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Set a little way back from the main street which ran through the middle of Spire Town, Vine Manor loomed over me in a dark hostile way. Its two first floor windows looked like eyes peering down at me and its double front door, with its peeling paint, looked just as grim with the doorbell covered over in thick black tape and the door knocker having been removed or just fallen off. The vines covered the front of the manor like hungry snakes devouring every brick and window frame.

Why had I agreed to do this babysitting job? As I approached the steps leading up to the front door which hid god-knows-what behind it, I cursed my dad for pushing me into looking after some three year old boy - just because some guy had offered my dad a big job re-wiring his house, he thought it would help seal the deal by offering up my time to babysit.

It’s only one night out of your week, Sam, my father had moaned. Well, one night was one night too many as far as I was concerned, staring up at the run down manor.

The clouds overhead had darkened, and I could tell there was a storm on the way. Great, I thought, another reason not to be stuck on my own in this place.

A shiver ran down my spine as I caught sight of a pale face staring down at me from a small second floor window. But no sooner had I seen it, the face had gone and all that was left was the darkness within that room.

Feeling creeped out, I hesitated on the overgrown drive. A part of me - a huge part of me - wanted to turn and head away. Katie, my best friend, only lived a few streets away. I could be at hers within five minutes if I hurried. But what would my dad say? What if me not turning up to babysit cost him his re-wiring job? 

"Damn it,” I moaned under my breath. 

I looked back up at the window where I had seen the face. And although the window was void of anything or anyone, I now wondered if perhaps I had been seeing things. I still couldn’t help but feel scared. There was something strange about Vine Manor and the thought of spending the evening by myself didn’t sit right with me. In fact, it made me feel sick. Goosebumps covered my arms and I rubbed my hands up and down them to get rid of the chill that had spread across my body.

“Grow up, Sam,” I moaned at myself. "You’re just being a baby. What could possibly happen on a simple babysitting job?” But the sound of my own voice and my words of comfort faded quickly as the front door to Vine Manor creaked open.
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A man, probably in his sixties, peered around the gap in the front door and stared at me, eyes narrowed like I was someone to distrust. Maybe he thought I was on his property to cause trouble. He continued to watch me while I stood still, awkward, on the spot, as if I should have something to feel guilty about. At first, I thought he appeared angry but after he’d peered back over his shoulder into the manor several times, I decided it wasn’t anger etched across his face but something else. Fear. He seemed on edge - nervous. Not by my presence, I believed, but by something inside the manor. It had to be. Why else keep staring over your shoulder in a state of fear?

I took a step back and wondered now whether my original fear of Vine Manor was justified. I mean, if the owner looked freaked out then surely that didn’t bode well for my upcoming babysitting job.

"No... don’t go!” hushed the man. He seemed to find the courage to open the door a little wider. "I’ve been expecting you. Sam, isn’t it?”

I nodded my head, voice suddenly lost. What kind of boss was my dad working for? Typical it should be some weirdo. That summed my dad up to a tee. He was always attracting nutters and then regretting it when they turned up unexpectedly at the house. He would hide behind the curtain and peer out to see who it was. And now he had landed a job with one. No wonder he pushed for me to babysit and not himself. Thanks dad!

"It’s very kind of you to offer to babysit my boy.” The man stepped out onto the steps, arms folded about himself as if he was protecting his life. His face was heavily scarred like his skin had bubbled up and I noticed his hands were marked, too. He glanced again over his shoulder and lowered his voice. "I don’t get out much. My son...he takes up so much of my time...his mother...well...she does her best but...” He broke off and took another look over his shoulder. "Anyway...I’m Mr. Snapley.”

More like Mr. Snakey, I thought, wondering if I should just turn and run. But dad needed this contract and the money he would earn from it. Money had been pretty tight in our house for some time. I couldn’t bear the thought of dad punishing me for doing a runner by taking my phone away and grounding me. My phone was my life. I had to have it. So, I stood still and waited for this strange man to invite me in.

"Well, now...” Mr. Snapley muttered, this time turning right around and sticking his head back inside the door. He stood silent for a minute or two and then continued to talk in that under-your-breath- kind of way. "All’s quiet now...you shouldn’t have too much to deal with.”

I frowned. Too much to deal with? What kind of son did Mr. Snapley have? The kid was only three; at least, that’s what dad had said. Had my dad misheard? He was always hearing things in conversations wrong.

Feeling the need to clarify the situation and suddenly finding my voice, I blurted out, "Your son is three...not...thirty-three!?”

Mr. Snapley narrowed his eyes and looked at me as if I were thick or something. "Jason is two...I would have no need for a babysitter if he was thirty.” He stepped just inside the manor and held the door open for me.

My cue to go inside, I reluctantly thought, peering past Mr. Snapley and into what looked like a dark entrance hall. I took a deep breath and headed up the steps slowly; every part of my being wanting to hold back - calling my dad every horrible name I could think of for putting me in such a horrible situation. I would have plenty to say to him when I arrived home later. But as I stepped inside, a chill swept over me, a darkness seemed to wrap itself around me and I seriously wondered whether I would arrive home ever again.

Chapter Three
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The hall smelt musty and damp. Thick cobwebs hung from the chandelier to each corner of the ceiling like Christmas decorations, only there was nothing festive about them. A clock on the wall appeared to have frozen in time at midnight and no longer ticked. The grand staircase domineered the hall. It swept up to the next floor and continued twisting around to the second floor. Old paintings of people and landscapes hung from the walls; shadows cast across them from the flickering candles dotted about. So consumed with the decaying decor and the damp smell of Vine Manor, I hadn’t noticed Mr. Snapley cowering at the foot of the stairs, peering up the grand staircase as if he were fearful of something. But as I did notice him, I couldn’t help but wander over to him and follow his grey, scared eyes up the staircase. What was he looking at? It was pitch black up there. It was like staring into an abyss.

Slowly, Mr. Snapley turned his head and our eyes met. He cleared his throat and seemed to try to compose himself by straightening his grubby shirt and forcing a smile at me.

"Well...I guess I should be heading out,” he quietly said, ushering me to follow him into a room which led off from the hallway. I followed him in, I too, now checking over my shoulder.

"This is the drawing room, and you can sit here for the evening. You can watch the T.V. if you want, but please keep the volume down. It will wake up...up...Jason and...” Mr Snapley trailed off. "Its best you see...not to disturb the house...I mean...my son.” He laughed and said, "I’m sure you don’t want a crying toddler on your hands.”

His laugh was fake. It was a cover for the fear that was so evidently printed on his face. There was no disguising it. I was only seventeen, yet I could see quite plainly that Mr. Snapley was frightened to death by his own flesh and blood. But why? How much fear could a two year old boy possibly inflict on a grown man - on his father?

"I’ve left a selection of snacks for you... I hope there’s something there you’ll like?” He looked at me and then his eyes fell to the table beside a moth-eaten sofa.

A packet of Curly Wurlys’, a bag of potato crisps shaped like bears and a carton of strawberry milk. Really? Did Mr. Snapley think that’s what seventeen year olds ate?

Trying to hide my disappointment in the snacks, it was I now who smiled a fake smile. Still, maybe I shouldn’t be so ungrateful. At least he had bothered.

"What do you want me to do if Jason wakes up?” I asked, wondering if he would tell me to run, judging by his own apparent fear of his son.

"Nothing,” Mr. Snapley whispered, as if fearing his son would hear him. "It’s best you stay down here if you hear him cry. Just close this door and watch the T.V. Don’t go upstairs...that wouldn’t be good...I mean...Jason might get very upset to see a stranger here and I wouldn’t want him to get more disturbed.”

"More disturbed?” I said, feeling uneasy.

"There’s a baby monitor over on the sideboard but as long as you stay quiet you shouldn’t hear a peep out of him or...” He broke his sentence and pointed to another door. "The kitchen is through there if you need to get a glass of water. Here is my number if you need me and I think that’s all I need to say.” He handed me a piece of paper and turned to leave. But as he stepped out into the hall, he stopped abruptly and whispered, "Please stay downstairs and keep to the drawing room and kitchen.”

I rolled my eyes. As if I was gonna go exploring round this decaying dump, I thought. And besides, Mr. Snapley hadn’t exactly made me feel safe here. His own nervousness had infected me like the plague. I was glad he’d told me to stay downstairs and not go up to his son should Jason cry. I shivered as I stepped out into the hall and stared up the stairs. Even if the lights were on up there, I reckoned it was just as scary as it appeared now.

Mr. Snapley took a tatty old duffel coat from a wooden coat stand and pulled it on. The cuffs were frayed and some of the buttons missing. As I stared at him in the candlelight, I tried to decide whether it was his face I had seen at the second floor window when I had first arrived at this creepy manor. But I couldn’t be sure. The hallway was too dark and Mr. Snapley’s face was cast in shadow. I decided to believe that it was his face, because after all, any other option would just be too damn frightening. If it wasn’t his pale face, then who had it been? My questioning mind had me worried. So as Mr. Snapley headed for the front door, I blurted out what was on my mind. 

"Mr. Snapley, were you looking out of the second floor window when I arrived at Vine Manor?”

Appearing flustered, Mr. Snapley, eyes narrowed to slits, replied, "I never go up to the second floor. There’s nothing but empty rooms. Why? Did you see something?” He stepped away from the front door, peering up again at the stairs. His face seemed concerned - anxious. He gripped hold of my arm, lowered his head so our eyes met and whispered, "Tell me...was it a face? Did you see someone at the window with a tall hat?”

Although the evening was chilly and inside Vine Manor it felt as though every window had been left opened, Mr. Snapley’s face had sweat running down it and his breathing was fast - panicked.

I stood silent. I could hear my heart thumping in my ears. Mr Snapley’s strange behaviour had me now feeling sweaty. I decided in a split second to pretend that I hadn’t seen anything. I was worried if I told this odd man that I had definitely seen a face at the window then he’d have a complete melt down - some kind of a fit and I didn’t want that crap on my hands.

Taking a deep breath, I said with a trembling voice, "I didn’t see any one...I just guessed that you’d seen me coming and that’s why you’d opened the door so quickly.” I shrugged my shoulders and wondered if Mr. Snapley would believe me. Judging by the sudden relief that washed over his face, I guessed he did.

Letting go of my arm, he nodded his head. With one last glance up the stairs, he then looked back at me and said, "I will be back by midnight. Remember...stay in the drawing room and keep quiet.” He turned and disappeared out into the night closing the front door behind him.
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