


The Shingles 

The ancient house creaked and groaned under the pummelling gusts of wind. Each 

moan of old wood seemed to suggest that the timbers were giving their all tonight simply to 

support the masonry against the onslaught of the storm. 

Kerry believed that the house had once been a happy place, a good and safe home 

where children like herself had lived out gentle childhoods. Despite the damp that climbed 

the walls, the lack of heating on this freezing January night, peeling wallpaper, dripping taps, 

and chilling draughts, she could still imagine in her childish mind’s eye a family once living 

here in perfect bliss. 

Perhaps Mr Jenkinson had grown up here? No, she did not believe so. Mr Jenkinson 

was old and crotchety. He was not a very nice man at all. Even her vivid imagination found it 

impossible to cast him as a warm, handsome, caring young man; someone like her daddy. 

Mr Jenkinson seemed as if he had always been old, older than this house even, and far 

more given to complaining than number 3, Ceylon Street; the building that he owned. She 

remembered once at school when a teacher had told them about how dinosaur bones turned 

to fossils after spending millions of years deep down in the earth surrounded by all that rock 

and stone. She thought how cold it must be down there and for so long. Colder than the 

North Pole perhaps. 

Mr Jenkinson was colder than the North Pole. They had been here three months now 

and she had never seen him smile or heard him laugh. She did not believe that he ever did 

any of those things. 

Mr Jenkinson had it easy compared to them; he owned his own home. Until three 

months ago Kerry had lived in a beautiful home with her own room, a colour television for 

watching cartoons, and her mummy and daddy to look after her; but something had gone 

wrong. Now she was here with her mummy whilst her daddy had gone to another city to look 

for work and a new home for them to live in. Even though things were bad for her and 

mummy now they still managed a laugh and a joke every now and then. People could 

always find something to laugh about no matter how bad it got. Real people could. Mr 

Jenkinson was not a real person. 

Her thoughts were interrupted by another coughing fit. All her breath seemed to leave 

her and she felt desperately that she had to take another breath but the coughing would not 

let her. She knew that her face would be turning bright red, that she would look awful, and 

that this would upset mummy but there was nothing that she could do to stop it. She wore all 



of her clothes even though she was in bed. Draped over her were the thin and worn blankets 

that seemed to let the cold in rather than keep her warm. On top of the blankets her mother 

had lain her coat in a vain attempt to keep her daughter warm. There was no heating 

whatsoever in the dilapidated room and their breaths misted before their eyes. Outside it 

was several degrees below zero in the freezing wind; inside it was hardly any better. 

Emma Thirde knelt beside the bed and gently rubbed her daughter’s forehead. There 

was precious little else that she could do to ease her daughter’s discomfort and that 

realisation cut into her like a knife. On a small and battered bedside table stood the medicine 

that she had got on prescription but that was not enough. What her daughter really need was 

to be able to sleep in a room that was clean, dry, and warm, not draught ridden and as cold 

as a tomb. She suddenly wished that she had not thought of the word tomb. 

If I was to lose her now I don’t know what I would do, she thought to herself. Kerry 

was all that kept her going and now here they were trapped in this stinking, festering hole of 

a room. Emma had a very real fear that her daughter might develop pneumonia but what 

else could she do? 

It seemed like only yesterday when they had had everything. Marin’s business had 

been doing so well, going from strength to strength. They had moved into a new home, the 

house of her dreams. 

Dreams? 

It seemed as if they were all coming true, but then six months ago the nightmare 

began. She did not understand things like the economy, interest rates, market fluctuations, 

and trading deficits. All she knew was that from being on top of the world Martin had fallen 

into the gutter and taken his family with him. He had fought every inch of the way, clinging 

onto everything that they had owned tooth and nail, but he was only a man. Other 

companies had closed down still owing him money. He had taken out loans to tide the firm 

over and then run out of time. His own firm went into liquidation. Thirty people thrown out of 

work. The money raised by the receivers went to pay off business debts as did all of their 

savings. They could not keep up with their mortgage repayments and the beautiful house 

had been repossessed leaving them with nothing. They had been thrown onto the streets 

like beggars. 

The social services replied to her pleas for help with professional indifference. They 

were social lepers now. Martin had gotten an offer of a job in the north, something well below 

his abilities but with promise for some kind of a future, but they only had enough money for 



his train fare. He had gone promising to find them a place to live as soon as he could, that 

was three months ago. This dump was the only place that she had been able to find that 

would take in a penniless mother and daughter and Jenkinson had only been swayed by the 

promise of the social security giro that was supposed to be on its’ way. She had managed to 

pay a few pounds in advance and now waited for them to send her giro. They were still 

assessing how much money she was entitled to because of her husband’s previous income 

and subsequently declared bankruptcy. Such was the economic miracle of the 1990’s. 

Another coughing fit racked Kerry’s body. Emma had never felt so helpless in her life. 

All she could do was caress her daughter’s face and spout soft, reassuring words that she 

knew to be empty. Hot tears welled up in her eyes. She brushed them away with the sleeve 

of her cardigan because she did not want Kerry to see her crying. Somehow she managed 

to keep her fear and helplessness hidden behind a mask but with each day she felt the 

charade cracking. 

Nothing in her life had prepared her for a situation like this. 

“We’ll be alright Mummy!” Kery weakly enthused once she had caught her breath 

again. The child’s optimism was like a twisting knife in Emma’s soul. It shattered the mask 

that she wore with its’ simple, unswerving faith. All Emma could do was hug her daughter 

and bury her face in the thin, useless blankets. 

After she had cried enough Emma felt a fire growing within her. It was a cold fire that 

seemed to spread through every fibre of her being and as it spread it seemed to impose a 

degree of self-control that she had not known before. 

This was just no fair! 

Her anger rose like a dark wave inside her. How could she let this happen to Kerry? 

She had to do something, by herself because nobody in this world was going to raise a 

finger to help them. She knew that now as clearly as she knew the sun would rise in the 

morning. 

“Will you be okay while I just go downstairs and see Mr Jenkinson?” She tucked the 

thin blanket more tightly under Kerry’s chin as if that would make her warmer. Her daughter 

looked so pale, so thin; incredibly fragile. 

“Yes,” Kerry assured her, “but be quick won’t you. The wind’s getting worse.” 

Emma listened for a moment to the wind howling around the house like a pack of 

wolves trying to get in at them. C,awing and tearing at the weal walls and crumbling bricks. 



From her own childhood she remembered the story about Scot of the Antartic and the 

member of his team who left the tent and walked out into the blizzard, sacrificing himself so 

as to give the rest of the expedition a better chance of survival. For some reason that 

example stuck in her mind and she could not erase the memory. She found herself 

wondering how much better off Kerry might be if she just got up now and left, stopping only 

long enough to phone social services before disappearing into oblivion. At least Kerry would 

be warm and well fed. 

Even as Emma toyed with the idea she knew that she could never abandon her 

daughter. It was simply her despair playing tricks with her mind. She did not believe that she 

had ever been so depressed as she felt right now. 

Slowly she rose and crossed to the door. She opened it and turned to look back to 

where Kerry lay on the only bed. An impression of the room hit her almost like a physical 

sensation. She remembered once reading ‘Le Miserable’ by Victor Hugo and conjuring up a 

picture in her mind’s eye of the convicts’ cells. It must have been as pathetic and hopeless 

as this room. Her half-forgotten anger rose in her again and her mouth narrowed in 

determination. She would take Jenkinson by the scruff of his neck and make him help them. 

By God she would. 

Kerry heard the door close and knew that her mother had gone. An immense sense 

of loneliness descended upon her and she wanted to cry out and call her mother back. All of 

a sudden it seemed so important that she not be alone at this moment. She did not know 

why she felt this and her lack of understanding made her afraid. She began to cry, soft, quiet 

tears. 

It felt as if she stood upon the brink of something very scary, like standing on the lip 

of a very, very tall cliff witht he wind all around you pushing you this way and that. Her vision 

was all dark around the edges, shadow haunted. The wind was pushing her and it seemed 

to be very important to fall the right way because she was no longer standing on the cliff but 

a very thin beam; like a gymnast. If she fell one way she would land in a very beautiful place, 

almost like heaven. If she fell the other way she would descend into something very bad, 

very awful; someplace like Hell. 

Now she was desperately afraid. 

A light appeared before her, the brightest light that she had ever seen, but it seemed 

so far away. The darkness around the edge of her vision was extending itself so that it 

seemed as if she was in a tunnel with the bright light at the furthest end. 



She cried for her mother. She had never felt so alone in all of her brief life. She cried 

for someone to be there with her because she knew now what the light and the darkness 

meant; she knew what was happening to her and she did not want to be alone while it 

happened. 

She wanted her mother. 

She wanted a friend. 

She wanted anyone. 

Somewhere between the light and the darkness her prayer was answered. They 

came to her, spoke to her. She could not describe them even to herself because they were 

beyond her understanding. They seemed very cold but not cold in the sense that she 

thought Mr Jenkinson to be. They were cold in the way ice was cold, because that was the 

way it was supposed to be. They had a name but she could not pronounce it. They shimered  

and she and jingled before her she remembered a word that sounded like both of those; she 

called them the Shingles. 

 

Opening the door Emma Thirde stepped out onto a small unlit landing. Naked 

floorboards creaked underneath her worn shoes. Several flights below her a dim light bulb 

glowed, the weak light spilling up the stairs barely far enough so as to provide enough 

illumination by which she could safely make her way down the stairs. With one hand on the 

wall, her fingers chilled by the damp, and the other on the rotted wood of the banister she 

slowly and carefully descended from their attic room. 

NO one else lived in this decaying building. Several doors stood open but the rooms 

beyond were dark, cold, and empty. One of the tenants had told her that Jenkinson planned 

on selling the place and that if they did not move out he would throw them all out. If he did 

that what would she and Kerry do then? 

One thing at a time, she told herself. First, get the old sod to give us some decent 

heating, for Kerry’s sake, and then worry about tomorrow. 

Eventually she reached the ground floor. She walked cautiously down the dim 

corridor that led from the front door to the back of the building where Jenkinson lived. A large 

sign hung on his door; it was marked ‘PRIVATE’. For a moment she simply stood and tried 

to remember the heat of her anger towards this uncaring, miserable old man but somewhere 

inbetween leaving her cold room upstairs and reaching this forbidding door she had lost her 



resolve. It was no good, she had never been one for complaining, how could she start now? 

Then she thought about Kerry, that was the key, to keep a picture of Kerry as she had last 

seen her, cold and suffering upstairs, before her mind’s eye. 

That thought seemed to send a spark of anger and strength through her soul. She bit 

her lower lip and raised hand towards the door, the sleeve of the cardigan she wore pulled 

up over her hand in a vain attempt to protect the flesh underneath from the cold. She 

hesitated for a moment and then committed herself. The impact of her cold knuckles on even 

colder wood sent needles of pain shooting through her hand. 

“Mr Jenkinson! Mr Jenkinson, could I speak to you for a moment please?” She hated 

how pathetic her voice sounded in the dark and lonely passage. She wanted to be strong, 

firm, confident. How could she project such an image when she was so confused, 

depressed, desperate? 

Don’t give in now! She berated herself. I should be fuming with barely disguised 

anger. How dare the old sod deprive us of heating in the middle of winter? We’re entitled to it 

as human beings never mind the fact that we’re paying tenants! 

There was no immediate answer so she knocked again, ignoring the pain in her 

knuckles. Outside she could hear the wind roaring like some uncaged animal. Draughts of 

cold air bit at exposed areas of her skin and she hugged herself to try and ward them off. 

Again, no answer. 

He’s doing this on purpose, she told herself. Just trying to psyche me out that’s all. 

She could feel her confidence slipping with each passing second. 

“Mr Jenkinson please!” Her voice sounded more like a child’s than a grown woman’s; 

more like Kerry’s. 

With the side of her fist she hammered at the door. The sounds of the impact of flesh 

on wood exhoed down the empty passage, bouncing back at her again seemingly twice their 

original volume. 

 

Jenkison sat huddled in a thick woollen blanket as close to his two bar electric fire as 

he dare get when Emma Thirde began to knock at his door. He was listening to the radio, a 

cheap battery operated portable that he had bought down at the Saturday market. 



“Bugger off!” was his first response. When she knocked again he picked up the radio 

and held it closer to his ear. He ignored her please to talk. The she started hammering at his 

door. The batteries were going in the radio, the volume was already turned up to full, and 

eventually he resigned himself to the fact that he would have to deal with her if he was going 

to get any peace. 

“All right! All right! I’m coming you stupid bitch!” he snarled as he struggled out of his 

too soft armchair. He pulled the blanket closer around him as he shuffled to the door in his 

new slippers. 

He shot back the three bolts that fastened his door and gave him security from irate 

tenants; one at the top, one in the middle, and one at the bottom of the door. Next he 

fastened the safety chain and then, finally, he turned the key in the lock and opened the 

door. Emma Third found herself staring into a splinter of weak light from which escaped a 

draught of luxurious warm air. She almost gasped as it caressed the skin on her face, it 

seemed to have been so long since she had been warm. 

“What do you want?” Jenkinson spat at her. He looked like an ogre hiding behind a 

castle door. “I was just about to go to bed.” The last was a lie but he had found through 

experience that it was often worthwhile making people believe that they were already putting 

you out before they started to complain about something. 

“I’m sorry Mr Jenkinson,” as soon as the words left her lips Emma knew that she was 

wrong to apologise to him. 

“So you should be,” he interrupted. This one really was a stupid bitch. 

“All I want is some form of heating for our room-“ she tried to sound reasonable when 

she knew that she should be screaming at him. 

“Heating! Heating!” He shouted back at her as if she had just sworn at him. She could 

not help but flinch before his attack. “I told you before you moved in that the heating was 

broke. You chose to live here, I didn’t make you you know!” 

“Please, it’s not for me, it’s for my daughter, she’s sick-“ 

“Serves you right,” Jenkinson interrupted again, this time managing to inflect his 

voice with an infuriating tone of pious conviction. “If you can’t look after your brats you 

shouldn’t ought to be allowed to have any. Suppose you’d spread your legs for anyone?!” 



“Oh please, she’s only a child.” She ignored his insult and concentrated on trying to 

melt his frozen heart just a little, for Kerry’s sake. Her pride was worth that much. 

“So, so, what’s that to me? You’re her mother, you do something for her!” He gloried 

in seeing her begging before him. Damn it if he had been ten years younger he might have 

let her have a heater, for the right price. He figured that she must have been good looking 

once and that she knew how to keep a man warm in bed all right. He was not ten years 

younger, however, and he had lost interest in that sort of thing. He got greater satisfaction 

out of seeing her grovel. 

“Can’t you just lend me a fire until the morning, it’s so cold tonight and-“ 

“And you’d rather I died of hyperthermia is that it? The old feel the cold a lot more 

than the young do you know? Self, self, self, that’s all it is with your type. Well, you can just 

sod of, I haven’t got a heater for you and I don’t to hear anymore from you!” He slammed the 

door shut in her face. 

Emma Thirde just stood there in a state akin to shock. She could not believe how he 

had treated her. How could anyone be so inhuman? 

“Mr Jenkinson, please!” Her voice broke and tears began to coarse down her cold 

cheeks. It seemed as if she had been fighting for an age to keep going despite everything, 

despite losing her dream home and Martin having to leave them to find work. She had fought 

so hard for so long and now this wretched old man, this reject of the human race, had totally 

destroyed her. 

The sound of Jenkinson’s door opening surprised her, she almost started daring to 

believe that she had actually struck some nerve in his frozen being, planted some seed of 

guilt in his soul. Once again his weathered, cold face appeared in the narrow crack allowed 

by the safety chain. 

“By the way, I want you out of here by tomorrow afternoon,” he snapped at her. “I’ve 

sold this place and I’m going to retire. Maybe you can find a place somewhat warmer eh?” 

The last was injected with an almost fatal dose of sarcasm. The door slammed shut again. 

 

Jenkinson laughed softly to himself as he methodically secured his door. That stupid 

bitch. He could not get over the look of almost total disbelief on her face. He was almost glad 

that she had gone to all the trouble of disturbing him now, it had almost been worth cutting 

her down to size. These single women with kids were all the same, sleeping around with 



anything in trousers, get pregnant, and then think that they can spend the rest of their lives 

living off tax payers like himself. They deserved everything that they got. 

Satisfied that the door the door was once more secured Jenkinson turned back to his 

dirty little room. He shuffled back to the warmth and comfort of his armchair mumbling to 

himself. He settled down beneath the sixty watt light bulb and reached for his radio once 

more. Just as he was about to grasp hold of it a movement caught his eye. It was over in the 

corner, masked by shadows that he had long since gotten used to. 

Something move in those shadows. 

“Hello Mr Jenkinson,” a youthful voice chirped. 

You bastard Jemkinson! You cold hearted, miserable bastard!! 

Emma Thirde wanted to rail at her unfeeling, uncaring landlord. She wanted to 

smash his door down and beat some sense of humanity into his leathery face. She wanted 

to call him all the disgusting, profane words that she knew and then do it all over again. 

Emma Thirde had never hated anyone quite as much as she hated Jenkinson right now. The 

hatred that she felt for the old man, however, only seemed to sap what was left of her 

strength. She could not control her tears even though sh hated herself for crying, for giving in 

to him. 

She was broken, beaten. Her body shook with her sobs as she slowly, wearily, traced 

her way back up the dilapidated stairs. Her senses withdrew from the world around her so 

that she no longer felt the cold, nor saw the weak light that lit the stairs, nor heard the wailing 

wind. Her being had shrunk within her just as the circumference of her world had shrunken 

to the dimensions of the wretched little room in which they now lived. 

There was a kind of peace in this state, a catatonic peace. It was not reassuring, 

neither was it healthy; it was simply an escape. Perhaps she would have sunk further into its’ 

limbo like embrace if she had not opened the door and entered that cold and terrible room 

one more. Something within her screamed, something primeval, essentially female and 

maternal. 

The room felt much colder than when she had left it and this coldness slapped her in 

the face like a concerned doctor’s hand trying to bring her out of herself. Instinctively she 

knew that something was wrong and she even knew exactly what it was that was wrong. Her 

mind still seemed to be operating on remote control, however. It had not caught up with 



reality yet. Also, there was a part of her that simply did not want to admit what it knew to be 

true because that truth was just too terrible to deal with. 

On cold stiff legs she threw herself across the room and fell onto the bed. Frantically 

she pulled Kerry to her and tried, with unco-operating fingers, to separate her daughter from 

the bed clothes. It was no more than a fleeting contact but when she felt her daughter’s skin 

the coldness was almost like an electric shock. Emma gasped and ceased to breath. Kerry’s 

eyes were open but unseeing. Her precious face was far too pale to hold even the faintest 

hope of life residing within. She was dead. 

Emma Thirde thought that she had fallen as low as any human being could fall at the 

hand of fate but now she discovered that hell had several deeper levels in which to torture 

the human soul. While she had been pleading with Jenkinson downstairs her daughter, her 

beautiful girl, had died up here all alone, in this stinking room, in this awful cold. 

All alone. 

 

Jenkinson stared in amazement at the figure that stood before him. 

“How the hell did you get in here?!” He demanded angrily but his surprise took the 

edge off his voice. He sat there in his miserable little room, almost as miserable as every 

other room in his run down tenement building, looking for all the world like a lonely, pathetic 

old man, He was hardly the bullying, swearing, tyrant of a landlord now because the 

impossible had happened. 

“I’ve come to pay you a visit,” she replied in a happy, musicalvoice that was full of 

youth, vigour, and life. Things that he had almost forgotten. 

Her hair was a beautiful golden colour, an impossible shade except, perhaps, for 

when a bright and warm summer sun shone down on a young girl’s blonde tresses. There 

was no sun in this room, however. Those shining strands of gold were pulled back from her 

face by a dainty pink ribbon, exposing a clear and bright complexion. She wore a painfully 

white summer dress with white socks and shoes that matched her ribbon. She looked almost 

too good to be true, no little girl ever looked that perfect. He might have warmed to her 

appearance if it was not for her eyes, there was something very strange about them. 

He found themselves gazing into those deep blue eyes, they mesmerized him. It felt 

as if he was falling into them, being drawn by some unseen power. They might have been 



beautiful, they were the shade of azure that would form the sky from which the summer sun 

that seemed to illuminate her hair would shine; only they were indescribably cold. 

Jenkinson actually shivered when he gazed into those eyes. 

As cold as death, he thought to himself. He shivered again and drew the blanket 

more tightly about him. The electric fire was still on but it seemed to him that it was actually 

getting colder in here. 

“Do you know who I am?” She asked with all the curiosity of a child her age. He 

puzzled on the question for a moment because her face seemed familiar but he could not 

place it. 

“Should I?” He answered brusquely at last. 

“I had hoped that you would because I know you.” 

“And just how do you happen to know me?” He demanded. He seemed to be 

regaining something of his old composure. His confidence was returning. 

“Why do you keep it so cold in here?” She asked ignoring his question. 

“Does your mother know where you are?” Jenkinson raised his voice a little, 

assuming the natural role of authoritative adult. He had acted this way almost his entire life 

with everyone that he had met. 

“My mother knows that I have gone somewhere but she doesn’t know where exactly,” 

she rocked on the balls of her feet with her hands clasped behind her back. She looked as if 

she believed that she was imparting something of great importance to him. “She doesn’t 

really understand what’s going on, it looks like something that she knows but appearance 

are really deceptive aren’t they?” 

“I think that you better get off home, wherever you live!” he snapped back, still trying 

to assert his authority over her. She seemed unimpressed. 

“Do you like being cold?” 

“Electricity’s expensive, but then what would you know about money?” 

“I wasn’t talking about the fire,” she informed him. 

“You’ll feel the back of my hand if you keep your cheek up!” he threatened. 



“I’m afraid you’re not doing very well Mr Jenkinson!” She sounded for all the world 

like a school-mistress. “I think that the Shingles were right about you.” 

“Shingles? What’s this nonsense? What are you babbling on about?” 

“Some grown-ups are very nice, some are very bad. Most are just in-betweens. You 

are very cold Mr Jenkinson. Do you want to be cold?” 

“Right, that does it!” Jenkinson struggled out of his chair and took a step towards her. 

He raised his army threateningly. Once more his eyes seemed to lock with hers only this 

time his whole body froze. The world around him, the shabby room, the even shabbier 

building, seemed to fade into the vague corners of his peripheral vision as he was drawn 

once more into those eyes. 

He saw something down there, something deep within the core of the little girl’s soul; 

something that frightened him. He never saw anything more than a glimpse but what he did 

see was enough to awake in him the realisation that he was dealing with something not 

entirely of the normal world. 

“You haven’t answered my question Mr Jenkinson!” she reprimanded him. The spell 

had been broken. Jenkinson found that he could move once more. 

“I’m not cold!” Jenkinson insisted. There was a note of fear in his vouce now and that 

was something that he was not used to. “I’m self-reliant, that’s what I am. I learnt that in the 

army; depend on yourself and you won’t ever be let down.” 

“But we’re supposed to be let down by people from time to time Mr Jenkinson, that’s 

the way life is.” 

“You can’t trust people, they’re too..too…they’re imperfect, you just can’t depend on 

them enough!” Jenkinson felt that he was clutching at straws. Somewhere in the back of his 

mind a shadow of his old self was wanting to know why he was putting up with this little 

brat’s impertinence. Something else, call it instinct, was telling him that he really did not want 

to know the answer to that question. 

“If people were perfect then we would be God.” She answered him. “It is our 

imperfections that make us human.” Suddenly she did not sound very child-like at all. 

“What are you talking about?” Jenkinson was unnerved by the sudden apparent 

wisdom. 



“The human condition. Don’t you think it’s funny that there are being that know more 

about it than we do; beings that aren’t even human themselves?” 

Jenkinson could have sworn that the room had dropped several degrees below 

freezing. His teeth were beginning to chatter. He felt as if he stood on the lip of a deep, 

deep, well of madness and one false step would send him plummeting down for an eternity. 

“This is crazy!” He insisted. 

“I suppose that’s part of your problem as well,” she diagnosed him casually. “You’ve 

spent too long keeping a distance between yourself and other human beings, always 

dismissing them for their failings and never praising their achievements, that your 

imagination’s just all shrivelled up.” 

“I’ve had enough of this!” He turned away from her and started towards his bedroom. 

As he approached the door, however, he became aware of the fact that something was 

waiting for him in the shadows that lay between himself and the door. A sickening wave of 

fear crashed over what remained of his soul. 

“It’s too late!” the little girl called out from behind him. “You had your chance and you 

didn’t take it, just like all the other chances that you’ve had throughout your life to be a real 

human being. All wasted.” 

“Please help me?” He turned back towards her and wished that he had not. The girl 

was no longer there but he could still hear her disembodied voice. She was speaking to him 

as he stared with uncomprehending eyes at his room that had grown a coat of think, pristine 

ice. 

“The Shingles like cold places Mr Jenkinson. They like places colder than the north 

pole; a place as cold as your heart. That isn’t their name by the way, ‘the Shingles’ I mean, 

that’s just what I call them. They’re not human you see and I couldn’t pronounce their proper 

name. They don’t mind because they like me. I met them when I was lying upstairs in the 

cold while my mummy was down here talking to you, trying to get you to help us. Sometimes 

they come to people who are dying from the cold. They like the cold but they’re living things 

themselves, only they’re not of this world, they sort of exist between this one and the next. 

Did you know that not everyone gets to the next world Mr Jenkinson? 

Anyway, the Shingles may not be like u but they are alive and they love life, they 

don’t like to see it ended needlessly. They made a pact with me, they have to do that or else 

they can’t help you, you see. They said that I had to find someone who was very cold and 



who wouldn’t be missed and that person would take my place. At first I thought that this was 

wrong but they said it was okay because such a person had wasted their life and no longer 

deserved to live. Such a person had become so cold that he wasn’t really human anymore. 

You are very cold Mr Jenkinson, the Shingles like you but I don’t. Goodbye Mr Jenkinson.” 

“No, please don’t go!” Jenkinson pleaded but it was too late. He knew that she had 

gone. He knew also that he was no longer in the familiar world that he knew. It was more 

than the preternatural ice that coated his room and belongings. There was a presence in the 

room that exuded a coldness that could not be scientifically measured. 

It was extending its’ essence towards him and he was literally frozen to the spot, 

incapable of movement. Suddenly his mind exploded and he was granted the chance to view 

his old and decrepit body from the outside. He had a floating viewpoint, exactly where in 

space he could not tell because his room and all possible familiar points of reference no 

longer existed. He was in a featureless world of ice. A place that was death to the human 

spirit. 

Things were looking at him, at the ‘him’ down there; the frozen body. They were 

vague and shifting, difficult to define. This was their world and they blended with it perfectly. 

They were looking at him with hungry, cold, and electric blue eyes. 

He knew what the look in their eyes meant and the certainty of it shattered his very 

being. Screaming like a child he was hauled back into his stiff, old body. He wept tears of 

fear and begged forgiveness but he had come too far. Once returned to his body he found 

that he could move, that he could feel once more, and for a moment he thought that his 

silent prayers had been answered. 

They had not. His hell was just about to begin. 

He began to itch and he started to scratch furiously at his arms, his stomach, his 

chest, everywhere that he could reach. His whole body began to burn with a needle pricking 

sensation. He tugged at his sleeve and the shirt underneath. His mouth fell open in horror 

and disgust; they were inside him. He could see their cold eyes staring up at him through his 

weathered skin as they burrowed through his flesh. 

He screamed. 

His body began to burn with a cold searing pain. He was both sickened and 

hypnotized by what he saw. He watched some of them erupt from beneath his skin. There 

was no blood of course, it was too cold for that. He was conscious of each and every one of 



them burrowing through him, bursting through his skin, and those going deeper, heading for 

his heart; the coldest place. 

Back in the world that he had left behind his body would eventually be discovered 

and he would become another statistic to hyperthermia. This was not his body that he had 

brought with him, this things that the Singles were consuming; this was his immortal sould. 

This was Hell for all eternity. 

 

Emma Thirde awoke feeling curiously rested and at peace with herself. She felt warm 

too, almost uncomfortably so. She lay for a moment staring at a patch of the ceiling 

illuminated by weak morning light that found its’ way easily through the thin curtains. She 

had the impression that she had been dreaming. On one side of her face she could feel 

heat. Curious she turned towards the direction from which she thought it was coming and 

was amazed to see a small electric fire merrily blazing away with two bars on full. 

As she started to rise, not too sure that the dream was not still continuing, she also 

realised that a large, thick blanket covered herself and Kerry. 

Kerry! 

The memory of last night’s awful truth broke upon her and she was filled by a terrible 

fear. She willed herself to turn and face her daughter, tears already welling in her eyes. 

Slowly she pulled the bedclothes back and barely dared to believe what she saw. Kerry’s 

face looked perfectly normal, her lips a perfect healthy hue, her complexion clear and bright. 

She still needed to be reassured. Gently she shook her daughter awake and softly 

called her name. Her blue eyes fluttered open, a blue to match the sun-like gold of her hair. 

“Morning Mummy!” She said in a sleepy voice. Emma could not speak, she 

expressed all of her emotion in a simple, human action, she hugged her daughter and held 

her tight. 

As she hugged her daughter Emma promised herself that they would leave this place 

today. Jenkinson would just have to sing for the money that they owed him. They would 

head north, go to Martin and a family again. She felt as if she had been given a second 

chance. 


