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The Beastly Beginning

When Ebenezer Tweezer was eleven years old, the world was much younger.

Instead of cars on the streets, there were horses and carriages. In place of phones and computers, people would communicate via letters and hopeful shouting.

There was no such thing as photographs, and so if you were the sort of person who liked to capture the moment whenever you happened to be wearing a nice outfit or eating a pretty meal, you would have to travel around with your own personal portrait artist. Electricity was nothing more than a silly word back then, which meant that you could only read books past bedtime if you had an extensive collection of candles.

In short, it was a pretty rotten time to be alive. And for poor Ebenezer, it was especially rotten, because he was a deeply unpopular child.

It’s hard to say exactly what made him so unpopular. Perhaps it was because he had a smug–looking face, or it might have had something to do with the fact that his outfits were always rather extravagant – filled with ruffles and colourful patterns.

Whatever the reason, it was clear that the other children did not care for young Ebenezer. He was never invited to their feasts, jester jousts, or theatre trips, but this didn’t deter him from arriving uninvited. In fact, Ebenezer would spend most afternoons lurking outside The Muddlington Pie Shoppe, because he knew that, from time to time, the children would gather there and challenge each other to impromptu pasty-eating competitions.

More often than not, though, Ebenezer would spend entire days outside the pie shop, and no children would arrive. Ebenezer would use the time to practise his conversation skills by talking to the wall. He’d say things like;

“Isn’t it a fine day we’re having?”

Or:

“Have you seen that new comedy by Willy Whatshisname?
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No, I didn’t get any of the jokes either.”

And:

“Such a rotter about that plague, isn’t it?”

Invariably, the wall didn’t have anything to say. But Ebenezer didn’t mind, because he saw all of these one–sided chats as terribly good warm–ups for the real thing. He was sure that if he could only strike upon the right topic of conversation, or wear the right number of ruffles on his shirt, then the other children would let him join in with their pasty–filled merriment.

On one such day, when he was lurking outside the pie shop, Ebenezer became aware of a commotion taking place in the square. The town crier had given up his usual shouting about the wonderful deals available at his wife’s haberdashery and was now crying something in an urgent voice. Ebenezer wasn’t able to hear the exact words, because the commotion and uproar in the street was too loud.

Serious–looking men, wearing some very silly scarlet capes and green stockings, were dismounting from their horses. They each carried a trumpet in their hand, as if it were a weapon, and their faces were grave with worry.

“You there, boy!” shouted one of them. Ebenezer saw there was a crest on his cape, which read Division of Removing Rapscallions in Secret. “Have you seen the deadliest creature that has ever tormented this earth?”
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Ebenezer was pretty sure that he would have remembered such a creature, but he was a well–behaved child, and he wanted to be as helpful as possible. It took him about twelve seconds to flick through his memories.

“No, I’m almost certain I haven’t,” said Ebenezer. “Is this a game of hide–and–seek? No one’s agreed to play it with me yet, but I don’t think you’re meant to ask for help.”

“This is no game, boy! If we don’t capture the creature, before it regains its strength, there’s no telling what might happen,” said the cape–wearer.

“Oh, deary me,” said Ebenezer. “I wish I could help. But like I said, no creatures have crossed my path. Sorry.”

The cape–wearer seemed to take this remark as a personal insult. He huffily returned to his horse and trotted away from Ebenezer. The rest of the cape–and–stocking–wearers continued their search – bursting into establishments, and asking pointed questions – but Ebenezer’s attention was soon drawn elsewhere, when he spotted three children approaching the pie shop.

“I hear they caught it in Lady Morgana’s basement. Apparently she’d been keeping it hidden from the Division for centuries,” said Nicholas Nickle, an unpleasant boy, with a suitably unpleasant face.

“No one lives for centuries, so that’s clearly not true, brother dearest,” said Nicholas’s distinctly un–dear sister, Nicola Nickle. “I heard that the creature used to be the size of a small hill, until the Division fed it a trumpet. One of Morgana’s neighbours said they saw the creature deflating like a balloon and whooshing out of the house.”

“I WANT SOME STOCKINGS!” said Nicco Nickle, the youngest child of the ghastly family.

The Nickles were generally viewed by the rest of the neighbourhood as menaces, but Ebenezer was not in a position to be fussy about friends. As they approached, Ebenezer tousled the ruffles on his shirt, and tried to remember his small–talk training.

“Isn’t it a rotter about this willy comedy, eh? No, I didn’t get the plague at all,” said Ebenezer. A frown wrinkled his brow. “Hang on a moment, I think I might have got that a bit up–jumbled.”

The Nickles’ faces lit up. Ebenezer mistook this as an expression of friendship, so his face lit up too.

“Well, well, well – look who’s here for another beating. It’s only Mr Ebenoozer Loooooseerrrr,” said Nicholas.

“I love it when you call me that,” said Ebenezer, deadly serious. “I read somewhere that it’s very important for friends to have nicknames for one another.”

“We’re not your friends, Ebenooozer. I thought we showed you last time what happens when you call us that,” said Nicholas.

“Hmm? Oh yes, that game where you chase me whilst throwing sticks and stones is great fun,” said Ebenezer. “But perhaps this time we could just have a little chat instead? The wall and I have been practising for hours.”

However, it soon became clear that the Nickles were not in the mood for a spot of sparkling conversation. The three of them charged at Ebenezer, chasing him through the square and out onto the fields that led to the back of his house. They hurled names, insults, and the occasional rock at the back of his head.

Ebenezer was comfortably able to outrun them, because he was blessed with a pair of long, gangly legs. As he ran, he tried to convince himself that this was just another game, even though he knew, deep down, that it wasn’t. Like everyone else, the Nickles had taken an immediate dislike to Ebenezer, and he was powerless to do anything about it. There was no amount of shirt–shopping or wall- talking that was going to make them like or respect him.

But then, as he was sprinting through the final stretch, he stepped on something squishy. He looked under his shoe, and found that the squishy something was a worm– sized blob of grey. As he peered even closer, he was able to make out three black eyes, two black tongues, and a dribbling mouth. It had a set of tiny limbs, and its breath stank of boiled cabbage.

“Help me,” said the squishy something, as he scraped it off his shoe.

Ebenezer was so shocked by the voice that he dropped the squishy something. He quickly picked it back up, and dusted away the specks of mud from its eyes.

“Terribly sorry about that,” he said. As he looked at the squishy something, he knew he was holding something extraordinary. For a few seconds, he just stood gazing at it, but then, he remembered his manners. “My name’s Ebenoo – I mean, Ebenezer.”

“And I am a beast. Please, you’re my only hope – help me.”
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The De-Beasting

“What a creature – so unlike anything I’ve ever seen! Such beauty, such poise, such grace – you deserve the world, and I’m going to jolly well make sure I give it to you.”

Five hundred years later, Ebenezer was soaking in his morning bubble bath, whispering sweet nothings to the reflection in his handheld mirror. Over the centuries, he had learned that mirrors are much easier to talk to than walls – especially when you have a rigorous potion and skincare routine that gives you a face as beautiful as a twilight moon.

“Why the sad face?” Ebenezer asked himself. “The morning bath has always been a happy occasion!”

Over the course of his long, long lifetime, Ebenezer had soaked in almost 186,275 baths, and they had all been very happy occasions indeed. Today, however, there was something amuck.

For one thing, Ebenezer’s wind–up rubber ducky was missing. This was a serious blow to proceedings, because Raphael was a ducky who had performed tricks and sang moving sea shanties every morning since the beast had vomited him out.

For another, there was something dashed peculiar about the smell in the room. Thanks to the beast, Ebenezer was accustomed to baths that were bubbled and salted with only the very finest products a man can bathe in, and yet there was a distinctly cheap and nasty odour leaking out of the bubbles – as if someone had replaced his salts with dishwasher powder.

For the third, final and most–disturbing–of–all thing, there was a smudgy, greasy–fingered message from Bethany on his handheld mirror:

OI, GITFACE. NO TIME FOR BATHING TODAY. DE-BEASTING TO BE DONE.

Naturally, Ebenezer had ignored the message, because it was his long–held belief that there is always time for a bath. He believed that you often need to take a bath right at the moment when other people would have you believe that there is no time for one.
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However, the message continued to vex and irk, because it made him wonder what Bethany had planned for their day, and eventually his curiosity could take it no more. He cut his bath short by a couple of hours, threw on some loungewear, slippers and a dressing gown, and made his way downstairs.

His journey was fraught with confusion and peril, because certain items in the fifteen–storey house seemed to have gone walkabout. Confusion clouded his face when he noticed that all the furnishings from the velvet suite had been replaced with deck chairs and whoopee cushions. The confusion gave way to alarm when he found that his favourite collection of beautiful paintings had been taken off the wall. In their place was a selection of doodles and unconvincingly proportioned stickmen, which had been graffitied on to the wallpaper and signed by Bethany.

“No, no, no!” said Ebenezer, sprinting downstairs to address Bethany in his best ‘I’m really rather cross with you’ sort of voice. “What on earth are you doing?”

“Stupid question,” said Bethany. She was quite right, because it was perfectly obvious that she was trying to remove a piano from the front room of the house. “Gimme a hand, gitface. We’ve gotta get this on to the street with the other stuff.”
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“I shall do no such thing!” said Ebenezer. “I’m not going to help you rob me.”

“We’re not robbing you, we’re helping you. Claudette and I have been working our flipping butts off,” said Bethany.

And then, as if to show off her butt–working, Claudette the Wintlorian purple-breasted parrot flew into the house. Her feathery forehead was slightly damp with sweat.

“That’s the last of the dancing teapots done, poppets!” she said, spreading her wings in a ‘Ta–da!’ pose. “Hi–de–hi, Ebenezer! Has Bethany told you about our wonderful de–beasting mission?”

“De–beasting?” asked Ebenezer.

“Yeah,” said Bethany, matter–of–factly. “De–beasting.”

Claudette sank her talons into the piano, and assisted Bethany in her efforts to drag it out of the room. They were neither strong enough nor strategic enough to move the instrument, without causing great damage to the walls and fl oors.

“Why do we need to de–beast?” he asked. “Claudette killed the beast, I’d say that’s a pretty thorough de–beasting already.”

“How very dare you, I’m not a killer! I just happened to accidentally eat it, and I’ve been feeling simply awful ever since,” said Claudette, puffing her feathery belly.

“Don’t feel awful. The beast was a wicked, terrible monster who tried to eat me!” said Bethany.

“Oh yes, I know that, but you’ve somewhat misunderstood me. I really have been feeling awful. Indigestion, or something like that. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in weeks,” said Claudette.

“Still not seeing what any of this has to do with you two pinching all my things,” said Ebenezer.

“It’s not all your things, it’s just the stuff the beast vomited out for you. Claudette said it would be good for us,” said Bethany. “I don’t want to look at all the stuff, and neither should you. Like this piano – do you remember who you fed the beast to get it?”

Ebenezer looked at his slippers, with a shameful expression upon his face. In order to get the piano, he had fed the beast Patrick – another Wintlorian purple–breasted parrot, who happened to be a cousin of Claudette’s. Claudette had been remarkably forgiving about the whole thing.
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“All right, we can sell the piano and maybe some of the gold–plated cutlery,” said Ebenezer. He reluctantly joined in with the piano–moving operation, as they squeezed it through the front door. “But we mustn’t go too crazy with it.”

Once they got outside, Ebenezer realised they had already gone far too crazy. The lawn was covered with various gifts that the beast had vomited out for him over the past five centuries – all the things Ebenezer had asked for at the beginning, which he thought might help him make friends, and all the other stuff in the centuries that followed, which he got just for himself, or to make other people jealous.

Ebenezer’s bath salts were there, and so was Raphael – the wind–up rubber ducky. There were pudding fridges, a self–decorating Christmas tree, a mind–reading vacuum cleaner that tidies rooms whenever you think they look a bit dusty, televisions the size of bed sheets, an astronaut suit – and many other strange and wonderful things. Ebenezer he felt as if his whole life with the beast was on display for the world to see.

“Bethany, are you trying to kill me or something?” he asked.
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The Great Game

“I’m dying,” said the beast, all those centuries ago.

Ebenezer looked behind him. The Nickles weren’t far away, and they were each armed with sticks, rocks and mud. He looked back at the beast, and wondered what to do.

“If I don’t have something to eat soon, I’ll disappear entirely. Please, show me some kindness.”

Ebenezer had never been needed by anyone before. He generally felt like he got in people’s way – especially his mother’s. It was a rare sensation to feel like he could actually help someone, and he seized upon the opportunity by feeding the beast a few handfuls of grass and daisies.

“Very kind of you,” said the beast, in a soft and slithery voice. “But that’s the wrong kind of kindness. None of this will give me the strength I need.”

Ebenezer looked behind him again, and saw that the Nickles were almost within rock–throwing distance. He darted over and picked some blackberries from a nearby bush.

“Well done for trying,” said the beast, through tiny, gritted fangs. “But this isn’t exactly a proper meal now, is it? Surely, somewhere, you can find me something with . . . a pulse?”

Ebenezer quickly searched around, but the only living thing he could find was a spider, who was dozing on a cobweb between two bushes. He apologised to the spider, before offering it to the beast.

The beast devoured the spider and its home in one bite. A dribbly smile spread across its lips, and its small body grew ever so slightly larger.

“Keep up the good work and bring me MORE!” said the beast.

Fortunately for Ebenezer, a butterfly happened to fly right into his path. Unfortunately for the butterfly, Ebenezer fed it to the beast.

The dribbly smile stretched wider, and the beast’s body expanded a little more.

“Clever little boy – now you’re getting the hang of it,” said the beast. “We’ll soon get me back to full strength.”

Ebenezer was pleased to have made the peculiar creature happy, but his pleasure was interrupted by a rock, which sailed through the air, whacked his shoulder, and ripped his ruffled shirt.

Nicholas had thrown it, and he had a pointed stick in his other hand. His siblings were both carrying splodgy mud balls.

“There’s no running away now, Ebenoozer Loooser,” said Nicholas. “I’m awfully dangerous with sticks like these.”

Ebenezer instinctively covered the beast with his other hand, so that the Nickles couldn’t hurt it. He smiled weakly at the three of them.

“Congratulations, you win!” said Ebenezer, trying to speak in a light, chummy tone. “Such a smashing game. Is it my turn to chase you now?”

“This isn’t a game, you friendless Looozer,” said Nicola. She threw a mudball, which hit him right in the stomach and left a horrid mark on his shirt.

“Please, don’t be like that. You might like me, if you gave me a chance,” said Ebenezer. “And I’d really appreciate it if you could be careful. This shirt is made from the finest silk.”

This did little to improve Ebenezer’s relationship with the children. Nicco threw his mud ball and left a nasty bruise on Ebenezer’s kneecap.

“Owww. This is my third most favourite pair of trousers,” said Ebenezer, rubbing his kneecap with the hand that was being used to cover the beast.

“What’s that?” asked Nicholas, pointing with his pointy stick.

Ebenezer saw that the beast was wiggling angrily in his hand. “How dare you treat my servant like this! Don’t you know who I am?” it asked Nicholas.

“Is that a pet worm? You really are such a loooser, Ebenoozer,” said Nicholas.

“Right, that’s it!” The beast closed its three black eyes and shut its dribbling mouth. It started to wiggle its blob of a body, and made a low humming noise as it moved from side to side. Then, all of a sudden, its eyes opened again. The beast spread its mouth wide open and vomited out a blaze of fire.
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The Nickles screamed and ducked to avoid the flames. They dropped their remaining weapons, and turned a palish, papery colour.

“Oh my goodness, I’m so terribly sorr—” began Ebenezer, but then he saw how the Nickles were looking at him. There was fear in their eyes, and that fear looked awfully like respect.

“Throw me at the one with the unpleasant face, if you want to have some fun,” whispered the beast, in its slithery voice.

Ebenezer had never been on the throwing side of the game before, and he fancied giving it a go. He threw the beast at Nicholas. As it sailed through the air, the beast hummed and wiggled again, before vomiting out a cloud of itching powder.

“Graahoowwe!” said Nicholas. He followed this up by adding “Ooofy!” and “Eeekyarrrgh!”, as he scratched his body.

Ebenezer laughed. As he laughed, Nicola and Nicco ran as fast as their legs could carry them, but the beast wasn’t finished with Nicholas yet.

The beast perched on Nicholas’s shoulder at this point, turned around to face Ebenezer. Its three eyes were hungry for revenge. “Watch as I melt this child into a puddle. It’s my way of saying thank you.”

“Oh good gosh no. That’s very kind, but there’s really no need. I don’t want anyone to be puddled on my account,” said Ebenezer.

But part of him wondered what a puddled version of Nicholas might look like. He walked over slowly, and, for the first time in his life, he felt what it was like to have power over someone else. It was surprisingly enjoyable to see the terror in his previous tormenter’s eyes.

“Please, let me go,” begged Nicholas.

“No, no, no – that’s not how this game works,” said Ebenezer. “You never listen to me when I ask you to stop throwing things. This is part of the fun isn’t it?”

Nicholas begged for his life in sobs and wails. Ebenezer saw the beast laughing at this, so he laughed as well.

“Please, I’ll do anything,” blubbed Nicholas. “Get that thing off me!”

“Anything?” said Ebenezer. He thought for a moment about what he might be able to claim as his winner’s prize. “Well, if you really mean it – then I’d like you to be my friend. Oh, and could you get the other children to invite me to their feasts and jousts?”

Nicholas nodded, and his bottom lip wibbled with terror.

“And if you or your snotty little friends tell anyone about me, then I will hunt you down,” said the beast.

Nicholas nodded and wibbled so vigorously that it looked like his head might fall off. Ebenezer smiled, but not with weakness this time. He scooped the beast off his shoulder and said, “You may leave now . . . Nicholooser.”

Nicholas didn’t laugh at this little joke, as he ran to join his siblings, but this didn’t matter, because the beast was laughing and looking at Ebenezer with pride. It even seemed to have grown a little stronger.

Ebenezer continued the walk back to his house, carrying the beast in his hand. Every now and then, he would interrupt the journey to pick up things for the beast to eat; worms, insects, and anything else he thought it might like. By the time they reached the back door, the beast was the size of a tennis ball.

“No one’s ever done anything like that for me before,” said Ebenezer. “My mother usually just says that my life will improve once I stop being annoying.”

“Your mother’s a fool. Would you like me to melt her into a puddle?” asked the beast.

“No, absolutely not! And please stop threatening to puddle people,” said Ebenezer. He looked down sadly at his shirt, which was ripped and dirtied with mud. “But if you have anything that can fix my outfit, I would be very grateful.”

“Why fix something broken, when you can have something new and shiny instead?” said the beast, with a dribbly grin. It wiggled and hummed and vomited out a gold-buttoned shirt made from the finest materials.

“This is the prettiest vomit I’ve ever seen,” said Ebenezer, as he stroked the shirt’s soft fabric. “You’ll stay with me, won’t you? I think you and I could make an excellent team.”

“Yes, I think you and I are going to be great friends,” said the beast, making Ebenezer blush. “And don’t worry, I promise that you will never, ever get rid of me.”
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