Many, many years ago Old William Fairby of Stillington was dying. He lay in his bed surrounded by his family. The eldest, Marmaduke, had just married an heiress but felt certain he would inherit the old man’s wealth. Jane, recently widowed, pale and strained from nursing her father, worried about her future and that of her young son, named for his grandfather and known to all as Young William. George was the youngest of the three. Spoiled, greedy and self assured he hankered after his father’s money. 

The old man managed to raise himself up. ‘I’ve made my wishes known,’ he whispered hoarsely, ‘Marmaduke will have half my money but nothing else. Jane will have half this house and income from money I’ve invested for her. Her share will pass onto young William, who gets £200. George will have half the house, the land and £200. The rest will go to our loyal servants, and the poor.’

 Exhausted the old man sank back into the pillows and by morning Jane was opening the bedroom window to let out his soul. 

George wasn’t pleased, at all. He watched Jane crying out of his eye corner. She’d spoiled everything. She’d never been pretty but had been handsome once. Now she was a real plain Jane and George doubted very much he’d be able to get her out of the house by marrying her off. With Jane in half the house his marriage prospects had just slumped. He had a rich widow ripe for picking but she expected some money and a large house to live in. Marmaduke had suggested he buy Jane out but that meant spending what little he had inherited. He had to think of something else... 

Months passed. Jane grew paler. She became too weak to stand and took to her bed. Old Alice, who had been a servant with the Fairby family for forty years, nursed her. Young William could do nothing but hold his mother's hand as though her life depended on it. 

George told everyone the same story ‘It’s the same sickness that took her husband.' Alice had something different to say. 

‘This is no ordinary illness,’ she told anyone who would listen. 

Less than six months after her father died Jane followed him into the churchyard. Young William was now an orphan at five years old, in the care of his uncle George, living in a house half of which he had inherited from his mother.

 ‘If he’s a bother there are schools,’ remarked Marmaduke. ‘

He’ll be no bother,’ replied George, smiling. 

Alice watched the little boy carefully. She cooked his food herself. She kept him in the rooms set aside for him and his mother. She never failed to tell anyone who would listen that Jane’s illness was nothing like her husband’s. Gossip spread round the village. George found himself being stared at as he rode down the village street. He was furious. The old busybody was intolerable, spreading rumours, making up tales. 

One evening the maid heard a cry and a series of thumps. Going to investigate she found Alice at the foot of the stairs. She was dead, her neck broken. The third death in the Fairby household in less than a year. 

George was tried not to look too pleased. 

‘Shame, shame,’ he told his rich widow, ‘She was getting old and was trying to carry a heavy tray upstairs.’ 

A new servant was employed to take care of Young William. She was a hard faced woman but not too unkind. George insisted the boy be kept in one room while gradually he took over the house, getting rid of the other servants and replacing them with his own. Ones who would be loyal to him, who would ask no questions and spread gossip. One fine, hot Summer morning George summoned Young William and his keeper to the front parlour. ‘We’re having visitors young man,’ announced George ‘ Your Uncle Marmaduke, your aunt and your new little cousin. And the lady who will become your aunt when she marries me, with her brother. They are important guests, you must wear these new clothes and wait patiently without getting dirty.’

 ‘Yes, Uncle,’ replied William meekly. 

William was taken upstairs, washed and dressed in a stiff new suit, with a hat and fine shoes. He sat on his bed and waited patiently for the visitors like a good boy. But when George sent a servant to fetch him an hour later he was gone. 

They searched everywhere. They asked anyone out if they’d seen William. No-one had. It was Marmaduke who found the clothes - fine shoes, hose, a stiff linen coat and short trousers, lying by the riverbank. Men from the village had now joined the search and at nightfall a hat was found floating downstream... The conclusion was Young William had run off to the river and tried to swim to cool off but had drowned. No-one had seen him pass through the village, no-one had seen beside the riverbank, though a miller had seen a woman walking there. 

Four deaths in the Fairby household. 

George’s rich widow called off the marriage. She was too sensitive, so she said, to live in a house of such misfortune. Her brother was troubled by the events in the Fairby house and told her George was a bad catch. Young William’s keeper was paid off and sent on her way. The rumours grew and grew. George took to drinking. Most of the servants left. 

It was November. All Souls’ Night. The day had been frosty and still, but that evening the wind got up. Bang, bang, bang went the shutters. Thump, thump, thump went the wind on the back door.

 ‘Almost like someone is trying to get in,’ remarked the new cook shivering. 

The scullery maid, a simple girl, nodded. ‘Maybe it is someone knocking at the door’ she thought and she couldn’t resist taking a quick peek when the cook was busy with her work. Immediately she lifted the latch the door was snatched from her hand and the wind rushed in, bashing open the kitchen door and whirling into the hall, picking up the rugs as it went. George yelled from the upstairs landing.‘What’s going on down there’ 

Then he began to scream pitifully. ‘No Jane, no. Alice not you. Father are you here? No father, no you can’t. You can’t!’ 

There were loud bangs and thumps from upstairs. The simple girl and the cook cowered in a corner. George screamed one more. The wind came back down the stairs, the back door thumped shut and the latch fell into place. It was silent. 

Frightened witless the cook picked up her skirts and ran to the neighbours to fetch help. They had to break George’s bedroom door down as his big four poster bed, made for the marriage that never happened, was pushed up against it. George was found tangled in the bed hangings, strangled. Where the bed had stood a section of the panelling was swung open and there was a small room, not much bigger than a cupboard. Inside they discovered the dried up body of a child. How the child had died no-one tell, but everyone was sure it was Young William. 

Five deaths in the Fairby house.
