccessfully with the smell of our two cows that lived on the other side of the wall.

“What is it, sir?” I asked, my heart in my throat, for I knew all too well my dear father’s long list of weaknesses. 

Were we to lose our tiny cottage this time, perhaps, as we had already lost our big house, most of our land and all our livestock save the two aforementioned cows? Were the bailiffs after him, ready to do as they had threatened so often, lock him up in our village jail or, worse yet, send him to the capital and the great debtors’ prison that sprawled on its western side?

“Erik, my dear boy...” 

I confess, I was finding his hand wringing rather irritating. “Yes, Father?” I hoped I didn’t sound as sharp as I was feeling.

“Well, my boy, you know that I have this little weakness...”

My poor father had a large and varied supply of them, as I’ve mentioned, none of which were cheap, all of which got him continually into trouble of one kind or another. He liked to drink, he liked to gamble, he liked to argue with little to back up his arguments, he liked to...but there, why go on? I loved him dearly but he was not a comfortable man with whom to live. I could hardly blame my two brothers for departing and leaving him in my hands—though oftentimes, in the dark reaches of the worrisome night, I did so.

“I fear, my child, that I have been rash enough to make a promise that might be rather hard for us to keep...”

I sighed. “Not money, Father, I hope? You know we only have enough to pay our taxes, and I’d really hate to sell anything else.” 

Not that we had much left to sell. We had got rid of most of our old possessions when we’d sold our big house and moved to this hovel, save a few personal items and a dozen or so books. At the thought of them, a chill struck my heart.

“Father, we’re not going to have to sell our books, are we?” Though what those ragged old tomes would fetch in our tiny village, where few save myself could even read, I could not begin to imagine.

“No, no, dearest boy, not at all! In fact, you may well find that you shall soon have all the books your heart desires!”

Well, for all the delightful images those words called up, I could hardly believe it.

“You’d best explain, Father,” I said, trying to resign myself to this newest catastrophe. “But wait, you’re freezing. Sit down and warm yourself while I fix you some supper.”

I bundled him into our best armchair—indeed, our only armchair—and filled him a bowl of stew. He took a bite or two, but his tragic thoughts interfered with his meal. He set the bowl on the floor beside him and eyed me with a weak smile.

“My dearest Erik, my loyal son!”

I didn’t like the sound of this at all. I sighed. “You’d best tell me, Father...”

Well, the story was the same one that I’d been hearing for all of my twenty-some years—Father had played a ‘friendly’ game that wasn’t quite so friendly as he had imagined and ended up owing a rather large sum of money. The same old story, but with one rather odd exception. This time Father had somehow managed to find someone to pay the sum for him. Of course, he was now indebted to this philanthropist—who turned out to be, to my surprise, the richest woman around. This woman, of whom I had never heard until now, lived in a huge old stone castle behind high forbidding walls, out in the forest that stretched threateningly between our village and the mountains. For a change, however, Father didn’t owe this woman money or land or livestock in repayment of his debt.

He owed her—me.

“What do you mean, she wants me to come and live with her?” I asked, aghast.

“Why, just that, my dear boy, but I assure you, I would never have agreed to her terms if I thought that it would be a bad thing for you. She—well, not her, exactly, as I’ve never actually spoken to her, but her major domo—anyway, this gentleman assures me that you will be treated like a member of the lady’s own family, with good food and clothing and books and everything you might desire...”

“Everything, Father?” I asked, concerned by the stricken look on his face.

“Well, she did just make one small request.” My father sighed and shook his head, then wiped away a tear that trickled down his wrinkled cheek. “She doesn’t want you to come back here and visit.”

Well, this was simply ridiculous! How could I possibly leave my poor father to fend for himself—fending, mind you, never having been one of his talents—and go gadding off to live in a castle? 

Although the thought was strangely alluring, I must admit...

“Nonsense,” I said, resolutely banishing the images that danced through my head. “We’ll just have to think of something else to offer her instead of me, that’s all.”

But, regardless of intensive brain cudgeling on both our parts, we were unable to think of anything else at all to offer this woman in payment of my poor father’s debt of honor. And so, some three days later, I had all my scanty supply of clothes packed in an old saddlebag, four books that I could not bear to leave banded together with a stout leather strap and was awaiting a conveyance on the front step of our house. My poor father sat just inside the door, and I could hear the occasional sniff as we each thought of my fate.

Since we lived on the outskirts of our village, we seldom had passers-by. But this morning, most of the village had turned out. They clustered about our shabby cottage, trying to look as if they had some business there and failing dismally.

“So, Master Erik,” called one wag, “it’s off to seek your fortune, is it?”

“Aye, he’ll be too good for us now,” replied another. “Won’t speak a word to us when he passes us in the street.” 

This weak sally called forth general mirth. And, since few of them had deigned to speak to me or my father since our reversals in fortune, I could not disagree. I had tried, when we’d first moved here after our estates had been sold to pay my father’s debts, to make some friends in the village. I reasoned that I’d be there for some time and did not wish to be lonely. But no one felt comfortable with me, I fear, since I had descended from the status of ‘young master’ to ‘neighbor.’ It had made my life a bit lonely, I’ll admit. Books are a pleasure and a delight, but when one has read and reread and reread again all he possesses, he’d like to at least have someone to discuss them with, you know.

The crowd grew larger, but there was no sign of anyone coming to fetch me. We’d had a letter the day before, stating—rather coldly, I thought—that we could expect a coach to appear at eight precisely, by the village clock. It was still some minutes before that time, but there was no sign of any conveyance in either direction of the dusty road.

Perhaps it won’t come after all, I hoped.

An old, old woman dressed in dusty gray leggings and a brown tunic, one toe peeking through a slit in her boot, sidled up to me where I sat on the stoop. She leaned down to me, a gap-toothed smile illuminating her face. Laying a withered finger against my cheek, she stroked it once and whispered, “Have a care, young sir. You’re a pretty boy, and that one in the forest eats pretty boys fer her breakfast. Aye, she’s a fearsome ugly beast what’s done that for a hunnerd years or more, as I heared from my old gran before me. Have a care.” Then she gave me a pitying pat on the head and tottered away.

The village clock began to strike as I digested this startling bit of information. I looked around for the mad old woman, but the crowd had swallowed her.

“Well, no fine carriage for you, hey?” crowed our neighbor from across the way, a shabby man who worked in the livery stables. “I knowed it, mind you.”

I was wondering just how it was that everyone in town knew our business when the clock counted its last stroke. The sound, a rusty clang, still hung in the air when—

A coach appeared in the dusty road before our cottage. 

There were a few cries of wonderment, an undercurrent of unease, and the entire group of villagers disappeared as quickly as they’d arrived. 

I gulped at the sight that rose above me. A coach—and not just a coach, mind you, but one pulled by a matched team of four elegant black horses, each with one white plume rising from its noble head. The coach itself was also black, with a silver crest on the door and a coachman dressed in black, with a tall hat of silvery fur. 

I peered up and down the road. No one. Nothing. 

And more uncomfortable still, no sign of any tracks in the dirt, in either direction.

But there before our door was the coach, in all its glory, solid and material and unable to be denied.

“My boy,” whispered my father from inside our doorway, “I have a bad feeling about this.”

Well, it matched my own, I will admit. I would have given anything to have called off this farce. But what could I do? Either I offered myself as payment for my father’s debt...or my father would end up in jail.

The coachman had not taken notice of our presence. He sat with regal hauteur, gazing over his team’s heads. 

I cleared my throat, but was unable to think of anything to say, still being amazed at the coach’s appearance. At that instant, and as if my throat clearing had been a signal, a footman who’d been hidden until now jumped down from his perch at the rear of the coach. He trod forward on booted legs, bowed and said, “Master Erik?”

I nodded. I could not think of a thing to say.

“I am Germain, at your service, sir. If you are quite ready to depart?”

Things were moving at far too rapid a pace to suit me, but I had little choice in the matter. I managed to make a sort of strangled sound, which Germain seemed to take for assent. He seized my saddlebag and bundle of books in one hand, turned and flung open the door of the coach with the other.

“Wait,” I succeeded in producing a decipherable word at last, “I wish assurance that my father will be cared for in my, er, absence.”

“Naturally, sir. It is only
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