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Welcome to The Histories of Hayward Hall.

I live in Melbourne, now the world’s second most liveable city. After seven years in top place.

That seems like a whole other universe.

And may or may not have changed after 111 consecutive days of Covid-related lock down.

Is there even a world’s most liveable city anymore?

Anyhow, I’ve been staying at home a lot lately.

Not making sourdough or redecorating, but watching movies.

And coming across mysteriously empty cups of tea.

Theoretically I’m free to travel wherever I like in Australia, but in practical terms, there aren’t that many places to visit.

For example, social distancing requirements mean my favourite Korean restaurant can only serve two people at a time for dinner in the restaurant. For their purposes, it’s easier, and more lucrative, to just offer take out.

And similarly, Melbourne’s historic houses and other attractions. Like Rippon Lea, the house that inspired these stories. All with regulated mask wearing and quantity restrictions in place.

Meanwhile, back at home, I’ve been watching a lot of horror movies.

Not sure why, it’s not like we aren’t currently living in a kind of horror scenario.

Hiding away in our homes, venturing out with masks and hand sanitiser only when necessary, waiting for the big bad bug to get us.

The Walking Dead of a different kind.

Though with mask wearing rules relaxing it’s harder to know who follows the science and who follows the conspiracy theorists.

Plus, we now have a black puppy that likes hiding in the shadows and leaping out on us.

And it’s not like I like horror that much. I only like it in so far as it doesn’t feel real. Like The Twilight Zone.

Stories that make you think.

And yet, I’ve been watching a lot of Haunted House movies.  

It’s stunning how many horror stories rely on the good old evil something embedded in house trope.

Understandable really - I didn’t know how much noise my house made until my old dog died.

Fortunately, she is not an evil spirit infesting the house.

And neither is the puppy, much as it seems that way right now.

But I got to thinking, what if the problem in your house was not an evil spirit.

The movie The Others had one take on this, but there was still evil at the heart of it.

What, I wondered, if the “ghost” was someone just like you?

Someone who opened the wrong door at the wrong time and couldn’t get back.

What if the thing that knocked over your cup just wanted the ghost of a nice hot cup of tea?

And to get back home.

So.

Just for fun.

I wrote five stories about Morag Clementine, who takes an exceedingly well-paid job at Hayward Hall.

And just to prove that Haunted Houses aren’t always scary, I’ve included science fiction, fantasy, mystery and romance as well as a horror story.

Starting with how Morag gets tangled up in the Hall.

Her love affair with Henry Fox.

Young Amelia Fox who investigates her disappearance.

Zoo, the paranormal investigator.

And Kumahl, who discovers the secret to sending her back.

And so, I present to you, five genre spanning original stories about a Haunted House, that’s not really haunted.
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Melbourne, Australia
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It was Morag Clementine’s first day at Hayward Hall, and so far, she was impressed.

Mystified, but impressed.

She’d arrived late in the afternoon.

There’d been some kind of mix up at the train station, and she’d wheeled her suitcase from the station along the hot, dry, featureless dusty road to the local village.

Fortunately, she was wearing jeans, a light shirt, and her sensible (and comfortable) lace-up brown brogues.

And fortunately, she’d been able to get a taxi up to the main house.

Silhouetted against the setting sun, Hayward Hall just looked wrong. The tiled roof, the feature brick patterns in the walls, the neat windows and imposing doors all looked perfectly fine when taken indi-vidually.

Yet somehow there was something not quite right about the overall impression of the house as a whole.

Some kind of blurry smudginess at the edges of her peripheral vision.

She rubbed her eyes and it went away.

The fountain was dry, the formal gardens overgrown, and creatures rustled in the undergrowth.

Hopefully not mice.

Not because she was afraid, but because they were devious little critters that were almost impossible to eliminate once they’d got a foothold.

The sound of rustling was almost obscured by the lorikeets screeching from the trees as they dipped and whirled from branch to branch, and tree to tree.

She’d turned to thank her driver, only to see the car driving away in a plume of dust. Perhaps a little too fast, or perhaps that was her imagination.

She’d looked once more at the Hall, expecting someone to walk out to welcome her, but the house remained as secure as if it had been shut up for decades.

Morag was a practical person, and as there didn’t seem much point hanging around waiting for someone to come out, she opened the unlocked front door and went in.

Because to be honest it had been a long day, and she just wanted a cup of tea.

And funnily enough, given she’d been sitting in a train most of the day, she really wanted a sit down too.

Preferably in a cosy armchair.

Hayward Hall smelled of dust and cobwebs, and as she looked around the luxuriously ornamented foyer, she saw a lot of both. And almost immediately added dusting to her list of things to do.

It was cooler inside than out, and coming as she was from the Summer heat, she was grateful. And when the weather got even warmer, she expected she’d appreciate it even more.

The silent grandfather clock had stopped at fourteen minutes past nine, and she couldn’t help but look at her watch to see the time was in fact twenty-seven minutes to eight.

Something else for the list.

“Hello,” she called and listened for an answer.

There was no sound, and no movement, so she walked a little further in, knocked on the door labelled “Office,” and called out again.

Still nothing.

When she opened the door, the displaced air sent clouds of dust into the air nearly choking her.

Clearly, the room hadn’t been used to some time, so she closed the door, and spent a few minutes coughing.

She pulled her mobile phone from her pocket, intending to call the agency, but there were no bars and no reception.

She was starting to get annoyed.

Her contract was for a live-in housekeeper, so she walked through the dusty, cobweb festooned house to the back looking for the stairs down to the kitchen.

Ideally, before the light faded.

She left her suitcase by the stairs and descended.

“Hello?” she called as she entered the kitchen.

The basement was dim in the evening light, but with the aid of her phone’s light, she was able to find the light switch. 

Thankfully the kitchen was clean.

Spotlessly clean.

A modern, fully equipped catering kitchen with gleaming stainless-steel appliances and benchtops arranged around the walls.

She nodded with satisfaction as she noted juicers, mixers and coffee machine in amongst a jumble of other equipment that would need investigation.

At one end, a stove and cooktop, and at the other, an open door leading to the pantry and another for an office.

With what looked to be an exceedingly comfortable floral chintz armchair.

In the centre of the room, on an empty free-standing food preparation area, sat a conspicuous envelope.

On inspection, it contained three pages of spidery handwritten pages that Morag would need her glasses for.  

She located the kettle, rinsed it out, filled it with fresh water and put it on to boil. She pulled a cup and saucer from the stacks next to the sink, rifled through the pantry to find tea and sugar, and looked in the fridge for milk.

Fully prepared now, she put her tea on the desk, adjusted the armchair so it was next to the desk, and pulled up a box to use as a footstool

With a sigh, she relaxed into the armchair, took a sip of tea and skimmed the letter.

• Apologies for not greeting her in person.

• Couldn’t stay in the Hall a moment longer.

• Bedroom on the first floor, straight down the corridor, last on the left.

• The Young Master in the main bedroom at the front of the house.

• He’s ill, don’t bother him, unless he calls.

• Breakfast at 9am, Lunch at noon, afternoon tea at 4pm, dinner at 8pm.  

Morag gently tapped the letter against her bottom lip.

By that schedule, the Young Master was due his dinner. Did the dinner requirement trump the do not disturb? 

She didn’t remember seeing any food plated up for his dinner.

She sighed, drank the last of her tea, and got up to check.

Definitely no dinner.

The only thing for it was to check what the Young Master wanted.

She stumped up the first flight of stairs to the ground floor, then collected her suitcase and stumped up the second flight to the first floor.

Took a detour to leave it in her room.

The bed was at least made, though whether it was with clean linen or not didn’t matter as much.

She was so tired from her journey that when the time came, she would crawl in there and no doubt fall straight to sleep.

And she managed to find her way back to stand nervously at the Young Master’s bedroom door.

Not quite so certain that interrupting him was the right thing to do, regardless of the circumstances.

The agency had told her she was not to bother him.

Likewise, the letter told her not to bother him.

Surely it would be fine.

Just this once. To introduce herself.

To enquire after his dinner needs.

She took a step back and away from the door, perhaps the last housekeeper had already prepared and delivered him a plate of dinner.

And done all the washing up and putting away afterwards.

It wasn’t like she officially started work until the morning.

She was about to take another step back when she heard his voice through the door, “come.”  

Surprisingly deep and resonant.

With the title of the Young Master, she’d half expected a boy, though logically he must be at least 18 to be living in this big house on his own.

Well, not alone as such, but young boys required a different kind of housekeeper.

Someone who usually went with the title of Nanny.

The voice sounded more in the line of thirtyish if ever a voice could suggest an age.

Morag wiped her suddenly sweaty palms on her jeans and then smoothed down her hair.

It occurred to her that she was alone in a big house full of dust and cobwebs.

Where there was no mobile reception.

Perhaps it was wiser to keep backing away, and then run from the place as fast as she could. Just as the taxi driver and previous housekeeper had.

However.

The pay was insanely good, and the benefits weren’t bad either.

She straightened her spine and pulled her shoulders back.

“I’m coming in,” she said, just as much for her sake as for his, turned the knob and stepped through the doorway into a dining room.

A dining room comprising of small candlelit tables dressed in white cloths, with cutlery for at least four courses and wine glasses to match. 

Which wasn’t quite right, because this was supposed the be the Young Master’s bedroom.

As she turned to check the door behind her, a couple walked past, looking quizzically at her.

Probably the same as she was looking at them given, they looked to be taking a break from filming something like a Great Gatsby adaptation, leaving a Hot Set behind them.

She refused to feel out of place in her jeans.

Morag could see through the open door behind her, to the corridor with its dirty pale
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