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atie came bounding into the kitchen. 
“Mum, Dad, we’ve got a new friend!” 

“You can tell us all about them – after you’ve washed your hands, 
Katie.” 

“I’m not Katie any more. I’m Kate,” she said firmly. But she went to 
the sink and ran her hands under the tap for a few seconds. 

“Properly,” Sheila scolded her. “With soap.” 
“Oh, all right.” She finished, and rubbed her hands on the towel. 

“Now can I tell you about our new friend?” 
“Go on.” 
“Rach and me was—” 
“Rachel and I were,” I corrected her.  
“She’s not Rachel, she’s Rach.” Everyone’s name seems to be 

abbreviated down to one syllable these days. Or they take on a fake 
East Enders type of name, like Gabba or Jezza or something. 
“Anyway, as I was saying,” she went on with the air of infinite long-
suffering patience by a six year-old for the adults in the room, “Rach 
and I were walking back from school when we met them on the path 
over the field.” 

Some people are horrified by the fact that we don’t drive our 
daughter to school half a mile away every morning and pick her up 
every afternoon, but encourage her independence by walking, always 
with at least one friend, along the well-travelled open roads, with one 
short cut across a field using a public footpath, which avoids a 
dangerous road junction. 

“Who was with you?” 
“No-one. Just Rach and me. And we met this other person who was 

dead nice and all that.” 
“What sort of person?” Sheila asked, anxiously. “I told you not to 

talk to any strangers, didn’t I?” 
“Yes, but you meant grown-ups, didn’t you? This was just a little 

person like Rach and me.” 
Sheila relaxed, but only a little. “I meant anyone, grown-up or little 

person. Was this a boy or a girl?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“What do you mean, you don’t know?” I asked. 
“Couldn’t really tell. They had hair a bit longer than me and shorter 

than Rach. I’ve known boys with hair that was longer than that. And 
it was very pretty golden hair.” Katie often wishes she had blonde 
hair – too many Disney princesses – but for now she’s stuck with 
Sheila’s and my neutral dull brown. “And they wore the same sort of 
thing as Rach and me – you know, T-shirts, jeans. They were very 
very pretty, though, even if they were a boy.” 

K 



Gobblefinger – © 2020, Hugh Ashton 

2 

“But their name? What was their name?” 
Katie giggled. “They had a funny sort of name. They said their name 

was Gobblefinger, and they had one brother called Sandyroot, and 
another one was called… I can’t remember them all, but all of them 
had really funny long names.” 

“And did you find out where they lived?” 
“We asked them, and they just pointed over there.” Katie stuck out 

a finger, seemingly at random. 
“Where’s ‘there’?” Sheila asked. Give her an ambiguity, and she’s on 

it like a terrier. 
“Over there, by the woods.” 
“There are no houses there,” I said. 
Sheila’s imagination had been working. “She’s been talking to one 

of those gypsies,” she said, horrified. 
“You’re not meant to call them that now,” I said. “Roma or 

travellers.” 
“I don’t care what name you call them,” Sheila said. “Katie, you are 

not to talk to this person again.” 
“Hang on,” I said. “They might just be a holidaymakers’ kid from 

that camper van site over Thornton way. Katie, how did they speak?” 
“With their mouths, like everyone else.” The stupidity of grown-ups 

knows no bounds when you are six years old. 
“No, I mean, who did they sound like?” 
Katie put her head on one side to consider the question. “You know 

that lady on TV?” 
“Which one?” 
“The one who sits behind a desk and tells us all about what’s 

happening in London. She wears a blue dress sometimes. They 
sounded like her.” 

Well, it sounded as though she was describing a newsreader, rather 
than a traveller child. “Sheila, I don’t think this is a traveller. Katie, 
did they say where they had come from?” 

“Oh yes, they said they had come from a country a long way away, 
and Rach and I could visit it some time if we wanted.” 

“So they’re just visiting us?” 
“Maybe. Anyway, they’re coming to tea tomorrow.” 
“They what? Who?” 
“Gobblefinger and Rach. And I thought we could have Pheebs come 

round as well to meet Gobblefinger. Can I run next door and ask 
her?” 

“You what?” Sheila was appalled. “You’re planning to ask this 
person round for tea, and you don’t know who they are? You don’t 
even know whether this Garblefinger is a boy or a girl.” 
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“Their name’s Gobblefinger. And it won’t be a real tea. Just squash 
and biscuits. And perhaps some crisps. And if there’s some of that 
cake left…” 

“Hang on, Katie. You can’t just go round inviting strangers into your 
home like that. And you told this person where we live?” She turned 
to me. “We’d better make sure all the doors and windows are locked 
when we go out or go to bed. God knows what sort of strange person 
this Gobblefinger hangs out with.” 

Katie pouted. “Gobblefinger’s not strange,” she protested. “They’re 
very pretty. And they speak nicely. And Rach and Pheebs aren’t 
strangers anyway.” 

Sigh. Six year-old logic. 
“They’re not coming into the house,” Sheila said firmly. 
Katie’s face started to crumple up. I could see tears were next. Time 

to avoid a scene that I knew was going to last for a few hours if it 
wasn’t nipped in the bud. 

“Listen, Katie. Your Mum’s right. Gobblefinger and Rachel and 
Phoebe aren’t coming in the house. We’ll have a picnic outside.” 
Sheila shot me a look, but I chose to ignore it. “The weather forecast 
is good. We can sit on the lawn outside and have squash and biscuits. 
And perhaps crisps. But there’s no cake left.” 

Sheila muttered something about my undermining her authority, 
but I didn’t want to talk about that at that moment. 

Katie raised a practical point. “What if they want to go to the loo? 
They’ll have to come in the house then, won’t they?” 

“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” I said. 
“What bridge? The one over the stream?” asked Katie. 
“It’s just a way of speaking,” I told her. 
“Then I’ll go and tell Pheebs.” 
“Off you go.” 
Katie scampered off. 
“I hope you know what you’re bloody well doing,” Sheila said to me. 
“It’ll be fine,” I said.  
 

-oOo- 
 

s promised, the next day, a Saturday, was sunny. Katie was 
excited by the prospect of her tea-party, and spent the morning 

helping Sheila get ready for it. 
Her assistance consisted of getting the best glasses out and putting 

them on a tray before Sheila put them back and replaced them with 
paper cups. She also tore off a few pieces of kitchen roll, and spent a 
happy hour writing names on each of them, before folding them 
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carefully. 
“Napkins,” she showed me proudly, displaying them. “This is 

yours.” The word ‘Dad’ was carefully printed in orange wax crayon, 
complete with a stick figure which I guessed was meant to represent 
me. 

“Can I see the one you’ve done for Gobblefinger?” 
She showed me that as well.  
“Aren’t there two B’s in their name?” I asked. 
“They never said there were.” Well, that was me answered. The 

drawing was more carefully done than the one of me. “I don’t have a 
silver crayon, so I had to use a grey colour for the pattern on 
Gobblefinger’s T-shirt,” she said. 

I looked carefully. The design appeared to be a five-pointed star in 
grey, on a black background. The jeans were the same black as the T-
shirt, and the face at the top of the shirt was as pretty as a six year-
old can make it, topped with a frizz of spiky pale yellow hair. 

“You’ve made my face pink,” I said. “But Gobblefinger’s face and 
hands are white. Did you forget to colour them in?” 

“Of course I didn’t forget. They are white. Didn’t I tell you?” 
“Maybe I forgot,” I lied. It seemed that this Gobblefinger was an 

albino, then. Very pale skin and light coloured hair. 
Katie had informed us that she had invited her guests for three 

o’clock, and from two o’clock was standing by the front gate, jiggling 
up and down excitedly as she scanned the street for the arrival of the 
partygoers. 

Phoebe, who lives next-door, was first. The Broughtons moved in a 
few years ago, and happily Katie and Phoebe, with only a few weeks’ 
difference in age, decided that they liked each other, though they had 
never described themselves as “best friends”. 

Rachel was next to turn up, and she and Katie excitedly told Phoebe 
all they know about their new friend who was coming to join them 
for tea. There wasn’t much they could say, so they just said the same 
things over and over again. The main point seemed to be, from what 
I could overhear, that Gobblefinger was very pretty. 

At last. “They they are!” cried Katie, jumping up and down and 
waving her arm in the air at a figure approaching from the far end of 
the road.  

As the child-sized figure drew closer, I could make out the silver 
pentagram on the T-shirt. A strange choice of design for a child to 
wear, I thought to myself. What were the parents thinking? Or are 
they into paganism or something? 

Closer still, and I could make out the features. As Katie had said, the 
skin of the face, if not actually white, was so pale as to seem almost 
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transparent. I looked down at the hands, and noticed they were the 
same deathly white, and the nails were almost obscenely long for a 
child, almost claws. 

But the arresting part of Gobblefinger’s appearance was their facial 
features. Katie had been right to call them ‘very pretty’. But there was 
something there that stopped me using the word ‘beautiful’. The 
eyes, though there appeared to be nothing abnormal about them 
(and they certainly weren’t an albino’s pink eyes), seemed to be 
blank. It sounds like a cliché to describe eyes as ‘pools of blackness’, 
but these eyes were deep and showed nothing of the person behind 
them. I shivered involuntarily. 

“Glad you could come, Gobblefinger,” I found myself saying, though 
if I was being honest with myself, I wasn’t actually that sure I was 
glad. 

“Oh, I wouldn’t have missed it for all the worlds,” they replied. The 
voice was a shock. Katie had described it as being like a TV 
newsreader’s voice, and there was certainly something of that in the 
way the words were spoken, carefully, as if pronouncing a language 
which wasn’t totally familiar to the speaker. And the wording – ‘all 
the worlds’ – that didn’t sound as though English was their first 
language. But what really made Katie’s description so strikingly 
accurate was the age of the voice. It wasn’t a child’s voice at all, but 
the voice of someone much older – an adult, in fact, but it was 
impossible to decide whether it was a man’s or a woman’s voice. 

“Excuse me, Gobblefinger,” I said, slightly hesitantly. “Are you a boy 
or a girl?” 

“Does that matter?” they replied. “I am what I am.” 
Oh good grief, I thought to myself. We have a New Age pagan on 

our hands, who’s been brought up to be non-gender or whatever the 
term is now, and who is totally not the sort of person I want my 
daughter to be friends with. Oh well, a glass of squash and a couple 
of biscuits, and then they’re out of our lives for ever. Sheila, who was 
standing in the doorway, caught my eye, and shrugged. I lifted an 
eyebrow in response. 

Katie had carefully arranged her napkins and some paper cups and 
plates on the garden table, and made a circle of chairs around it, and 
now ushered her guests and Sheila and me to their places. 

“Oh, good, red squash. I like red squash,” said Rachel. “Do you like 
red squash, Gobblefinger?” 

“I like all squashed things, especially red squashed things,” came 
the somewhat disturbing answer. 

“Have a biscuit,” Phoebe suggested. “Oh look, here’s some squashed 
fly biscuits.” That’s what her family, and ours, calls those Garibaldi 
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biscuits with the currants in them. 
Gobblefinger said nothing, but stretched out a long-nailed hand to 

the plate of biscuits. I looked at the hand again. Definitely the nails 
were too long for a child, and they seemed to be filed almost to points. 
Very unsuitable for a child. And then I noticed the knuckles. They’re 
the one thing that it’s almost impossible to disguise when it comes to 
age. Gobblefinger’s hands were the hands of someone much older 
than a child, even if they were the size of a child’s. 

Rather than take a biscuit from the plate in the usual way, 
Gobblefinger stabbed at one of the Garibaldi biscuits with their nails, 
showering crumbs and currants over the table and onto the grass. 
Unperturbed, they stabbed again, this time at one of the loose 
currants, and conveyed it to their mouth. 

“That’s not a squashed fly, it’s a currant,” they exclaimed in disgust.  
“Well, what did you expect?” laughed Sheila. “We just call them 

‘squashed fly’ because that’s what they look like.” 
“Well, I don’t think that’s very kind of you, telling me that it was 

something nice to eat, and it turns out to be different.” 
My alarm bells were now ringing furiously. What sort of a person 

(I’d stopped thinking of Gobblefinger as a child) wants a biscuit with 
real genuine squashed flies in it? Who was this person? There was 
definitely something inhuman about them. 

Phoebe leaned forward to take a custard cream from the plate. “It’s 
warm today,” she said. “My Mum made me wear this cardigan, but 
it’s too hot.” She took off the offending garment, and immediately 
there was a shriek from Gobblefinger. 

“No! No! I cannot see it, and I cannot look away!” Their gaze was 
fixed on the small silver crucifix hanging from a chain around 
Phoebe’s neck, which had been covered by the cardigan. 

We all turned to look at Gobblefinger. As we watched, their face 
changed from a deathly white to a darker grey, almost matching the 
black of their T-shirt. The eyes – and I would not have believed it if I 
had not seen it myself – turned from their deep bottomless black to 
a glowing red. 

Gobblefinger slipped from their chair onto all fours and snarled – 
there is no other way to describe the sound that issued from deep in 
their throat. Then, still on all fours, they galloped away, dog-like, 
towards the front gate, which they cleared in a single bound, and 
continued running towards the wood. 

The three little girls watched, fascinated as their new friend 
disappeared around the corner. 

“Wow!” said Rachel. 
“That was way cool,” Katie agreed. 
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“That was scary,” said Phoebe. 
“That was more than scary,” Sheila said to them. “That was truly 

terrifying. Katie, I have no idea who or what Gobblefinger is, but you 
must never ever talk to them again.” 

“I don’t think I want to,” Katie said. 
“Nor me,” said Rachel. “Fancy being friends with someone who 

wants to eat squashed flies. Ewgh.” 
-oOo- 


