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The Notorious Horkum Asylum

Paul Magrs

Hello there.

My name is Brenda.

I’m reasonably certain that’s true.

What I mean is, I’m reasonably certain that my name is still Brenda.

There isn’t much I can feel certain about these days. I cling to the knowledge of my own name with every fibre of my being.

Everything else has gone, you see.

Who I was, who I belonged to, where I lived. All of it. Every single thing has gone.

And, really, I only know my name because of the strange woman who comes to visit me. She visits every other day, regular as clockwork. She wears fussy suits and blouses with ruffled collars. She sports a kind of turban effect hat and a long black cloak. I would put her somewhere shy of seventy. She’s got a bit of a sour expression, as if life has been rather unfair to her. She hardly ever cracks a smile and she doesn’t really say much either. She says it’s four miles out of town, this place. She complains of having a somewhat arduous journey, jumping on the little train and then having to walk up the steep hill and through the dark and frightening woods.

She reckons she has to set off early in order to make it here in time for visiting hours and she’s rarely home before darkness falls.

I feel like asking her, well why do you bother, then? Why put yourself to so much trouble on my account? I don’t even know who you are and neither of us seem to enjoy your visits.

There she sits, in the wooden chair next to my bed. Look on her face like she’s been sucking a lemon.

“What a nasty, chilly, awful place this is,” she sighs. “What a dreadful place you’ve ended up in, ducky.”

I bite my tongue. I don’t say anything much to her. I don’t really know if she’s friend or foe.

This woman knows more about me than I know myself. This thought chills me to the bone. Even the doctors and nurses who tend to me, and pull me about and peer at all my bits and examine me almost every single day don’t know as much about me as this mysterious visitor of mine.

She must think something of me, to come out here, to this horrible place up on the moors, as often as she does.

There must a bond of affection or obligation between us.

I can’t afford to tell her that her visits are boring or that I find her presence here in my cell disturbing.

Really, I just want everyone to leave me alone.

But still she comes to my narrow, brick-walled room every other day and calls me ‘Brenda.’

The name seems right to me. It falls upon my ears satisfyingly and I know it’s right.

Today there’s thunder battering the moors. The sea winds come chasing doleful black clouds and the towers and turrets of this dreadful place are swamped in murky darkness. The electricity falters and all the lights flicker. The lightning crashes and smashes through the violent skies and it feels like the end of the world.

All of us in-mates in our individual cells hide under our blankets in terror. I can hear some of them moaning and shrieking. I keep myself from crying out, but even so, Horkum Asylum is noisy all afternoon as the storms rage. I shouldn’t wonder if they can’t hear the loonies raving as far away as Whitby.

It’s a nasty day for visiting such a horrible place. But all of a sudden, she’s being let into my cell as usual and standing by my bed. I emerge from the blankets and that woman in the fur-lined cape and turban is grimacing at me.

“I think it’s about time we got you out of here, ducky.”

I grip the bedclothes tighter around me. “I don’t even know who you are.”

She smiles stiffly. “Don’t worry, I’m a friend. In fact, I’m your best friend. I’m the only one you’ve got in this world. My name is Effie.”

She refers to this place as ‘the notorious’ Horkum Asylum, as if that is its full name. The whole time she is here, she is on edge. She’s just waiting for one of the crazed in-mates to dash out of the shadows and do something unspeakable to her.

So I suppose I should be glad that she comes all this way to see me.

We take walks in the snowy grounds, which are quite pretty. There are statues of fabulous creatures, but it’s impossible to tell what they are under the crust of everlasting snow. We totter down the frozen paths and through the terraced gardens and walk the perimeter of the barbed wire fences.

“You don’t belong in a place like this,” says my mysterious friend, Effie, almost each time she comes to visit. “It’s obvious that you aren’t crackers and that you’re in possession of all your marbles.”

“Is it?” I smile at her, glad to hear it.

“Oh yes,” she nods, peering up into my face earnestly. “You’re still the same Brenda. I’d stake my life on it.” She sighs heavily, letting out a great plume of icy breath. “Though we have both changed a great deal. How could we not be changed by everything we’ve experienced?” She falls silent for a bit and we trudge through the snow in companionable quiet. I love the crisp sound of our feet in the snow. “In my case, of course, all the changes were for the better,” Effie says, a little simperingly. “I marvel that you haven’t commented on the fact of my changes, Brenda. Aren’t you amazed?”

I play along. “Oh yes, yes indeed. Very amazed.” I smiled blandly and a look of crossness shoots across her thin face.

“Look at me!” she whispers. “Don’t you think it odd? I’ve… somehow gone and… rejuvenated myself. I must have dropped about thirty years. And all just by jumping into this world. Just by hopping through that portal. Why, if word got out about the strange properties of the portals then everyone would start jumping through, I’m sure of it. All those old women we know at home. They’d be going mad. You’d never be able to stop them jumping through.”

Now she’s rambling on, and I’ve no idea what she means. She looks about seventy to me, so what on earth did she look like before? She seems very pleased with herself.

I ask her, “And what about me? Am I younger, too?”

She purses her lips, and lines show on her face. “Well, erm, not quite. Though recent experiences have changed you a little bit. It’s hard to put my finger on it, exactly, Brenda. But… if I’m honest… you seem even taller. Even broader in the beam. You’re twice the size of me now.”

Oh. So I’m bigger than I was before. I must take her word for it. This woman seems to know all about who I was before, and what I was like. I admit that I do like the sound of being big and strong and tall. It makes me feel braver, and that’s something I believe I am going to have to be.

We sit on a stone bench, once Effie has cleared it of snow. She huddles in her furry cape and we both stare at the view of the tall fences, the woods and the moors beyond.

“I’m just glad we’re still alive,” Effie says. “After everything we’ve been through. All the changes might be for the better, or they might have been a heck of a lot worse, but I’m just glad that we’re all in one piece.” She turns to me with a determined expression. “And I’m going to get you out of here, ducky. Don’t you ever doubt that. You’re coming home, to Whitby. With me.”

That night I dream about Whitby.

That’s what I assume it is, anyway. The place that Effie says I belong to. I get a strange, confusing blur of images and impressions rushing through my head. I’m sitting in a cosy room, with a small window overlooking a storm-lashed town. I can hear the sea, somewhere not too far away. An endlessly restless noise. The fire crackles in the grate and I’m sipping a very sweet and delicious drink from a tiny glass. The woman called Effie is sitting across the room from me, but goodness – she looks ancient. She’s like a wizened old hag sitting there.

She’s talking about something or other. Cryptic stuff. But I’m used to not being able to follow her these days. It sounds like a lot of nonsense to me. Something about a woman called Sheila and a malign deity known as… Goomba. Effie is talking in between sips of sherry… (yes! That’s what the drink is called!) and she’s making plans. Plans of action, of attack. We’re involved in a kind of… yes, adventure. That’s the word. The two of us are talking like the whole world is depending on our working together to foil some evil kind of menace.

I have these dreams several nights on the trot. They are populated by terrifying beings. Dark-eyed blood-suckers and the spirits of flesh-eating sirens. They’re all crowding in for my attention, along with other, friendlier faces. Concerned faces. Calling my name, peering into my eyes.

I wake up in cold sweats. Calling out, some nights. My bellowing hullaballoos echo down the stone corridors of Horkum Asylum. I could almost feel ashamed of waking everyone up in the dead of night and bringing the guards running. They unlock my door and come dashing in. They slap me awake. They inject me with something to bring my heart rate down and the visions in my head go still.

Mostly, they go still. Some are still frozen on my mind’s eye.

I do see some terrible things when they leave me lying here on my own.

Some nights they’ve even strapped me to my cot so I don’t thrash about so much. I think they’re scared that, possessed by my nocturnal visions, I’ll go rampant and break down the door. Sometimes I feel strong enough to do that. I could run amok in this place. Go on a rampage in my starched nightgown. I could crack skulls together and kick down the doors that keep me trapped in this place. Sometimes the blood courses so thickly through my veins and it fizzes in my temples with diabolical urgency and I feel like I could do anything.

I really need to calm down.

It’s no good for me to get too worked up.

I might do myself a proper mischief. Getting all in a tizz like that, I could burst my heart. I could pop all the blood vessels that supply my brain. I could drop dead in an instant.

I must be more careful and not lose my rag. I must try not to let my dreams send me doo-lally. It’s all for my own good.

That’s what my personal physician says, anyhow.

And he’s a very caring, considerate man. He has a lovely, solicitous, considerate, bedside manner. Such a cultivated voice. Almost a purr. He comes to see me most mornings, very early and puts on a gentle tone. He admonishes me softly.

“Ah, Brenda. What have you been dreaming about now? What have you been up to?”

Sometimes there are broken chairs and other bits of rough furniture lying about the cell. Smithereens. Smashed up bits. Everything that came to hand during my night-time tantrum. Sometimes the leather straps from the bed have been snapped straight through.

“You can’t carry on getting yourself all upset like this, my dear.” He sighs heavily and I stare up at him from my bed, where I lie exhausted after all the ructions. I lie there admiring his shiny black hair and his spotless complexion. His immaculate manners. “How are we ever going to calm that savage breast of yours, eh?” And he smiles at me winningly.

“I don’t know,” I mumble. “I just wish I could be calmer. I wish I could be content. It’s just… the dreams. The dreams get me all stirred up again.”

He glances sharply at his clipboard and makes a swift note with his silver pencil. “Your dreams seem to be at their most potent on nights following visits made by your friend. Effryggia Jacobs. Have you realized this?”

I think for a moment or two. “I suppose… I suppose that’s right…”

He taps his pencil against his perfectly white teeth. “In that case, I think we should think very seriously about whether her visits ought not to be discouraged in future. This person seems to be undermining your recovery, Brenda. She is spoiling your chances of ever being happy.”

My physician stands up to go.

“Do you think so?” I ask him, wishing he could stay longer. But he has his rounds to do. He has all the loonies here to consider. I have already taken up too much of his precious time.

“Oh yes,” he says, frowning. “I think Effie is doing you more harm than good, Brenda.”

Then he’s turning on his heel and waving me goodbye. His attendant nurses go with him. He always has about five with him. They’re different to the regular nursing staff. Queer, short women who don’t speak English.

“T-thank you,” I call after him. “Thank you, Doctor… Danby.”



Conga of the Living Dead

Greg Maughan

We’d had golf-ball hailstones giving seagulls concussions for the past fortnight, so I hadn’t been out much. Hadn’t seen hide nor hair of Effie. So, when the weather finally broke and the sun poked his head out, it was past time for me to put my face on and stretch my legs and get on outside for a constitutional. So that’s what I headed out to do, plopping on a rarely-used sun hat and self-consciously pulling the brim down to hide the scars along the edge of my face, I made a beeline for Effie’s ramshackle old bazaar to invite her out. Only, the sight that greeted me was the last thing I expected.

Gleaming in the mid-morning sunlight, Effie’s little shop had never looked so spick and span. The shop front looked like it was wearing a fresh coat of gloss and the tatty old awning must have been beaten within an inch of its life to get the decades of dust out of it, then masterfully stitched up (by a finer hand than ever worked on my old body!) so not a tear or nick could be seen. In front of this immaculate site stood Effie, prim and proper with her best get-up on – buckled shoes and silver brooch glinting and a fine lace collar sitting just slightly too high on the neck for my liking. Her head was turned up and she sported a small, tight smile as the woman standing next to her held out a gold-coloured prize cup.

There was no mistaking who the woman with the cup was, nor the gaggle of old biddies standing in a group behind them, each one subtly trying to elbow their way to the front of the line-up. It was the local W.I.

In front of the group was a spidery seven-footer of a man, knees bent and back arched, peering through the viewfinder of an antique camera that looked like it had been fished from the bottom of a trunk in Effie’s shop. If Neville the part-time photographer was here with his Gazette hat on, then something big must have been going down. Effie’s not usually one to miss a chance to blow her own trumpet, but I hadn’t heard a word about this. I’d not been cooped up with that terrible weather for so long as to miss something like this coming up, I remember thinking. As I looked over the scene, Effie darted a furtive glance over in my direction before firmly fixing her proud stare on Neville’s lens.

The W.I. in Whitby is a force to be reckoned with. In a town that had industrialised its efficiency of gossip distribution long before the emergence of electronic communication, the Witches Institute was a vital link in the chain. If word of Julie’s Paul’s gammy foot had made it to the Bay & back before breakfast or if everyone knew about Angie’s caff’s iffy sausage rolls even though she saw they were off before serving them and they definitely all went in the bin, you can guarantee that some broomstick-wielding bint will have been a link in the chain at some point down the line! I know that might sound a bit harsh, but looking the way I do, I’ve been on the wrong end of their gossip-mongering once or twice, let me tell you. Of course, they do good as well. And not just for young couples trying to have a kiddie or older folk having bunion trouble. No, it’s not all Balms and Beltane, as Effie’s found of telling me. They collect for the lifeboats at Regatta and organise a raffle once a year for the hospital and do up food parcels for Christmas. But secretly, there is a little part of me that resents them and thinks they might be doing good deeds as a bit of an excuse, you know? As a reason to busy about and stick their noses in. God, that makes me sound horrible, doesn’t it? Well, anyway, one of the other things the Witches Institute does are the Municipal Awards. And that’s what I was looking at back then, as the lop-sided banner framing the scene proclaimed – Effie had won Shop of the Season.

Well, I never! I mean, it’s not like Effie’s shop was actually dirty as such. But it was certainly chaotic. Haphazard. People used to politely say that she was the artistic type. Not like me. I took real pleasure in cleaning and sorting and ordering things in my little B & B. I could scrub and scrub to my heart’s content and enjoy every second of the work just as much as the moment that I step back from it all and look at what I’ve achieved. Cleanliness is next to Godliness, they always say. And it’s hard for someone else to imagine how important that is to a creature without a soul. But looking at it now, Effie’s shop put my place to shame.

I saw Neville the part-time photographer straighten his knees and back and, spotting my opportunity in the pause, I called over to Effie,

“Well done, Effie, love! When did all this happen? You never mentioned anything!”

“Oh, erm, hello Bren,” she mumbled back at me. “Well, I didn’t know myself until just the other day.”

“But I’ve never seen the place look so immaculate.”

“Yes, Effrygia has really stepped up her game this season,” clipped Mother Dolman, the head of the Whitby W.I. “Now, should we head inside the shop for the next part of the prize giving? I’m sure young Neville has other chores he has to get off to.”

Tagging along at the back of the gaggle of Witches, I snuck in with them to see what would happen next. I was truly dumbstruck by the state of the place. It was clean and sparkling, yes. It looked like everything had just had a fresh coat of paint and a spruce up, yes.  But it was more than that. Usually, Junk Shops were like going into an Aladdin’s Cave, with random bits and bobs piled up to head height and further. Half the fun was rooting through these piles in the hope of finding treasure underneath the dog-eared paperbacks and back-issues of The Beano and cracked plates and polyester ties, with no rhyme or reason as to how each item found itself in one particular corner of landfill or the other. But now, every item had been cleaned and catalogued. It was all ordered and stacked in clear lines with signs at the top of every shelf telling you exactly what you’d find below. Neatly organised and not a trick missed, all gleaming bells and whistles. There was even a Bells & Whistles department!

The next part of the W.I. presentation, of course, involved cake. After posing for Neville the part-time photographer whilst a ceremonial slice was cut, the rest of a lovely light Coconut Sponge was passed around. Not one to pass up a piece of cake, I happily helped myself, despite my growing suspicions. The great and good of Whitby W.I. nattered away with their cakes carefully balanced on little paper plates, occasionally taking a controlled nibble. But Mother Dolman and Effie and gradually more and more of them directed pointed stares at poor Neville as he merrily munched away, delivering crumb after crumb to his chin and shirt-front and, eventually, Effie’s once-immaculate carpet.

Cake eaten and photos in the bag, proceedings drew to a conclusion.

“I just want to thank all of you for coming to my prize-giving,” Effie announced. “And know that you are always welcome in my humble little shop.”

Following the train of people on their way out, I could have sworn that I saw something dart across the floor just in the corner of my good eye. You know, the blue one. But when I looked closely there was nothing there. Something didn’t seem right, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. Then, out in the fresh, salty air, each of us going our separate ways, it struck me. There was nothing there. No crumbs or anything!

Now, I’m not usually the suspicious type. I like to keep myself to myself and let other people enjoy their lives whatever way they want. But as I headed off down to the sands for a stretch out I couldn’t stop thinking about Effie and her newly immaculate shop. I felt good for her, don’t get me wrong. She was my best friend in this close-knit little town and the Municipal Awards were a big deal in their own way. Scientists got Nobels, actors got Oscars. If you put your heart and soul into your nice little shop, you’ve just as much a right to dress up nice, with a great big hat, and get a bit of recognition. But it just wasn’t Effie. My god… the straight, neat lines of stock were like something out of a supermarket.

So I made up my mind. As a concerned friend, there was clearly only one course of action I could take. That night, shrouded in darkness, I’d break into her shop.

It had just gone one in the morning when I slunk out of my B & B and crept down the cobbled street to next door, as delicately as my mismatched feet would allow. The night’s fat, full moon was wrapped in thick cloud as I groped towards the door handle of the shop. In my long life, I’ve been many places and done many things. I’m old enough now to honestly say I don’t regret any of it. And sometimes slightly murkier parts of my past still come in handy. Like that heady spring in Paris at the turn of the last century. By day, long, romantic walks along the Seine with that lovely Monsieur Lupin. And by night, his delicate touch taught me a great deal.

Like how to pick a lock in 30 seconds flat!

Safely inside the shop, I slowly shuffled forwards, trying to get my bearings. The silhouettes of stands and shelves morphed in darkness, confusing me. I could have sworn I saw something moving around in the black. Then a shuffle and a bump. I froze! I definitely heard something that time.

And as I stood stock still, the clouds outside slowly drifted over, revealing eerie moonlight that crept through the shop front’s wide windows, along the floor, up over me, lending my petrified face further pallor, and out to the centre of the shop. The source of the bump revealed, I hate to say it, but I let out a little high-pitched scream. There in front of me, reaching up to push a broom nearly twice his own height stood a spindly little man, no more than three foot tall and naked as the day he was born, his pert, downy posterior glowing in the moonlight. He turned to look at me. Paused. And then the little nuddy fella screamed too.

We stared at each other in the moonlight, hearts pounding, eyes fixed, neither of us daring to move: frozen like rabbits in headlights. From up above us, a series of distant clatters came closer, tracing a pathway down and towards us. Then, the door at the back of the shop was flung open and flooded the room with electric lighting, framing Effie in her best crinoline.

“Brenda! What on earth are you doing!? Hob, are you ok?”

“You know him?” I began to ask, but was cut off by the Nocturnal Naturalist himself.

“Hob hadn’t had such a freight as that in many a long time. Why! ‘Twas enough to put ol’ Hob off chores.”

“Effie, I’m sorry but I knew something was wrong when I saw your shop the other day. Do you want to tell me what’s going on?”

Effie, back tight and straight, looked as if she was about to throw me out of the shop. Can you imagine? My best friend booting me out onto the cobbles! But, after a tense moment, I saw her shoulders slump and the fight drop out of her.

“Go on then, Hob. You might as well tell her everything.”

The little nude fella looked back and forth between the two of us, then cleared his throat and started his story. “Hob lived peaceful life down Beck Hole,” he began. “Hob’s pottered on there for such a long time. Tidying up the old Leighton place and tending to the Quoits pitch. Leave Hob the odd saucer of cream or a little wedge of cake and Hob’ll get on with it. Such a peaceful place, Beck Hole was.” The poor little fella had a wistful look about him as he spoke. A teardrop gathered in the corner of his eye and a stalagmite of snot lengthened from his disproportionate nose. “So peaceful. Until Mr Stahlman moved in, that is.”

“Stahlman?” I queried.

“Do you not read the local papers, Bren? Eddie Stahlman and that frickin’ fracking company. They scared Hob here half out of his wits. But he’s happy here now, helping out around the shop. And that’s all there is to it.”

I admit I wasn’t as religious a reader of the Gazette as some. Just, there’s only so many Village Fete announcements and articles literally about the price of fish that a girl can take. But I knew what fracking was. And I realised straight away that a Hob getting scared out of his home could be the least of our worries. There and then, I decided me and Effie would help Hob out, whether she liked it or not. “Hob, we’ll get you your old home back, don’t you worry,” I boldly promised.

“But he’s fine here,” Effie insisted.

I stood my ground. “No, he’s not. Beck Hole’s his home and no one has the right to force him out of it! It took me a long time to find somewhere I could feel that I belong, where I feel that I’ve got a purpose. But I finally found that in this little town of ours, and wouldn’t shift now for love nor money. Hob’s got that in Beck Hole, and this Stahlman character can’t take it away from him.”

After a bit more grumbling, Effie either came round to my way of thinking or got too desperate to get back to her beauty sleep to put up more of a fight. Whichever it was, we agreed to meet up first thing the next morning and give Eddie Stahlman a piece of our minds.

As we headed our separate ways, Hob went back to his chores, sweeping and dusting and polishing into the wee hours. “Hob, Hob, Hob, Hob, Hob…” he murmured to himself as he pegged away.

The next morning I was up and out even earlier than we’d agreed, a slight nervousness adding an agitated pace to my ablutions. I shuffled about on the pavement in front of Effie’s shop waiting for her to join me, until just ten minutes after the time we’d agreed upon she sauntered out into the morning sun. We headed down to the bus station and began our epic journey to get to a village nine miles out of town. The bus was running later than Effie, and my nerves built up with every passing second. I tightly held the exact change in my hand, feeling the coins getting sweatier as the bus became later. Standing there, I repeated the name of the type of ticket I was going to ask the bus driver for under my breath like a mantra. When it finally arrived, Effie’s attempt to pay with a ten pound note was refused and I had to hurriedly count change out for her too. But, at least we were underway, slowly creeping out onto the moors.

As we crawled up Blue Bank, signs at the side of the road advised caravan drivers to abandon hope. Then, a little way past its peak, we were unceremoniously dumped at the roadside and began the final part of the journey to Beck Hole by foot. Approaching, I could have sworn that I felt a buzzing beneath me and had to stop to steady myself once or twice.

Once there, there was no mistaking where Stahlman was holed up. The old farmhouse that must have been Hob’s refuge for so long was now the centre of an industrial operation the dale had never seen the like of! Giant HGVs with hulking gas canisters on their backs lined the one-track road. An assortment of vans were parked up at precarious angles on the bank. And crowning the scene, a sign next to the farmhouse pronounced in big, friendly red letters – ‘Moorland Energy Solutions: Industrial Hydraulic Fracturing For Shale Gas Extraction With A Heart’

“What a state they’ve made of it!” Effie proclaimed. “It’s worse than when your Frank turned back up and started trampling all over the place.”

“You see. It’s not just that little Hob who’s being put out by this. We need to get in there and find Stahlman now, before this goes any further.”

But little did I know, Stahlman was about to find us.

As we crept around looking for a way in, we were set upon by a pair of brutes in High Vis. They grabbed us both by the shoulders and roughly dragged us along. Shook up, it was difficult to take things in. Their hard hats and lanyards made them look like ordinary contractors. But, trying to inspect them more closely whilst being man-handled, their skin had a strange green tinge to it; random bits of fluff protruded from points on their face; and their teeth seem slightly too big and, well, made of plastic.

We passed another green contractor, this one even hairier, stood about having a fag at the back entrance to the farm. Then, dragged inside, we were unceremoniously dumped on the floor in the centre of a vast, stark control room.

From the outside, the farmhouse looked as it had for hundreds of years: local stone, the edges softened by time. But inside was another story all together. The walls and floor were all stark, bright white. Grand computer banks were dotted around with disco light buttons and knobs. Men in white lab coats poked at them and scribbled on clipboards in silence, the only noise the otherworldly whirrs and blips emanating from the machines. And in the centre of the room on a raised plinth stood who could only be Eddie Stahlman. His lab coat was worn loosely over a well-pressed suit. Slicked-back hair and a neatly trimmed goatee framed little piggy eyes that rendered any effort he put in redundant. This was the man that had driven Hob from his home and, it was dawning on me at the time, could possibly do even more damage than he could ever realise.

“Ladies! I’ve been expecting you!”

“How on earth have you been expecting us?” said Effie matter-of-factly. “We didn’t even know we were coming ourselves until first thing this morning!”

“If it weren’t you, it would have been somebody else. I’ve always known the Anti-Fracking Lobby were after me! Luddites! Ill-informed fools! Well, no matter. There’s nothing you can do now.”

“What are you talking about, lovey? We’re just here to see if ol’ Hob could get a quiet corner of this farmhouse back.” I tried calming him down, but his piggy eyes were bulging even further out than before. Something told me back then that this was not a man with a full set of marbles. Maybe it was the stare. Maybe it was the beads of sweat popping out of his forehead. Or maybe it was the way that he thought fracking in a National Park was a fair and sensible thing to do.

We were in a tight spot, but me and Effie had both been in tighter ones over the years. And if there was one thing I’d learned it was this: the stupider, richer and more dangerous the man, the more they liked the sound of their own voice.

“You can’t fool me,” he howled. “You’re out to get me, just like the rest of them! But it won’t work, do you hear!? Ever since I was a small child, I’ve know this was my destiny. To follow in my father’s footsteps and take up his Great Work. But now, I’m ready to do even more than that. I will emerge from his shadow and everyone will know the name Eddie Stahlman! Not ‘Gassy’ Stahlman or ‘Stink-Breath’ Stahlman; Edward Horatio Stahlman!! And the unlimited power that my gas offers will usher Britain into a new Golden Age!” Bits of spittle were starting to form at the side of his mouth by this point, but it seemed rude to interrupt when he had such a flow going. “You see, ladies, I’m unfettered. I have free rein to do as I like. Back in the ‘70s or ‘80s or whenever it was, small-minded bureaucrats and so-called scientific ‘advisors’ would block you at every turn. Going on about environmental impact and the risk of giant explosions and other such rubbish. Or even worse, Trade Unionists! Whining on about Health & Safety. Calling everybody out at the first sign of weird green slime! Nothing but a barrier to progress!!”

“Those advisors might have been on to something, you know,” I interjected. “Especially round here. I’ll admit it, I’m not just here to get Hob a quiet spot back, although he does deserve that. There are things about fracking in this spot you haven’t considered.” I looked at him pleadingly, but Stahlman wouldn’t even meet my eyes.

“No, my dear. Nothing can stand in the way of progress. And now, it is time to frack again.” He gazed off into the distance, lost in his own hyperbole. I’d seen that look before, in my father’s eyes. It was there in photographs of him as a young man. So sure, so definite of himself. And I remember the look was still there just after he pulled the lever to switch me on. And I remember how that look slowly faded, turned to horror as I stretched out for the first time, as I reached to him and tried to call out with a second-hand tongue.

But he was wrong. I hadn’t been a mistake. I was no monster. It had took me a long time to find my place in life, perhaps even into my twilight years before I really found somewhere that needed me – although who’s to say how long these old parts will keep on going for? But I was needed. Whitby needed me and I couldn’t let Stahlman carry on with his plan.

I made a break for it, wrenching myself from the grip of the green contractor in High Vis and lurching towards where Stahlman stood, big red lever in hand. He saw me coming and yanked the lever towards himself, but I grabbed onto it and pulled it back. We tussled like that for what seemed like an age, pushing and pulling, locked in combat across an over-sized switch. Eventually, Stahlman resorted to playing dirty, as his type always do. The little sod kicked me in the shin! As I hopped about holding my leg, Stahlman gave me a shove and I was over on the floor. The lever fully descended and the frack began.

The ground shook beneath us and the walls of that old farmhouse which had stood proud for centuries seemed to wobble like a half-inflated bouncy castle at a Church Fair. I dragged myself up off the floor and grabbed Effie by the shoulder. We zig-zagged our way out of the farmhouse and ran as fast as we could up out of Beck Hole and back onto the Moors road, the ground tremoring beneath us the whole way.

Steadying ourselves against each other, we took in the view across the coastline and into the town. It’s amazing how quickly a place can get into your bones. Usually, if I’ve been away, even just to York for posh afternoon tea and the shops, this view would fill me with warmth, whatever that biting North wind was doing. But then, it filled me with dread. The whole landscape seemed to shake and swell. Dark, stormy clouds loomed in the sky. And behind the gap-toothed ruins of the Abbey, a deep red light gushed forth from the ground. It was just as I feared. Fracking in Whitby had affected the Bitches Maw! Now, the Maw gaped open wider than it ever had, and who could know what horrors it would bring forth?

“We need to get back to Whitby at a clip and see what’s happening with the Bitches Maw.”

“But how?” wailed Effie in despair. “There’s not another bus for seven hours!”

We staggered along, arm in arm, right down the centre of the road looking like a right pair! Flagging down the first passing car, we demanded a lift back in to Whitby. I’m not usually as bold as that, I know. But we had to get back into town as quickly as possible and find out what was happening; with the Maw wide open all Hell could be breaking loose!

When we got back into town, the sight that greeted us was even worse than my most frenzied nightmares. Worse than those lonely moments in the inky night when the weight of defending the Maw left me tossing and turning in the face of itchy nocturnal visions.

The assembled hordes of Hell had poured out of the Maw and descended down the Hundred and Ninety-nine Steps into town like devilish day-trippers. A gaggle of Ghouls were chasing pensioners down Church Street. The Swing Bridge was completely blocked off to cars by a slow-moving rabble of assorted Dead, Un-Dead and Almost Dead, while a squat trio of Orcs had given each other bunk-ups onto the overlooking building and were sat atop it grunting into the wind. People after a quiet pint in the Wobbly Goblin scarpered left and right as underage Vampires squeezed in to try their luck. Outside Cod Almighty, a mother let out a terrified, high-pitched scream as, after trying to shoo off seagulls, a Valkyrie swept down and grabbed not just a chip, but the whole bag and the kiddie carrying them! Locals and holiday makers alike darted for cover; paddlers were being pursued along the sands and up Khyber Pass by assorted Creatures originally from a variety of Lagoons. One Wolfman was chewing on a whale bone, while another cocked his leg against the ice-cream van. I’d never seen the town in such chaos; it was like Folk Week, Goth and Regatta all rolled into one, only none of the buggers were spending any money!

The streets were almost clear of people by that point. Anyone who had a bunker to run to had got to it and locked themselves in. So, the contents of the Maw that continued to pour out had completely taken over. We squeezed our way through, trying to not raise anything’s interest as we attempted to get back to the refuge of Effie’s sparkling shop. But, one after another, as we passed each creature by, they would stop and turn and delicately sniff the air. Carrying on like this, we began to pick up pursuers; each entity we passed catching our scent and joining the pack. As the crowd got bigger, we got faster and faster and faster until the final stretch to Effie’s shop became a manic Conga of the Living Dead.

We burst through the front door of the shop, slammed it back and leaned against it as it bulged against the braying hordes outside. Hob was stood in the centre of the room, bent over with dustpan and brush in hand.

“You near made Hob jump out of his skin! And look at your muddy boots all over that nice, clean carpet.”

“Never mind about that now, we’ve got company. Lots and lots of company.” You could see Hob shrink back in the face of Effie’s yelling, his latest refuge of housework rudely interrupted.

But there wasn’t time to mollycoddle or console him as the door creaked at its hinges from the assembled mass of unhumanity outside. It swelled and swelled until eventually, like a bursting balloon, it popped open and the hordes poured in.

We were thrown forward by the momentum of them bursting through and found ourselves on the far side of the shop, every exit blocked by a Wolfman or a Mummy or some such. They tore through the shop the way you see Black Friday hordes turn over department stores down in that London on the news. As we backed away into the corner and the front line of monsters paced towards us, I remember thinking that was it. My heart was going like the clappers, my mismatched eyes darted from one creature to another, my body was tense and ready to spring. But I couldn’t for the life of me see any way out of this one.

Staring death in the face, I hate to admit that with each over-turned display stand, each crash of pottery and every book flung from a shelf, I couldn’t help but think ‘Well, at least the place is looking a bit more like I’m used to!’ And then, with a sudden shove from a pointy-fingered Wraith, I fell back into the corner and looked up waiting for the end.

Then I saw a sign. ‘Ancient Shamanic Totems Department – 3 for £5’

The Maw’s former residents might have been busy tearing up the rest of Effie’s formerly immaculate shop, but the corner we were now backed into still bore the mark of Hob’s organisational handiwork. Spears, Grails, Cuneiform stones, wooden figurines and assorted bits of magical junk that could pass for Objet D’art in the right setting. The little fella had excelled himself. I quickly scanned my way down the shelf until I spotted a totem that would do the job, then jumped to my feet and reached out for it – The Peg Leg of Destiny!

The gnarled and notched wooden leg had a hand-written brown paper label hanging off it, which read: ‘This is the leg of John Stephenson – a Whitby-born Pirate, put to his death far from home on the African coast in the 1720s. Under the black Pirate flag, raiding ships of slavers, Stephenson’s leg crossed and re-crossed the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn over and over again in his lifetime. After his death, the leg began a long, meandering journey home until it eventually found its way back to his ancestral home of Whitby. Yours to take home and enjoy for only £2.50’. Previously at the bottom of a prodigious pile of junk, it was now neatly stacked next to the Crab Bucket of Sorrows and the Eggplant of Doom. Well, I was drawn to it as soon as I saw it. The path it had cut around the globe had imbued it with a piratical wanderlust that almost forced me to reach out and touch it. If I was right, the supernatural visitors that had taken over the town would feel the draw even more intensely.

“I can get them back into the Bitches Maw, but we still need to close it,” I yelled to Effie, holding the Peg Leg aloft.

“I’ve never seen it torn as wide open as it is now, love. It’d need a ritual much bigger than one lonely White Witch could conjure up!”

“Effie, have you forgotten about your photoshoot the other day! You’re the darling of the W.I. Make the most of it while it lasts!”

And with that, I was off. I cradled the Peg Leg of Destiny in my arms like a Rugby ball and charged into the crowd in front of me, shoulder-barging a path back onto the street. My hunch had been right and the deathly day-trippers now centred all their attention on me. They clawed and grabbed at me, but I fought them off and ploughed on. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d run like this; it was clear to look at me I’d been built for strolling, not for sprinting. But there was no time to acknowledge the burning in my chest or the crunching of poorly-welded joints. I cut down Sandgate and up on to Church Street, just half-a-step ahead of the mob now. Every single one of the Abbey Steps felt like an ordeal. But as I reached the summit, Peg Leg of Destiny above me like a driftwood Olympic torch, I knew the end was in sight.

I waved the leg around for good measure, the way you excite a dog before throwing the stick when playing fetch, then hurled it into the depths of the Maw and threw myself to one side as the creatures that had been tearing up our sleepy little fishing town dived like lemmings into the depths behind it.

As the last of them fell in, I steadied myself and looked around, nervously waiting for Effie to deliver on her part of the plan. It’s not that she’s unreliable, just easily distracted. Even, it has to be said, in the face of certain doom on occasion.

The evening was setting in and dusk cast the ancient Abbey in silhouette, marked out by the red glow emanating from the Maw. In that moment of stillness it was beautiful. But I knew the Peg Leg wouldn’t distract the denizens of the Maw for much longer. We had to close it up again or face Bank Holiday crowds of Hell’s Finest forever.

Just as I was beginning to lose hope, I saw a handful of shapes hovering at the edge of the Abbey’s ragged outline. As they came closer, I recognised Mother Dolman, Effie and a dozen of Whitby Witches Institute’s great and good swooping up and down on broomsticks like Sand Martins catching flies in the dunes. They began to circle the Maw, criss-crossing each other in an intricate pattern. As they marked out a Spirograph of sacred geometry in the air, the Bitches Maw creaked and rumbled. Inch by inch, the Maw’s diameter shortened until eventually it closed with a crunch.

Effie landed next to me and waved the W.I. off like a visiting Royal. I’d risked life and limb racing up to the Bitches Maw with the Peg Leg of Destiny, but was sure back then that I’d never hear the end of it from Effie about how she saved the day, leading the W.I. into battle! Never mind, I thought. I didn’t protect the town for adulation. Although a certificate or a photo in the paper every now and again wouldn’t go amiss!

“Do you know, Effie, after all that I’m absolutely starving.”

“You and me both, Brenda. I’ve got a feeling tonight’s fish & chip night.”

And with that, we slowly made our way back down the steps and along to Cod Almighty, for two Pensioners Specials to go.

We wandered along the west Pier, kicking our heels and lazily picking at the last of our chips. Moments like that make me feel really contented: nothing to do, nowhere in particular to go, feeling slightly over-full, greasy finger poking at just one last chip whilst a cool, salty wind nipped at our ankles.

Then, looking down, I felt a sinking feeling in my stomach. Yesterday’s news is today’s fish-and-chip paper. Beneath my last few chips, an oily photo of proud-faced Effie accepting her award stared out at me from the front page of the Gazette. And on the sheet next to that, a small box on page thirty-seven announced Eddie Stahlman’s fracking schedule for the coming week. Tomorrow. He planned to do it all again tomorrow. We’d barely managed to close the Bitches Maw up this time: if he were to frack again, it would tear the Maw in two. There’d be nothing we could do about it. But how on earth could we stop him?

My guts groaned like another frack had already begun, as tension turned the Pensioners Special over in my stomach like a lifeboat in a corkscrew. I remember how helpless I felt back then. It had took everything we had to avert disaster in the face of the previous frack, and I was all out of ideas. I looked imploringly to Effie, hoping for inspiration to strike her.

“There’s nothing else that we can do, Brenda. That Stahlman seems like a slippery customer. We wouldn’t be able to get past his hairy heavies, and even if we did, what then? There’s no persuading him… And his eyes are too close together to try any amateur mesmerism.”

“But if we don’t do anything, the town will be torn apart.”

Effie hummed and hawed for a bit, then tentatively made a suggestion. “Well, if I remember my lore properly, them Hobs are good for more than just housework. They’ve got a real tricksy streak if you provoke them.” She paused, then carefully added, “But my little shop hasn’t half looked nice since Hob moved in.”

“Effie, it doesn’t matter how clean your shop is if the rest of the town’s ripped in two and the only custom you get is short-armed browsers from the Bitches Maw!” My nerves got the better of my patience and I snapped at her a bit. Effie’s a good friend and I don’t like it when I’m short with her. It’s hard to find a friend that takes an interest but doesn’t pry, especially round here. And Effie really does. For all her proud front, I know she cares about me and I do about her too. “I’m sorry, love. But we’re going to have to convince him to go back to Beck Hole.”

“I know,” she said resignedly. “It was good while it lasted. At least I’ve got my nice, shiny prize cup…”

But convincing Effie might have been one thing, convincing Hob was another altogether! They can be real stubborn little buggers, the Fair Folk. You’ll never see a Seelie drop a grudge, or try saying no to a drinks invite from an Abbey Lubber and see what happens. Get on the wrong side of them and, well, they can be just down right rude.

But that’s what we were banking on, as long as we could direct his ire in the right direction. It didn’t, however, get off to a particularly good start.

“No. Hob likes it here! Hob’s not going back to Beck Hole no more!”

“But Hob, you know Effie loves having you here, and we wouldn’t want to force you out. Not like that nasty Stahlman. It’s just that we know how long you’ve pottered away at Beck Hole for. And, well, it’s not right for a Hob of your standing to be forced out of his home.”

“This is Hob’s home now! You won’t force Hob out of here, no sir.”

“But don’t you miss the peace and quiet of Beck Hole?” I tried. “Surely, all the customers coming and going in the shop here disturb you?”

“Beck Hole’s not peaceful no more, not since that work begun. No, it’s quiet enough here. And there are plenty of chores for ol’ Hob to be getting on with.”

“But it won’t stay peaceful here. If Eddie Stahlman stays at Beck Hole, his fracking will mean the end of any peace and quiet anywhere round here!”

“Hob’ll lock the door and put the shutters down. Hob don’t need no company, just a bit of dusting to keep himself busy.”

We weren’t getting anywhere. Like I said, the Fair Folk could be stubborn buggers and this Hob had clearly decided to dig his heels in.

Effie, who had been quietly observing all the way through our exchange, looked Hob up and down. She raised her finger to point and punctuate what she was about to say, and addressed him in carefully clipped tones. “Right. You like it here. You like the housework. The dusting. The cleaning. So stay. Forget about the Bitches Maw. Forget about half a national park getting torn asunder. Forget about Beck Hole. You can stay here. Just do me one favour. Put some blummin’ keks on!”

Well, I’ve never seen such a big reaction from such a small creature. A prickly red flush spread over his body, all four cheeks a ruddy thunder. It was enough to make me nervously step back, for fear he’d explode. He spittled and gasped, trying to compose himself and get some words out. I honestly thought he was going to keel over right there in the middle of the shop.

“Hob has never been so insulted!” he bellowed. “Hob will leave your tatty old shop and never darken this door again!!”

“But where will you go?” said Effie in a soft, sly whisper. She darted me half a knowing glance and I twigged to her tactics.

“Hob is going back to his home. Not no-one can force Hob out of Beck Hole!”

That night, we stood atop Beck Hole Road looking down on the innocuous old farmhouse that housed Moorland Energy Solutions; anonymous but for the big, red letters along its side, written in a font that had clearly been market researched by a project group to within an inch of its life. The night was still, with a bulging moon and crisp stars. The silhouette of the farmhouse was lit only by a glow coming from the right-hand window on the top floor. It was Stahlman’s bedroom. He was sat in bed, checking over his shares on his trendy smart phone whilst half-reading a dusty old copy of the Frackronomicon. As the light clicked off and the silhouette of the farmhouse hardened, we knew he was settling down to gassy dreams of stocks and shale.

But we also knew he wouldn’t sleep for long.

Hob had scuttled off in a huff that afternoon and passed through the fog that hung heavy on our rugged coastline into the shadow-world that existed just out of sync with ours. There in the Seelie Court he had called together his cousins from far and wide. A gang of Boggies from Boggle Hole, delicate little Brownies from Baytown, a riotous Lubber from Rievaulx, grand old Hill Giants that spent most of their days now snoozing under the gentle fells of Cleveland, the Black Dog of Broughton, and even a manifestation of the Will-o-the-Wisp who could often be seen dancing around the edges of the moors.

They were an odd sort of family. Most of them liked their own company above anyone else’s and on the rare occasion they did get together, it was guaranteed to end in a fight. Now, I’ve been around for a fair few years. Longer than I’d like to admit on occasion. But these old Faes had been around for even longer; they came from another time altogether. Some of those giants still had dirt under their fingernails from mud-fights as kiddies that had shaped the landscape; what was nearly one in the eye just missing and, with a deafening splat, Blakey Ridge and Roseberry Topping were dolloped in place. If you live that long on your own, just out of sight, you get used to doing things your own way. So whenever they got together, they’d rub each other up wrong. Like a big human family that’s spread out all around and only ever get together at Christmas. You have to push two tables together to fit them all in and somebody always storms off before the turkey’s even cut, never mind lighting the Christmas Pud! But it’s one thing them slagging off their own, it’s another altogether if someone else does it. Cross one and you cross them all. And that Eddie Stahlman had well and truly crossed Hob.

We saw strange lights flashing and floating like a low-hung aurora borealis as Will-o-the-Wisp danced around the farm’s rooftop. In the half-light he cast, I remember catching sight of a smirking pair of giants pushing the building to and fro so it shook as at the height of the last frack. I’m told it was at this point Stahlman was jerked awake and went to get out of bed to see what was going on. Crudely but effectively, the slippers he went to squeeze into were full of an ectoplasmic goo. Shivering and pulling his feet out, Eddie went to stand up barefoot and head for the window. Even from over the way, we could here Stahlman yell in pain as he repeatedly stubbed his toes and shinned himself on a variety of items the Brownies had manoeuvred around in the dark.

“Security,” he screamed. “Get up here now! I need your help!”

But his team of agency staff were tripping and stumbling round too, with the added indignity of Imps hiding in their fur giving them a good jab with a Hawthorn knuckle-duster every few seconds. One bright spark reached for the light switch, only to have his fingers singed by the flecks of electricity that jumped from it. And in the corner, next to the fuse box, ol’ Hob stood grinning.

By this point, all the residents of Moorland Energy Solutions were flat out on the floor. The Little People who had raided Beck Hole to liberate it for Hob were, as the name suggests, all pretty small, save for the odd giant outside. On their own a Boggart or an Elf couldn’t hope to shift Stahlman’s dead weight. But one by one, they crept out from under the bed and behind the skirting board. They took a toe or a knee-cap or a nipple, each grabbing a thimble-full of flesh, and between them they hoiked Stahlman over their collective shoulders. The same was done with his security and like ants carrying a picnic the occupiers of Beck Hole were trundled along and out and up the hill past us.

As the cold air hit them, they came to and started shouting. “Help!”

“Get off us!”

“Y’little bugger!!”

But all to no avail, as the gang of Faes trooped off into the night. We watched as their yells faded on the air and their shapes became smaller and less distinct, until eventually all that could be seen were pin-pricks of High Vis occasionally picked out by the headlights of a passing car.

That was the last we saw of Eddie Stahlman and it was the last time anyone tried to frack along our way too. Effie knew what she was doing provoking Hob: when they stand together, there’s nothing those Little People can’t do. It was the last time we saw Hob an’ all, although I’m told he’s still happily pottering away back in his old homestead. I can sympathise; there’s nothing like having your own space, making it nice and just right.

Effie’s big gold cup for Shop of the Season still has pride of place alongside the creaky old grocers’ till on her front counter. But it didn’t take long for chaos to creep back into the place, and the cup looks more like an admin error every time I visit.

She hasn’t forgotten Hob, and she doesn’t believe he’s forgotten her.

“I was just trying to get him riled up,” she told me. “I’m open to Alternative Lifestyles. Got no problem with nudity. But try telling him that!” Apparently, every night when she gets up to check on a bang or has to take a midnight trip to the little girl’s room, our Effie stubs her big toe without fail. And this isn’t because she’s never heard of housework. Oh, no! It’s cause a wronged Hob has cursed her clutter, and she won’t have it any other way.



Everything’s Coming Up Roses

Jay Eales

Bialystock’s Blooms had been in Whitby forever. Ask anyone.

A crooked little dogleg alley led up to a cul-de-sac of shops in a mostly forgotten part of town. You’d struggle to get a mobility scooter up Rotten Row, and if you had a double-barrel pushchair, forget it. Makeshift Court was not for you. Buried away in the backstreets, the shopkeepers of Makeshift Court were a tight-knit community, all for one and one for all. An unsuspecting tourist might stumble into the Court in search of a reasonably priced pair of Whitby Jet earrings, only to find themselves sat for a cuppa outside Tea/Cake having somehow acquired a Jeff Wayne’s War of the Worlds boxset, a stuffed golly and a chinchilla. Makeshift Court’s very own game of pass the parcel. Pass the punter.

“The Magnificent Seven, that’s us!” said Debs, owner of Tea/Cake as she set out a tray of tea accoutrements before Brenda and Effie, deep in conversation about the lineage of Bialystock’s Blooms. They were sat at one of the outside tables, even though the climate was just slightly nippier than they would have preferred. Debs’ flattened vowels betrayed her antipodean origins, with ‘seven’ coming out as ‘sivven’.

“Beg pardon?” Brenda said, wiping her nose discreetly with a tissue.

“Oh, I was just having a giggle to myself over that fella going up the road,” Debs said, “He just wanted a jam scone, and there he goes with a sugar skull moneybox, a Yucca plant and a dazed expression. If one of us doesn’t get you, the others will!”

“Seven?” Brenda asked, clearly mulling it over.

“Which of you’s Yul Brynner?” said Effie.

“That’d be Curly,” Debs pointed across the yard towards the barbershop, Curly Do’s. Through the glass, you could just make out the shiny pate of the hairdresser as he swept shorn hair across the tiles in tight little circles, as though raking a Zen garden.

“Of course!”

“Seven?” Brenda repeated.

“Right enough. There’s the Forty-Six Pee Continuum, The Jet Shop… Bialystock’s… Vinnie’s Vinyl, PaddyWhack, me, Curly Do’s and Critters. The Magnificent Seven! I rolled right up when Erzulie came up with that!”

“That’s eight,” Brenda said calmly as she blew on her tea.

“Yeah… but, no… Forty-Six Pee, Jet Shop… the florist, Vinnie… Wait…” Debs looked extremely confused as she counted off shops on her fingers. From time to time, she looked up to confirm her count. “That’s really weird. I’ve never noticed that before.”

“Almost as if there’s suddenly one more shop than there used to be,” Brenda said.

“Oh, Brenda. What are you on about? I only dragged you into town to get you away from all that spring cleaning. How you managed to find any dust in that guest house of yours, the way you look after it, I’ll never know. Have an éclair,” Effie said.

“You know I don’t like éclairs, Effie. Chocolate covered loo rolls. I know it was your treat, but I wish you’d let me choose the cakes.” Brenda sniffed.

“Hush,” Effie said and shoved an éclair into Brenda’s mouth before she could protest.

“Effie!” Brenda spluttered and began to chew involuntarily. Effie watched the expression on Brenda’s face change from indignation to surprise. “That’s… lovely!”

“I said, but you were banging on about pop-up florists so I couldn’t get a word in.”

“Even with my bunged up hooter, I can taste… well, everything! How does she do it?”

Effie leaned in as though sharing a great secret, “Witchcraft.”

Brenda’s jaw dropped. “Really?”

“Don’t be daft, ducky.”

In Makeshift Court, all roads seemed to lead to Bialystock’s Blooms. As though to reinforce that point, the florist doorbell jangled as it admitted another customer. A floral scent wafted out  across the courtyard, causing Effie and Debs to both draw in a lungful in unison.

“Oh, you’re missing a treat here, Brenda,” Effie said as she took another breath.

Brenda looked doubtful, giving her nose a dismissive blast into her handkerchief instead.

“Didn’t that used to be a pound shop?” Effie indicated towards the Forty-Six Pee Continuum with an outstretched pastry.

“Oh, yeah. That was before they got into a ding-dong with 99P Land over on Sandgate. Before you knew it, they rebranded as 95 Pence World. Then things just… escalated. The other side thought they’d cracked it by stepping up to Universe 88, but you know Ron. Never say die, while there’s breath in his body and a thesaurus close at hand. I don’t think he even knows what a continuum is.”

Brenda paused from polishing off the last of the choux pastries when she saw a young lad walking purposely up the alley. Downcast eyes, glued to his mobile phone. His ears were likewise plugged in, and yet his navigation skills did not appear to be impaired. Perhaps he was using sonar, she thought idly. He slowed as he drew nearer, stopping at the doorway to Bialystock’s before he reluctantly severed his connection to the machine world and looked up.

Even from the other side of the courtyard, Brenda clearly saw his double-take. He staggered back as though he had bounced off a force field. In bafflement, he looked around the court and back to the florist. Then he spotted Vinnie’s Vinyl, just a few feet further up the row. He looked again at Bialystock’s with suspicion. With a shake of the head, he continued on his way into the record shop.

Brenda decided it was time to have a gawp at Bialystock’s Blooms for herself. She peered through the window, seeing a tiny narrow shop interior overflowing with plants and flowers of all kinds. It looked like a slice of rainforest carved into the Yorkshire landscape. It also looked old, and well established. She couldn’t see anyone about; no Karswell the general manager, and certainly no sign of the mysterious Mister Bialystock himself. Just as she reached out for the door handle, she saw the Opening Hours sign on the door flip, now reading ‘Our humblest apologies, but we are CLOSED.’

Brenda’s eyes met those of the sign flipper, a stocky gentleman of indeterminate age. Salt and pepper hair, a dapper pencil moustache, an immaculately tailored suit. Karswell, Brenda presumed. As he looked up and up into Brenda’s eyes, he smiled mournfully and mouthed the word “sorry” as he drew down the blind. He never once broke eye contact, or paused to blink. Through the blind, Brenda saw him turn on his heel and retreat into the shop. She heard a hiss behind her, and spun back, only to find herself enveloped in a vaporous cloud. She waved her arms wildly until the sticky dust motes dissipated, and found herself the centre of attention from Effie and Debs over at the café. She sneezed thunderously as she attempted to brush the tacky stuff from her coat.

Trying to identify the powdery substance, Brenda put a hand up to her nose and gave it an exploratory sniff, but her compromised sinuses gave nothing away. Rubbing the dust between her fingers, she found it tacky to the touch. Pollen? She looked suspiciously towards the florist, and thought she glimpsed movement behind the blinds and eyes upon her.

“Your tea’s gone cold, Brenda. Shall I get Debs to top it up with more hot water?” Effie said.

Before Brenda could answer, there was an almighty clatter from one of the shops behind them – Critters, the last one on the row, run by an acquaintance, Erzulie Lopsiday.

Looking at the exterior of Critters properly for the first time that day, it looked somewhat twisted, not unlike its owner, who the less kind locals had nicknamed Missus Lopsided.

Subsidence had done its work, leaving the pet shop without a right angle in the place. Brenda remembered it as being just a bit off, but it was much worse now. It was as though the pet shop had borne the brunt of Bialystock’s arrival; shoving the neighbours aside to make room, turning the terrace into a domino alley.

The clattering noise had come from an overturned cage, which had slipped from its shelf and onto the floor. The alarmed cries of many of the residents, Admiral Spangle the parrot, Captain Pacer the spider monkey and Boatswain Blackjack the guinea pig, whose home had been upended after a slightly too enthusiastic spin around his wheel.

As Brenda and Effie reached the doorway, Erzulie was standing amidst the devastation, holding back another shelf that was about to go. Her nickname never more appropriate, she performed a one woman game of Twister; a shelf held against her bent over back, fingers scrabbling to hang onto a teetering hamster cage. All while on tiptoes. Effie dashed forward to help with the cage while Brenda got her shoulder against the fittings. Spangle and Pacer fussed about the place, unconstrained by any cage. They were treated more like family than livestock.

Between the three of them, they were able to shore up the shelving. Erzulie said that she’d get on to the insurance in the morning. She’d been saying as much for as long as they’d known her.

In the grey thin light of early morning, Brenda and Effie walked purposefully towards the entry into Rotten Row. The first indicator that all was not well was the pair of Whitby Fire Service engines dominating the main street. Entry to Makeshift Court was far too restricted for them to approach any closer. Picking up her pace, with Effie struggling to keep up, Brenda found her way blocked by an impassive fireman. Burly, he was, but Brenda still had a couple of inches on him, even in her flats.

“No entry, love. There’s been an incident.”

“An incident? What’s happened?” Brenda craned her neck to see past the fireman. She heard the sound of frantic activity.

“Sorry. I can’t say… Look, you can’t go up there! It’s not safe.” He held up his palms towards Brenda, as though they would stand a hope of preventing her from barging past if she’d a mind to do so. “One of the buildings came down in the night.”

That stopped Brenda in her tracks, concern written large on her face.

“Oh, Erzulie…” Effie said breathlessly.

Brenda searched the fire officer’s face for signs of hope as she forced out the words, “Was she…?”

The fireman gave a barely perceptible shake of the head. He swallowed uncomfortably.

When they were finally allowed to go up into the Court, even before Brenda saw the devastation of Critters, her eyes fell upon Bialystock’s. The florist physically dominated the terrace, bigger than any other shop in the arcade. And definitely bigger than yesterday, whatever Effie might have to say against it. A thorn between roses.

The leaning tower of Critters leant no more. Where Ms Lopsiday’s shop had stood, now there was devastation. The emergency services had put in place a double row of barriers for public safety. Brenda leaned over the barricade to survey the horrific scene. Effie couldn’t think of anything to say.

Atop the dusty pile of smashed bricks, Pacer sat, disconsolate. His escape from the collapsing building was nothing short of miraculous. From time to time, he patted a brick away with his scabbed knuckles, as though he could put things back as they were.

Another miracle, Spangle circled above, searching for a roost that was no longer there. When he grew weary, he settled on the roof of Tea/Cake, the furthest point from Bialystock’s that he could find. With an unblinking eye, the parrot glared across the courtyard.

“Poor, poor…” Effie began, haltingly.

“Erzulie,” Brenda finished for her.

“Yes,” Effie said, “Poor Erzulie.” It had obviously hit her hard, Brenda thought. She seemed distant and barely able to string a sentence together.

The whole of Makeshift Court was subdued. Ron from the Continuum and the barber, Curly, stood on the cobbles, emotionally drained. Everything was muted. An acceptance that these things happen.

Brenda chose to lay that at Bialystock’s door too. She dug through the contents of her handbag, retrieving a small ornate snuffbox. Flipping the lid up with her thumb, she took a pinch and lifted it to each of her nostrils in turn. A sharp sniff to each. Not snuff, but common house dust. She could not be sure that it had been responsible for her apparent immunity to the toxic pollen, but did not want to take any chances. If she too succumbed to the mind-numbing fragrance, who would be left to get them out of this pickle?

The snuffdust caused an immediate response: an explosion of spittle and mucus. She fumbled to retrieve the hankie from her voluminous bag, only to find another proffered from behind her. A gentleman’s handkerchief, though, to her mind, not provided by a gent. Karswell stood in the street as she spun around, his kerchief still on offer.  An offer that Brenda had no intention of accepting. For all she knew, he might have impregnated the thing with chloroform!

“Don’t trouble yourself,” she said, waving him away, and redoubling her efforts within the bag until she unearthed her own.

“No matter,” Karswell said, refolding the pocket square and putting it back in his breast pocket. His accent was as plummy as his suit suggested. All RP English, formal and stuffy.

“A terrible business,” Karswell began again. “May I offer my condolences, dear ladies?”

“Thank you,” Effie said, taking his hand and giving it a squeeze. “It’s been quite a shock.”

Without warning, Pacer let out a great barking cry, baring his teeth towards Karswell.

The florist looked surprised by the interjection, but stood firm as the spider monkey darted at him. Forward and back, getting nearer with each movement, as though he wanted to engage, but was also fearful. He clawed the air, catching Karswell off-guard with his phenomenal reach. Karswell ducked back just a little too slowly and the monkey was able to rake across his cheek.

No blood welled up from the scratch.

“Oh dear!” Effie cried, releasing her grip on Karswell’s hand and stepping aside. Brenda moved to protect her friend, as a precaution, but Pacer’s attention was solely upon the florist.

Karswell was ready for him the next time. As Pacer lunged forward, he thrust out an arm as quick as a whipcrack, and plucked the monkey up by the scruff of his neck. It seemed effortless as he pulled Pacer into an embrace. He maintained a firm grip on the monkey’s scruff, and made soothing noises, while Pacer screamed in alarm, and thrashed ineffectually against the man, obviously stronger than Brenda had given him credit for. Still, he wasn’t the only one.

“He’s just had a fright. No harm done. Ms Lopsiday and her Critters, they were his troop, and now – bless Erzulie’s soul – he’s in mourning. Don’t we all lash out when we’re hurting?” Karswell looked to Brenda, “We all just need friends.” As he hugged the monkey tightly to his chest, no thought given to his expensively tailored suit, Pacer gradually ceased his struggling.

“If you lovely ladies have no objections,” Karswell said, “I’d like to take this little boy home with me. Mr Bialystock will enjoy him. He does love a primate.”

Despite her feelings towards Karswell, Brenda still felt a touch of relief. She had feared that Effie would try to convince her to adopt Pacer without his intervention.

“After all,” Karswell said as he headed off towards Bialystock’s shopfront, “we have the space to grow…”

Brenda’s expression darkened, and she moved to pursue Karswell, but Effie’s hand on her arm gave her pause. This was not the time. Soon, perhaps. She patted Effie’s hand in appreciation, and returned her gaze to the pile of rubble. A haze of brick dust still hung around the ruin; the ghost of a shop trying to keep its shape despite the inevitability of change. Such a small pile of bricks to represent a life.

Over the next few days, Brenda dragged Effie down to Makeshift Court, to sup and to watch the comings and goings at Bialystock’s. More comings than goings. Some days, Debs did not even bother to open up, spending her time and meagre takings on more and more of Bialystock’s wares. Just like every other shop in Makeshift Court. Their windows grew more and more stuffed with foliage, starving off any individuality and leaving them anaemic. Only the cuckoo in their midst, Bialystock’s remained vibrant with life and energy. Positively blooming.

Every time Brenda made a move towards the florist, that devil Karswell was somehow ahead of her, flipping that flipping sign of his. It was as though he had a second sense for it.

Debs was baffled to find her shelves tilting precariously where she stacked her plates. They certainly weren’t like that the day before, but she shrugged it off. No sense crying over smashed plates, she told Brenda. That’s just the way things were.

By now, not even rubble remained where Erzulie Lopsiday’s shop once stood. There was a ragged terrace end where Curly Do’s now held domain, but the barber did not seem unduly worried by the state of his building. For Curly, it was business as usual. Business was slow. Just the way things were.

Several of the other shops had already boarded up their windows. Undefeated by the pound shop wars, Ron’s Continuum could not compete against market forces. Mr Karswell told him he was sad to see any business sicken and die. Ron appreciated his words, and also the parting gift of a potted plant – an exotic cutting, courtesy of Mr Bialystock himself. Ron even had a tear in his eye as he thanked the florist for his kindness.

“Don’t thank me,” Karswell said. And meant it.

The next day, Brenda decided to try her luck again.

Effie had left her to it, “Are you still harping on about that?” she’d asked, and so Brenda went alone.

Feigning interest in the window display at Paddywhack’s, Brenda bided her time, waiting for the latest customer to exit the florist’s. Before the bell had finished jangling, she had her hand on the door.

Flip.

‘Back in Five minutes’ the sign read, but Brenda knew that the shop would remain closed for as long as she would be prepared to wait. She imagined Karswell winking theatrically at her as she read the card. As she kept watch over Bialystock’s, she felt Karswell’s eyes burning through the slats of the shop blinds.

Morning, noon and night, Karswell’s vigil seemed eternal. Brenda began to suspect that he was being tipped off by the Magnificent Seven, the other shopkeepers. Counting the shops again, Brenda noted that the nickname finally made sense. But only late on in the film, when the bodies began to mount up. Effie, as ever, was oblivious to it all.

Either the shop was locked up tighter than a drum before she set foot in the Court, or the phantom flipper would manage to find some way to bar her entrance.

‘Closed for refurbishment.’

‘Away on business.’

‘Private function.’

‘Closed due to impending family arrival.’ That last card held a veiled threat, to Brenda’s way of thinking.

At four in the morning, Brenda started awake, with a bad feeling. Unable to get back to sleep, she headed downstairs for a milky tea. She could not escape the thought that something was afoot, and popped her head into the street. Whitby slept on, but there was a package on the doorstep next door. Effie’s doorstep. A small cardboard carrier, with a business card pushed into the lid. Brenda immediately recognised the stylised double B logo of Bialystock’s Blooms, and her blood ran cold. Well, colder.

‘Think of us – Messrs Bialystock & Karswell’ read the handwritten note on the reverse of the business card. It might have been an advertising campaign, but Brenda saw a darker motive.

Carefully opening the lid, as though it might explode or fire poisonous thorns at her, Brenda peered inside. Just a cutting from some exotic plant, too young to give much indication as to what it might grow into. Brenda was taking no chances though, and dumped the whole package into her wheelie bin, double-bagged to be sure. Effie needn’t be bothered by that tat. Anyway, dragging Effie from her bed at an ungodly hour wouldn’t help her disposition towards Brenda’s viewpoint. This plant was a declaration of war.

After mulling it over, Brenda decided she wouldn’t take closed for an answer. She popped a note through Effie’s letterbox, asking her to join her in Makeshift Court as soon as she got the message, and made her way into town.

She stood at the entrance to the arcade and awaited a customer. Despite the early hour, it didn’t take long, and nobody went into the arcade to shop anywhere else anymore, so she fell into step closely behind the first person to pass her on the way into Rotten Row.

Somehow, between the customer entering the florist’s and Brenda following on their heel, Karswell still managed to put the door between them, bashing Brenda’s nose against the door in the process.

Infuriated, Brenda pounded on the door, rattling it to the very frame.

“I want to see Bialystock!” she demanded.

“And you will, dear lady. All in good time.”

With a final frustrated slam against the door, Brenda stalked off.

Brenda hefted the weighted base of one of Debs’ metal patio tables from outside the café and carried it easily across the square. Another indicator of the Court’s downturn in fortunes – Debs had not even taken her chairs inside overnight.

“Brenda! You can’t!” Effie called from the top of Rotten Row, waving her hands to attract attention.

“Effie,” she said firmly, but put the table down, “We’ve been through a lot in this town, haven’t we?”

“We have.”

“A lot of rum dos and eerie goings-on.”

“You’re not kidding.”

“When have I ever led you wrong?”

Effie took a breath, “Well, you’ve always been against my Kristoff…”

“Well, if you will go gallivanting about with lords of the undead, Effie. But let’s not get ourselves distracted. Aside from that, when we’ve stumbled on things beyond our ken…”

“There’s not much beyond our ken, Brenda. It’s just… You’re being ridiculous.”

There was an uncertain tremor in her voice, “Shops don’t just sprout up from the ground overnight. Why would it even come here? And why now?”

Effie was struggling to understand, but that was a good sign, Brenda thought. Bialystock, if he even existed, hadn’t won quite yet.

“The Bitch’s Maw draws evil in like a honey trap. Does it need a reason? All I know is that it’s here now, when we’re here to stop it. Unlucky for some, I’d say.”

Effie looked doubtfully at her friend.

“Them or us? Can’t we just skip to the end, and have bacon butties washed down with some of your spicy tea? That’s the best bit.”

Brenda sighed. “It doesn’t work like that, lovey. If you told me there was a creature that you couldn’t see, but that it was going around stealing all the milk, I’d believe you. You know that, right?”

“I do.”

“Well, I’m telling you that there was a pet shop on the end there. It was run by a wonky old biddy with an incontinent monkey and a parrot called Admiral Spangle. And while we didn’t know Erzulie well, she was as much of a fixture in Whitby as the Abbey. And she was good. And now you, Debs and everybody but me, it seems, don’t remember that she was here. And that,” she stabbed a finger at Bialystock’s Blooms, “was not here a fortnight ago.”

“But… I remember it always being here, Brenda. You’re not making sense. They did the flowers for my wedding. Both times.”

“Effie, I can assure you that whatever you remember, it’s not true. You’ve been got at. And that makes me even angrier.”

Effie looked into Brenda’s eyes, bottomless pools of mystery that they were to her, and saw sincerity shining up from the depths.

“Fire away then, pet!”

“I’ll need your help, Effie. Take some of this, and hopefully it’ll keep that pongy pollen from getting its hooks into you again.”

Effie took a couple of exploratory sniffs of Brenda’s patented evil plant repelling house dust snuff, giving herself a series of concussive sneezes in the process.

“If this keeps up, they’ll certainly hear us coming!” Effie warned.

More accustomed to the stuff, Brenda inhaled deeply, with barely a sniffle.

“Here’s what I think we should do…” she said.

Admiral Spangle sat atop the chimney stack of Curly Do’s, keenly watching Brenda sling the weighty table at Bialystock’s window.

Brenda was surprised when the window did not produce the expected shattering sound you would associate with breaking glass. If anything, it sounded like a heavy boot on a frozen puddle, or a spoon breaking through the coating of a choc-ice, with the volume turned up to eleven.

Knocking out the loose fragments of whatever it was from the window, Brenda pushed aside the table and stepped into Bialystock’s Blooms for the first time. She took a brief moment to savour her mini-victory as she pulled the bolt across on the door. This allowed Effie to follow in a more dignified manner, for which she was grateful. She threw the door wide open, and ripped down Karswell’s closed sign for good measure.

The violent manner of her entry to the property threatened to bring back fractured memories from her long and eventful life, but Brenda forced them back into the depths. This was a totally inappropriate time for an extended flashback.

Bialystock’s interior was rammed to the gills with different plants, from the common or garden rose to all manner of odd flora that neither of the interlopers could identify. Brenda recognised the same plant as on Effie’s doorstep, taking up a number of shelves – obviously the florist’s biggest seller, judging by the space devoted to them.

As quickly as they could, Brenda and Effie scanned the space for clues. Despite it being not even lunchtime, the shop interior remained dingy and twilit. Some daylight muscled its way through the smashed window, but soon withered away once it crossed the threshold.

A bench filled with work-in-progress floral displays. The usual stuff. Balls of twine and decorative wrapping paper. And Pacer’s collar, idly discarded amidst the leftover debris.

The interior furnishings were all natural, wood and wickerwork. Vines crisscrossed the room from ceiling to floor. Nothing manmade.

“Where do you think Karswell is?” Effie asked, “Do you think he’s off on business?”

“I doubt we could be that lucky,” Brenda replied. “Keep an eye out. I’m going into the back.”

There was a beaded curtain over the doorframe at the back of the shop. Caught up in the excitement, Effie overtook Brenda and pushed through.

“Wait for me!” Brenda called.

“Last one there buys the butties!” Effie stage whispered as she went further into the darkness. The musty overripe smell filled the shop. Even Brenda was beginning to smell it, though thankfully did not appear to feel any other effects.

Brenda swept the curtain aside, but as the beads rattled and rolled over her hand, Brenda found them moving of their own accord. They twisted and writhed, wrapping themselves around Brenda’s wrist and arm.

She tried to brush the vines away, but more snaked down and trapped her other arm. The more she struggled, the tighter they grew. Even her strength seemed to work against her, as the vines yanked and dragged her like a puppet.

“Effie!” she cried, but received no response. She pulled against the restrictive coils again, and received a sharp yank in return, like a bad dog owner disciplining their pet, momentarily pulling her off her feet.

“Come out, Bialystock! Stop hiding away in the dark!” Brenda bellowed, provoking a low rumble from the depths of the shop. She continued to struggle, for all the good it did her.

Suddenly by her side, a silken voice broke the silence, “You really are the most impatient of creatures, Brenda.” Karswell stepped in front of her, and smiled. His moustache turned up at the ends in a thoroughly unpleasant manner. If they had been longer, Brenda would have expected him to twirl them.

“Whitby is the perfect beachhead, Brenda. I don’t know what it is in the soil, but oh, it is ripe with potential. It’s not the Old Country, but then, what is?” Karswell paced the floor in front of Brenda, who was now suspended by the vines a couple of feet off the ground.

“The years I’ve walked the world, you wouldn’t believe… Although… perhaps you would.”

“What are you? Aliens?” Brenda remained defiant, but unable to do anything.

“Hah!” Karswell laughed cruelly. “I can assure you I’m as human as you. I’m just blessed to have received Mr Bialystock’s benediction.”

“What have you done with Effie?”

“She’s gone to meet Mr Bialystock. It’s what you wanted, isn’t it? If you’d waited a little longer, he would have come to you in his own time.”

“Let me down, and I’ll happily see Bialystock for myself.”

“Nothing would give me greater pleasure, my dear. But I can see that you seem to have a resistance to the pollen. Can’t have you throwing around the garden furniture again, can we? Not at this crucial phase in our expansion. Perhaps Mr Bialystock will bestow his benediction upon you too. Then you’ll see things our way.”

A muffled noise came from the deeper recesses of the shop.

Karswell turned to call into the darkness, “That’s right, Miss Jacobs – may I call you Effie? Face the Master! Inhale his blossom…”

Brenda took advantage of Karswell’s distraction. She pulled mightily at the vines attached to the shelving, gaining just enough freedom of movement to lash out at the florist, catching him no more than a glancing blow, but causing him to stagger.

All pretence at civility stripped away at last, Karswell backhanded Brenda, making her gasp. The vines started to constrict further.

“No benediction for you!”

Brenda’s stitches threatened to come undone as the vines squeezed ever harder.

“I’m sorry I brought you here, Effie,” she said as consciousness threatened to leave her.

The cavalry arrived – or given his rank, was it the navy? – in the form of Admiral Spangle. Swooping in through the open window with a mighty caw, the parrot made straight for Karswell’s most vulnerable feature. His eyes. Karswell was unprepared for the fresh attack. Despite the advantages he had been given, the agony of a parrot repeatedly pecking at the jelly of his eyeballs was more than he could bear.

He lashed out blindly, but Spangle was a canny bird, and managed to avoid his grasp.

Brenda sensed that Karswell was linked to the sentient vines. As the bird struck and struck again, the whole place fell into uproar. The room beyond began to shake violently, and the vines whipped about wildly. That was enough for Brenda to gather her wits and wrench herself free at last.

While Karswell and Spangle circled each other, Brenda leapt headlong through the wrecked curtain into the heart of darkness.

What illumination there was came from a form of bioluminescent moss growing in random patches over the walls. It was as though the rest of the building beyond the antechamber had cored itself out into a single cathedral-like shell. Brenda saw Effie, transfixed before her, looking up and up and up at Mr Bialystock, revealed at last in all its glory. Rooted deep into the ground in the centre of the chamber, Bialystock was the size of an ancient tree. Warped and furrowed, it had no actual facial features, but Brenda could not help but project human characteristics onto the alien thing. Shadowy knot holes were easily mistaken for eyes and a gaping mouth. On top of Bialystock’s head grew a number of broccoli-like protuberances. Textured like the surface of a brain, combined with the faux-face beneath it, Brenda could only see it as a veggie afro.

Connected to everything in the shop, the creature’s roots lashed it to the cavernous shell parasitically. Some had started to rot away, no longer needed. Bialystock thrashed along with the moans from its servant.

Brenda remembered Karswell’s comments about it being a crucial time. Was this what all those pot plants would grow into?

Directly in front of Bialystock was an offshoot of its main body. Like a great organic pod or egg-cup, filled almost to brimming with some form of sticky sap. A crib, or some sort of font.

This must be where Karswell received his benediction from the thing. Her eyes flashed to Effie, who stood stock-still in front of it. Had Bialystock inducted her too? She saw no sap stains on her friend, though the plant’s thrashing was causing the font to shake and tip the foul-smelling liquid onto the floor.

Brenda dashed forward and pulled her friend out of reach, just as Karswell staggered into the chamber, having succeeded in getting away from the deadly parrot. His face and hands were torn horribly.

Karswell stepped awkwardly onto the sap-slick floor, lost balance and went headfirst into the font. Just his legs stuck out as he scrabbled to gain purchase on the edge of the font.

Splashing liquid everywhere, although Brenda and Effie were careful to remain out of the firing line, Karswell managed eventually to haul his upper torso from the font. He gulped at the air gratefully.

The ladies witnessed the transformative work that Bialystock’s benediction had begun upon its servant. The least severe scrapes on his flesh were gone, almost washed away. Deeper damage took longer, but creepers and vines from the main trunk of the creature snaked up from the font to nurse Karswell, supporting his dead weight before the font. Fronds at the end of each creeper daubed at his wounds tenderly, bathing them in the healing sap. Karswell’s flesh began to bubble and regenerate. Where the fronds touched, his skin started to take on fresh texture, emulating that of his master’s. More bark than flesh. Veins and arteries on his hands and face bulged, as though varicose, pulsing in time with the heartbeat that thudded around Bialystock’s chamber.

Brenda and Effie watched Karswell’s eyes knit themselves together once more. His agonised expression gave way to one of serenity. The benediction evidently acted as a supercharged anaesthetic, too. The florist half-turned towards them, drawn to the sound of their horrified reactions. His new eyes were still growing in.

Behind him, Bialystock shook itself; another growth spurt, and accompanying moans, echoing around the chamber. The rumbling moans reached their crescendo, and a line of buds running along Bialystock’s branches, each the size of a football, answered the call. Shaking, the buds began to split and separate, forcing themselves open. In unison, they bloomed.

One by one, Bialystock’s blooms swivelled to bring their attention to Brenda and Effie, shrinking back into the shadows as best they could, but seemingly rooted to the spot as much as the plant was. The flowers did not actually have eyes, but they acted as though they did, looking the women up and down, sizing up their opposition.

Even in the half-light, Brenda could see that Karswell’s mocking sneer had also grown back.

“What are you waiting for,” he said, “A song?”

Brenda clutched at Effie’s hand, trying to rouse her from her stupor, but she remained statue-like, as Karswell turned his full attention to them.

He started towards them, but remained tangled in the vines. He tugged at them irritably, but if he expected them to obey his bidding this time, he was disappointed. The vines yanked him back against the lip of the font. Fronds that had been soothing and delicate upon his face before, were now rough and invasive. Karswell cried out as fronds sandpapered fresh blood from his cheek. They sucked hungrily at the wound, while Karswell strained and wrenched his head to the side. More vines snaked their way across to join the feast, each of them drawing red lines over Karswell’s skin, their suckers loud and lip-smacking. They avoided the areas already transformed in favour of untouched flesh, pulling away at his tailored finery to burrow into the meat beneath.

They pulled Karswell between them, dunking the by-now panicking man into the font again, before hauling him out. Sap poured from his ruined suit, mingling with the blood flowing freely from his many bites into the font. Swallowing a mouthful of the benediction made him gag. Bialystock was basting him!

The creepers struck at him like cobras, eliciting new howls with each bite. As they dragged him down into the font again, Karswell managed to steal a breath, but the creepers held him below the surface for longer this time. Brenda saw the air bubbles hit the sap’s surface, and Karswell’s struggles grow less frantic. To her shame, she did nothing.

As Bialystock finished his meal, Brenda tried to use the distraction to lead Effie back the way they’d come, but Effie would not be led. Brenda had always been the strong one, but every time she tried to pull Effie away, she became so distressed, Brenda thought she might do herself a mischief.

Looking behind her, Brenda eyed the bead curtain that led back into the shop with suspicion. There was no way she would be able to fight Effie and a curtain full of evil vines at the same time. For possibly the first time in her extremely long life, she found herself wishing for a flaming torch wielding mob.

There was a slightly disappointed tone to Bialystock’s howl, signalling to Brenda that the feeding was over. The rumbling grew in intensity, shaking everything that was not nailed down. Brenda struggled to keep her own footing, while Effie dropped to her knees. The ground around Bialystock cracked and crumbled away as the monster shrugged off its shackles. Great roots smashed through like rudimentary feet, and Bialystock exulted at its newfound freedom. It tore free of the font, as much use to it as a placenta to a newborn now. One swipe of a root overturned the font, sending sap gushing over the floor in all directions.

Rushing out on the wave of sap was the gruesome semi-digested remains of Karswell. His foliage-matted skull, equal parts bone and bark, detached from the body and tumbled forward. It bounced a couple of times before it came to a stop at Brenda’s feet, sightless eye sockets staring hatefully up at her one last time.

If only Brenda had known what to expect, she chided herself. This habit they had of bustling into who knew what danger would be the end of them one day. What she wouldn’t have given for a vat of industrial strength weed killer. Or a chainsaw! She would be happy for an opportunity to cut Bialystock down to size. She’d settle for a couple of dry sticks to rub together, and put aside a longstanding aversion to fire. Bonsai or bonfire.

Bialystock was on the move, shuffling impatiently from root to root, inching ever nearer to them. Brenda was able to stop Effie from getting any closer to the plant, but could not drag her any further away. In desperation, Brenda drew out her snuffbox, taking another protective pinch for herself before planting herself in Effie’s path. She stifled the sneeze that was brewing, took a deep breath and blew what remained of the powder straight into Effie’s face. The cloud engulfed Effie’s head, and mesmerised as she was, she still had to breathe. Once she did, her nostrils hoovered up enough dust to take the war to her pollen-coated nasal passages.

“Haaatch… Haaaaatch… Haaatch-haatch!” Effie began, haltingly. “CHOWW!” She did not even attempt to cover her mouth with a hand. The explosive sneeze echoed around the chamber. Even Bialystock’s rumbling fell silent momentarily.

Brenda looked hopefully into Effie’s eyes, relieved to see them clear and alert.

“What a palaver! You can tell me about it later, Brenda. Let’s get out of here, shall we?”

Testing its new mobility, Bialystock reached towards Effie with a branch, causing its trunk to creak alarmingly and the blooms to chatter. Snapping open and shut like over-stimulated Venus flytraps, they agitated as they strained to reach for Effie.

Looking for anything she could put to use as a makeshift weapon, Brenda grabbed an overhanging chunk of root, which she was able to pull away from the wall without much effort. A decent enough club, although attacking Bialystock with it would be like brandishing a straw against a haystack. She tried not to think about it, but drew confidence from the heft of the wood in her hands.

Barging her friend aside with scant regard for bruising – Effie would recover a damn sight sooner from a scraped knee and a dead arm than she would from a carnivorous plant attack – Brenda took up a fighting stance, brandishing the club two-handed, like a sword. Tall as she was for a woman, she was David to Bialystock’s Goliath.

Speed was on her side. Bialystock moved at the lumbering speed of a tree, telegraphing any movement it made. She swatted away the speedier agents of Bialystock’s will, the vines, with their vampiric fronds. But her arms were growing tired, and she had no obvious target to strike at. No actual eyes to blind. No heart to impale.

One of the fronds broke through her defences and caught her sharply across the face, drawing blood and causing Brenda to wince. The frond latched onto her cheek, lamprey-like, and began to suck noisily. Brenda grabbed hold and attempted to pull it away, but the thing held on for dear life. And yet… Suddenly, the vampiric vine began to emit a high pitched whine, its barbs retracting at once. The green of its foliage became autumnal in seconds as it shook and spasmed. The vine fell to earth, obviously dying. Brenda took advantage and stepped on its head, grinding it beneath her heel.

Lacking the means to create an actual fire, Brenda’s growing anger lit a fire within her instead. The furious flame of righteous indignation. Getting a second wind, she raged at Bialystock like a Valkyrie, swinging her makeshift club. Bludgeoning any vine that came close enough, she advanced towards the tree man, putting Bialystock on the back root.

Once Brenda made it inside Bialystock’s grasp, he was unable to strike out at her with his branches. Bialystock howled his disapproval, booming and gravel-filled.

Up close, Brenda felt a sudden panic. She had not expected to make it that far, and was unsure what to do now she had got there. When in doubt, break something. She took the ragged point of her club and thrust it into the nearest knothole in Bialystock’s hide. Hammering the other end with the heel of her palm, she was able to use it as a lever, forcing away a section of bark to reveal the smooth pale wood beneath. As the bark came away, Bialystock’s grumbling grew shriller.

“Good,” Brenda thought, “You do feel pain, then.”

Bialystock shuffled back, trying to move away from the source of discomfort, but Brenda clambered onto one of its roots, and was carried with it as she continued her grizzly work. She stopped briefly, to urge Effie to get away. Even the vines masquerading as a curtain between the inner sanctum and the shop were otherwise engaged. They were writhing along the walls, attempting to pull themselves towards the mammal attacking their master, but held back by their very root system. The doorway was unguarded.

The last thing Brenda saw before turning back to hacking anew, was Effie’s haunted face at the doorway, wanting to help, but with no way to do so. Brenda turned her back first, and hoped that Effie did the same.

Still unable to pick the human tick from its skin, Bialystock settled for hammering the ground with one of its branches.

Brenda clung on tenaciously. Having uncovered the softwood at Bialystock’s core, once the sharp end of her club had dulled and come apart, she was able to dig her own fingers in, pulling handfuls of splintered wood pulp away. She burrowed her way into the trunk, slowly but surely.

She felt the monster spasm as she struck a nerve – whatever it was that hooked up to the root she was standing on. Bialystock staggered, nearly overbalancing without the use of one of its primary limbs. It managed to compensate soon enough, shuffling on the spot as though pinned, but Brenda pressed her advantage. Her hands were slick with sap, pulped innards under her nails. She would definitely have to treat herself to the full works at the Nail Bar if she got out of this one.

A sudden shift in direction from Bialystock, and Brenda was forced to throw a hand out to steady herself. The tree gore caused her hand to slide over the bark, unable to give her purchase, and she was bucked off and onto the ground. She landed heavily, and winced as she attempted to rise.

As Bialystock backed away, Brenda crawled toward it, trying to stay inside the safe zone. She could not crawl as fast as the creature could shuffle, and it soon outpaced her. The pendulous branch swung closer. Brenda was exhausted. She ached all over. It would be so easy just to stop. Effie had got out, at least. Let her and her Aunties settle Bialystock’s hash. She could rest. It would only hurt for an instant.

The branch swung over her head again. She felt it catch her wig that time. She pulled herself forward another few inches through the dirt. Brenda felt something rattle along the ground past her, but unable to turn her head to see.

“Deep breath, ducky!”

Brenda barely had time to recognise Effie’s voice and do as she said before something went ‘whoomph!’ ahead of her. She looked up at Bialystock, to see it engulfed in thick acrid smoke, billowing up from a canister at the base of its trunk. Its branches waved in the air now, all thought of Brenda gone as it tried to disperse the cloud.

Everywhere the smoke touched, Bialystock’s bark grew mottled and purple. Its veggie afro was a shadow of its former glory. Bialystock bellowed its frustration, enough to shake the foundations of the chamber. Brenda rolled away from the angry creature. She saw Effie heading purposefully towards her, pulling the pins on two more grenades. She threw them, underarm of course, and twin whoomphs added to the mayhem.

“Effie?” Brenda said weakly before gulping for another breath of air before the cloud reached them. Effie did her best to help Brenda towards the exit. She was built for comfort, not bodybuilding, but found she had hidden reserves, giving Brenda the push to stumble to her feet at last.

Once they had made it to the doorway, they both sucked down fresh lungfuls of air from the outside. Brenda coughed, having inhaled some of whatever it was in the smoke bombs as she got to her feet.

“What…” she coughed.

“WeedBegone Bombs,” Effie said, “They sell everything in pound shops these days.”

Brenda chuckled, but it turned into another throaty rasp.

“I say sell…” Effie continued, “But they weren’t actually open as such. I think I’m getting into this breaking and entering lark, Brenda.”

Behind them, Bialystock’s tantrum was coming to a head. It sounded shriller that before, but the walls were beginning to come apart. The foliage purpled and went black. Leaves fell to the ground, and the luminous moss shrank away into darkness.

“Give us a hand, Brenda,” Effie said, nudging her with a shopping trolley. Inside was all the remaining stock of WeedBegone Bombs that the 48 Pee Continuum had in stock.

Between them, they pushed the trolley into the chamber, giving it a final shove after they had pulled the pins. They heard the trolley impact against the monster and tip over, dispensing its deadly cargo with a megawhoomph. Brenda took the brunt of the blast, pushing Effie out into the shop before her.

Bialystock let out a high-pitched siren squeal, shrivelling down, down, down. The sound did not cease, reliant upon no vocal cords or lungs.

“We got it, Effie!” Brenda said from the doorway, leaning heavily against it and favouring her injured arm. She smiled, but it quickly faded as she felt a familiar snaking around her wrist, wrapping fast around it. It began to reel her back inside the chamber. Brenda grabbed onto the doorframe with her injured arm, trying to ignore the pain lancing through her shoulder. Effie grabbed onto her, fighting to keep her from being dragged away.

Already weakened by her last go-around with the venomous vines, Brenda felt her stitches stretching. If Bialystock was dying, it seemed intent on taking everything else with it too. Brenda, being a bit busy holding onto the doorframe, had to ask Effie to help.

“You’re sure?”

“No choice, duck”

Effie picked at one end of the stitching on Brenda’s arm, and once she was able to get it between finger and thumb, she gave it a sharp tug, pulling it clean in one smooth motion.

Just like a magic trick, Brenda’s arm from just below the elbow shot into the darkness, along with the vine.

“Abracadabra.” Brenda said as Bialystock let out one last squeal of frustration and fell silent. She allowed Effie to help her out of Bialystock’s Blooms before the whole place began to fold in on itself. The walls grew paper-thin, purpled and cracked like dry leaves.

Once they were safely out in the courtyard, they saw that either side of the florist, its neighbouring shops seemed to take up the fight, pushing back against the interloper at last. They made an uneasy pact, coming to a stop in an archway, while the florist shrivelled and shrank into the ground between them.

It attempted to slither down through the cracks in the foundations, like a typical weed. But wherever it was trying to get to, its purple shoots followed.

Brenda wished they had held onto a couple more WeedBegone Bombs just in case.

“I was quite attached to that arm,” she said sadly.

In the days that followed the battle of Makeshift Court, everything had changed. The shops that had not already closed down or fell down had limped along, waiting on an insurance company settlement before moving onto pastures new. Barriers stood between the shopfronts and the inner courtyard. The Tea/Cake tables and chairs had been dragged into the central square, out of harm’s way. One of the unused tables, wonkier than the others, bore a number of dents and scrapes from its impromptu use as a battering ram.

Debs had decided to throw a farewell shindig for her fellow outgoing shop owners and her regular customers, all two of them. Curly popped his head round for a few minutes, and she managed to drag Ron back from his latest endeavour – The Milky Way Multiverse Bar. Brenda and Effie promised they would not miss it.

“Yeah, I’m shipping off back to Te Awamutu. See the rellies for a bit, you know?”

Brenda did not blame her. Looking across at the space where the florists had sprouted up, there was just a hole. Not even a very big hole. For all its evil scheming, Bialystock at least tidied up after itself.

The council were at a loss to explain the subsidence that had beset the shopping arcade. An emergency session was held, and it had been quickly decided to bulldoze the lot and pay off the tenants to help them relocate. It seemed best all round.

“Ooh,” Effie said, “Before you go, you should give Brenda your éclair recipe.”

Debs whipped out her order pad from her pinny pocket, but Brenda shook her head.

“That’s very kind of you, dear. But I’m really not much of a baker. Too many fingers and thumbs, that’s my problem.” Brenda looked down at her newly re-stitched arm. A little longer than she would have preferred it, but there you go.

“It’s no trouble, Brenda. It’s all in the wrist action.”

“No, it’s fine. Really,” Brenda said, “I think I should stick to what I’m good at.”

“Like killing plants?” Effie said with a smile.

“Oh, you know… When it comes to gardening, I’ve always had a bit of a black thumb.” Brenda said, “No idea whose it was originally.”



Brenda and Effie: Many Happy Returns

Tony Jones

“Will you have some more Victoria Sponge?” Effie asked, her plate now empty barring the few crumbs from a rather small slice of ginger cake.

I considered for a moment. We were sat at a corner table in the Grand Tea Rooms. It was a Tuesday afternoon in early February and as far as I could tell the only grand thing about the location was the pricing. Fortunately for me it was Effie’s treat. She’d got it into her head I should have a birthday just like other people do. I wasn’t so sure, but when she’d insisted in paying it was the least I could do to take her up on her invitation. She’d also bought me a rather fetching Paisley patterned scarf. Not the kind of thing I’d buy for myself, you understand, but not unattractive.

The Grand was one of those tea rooms one sees opening full of expectation at the start of a tourist season, limping into the following year and then prices rise, the staff leave and the menu moves from home cooked delicacies to those readily available at the discount supermarket. The Grand had been open for three weeks and the occasion gave Effie a chance to try it for herself.

“Or perhaps more tea?” Effie asked.

I stirred myself in my not uncomfortable chair.

“Perhaps a small slice,” I said. “And yes, some fresh tea wouldn’t go amiss.”

While we waited for our second round of refreshments, Effie and I talked about recent goings-on.

“So,” I said, “another sighting of the mysterious ghost?”

Effie leaned forward so we wouldn’t be overheard. Not that the Grand Tea Rooms was particularly busy. I glanced at the other tables. In the far corner by the door a retired couple were sharing a rather small scone and a single large pot of tea. Standing proud on the table beside their plates were two pairs of weather-proof binoculars next to a small pile of notebooks and what seemed to be maps. No doubt they were bird-watchers, I thought. Their binoculars were of differing sizes, his a few inches larger than hers. Funny how folks are, I thought.

The only other customer was one of the waiting staff from the Christmas Hotel. George I think his name was. He had glanced at us as we entered, and it was clear he recognised us. We’d nodded vaguely in his direction, then made our way to the far corner.

“Yes,” Effie said. “This time two different sightings in the space of an hour. Both agree the ghost is a man, and seemed to move with purpose. The first sighting was just along from the Lifeboat Museum. That’s three sightings all in the same area.”

Effie sat back, pleased with herself, and her expression brightened even further as fresh pots of tea arrived, and two plates burdened with rather generous portions of cake. I lifted the lid on my teapot and stirred the leaves five times clockwise. Effie had broken off a piece of her cake and was tucking in when a young woman approached our table.

“Room for one more?” the woman asked.

There dressed in a rather gaudy, pale-blue rainproof was Nancy. Though I say so myself, she was rather plain looking, with long dark hair currently tucked away inside the blue hood of her coat. She had a vaguely Irish accent, though when pressed as to her origins avoided being too specific. I had to sympathise, so had never sought to probe further. Nancy was a recent arrival in Whitby, and had latched herself onto Effie. She was only young, not even thirty years old. Apparently, according to Effie, Nancy was a hedge witch in training, and recognised Effie as someone who could help with her studies of this ancient and noble art. My tea had brewed long enough, so I poured myself a cup while Nancy and Effie arranged a cup for Nancy and shared the other pot.

“I’ve found out a few things,” Nancy said. She’d taken off the rainproof and now sat in a chunky wool jumper, her hair now free to drape itself across her shoulders.

“Go on,” Effie said. I just drank my tea and considered which part of the Victoria Sponge to slice first.

“Well. I did some reading at the library and found some interesting articles in the local paper from nearly forty years ago.”

Nancy paused and fished a few sheets of folded paper from a coat pocket.

“I photocopied the relevant pages. Look.”

Nancy passed the folded sheets across to Effie.

“I’m not sure where my reading glasses are,” Effie said. “Just give me the highlights.”

If Nancy was disappointed it didn’t show. She took a sip of tea and began.

“Nearly forty years ago a fisherman was lost at sea in a surprise gale. He was known as Red Peter, on account of his hair, you see.”

Effie and I both nodded as Nancy continued.

“Red Peter left behind his pregnant wife, and three months later she died giving birth to their son. That night people saw Red Peter’s ghost walking the quayside. They say he was looking for his family. The route he took runs past where the Lifeboat Museum now stands. I’m sure it’s him.”

“So why has he chosen to appear now?” I asked.

“I don’t know, but if I were to guess maybe he’s looking for his son. Maybe something has happened to the son.”

“Does he have a name this son?” I asked.

Nancy flicked through her papers sitting back dejected.

“I thought I found a reference. Maybe it was Michael. Don’t worry, I’ll pop back to the library tomorrow. I’d go now but it’s half-day closing.”

Effie nodded and smiled at Nancy. Personally I thought Nancy a little too serious, a little too happy to please. That’s young people for you.

“I did think we could go out tomorrow evening,” Nancy said. “The moon is getting full, and it was a full moon when Red Peter’s ship sank. The day before St Valentine’s, just like two days’ time.”

Effie nodded again.

“I do think that’s a good idea, don’t you Brenda?” Effie asked.

Too be honest I could think of more appealing ways to spend a cold and no doubt wet February evening, but we can’t all choose our destiny. If we didn’t keep Whitby free from unusual levels of supernatural infestation, who would?

“Needs must,” I said. “Needs must.”

We finished our afternoon tea and agreed to meet the following evening. Effie insisted I wear my new scarf, and if I say so myself it did add a certain air of sophistication. As birthdays go today had been most acceptable. Nancy left Brenda and I to it and we strolled to our respective abodes, reflecting on the quality of sponge cake and the challenges ahead.

That night I have to confess I slept rather badly. At the time I assumed it was the consequence of the over-consumption of Victoria Sponge, but given the events that followed, I now realise it was my sub-conscious mind desperate to warn me of dangers ahead. Maybe it was also trying to give me a clue; if so it failed to do so.

At a quarter to three in the morning, I was sitting in my reading chair, trying to get comfortable. I was sipping a cup of camomile tea, trying to settle my stomach, which was churning away inside of me as though it was trying to escape its confines. I tried to make sense of a confused set of images.

There’d been a pretty young girl, her name escaped me but I knew we’d been friendly. It felt as though it were some years ago, but the visions in my tormented mind gave no further clue.

There were piles of washing. Sheets, shirts, piles of clean clothes stacked in a damp, soulless room lit by an electric light swinging loose on a frayed cord. I felt as though I’d been washing or ironing or maybe just counting the sheets. There was a sense of other presences, of older women, of the pretty young girl. Was there a bridge? That didn’t seem quite right. Try as I might I could pull no more from the visions.

In the end I decided enough was enough, and there was no use dwelling on yet another disturber night’s sleep. It was too early to start cooking breakfast for the few guests in my B&B, so instead I decided a second cup of camomile would suffice to restore my mood. If only things were that simple.

It was two nights later when Effie, Nancy and I patrolled the streets surrounding the Lifeboat Museum. The weather had held back and in my stout shoes, new scarf and second-best raincoat were snug enough against the cold evening air. Effie and Nancy insisted on pausing at various street corners to set what they called spirit traps, little alarm bells that would let them know of anything supernatural had passed by. The setting of these traps seemed to involve a random selection of herbs, incantations and gestures. Effie and Nancy might have been schoolchildren playing some strange game, but they both acted like this was a serious matter, so I kept my counsel to myself.

So far they had spotted nothing. I have to say I wasn’t surprised, and made a mental note to suggest to Effie we avoid taking up all the evening with such ideas in future.

“I think Red Peter has chosen another place to haunt today, if you ask me,” I said. Effie nodded without speaking. “What’s the latest he’s appeared before? If you ask me we’ve done enough for one evening. If he doesn’t appear tonight, we can always try again next year.”

“You might be right,” Effie agreed with me. “Still another half an hour can’t hurt, can it?”

“The moon is still rising,” Nancy said, not looking directly at me, her head turning like a small bird’s as she scanned the almost deserted streets and seemed intent of summoning the long-tormented spirit of the long-dead fisherman by will-power alone. “Maybe if we split up?”

We carried on for another fifteen minutes when Nancy waved at us from across the street where she was examining the neglected graveyard of a disused church. Effie didn’t notice, so I hissed loudly.

“Effie. Effie.”

She turned and looked back in my direction. I pointed across towards the church where Nancy was waving us across.

“I’m sure I saw something ethereal crossing the graveyard,” Nancy said. “I think this may be the church Red Peter used to attend. Come on.”

The young woman didn’t wait, just went on ahead to the church door. She stopped and began incanting as Effie and I drew close. Neither of us had seen anything, but Effie was happy to take Nancy at her word and I was grateful of the chance to get indoors. The sky was clearing and I was sure the air was turning cooler. No doubt we’d get frost again in the morning.

“She’s good,” Effie said to me with a sense of pride.

I made a throat clearing noise, nodded briefly and pulled my coat and scarf closer. The night definitely felt colder. The full moon shone directly onto the church door and made Effie’s face seem strangely drained of blood. It was a good evening to say inside and seek the comfort of a hot toddy. Moonlight was not a look that suited Nancy. Perhaps I should say something.

Effie and I pushed a small iron gate fully open and crossed the graveyard. Effie paid no heed to her surroundings, whereas I was rather keen to avoid some of the litter strewn across the paths. It seemed the regulation groups of cider-drinkers and revellers had been using the place for their own purposes. I didn’t look too closely, and joined the others at the entrance.

Nancy turned the handle and opened the church door. We entered.

Although deserted, the church had suffered little vandalism. Some of the windows were cracked but, apart from the total absence of furnishings, the building appeared as though the absent clergy had but popped out for a refreshing glass of sherry. It was cold though. I could do with a sherry myself. Purely for medical purposes.

More mysterious were a set of red candles arranged around the floor, surrounding two charcoal circles drawn with strange dark runes. Each was almost eight feet across, and a sinister sensation of crawling fingertips made its way up my spine. My first thought was they might be Egyptian, but I saw they looked more like scratchings. Something Viking perhaps? Past memories danced somewhere just offstage.

“Witch circles,” Effie said. “We should destroy them. Evil things.”

I nodded but I’m ashamed to say I let Effie take the first step towards the dark markings. She bent towards the nearest as Nancy started to chant. Effie looked up, her face puzzled, then a sudden blast of air swept across the room. It left the candles and charcoal circles untouched, but blew into Effie and slammed her across the room where she smacked into a wall and slid to the ground. She had her head twisted to one side, and lay there like a discarded sack. Was she still alive?

I turned to face Nancy, who chanted again. Before I could move another muscle I felt a cold fire and a sensation of dizziness. I was floating, drifting up into a murky cloud, below me was my body, like some child’s toy dropped as its owner gets distracted by ice cream or some other treat. My body looked vulnerable and I looked most uncomfortable. I watched as Nancy grabbed my wrists and dragged me into one of the charcoal circles. My coat smudged the markings as it crossed the lines. As she pulled my comatose form, her hair fell forward revealing a mark on her neck. A mark burned into her skin as though three fiery fingers had pressed hard into the flesh and left a mark.

I also noticed a nail stuck in the sole of my right shoe. That would be a devil to get out later. If there was a later…

I remembered now. I was in Dublin, or rather just south in Dun Laoghaire. I don’t remember when I’d travelled to Ireland, nor how long I was there. The year was 1964, maybe a year later. One of the girls, Joan, was screaming from the infirmary at Patrick Street Asylum for fallen women. Joan was a pretty girl, the same pretty girl from my recent dream. I now remembered we’d struck up a friendship of sorts just after she’d arrived.

“So what are you doing here?” Joan had asked when we first met.

“Ironing, just like you will be once you settle in.”

Joan smiled, her pretty face lit up yet her expression had a certain steel.

“I meant why are you here, not what are you doing?”

I stopped my ironing. I was in small chamber to the side of the furnace room in the basement. My hands were suited for folding and holding the heavy iron, and I didn’t mind the heat from the nearby fires.

“There are worse places,” I said.

Joan snorted.

“Really. Worse than this hell hole.”

I shook my head.

“Don’t let the nuns hear you say things like that. Just keep your head low, nod and don’t attract their attention. I’ve seen some things. You won’t be here forever, and at least you’re inside.”

I let my words hang. Joan seemed unmoved. From the look of the tight buttons on her tatty cardigan she was six or seven months pregnant. It was mid-winter and she would be better off in here, in the warm, than on the streets, or wherever she had been.

She saw me looking at her swollen belly.

“Not the best place for a baby,” she said. “Those nuns won’t beat me like the others.”

I shook my head in sorrow. The arrogance of youth never ceased to sadden me. I was a volunteer at this place. I helped with the washing, supervised the girls and even did some gardening. For that I had no money, but a place to be, to hide. I had a room and some privacy. Beyond that I wanted for little. Joan was waiting for me to ask more but I just picked up oldest, heaviest iron and continued my work. Joan smiled and went on her way.

Over the rest of December and January I got to know Joan a bit more. She avoided the worse jobs and most of the beatings. The nuns tended to punish her by making her fast and locking her away to pray. When she left a room they made the sign of the cross. They looked like they wished she had never come among them, and couldn’t wait for her to give birth so she would be gone. They thought Joan was being punished; she enjoyed the peace and the chance to avoid the never-ending drudgery of the laundry. I did my best to support her. I couldn’t sneak food into her cell, but when she was released I made sure I had some bread left over from my own supper to give her. She never thanked me, but from the way she pressed one hand to her belly as she wolfed down the scraps I gave her I knew she appreciated the gesture. That was thanks enough.

She kept going right to the end. I remembered one time in early February when she was dragging a heavy basked of clothes along the tired stone corridors of the asylum. One of the newer nuns, Sister Imelda was scolding her for blocking the corridor.

“Maybe if you fed me enough, I’d be quicker with the basket,” Joan said, scowling up at the woman who was maybe in her late twenties, no age to lock yourself away from the world.

“You’ve as much food as you deserve.”

“It’s not me I’m thinking of, it’s the child. His father won’t be happy when he finds out how you’ve been treating me.”

I watched as Sister Imelda crossed herself and took a step back. She’d only recently joined us from another asylum in Cork.

Joan smiled, a cruel yet sad gesture of defiance.

“Have they not told you?” Joan asked. “Shall I tell you of my dream? A poor virgin girl like the one you worship, asleep in my bed when a dark figure appeared like a vision. I was ill and week for three weeks before I found I was with child and my parents turned me out for dallying with the Devil.”

“You shouldn’t say such wicked things.”

“Who’s the wicked one? The hungry girl slaving away in your laundry or the fat nuns keeping her starved for her own good?”

Sister Imelda had no answer, crossed herself again and turned away seeking solace elsewhere.

Joan laughed.

“You should be careful,” I said, coming out from the shadows where I’d stood as I witnessed the exchange. “She might believe you, and then what?”

“Believe,” Joan said, “what’s to believe? Isn’t it all God’s will, good or evil?”

She sat back, breathed and the angry defiance she’d shown the nun left her.

“I don’t suppose you have a piece of bread on you?” she asked.

“I’m sorry. Maybe after lunch. I’ll come and find you?”

“Thank you.”

I wanted to say more and perhaps I should have. Joan was determined to make things difficult for herself. She hated the church and the nuns, but goading them as she did could only end badly.

It was the night before St Valentines before Joan’s tormented body yielded to nature. I found her at the bottom of a flight of stairs, delirious. Her waters had broken and she was in pain. I was the one who carried her to the infirmary. I was the one who shamed the nuns into helping her give birth. This they did only after copious amounts of holy water had been scattered here and there. As one of the nuns, Sister Amelia, sprinkled the water I was sure she thought it might burn Joan’s flesh as it splashed over her. She was disappointed. As for me, I was careful not to let any of the liquid make contact with my own skin. It’s hard to forget certain things.

I spent seven hours in the room with the nuns and Joan as the pretty young girl screamed, and screamed as though summoning the very devil she claimed had left her with child. The air was scented with carbolic, which didn’t quite block the smell of mould from the room’s corners. With each scream Joan grew weaker, as though the sounds were her soul being torn from her weakened body. In the end she went silent. I knew from one look she would scream no more. Even her previous good looks were gone, the distress of childbirth robbing her of her youth. The nuns muttered a prayer, more holy water was scattered and Sister Amelia lifted a small silent shape in one arm and murmured before she saw me and handed me the lifeless bloodied form of a baby girl.

“I’ve named her Brigit,” Sister Amelia said. “She is out of our hands.”

Sister Amelia almost dropped the child as she passed her to me, and I saw the familiar contempt most of the nuns had for those who stayed in the asylum. I carried baby Brigit from the room and a fire of anger burned inside of me. At least she could be cleaned, and dressed. I held her tight and felt the remnants of her mother’s warmth fade from her body. This was wrong. My own birth was more unnatural than any these nuns might imagine. For a long moment I thought of shouting my secrets out for all to hear, to shock these nuns that they might take pity on poor Joan and her unwanted child. My instinct for survival took over and the moment passed.

In my small ironing room, unobserved, I held baby Brigit in one arm, and cradled the back of her head on three fingers. I stood below the frayed cord of the electric light and reached up with the fingers of my other hand. I grabbed the naked wires, and tried not to scream. The light bulb burst as electricity coursed through my ancient body. A familiar but unwelcome pain made me scream as though I too were one of the young mothers whose wretched life had brought them to this godless establishment. Before I fainted from the pain I looked and saw the child’s body flinch as the galvanic force triggered a reaction from her tortured frame. Finally, she too cried, finally she lived. As I fell to the floor I made sure she landed on me rather than be subject to any more indignities.

For a moment I was confused.  A strange tingle suffused my body and I was once more back in the present.

“Brigit,” I croaked, my voice a feeble echo of its normal vigour. “Brigit.”

“Congratulations,” Nancy said, stood beside the other witch circle. “I wondered if you might remember. It was some years ago.”

“You don’t look fifty years old,” I said, trying to catch sight of Effie. I tried to sit upright.

“Now don’t struggle. The circle has you now. It won’t be long.”

While she talked I could see Nancy (or Brigit as I now knew her to be) was putting the last details to the damaged runes marked out on the floor. She was using a small stick of charcoal she’d kept secreted in a pocket. The same stick I think she’d been using to draw the spirit traps with Effie.

“Besides,” the woman said as she finished and rubbed her hands together to wipe them of charcoal, “I’m not the only one here who doesn’t look their age, am I?”

I remained quiet, but I needed to keep the woman talking if I was to buy time for Effie to wake up and help me make an escape. I needn’t have worried.

“In my case the secret is simple,” she said. “Sacrifice.”

She paused for effect, or perhaps to scare me as the meaning of her words sank in. It would take more than Nancy to frighten more, or so I thought. I still found it hard to be sure she was really twice the age she appeared.

“And how does that work?” I asked, though I had already guessed.

“Every five or ten years I find a woman to sacrifice to my father’s servants,” she said, smiling a smile that made me wish I had never started the conversation. She was clearly mad, evil and enjoyed flirting with the dark arts rather too much.

“So that’s why you befriended Effie?”

Nancy nodded.

“It helps if they have some traces of the arts themselves, and Effie is quite talented in that direction. I was looking forward to making a gift of her those beyond when she introduced me to her good friend Brenda.”

I couldn’t help but smile. There was Effie referring to me as her good friend, and there was I lying here all but helpless. I did have the beginnings of an idea though. Something involving a distraction and Effie’s own skills with the magical arts.

Nancy continued.

“Even though we’ve never met, I knew all about the woman who’d electrified herself to help me live when my mother died. I knew she was called Brenda, how she looked and some of her manners. Once I found a picture in an old newspaper and it showed some of the nuns and staff. There at the back was a woman keeping out of the way, but her face still clear. It was your face.”

“But what happened to you?” I asked. “You were only hours old when you were adopted. I never thought to see you again.”

“Never is a very long time,” Nancy said. She seemed happy to talk.

“After you saved my life as a baby, the nuns sent me out to live with a family in Cork. They meant well, the O’Hollorans, but there was always a sense of something wrong. For years I thought I was their child but odd comments made me wonder. By the time I was a teenager I was what they call difficult. When I was fifteen a cousin, Simon, tried to touch me. I hit him and said I’d tell my mother. He just laughed and called me names, and said my real mother had died in Dublin. He tried to touch me again so I screamed and my so-called parents came and found us. I think they blamed me.

“I left them as soon as I could and never went back.”

As she spoke Nancy lifted her face towards the church ceiling. She looked like a nun herself, praying for guidance, or perhaps a blessing.

“I went to Dublin and checked old newspaper records. I found the story of the girl who’d died before Saint Valentine’s Day. I found the building where I’d been born and traced those who’d been there in the 1960s. Many were dead, but not all. Some of them still remembered my real mother. Some of them even remembered the story of the strange woman, Brenda, who’d saved my life.”

I looked at the woman and felt sorry for her. Sorry how she’d never had a chance, even before she was born. I was angry at the way she’d been treated, but if there’s anything I’d learned in all my years, is you can still make your own choices. Her beginnings were no more ill-omened than my own, but I don’t go round sacrificing people.

Nancy was in full flow, and continued her story.

“I moved to England in the 1980s and found a group in the Cotswolds who still knew the true ways. When I was 25 I offered my first sacrifice and since then have aged but slowly. Each time I get closer to my father, each time the spirit is stronger.”

While she spoke I could see the Moon appearing in a window at the end of the church and a silver light moving across the walls. I remembered Nancy talking about the ghost and the full moon, and knew the creeping light spelled doom. It would only be minutes before it struck the circle Nancy had drawn.

“Just because you’ve done evil things, doesn’t make you the child of evil,” I said. I was hoping to make her see sense, realise it wasn’t too late to turn her back on darkness.

“You’re one to talk,” Nancy said. “I know your secret, Brenda. I know why you’ve aged even less than me. And that’s what makes you the ideal sacrifice, the ideal gift. Tonight I will finally meet my real father.”

Before I could speak I felt a chill wash across me. The candles flickered and even before I turned my head I knew it was too late. The Moon’s silver light now lit up the neighbouring circle and I could see a dark figure appearing in the gleam. It was roughly man-shaped, and perhaps five feet tall. Its size was no threat, but the two short horns protruding from its glistening forehead made its nature clear. An almost human face with eyes glowing a faint red and a short tail sprouted from its back. It was entirely naked and androgynous. There was also a distressing smell of rotten fish, but I didn’t think it worth mentioning, not at the time.

Nancy dropped to her knees and bowed her head before the spirit.

“Speak,” the creature said in a voice not loud, but clear and one that rang throughout the room. I could see Effie begin to stir. Perhaps she could still help, but then again maybe she was better off not having to face this latest demonic apparition. Perhaps if she was lucky she might be ignored altogether, and escape with her life. At least one of them would survive to help protect Whitby in years to come.

“I bring another sacrifice that one day my father might notice me and take me to him.”

The creature looked first at me, then back to Nancy.

“Why this one?” the creature asked.

“She was there at my birth,” Nancy replied, her hair flying loose and a mad smile on her lips. “She is the one who gave me life when those nuns had failed. She allowed the spark to penetrate her body and left these marks on my neck.”

She turned, lifted her hair to make her point, then turned back to face the spirit. She pointed at me as I struggled to move with no success. For a moment I thought Effie was stirring, but in the flickering light of the candles I was unable to be sure. I had to think, somewhere in my memory was a clue. Even though Nancy looked nothing like her real mother, something stirred in my old mind. The face of Sister Amelia blocked my thoughts, the look as she turned back to Joan after passing me baby Brigit. Something she did next. I shook my head but nothing came.

As I tried to clear my thoughts the dark figure looked once more at me and its eyes seemed to look into me, looking for something it couldn’t find, and instead a sense of puzzlement followed by interest.

“Yes,” the spirit said. “This one is not like others, but I think she will do. Your father will be pleased.”

It reached out with its dark, twisting arms and as I looked they stretched and came nearer and nearer. The fishy smell grew stronger and I had a sense of being pulled out of my body for the second time that evening. The creature’s clawed fingertips brushed against the scarf Effie had given me only two days before. If this was to be the end, the least I could do was to stare death in the eyes. I stared at the red eyes, the mouth torn like a slit from the cloth of the demon’s face. The mouth seemed almost to be smiling, as though enjoying a joke only it was aware of.

And then I knew.

I laughed. First a chuckle, then a proper laugh.

“Poor Nancy,” I said, forcing the words out as I chuckled. “Poor baby Brigit.”

“Don’t call me that,” the woman said and she spat in my direction. “Why are you laughing?”

“It’s so easy to blame others isn’t it? It’s so easy to do the wrong thing.”

“You can laugh now, but no matter,” Nancy said, a look of confusion bordering on what I like to think was mild panic crossing her face.

“What would your mother say?” I asked.

“She’d be proud.”

“I’m not so sure,” I said. I’d stopped laughing and while I had Nancy’s attention the spirit paused. The Moon still shone on the tableau, three figures arranged in a dark scene, one mad, one foul and one scared. For a moment I wasn’t sure which was which.

“Enough,” Nancy said, her voice croaking. “I don’t need to hear any more. I’ve the rest of my life to live. You are just one of many who have helped me on my journey. Another morsel for my father.”

I laughed again, just the once.

“Your father,” I said. “Do you know who your father really was? He was a boy named Patrick. Patrick was a friend of Joan’s brother, a tall lad two years older than Joan, his family had money and he was the promise of escape from her life. Her mother was a cleaner, her father a drunk who scraped by as a night-watchman getting work where he could.”

Nancy’s eye’s widened.

“No. My father was a demon. My mother gave herself to him and she gave birth to me.”

“No,” I said. “Your mother made that story up to scare the nuns. She told me all about Patrick when we were working on the laundry. I used to share my food with her. She really believed Patrick would come for her once the baby was born. She thought they might move to England, make a family in a new home. She was just a girl who wanted love. Don’t we all?”

Nancy stepped back.

“No,” she said, her voice quaking now. “You’re lying.”

“I was at your mother’s funeral. A priest and me and nobody else. Her family couldn’t spare the time to see their own child buried. If anyone deserves condemning, it’s them. Not me. The priest sped through his words and I stood by the grave as she was lowered in. She had a cheap coffin, and the only flowers were ones I’d taken from the garden of the asylum, small white flowers I didn’t even know the name of. It wasn’t until the end I saw a young man stood to one side, trying not to be seen. He matched the description Joan had given me of Patrick.”

“You’re lying,” Nancy said, pleading now, no confidence in her words, her earlier arrogance long gone.

“No. I’m not. Ask your friend.”

Nancy looked at the dark figure she’d summoned. Its arms were still outstretched but now they came for Nancy. The woman seemed older somehow, her previous poise had deserted her.

“No wait,” she said. “She’s lying.”

Nancy tried to move back but all she managed was to stumble so as to kneel before the foul creature.

The creature’s eyes glowed a brighter red and a smile played over its lips. He embraced her gently as a lover might, and as its dark arms reached Nancy they entered her flesh and she shrivelled and turned to a wispy smoke. She and the spirit both turned to a dirty, twisting spiral of smoke. With a sudden puff of air, they vanished, and a final swirl of air snuffed out the candles and wiped away the circles. The smell of rotting fish had also gone. I have to say I was particularly pleased at that.

It didn’t take me long to wake Effie once I got myself up from the cold, dusty floor. She was confused and asked after Nancy.

“Don’t worry about her,” I said. “She’s where she belongs.”

“What about Red Peter?” Effie asked. “Did he appear?”

“No, and I don’t think we’ll see him again.”

Effie twisted her neck to loosen it.

“But what happened? My poor neck. It feels like somebody stood on it.”

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s go have a nightcap. I’ll explain everything over a nice cup of cocoa. Perhaps a sherry would help as well.”

I stood up and wrapped my scarf around my neck. The end where the creature had brushed against it seemed faded and worn. Perhaps I’d put the scarf somewhere safe when I got home. I was sure Effie would understand.

“I do feel a bit wobbly,” Effie said. “Perhaps some fresh air would help.”

With that Effie walked towards the door. I took one last look round the old church. There was no sign of the evil I’d seen; no trace of Nancy, and only my memories of baby Brigit and poor Joan. Maybe this time I’d remember her for longer. For now, though, cocoa was the order of the day.



The Scottish Flap

Andrew Lawston

Whitby Pavilion is old, grand, and sticks out like a sore thumb, a red-brick palace clinging to the stark grey rocks of West Cliff. Inside there’s shows, concerts, films, even business conferences, where young fellas in carelessly-pressed suits push cards into each other’s hands all day and wait for the bar to open. It’s like an iceberg, hidden depths stretching along the cliff, when from the front it looks like nothing more than a slightly upmarket Victorian guesthouse. There’s even a resemblance to my B&B, which makes it feel like a home from home to me.

On this dreary December evening, most of the building is dark. Colourful posters advertise the Whitby Amateur Dramatics Society production of Macbeth. The posters are a bit too colourful, if you ask me, given the play, but there we are. I bustle up with Effie scurrying along in tow, ready for action. We’re there early for opening night, but I have to tell Effie what to do, and I want the place to be empty in case the old stick gets uppity.

We step inside the wonderful old building, and I thrill as the sounds of the street and the sea are cut off. A mismatched jumble of parts, modern veneer trying to hide the fact it’s over a century old. When I first went backstage, it felt like stepping into my own house. If there was space to get my bobbly green armchair into the cramped dressing rooms, I swear I’d never leave. I drag Effie towards those dressing rooms now, excited to show her the mirrors which really do have light bulbs all around them! Not to mention the television on one wall which shows the actors what’s happening on stage so they know when to go on.

The minute we get there, though, Effie starts poking into corners to find mouldering old props, and starts muttering about what filthy beggars actors are. Fair enough, it’s all a bit shabbier backstage, all fire doors and safety notices. I bite my tongue, though a bit hurt she wasn’t more impressed at entering through the stage door, no less.

“Would you look at the state of this shirt?” she says, holding up an admittedly threadbare garment. I tell her it was worn by Colin Firth in 1987. She wrinkles her nose but changes the subject.

“I still think it’s rich they dragged you into this amateur show, rather than me. Passing up the chance to have a real witch in Macbeth?”

I try not to smirk as I put out the bits and bobs on the dressing table. The sponges and the brushes, and the twelve different types of foundation. They all have to be in just the right place, even though half the actors insist on bringing their own as part of their little rituals.

“I’m sorry, love, they just knocked on the door saying they’d heard I was handy with a needle and thread, and could I patch up some of the costumes? And you can’t say the name of the play in here, Effie, it’s bad luck.”

To my alarm, the lights flicker as I speak, but Effie doesn’t seem to notice. “But they’re doing Mac – that is, that’s the play they’re performing!”

“Even so. We’re not to speak its name outside of the performance itself. They’re especially touchy about it on account of the ghosts that haunt the Pavilion’s galleries.”

Her lip curls at the theatrical superstition, but she and I have defended Whitby from the forces of darkness for too long to take foolhardy risks with even the most ludicrous supernatural foibles.

“What’s my job, then?” She’s aimless, and it’s odd to see Effie out of her depth when I’m feeling so comfy here.

I wave over at a rack of suits. “I’ve finished the costumes, unless we have to do running repairs, so really we’re just helping the actors into costume, putting a bit of slap on them, and telling them they look a treat before they go on.”

“Brenda! Have you dragged me down here to change fellas in and out of trousers?”

I consider my options, and choose an open answer. “It’s a very important job. Left to themselves, they get flustered with zips and then forget their lines.”

Her lips twitch into the merest hint of a smile that she’d never admit to, and I realise I needn’t have worried. She’s a dark horse, that one. “Well, ducky, I’m sure I’ll do my best not to let you down.”

I shake my head, but before my daft old head can blurt out anything that might spoil the good mood, in walks our first customer.

“Hi, Effie,” says Robert with a sheepish grin, standing in the doorway. He’s scruffy in jeans, t-shirt, black winter coat, and two days” stubble, looking just like the sort of young man you see in documentaries about actors. He strolls over to the suits and picks out a lovely grey pinstripe number that took me ages to spruce up.

Effie is a picture. ‘Robert! Are you -”

He shrugs as he pulls a blue shirt over his t-shirt and fiddles with the cuffs. “It’s the Miramar’s quiet season. And I felt like an adventure, so…”

I grab his cuff and fold it over, slapping his other hand to stop his fidgeting. “You’ve been gadding about with us too long if you think this is an adventure compared to some of the scrapes we’ve had! Effie, be a love and fetch some cufflinks.”

We’re both fussing round him when the door crashes open and a booming voice stops us in our tracks.

“Where the blazes is wardrobe? I’m on, I’m on in forty-five minutes! Leave that febrile fustilarian to fend for himself, I need my contemplation time!”

Robert jumps as though he stood on a wasp, and nips off to finish changing in the loo. The voice belongs to Jim, of course. Five foot ten of impossibly grand pensioner, with a barrel chest, florid complexion, and a grey beard so bushy it could drown a badger. He’s already in full regal costume, and only needs a few dabs of foundation and eyeliner. Not to mention Duncan’s crown planted on his head.

As the old ham shuffles towards a chair, I see Effie’s lips pursing. I step in with a gentle hand on her skinny arm. “Effie, this is our local legend, Jim. He worked with Redgrave.”

“Which one?” she demands, still stony.

“Every last one of the degenerate buggers!” Jim roars, and I shoo Effie off to help Robert in the loo. “Oh, forgive my testy grumblings, dear Brenda. I’m all at sixes and sevens, and in need of your gentle ministrations.”

He subsides into the chair, and puts on a paper bib, instantly an absolute pussycat, as he is whenever it’s just the two of us having a natter.

“You’re unkind to young Robert. He’s a good boy,” I scold him gently as I fetch his crown from the props table.

He puts a weary hand to his brow. “Is he? I’ll take your word for it, my darling. These young actors are ten a penny. They flit around being slim and handsome until they hit forty, then it’s all babies, beer guts, and retraining as drama teachers. No love for the craft, you see. No… dedication. Now, work your magic and make me look… fifty years younger.”

His chin sinks on to his chest, and his beard rises up the bottom of his face until he looks like a kiddy trying to hide in a bubble-bath. He’s strangely quiet as I apply his slap, but other actors are filing in now and a queue is forming, so I count my blessings and get on with it.

As I brush out his collar-length silver hair, there’s a buzzing noise. To my surprise, he takes out a snazzy mobile phone and checks a text message. Of course he hits the wrong bit of the screen with his swollen old fingers, and brings up some photos of the dark sea just outside the Pavilion. “Bloody stupid thing,” he snarls, and tosses it on the table in a sudden huff.

I sympathise there, I’ve no truck with the things. “Present, was it?”

Jim gives me a sideways look, and I think he’s about to blow up again. ‘Something like that,” he says eventually. As I hold up the crown, he takes it from my hand.

“Allow me. Like Napoleon, I am ever fated to crown myself.” And he lowers the circlet of gold-painted plaited copper wire on to his old head. He does look grand, I must say.

“What sort of villain could dream of murdering such a lovely old king?” I ask him. It’s one of our nightly little jokes, but he doesn’t even smile tonight. Instead he takes my hand and I think I can see a tear in his eye.

‘The kind of villain we know too well, you and I, my dear Brenda.” He pats my hand once, rises from his chair, and leaves the room in a silent contrast to his explosive entrance.

Once they’re sure the coast is clear, Effie and Robert sidle back in, him in his lovely suit now. Effie’s fussing around, and the other actors are all preening in front of mirrors, but I’m in such a tizzy. What was that about? I’ve only known Jim a week! Or… have I? I feel something shift under the dustsheets and cobwebs that cloud so many of my memories. Something is stirring, like a hungover student moving under his duvet at five in the evening.  “Robert darling, did the fossil tear you off another strip?” The lad playing Macbeth is putting his lippy on, but never takes his eyes from Robert’s reflection in the bulb-lined mirror.

The ghosts of my prehistory evaporate as Effie hisses in my ear. “Here, isn’t that…”

I nod. It is. James Fanning, local boy made good. He was in the Whitby Players’ youth group just a few years back, and now he’s between recording blocks on Menswear and wants to “give something back” by doing one last show for them. He’s hardly been at any rehearsals, though, and the cast hate him even more than they fear dear splenetic Jim’s baritone outbursts. Penny thinks James is only doing it so he can pretend he started out as a stage actor in interviews later.

“It’s fine,” mumbles Robert. “Nerves and that, I suppose.”

James chuckles at that, though God knows why. He talks slowly as he paints his lower lip with spirit glue and sticks on a ratty little beard. ‘That’s the spirit, forget the sozzled old fart. I need to be decapitated in two hours, and we wouldn’t want you to balls that up.”

There’s an edge to James’s voice, and I give him a sharp look. I don’t know what the telly people see in him, really I don’t. He’s handsome enough, in his way, but his voice has a shrill little whine at the back of it. Everything he says sounds like he’s telling tales to teacher. I don’t suppose I was ever in a playground, but my hands twitch with the instinctive desire to give him a Chinese burn.

Robert’s nettled as well, but he’s faced down proper monsters, far worse than jumped-up actors, so he deadpans, “I know which end of a sword to hold,” and stalks over to chat to the lad playing Malcolm. He must wonder why he ever bothered with this bunch, and I do feel a bit guilty because of course it was me who put him up to auditioning so I’d have one friendly face at rehearsals.

Things start to blur after that, as the rest of the actors clamour in. Most of them sort themselves out, but there are a few precious snowflakes who need Effie and I to help them into costumes, and put on eyeliner. The men are wearing suits, which apparently is the director’s way of showing that the play’s themes of ambition and political brutality are still with us, but it just looks daft when they start swinging broadswords while wearing three-pieces.

The kiddies playing Fleance and MacDuff’s children are a pain as well, charging around the dressing rooms and hollering until the audience must be able to hear. It’s a relief when the stage manager comes in with her clipboard and herds the opening actors towards the wings for the start of the show.

When the last of the actors have filed out, and the dressing room’s empty, Effie and I put things back into place on the make-up table, and I take out the bottle of fake blood, ready to squirt it over actors” hands and clothes.

“Are you enjoying this lark, Brenda?” Effie asks me as we finally take a breather and put the kettle on.

I think about it. There’s been fragile egos and rampant bores, and three nights of rehearsals a week, but… “Yes,” I say, “it’s nice getting out and about with no diabolical plots and ancient evils on the prowl and the like.”

I had to open my daft old mouth, didn’t I?

A hoarse cry of horror slices through the air. Effie and I both leap to our feet as we recognise the voice. Robert.

In a twinkling, we dash out into the corridors, and there’s our young friend, standing over Jim’s body. Robert’s deathly pale features contrast starkly with the vivid blood that covers the old man’s body, the beige-painted corridor wall. It pools on the floor in a viscous puddle.

“I just popped back to glance at my script,” Robert gabbles, “and he was lying here. Stabbed!”

It only takes a glance to see that Robert’s correct. Poor old Jim’s shirt is full of tears and dark stains. His face is covered by his jacket.

“Who would want to do something so horrible to such a sweet old man?” I say, and the shocked silence from Effie and Robert is replaced by an altogether more interrogatory muteness. I protest. “Oh, I know he was a bit gruff, but it was an act. He was a sweetie. And why would the killer cover his face like that?”

Effie bends down for a closer look. “He did it himself. Look, his knuckles are still white, he was grabbing his jacket that hard.”

“But why?” Roger quavers.

There’s a dry little noise behind us, somewhere between a cough and a giggle. When we turn, James Fanning stands there, gory dagger in hand, cool as you like. ‘The frightful old fruit thought he’d do a Julius Caesar. I’ve a horrible idea he was even trying to quote it when I got him in the throat.”

Robert takes a step back. Even Effie goes pale. James just smirks. “I’m sorry. Were you hoping to do a cosy mystery investigation? Allow me to skip to the drawing room denouement. I killed him.”

“Why?” I ask, incredulous and sick to my stomach, realising too late that the young narcissistic actor is rotten to the core. He waves the dagger at us, and on the pommel, I catch a glimpse of the theatre masks, Comedy and Tragedy.

Robert draws his own sword and charges James, looking ready to murder the younger man. I’m thinking about stepping in, when James raises a finger.

“Wait,” he says quietly, and his voice has this unearthly timbre to it that rattles my bones. It’s full of authority, and Effie and I wait for his next word in spite of ourselves. Robert stops dead in his tracks, and his sword clatters to the floor.

When James next speaks, his grin is even nastier, but he’s using his normal whining tone. ‘That’s why. I’m now an initiate of the Brotherhood of Thespia.”

‘The what?” I ask. I do my best to sound mocking, but I’m cudgelling my poor old brain to work out why that name sets off tingles in the furthest reaches of my mothballed memories. It can’t be good, though. Secret societies are always vicious little sausage-fests.

He sighs, as though we’re ignorant for never having heard of a clandestine organisation. ‘The Brotherhood of Thespia are elite actors, gifted with prodigious psychic powers of concentration and persuasion. They can sway elections, inspire wars, topple governments. And now I’m one of them.”

My mind is racing, but as James seems to be happy to chat, Effie presses him for the grisly details. “How’s that, then?”

I’m expecting James to point at poor old Jim’s body, but I think he’ll say it was a case of dead man’s shoes. As he sneers, though, I realise it’s worse than that. Did you never think it odd that a grand old man of the stage should appear in seaside am dram? Did you never think it odd that you had this veteran actor, who you’d never heard of? That you never even learned his surname?

‘This is James Fanning!”

Effie gasps, though I think she’s laying it on a bit thick considering the times we’ve whizzed back and forth through history. I look at James’s face closely. I can’t see much of a resemblance at first with the grumpy old man I’ve been making up and fussing over. But then James smiles, and it’s lovely, Jim’s smile, but it sits under those cruel cold eyes and it almost makes me sob.

He gives this smug little nod at my reaction. “Yes! He was sent back in time fifty years by the future Brotherhood’s combined power. Sent back to meet his nemesis. Me. By killing my older self, I proved myself worthy.”

This is as barmy as it is horrible. “But you’ve killed yourself!” I protest.

He waves the dagger again as though this is a trivial detail. “A small price to pay for untold mental powers. They call it “chewing the scenery”, and after that Caesar routine, I see why. As we get older, the knowledge that we must be drawing close to chewing the scenery boosts our powers further, giving us gravitas beyond the wildest dreams of mortal men.”

Robert stirs now, ashen-faced and wobbly. “And what happens now?”

I can see Effie clenching her fists beside me, steeling herself for a scrap. But I’m not worried. He might be able to put the ‘fluence on young Robert, but I could tan his hide before he could mesmerise me.

“Why Robert darling, now we need to finish this performance. I’m on in about half a page. And then I’ll dominate the whole audience, and lead them Pied Piper-like into the Bitch’s Maw. Come along.”

He strides off down the corridor, and blow me if Robert doesn’t trail after him.

Left to ourselves, Effie and I roll up our sleeves and pick up poor old Jim between us. He seems suddenly so light for such a huge man. “Who’d have thought the old man had so much blood in him?” Effie says, trying to make light of the grisly task, but she catches my eye and falls silent.

We take his body back to the dressing room, and lay him out in front of one of the mirrors framed with lightbulbs, still with his jacket covering his face..

My head reels and I hang on to a fire extinguisher for a moment as it hits me. This was supposed to be a break, and again I’m plunged in the middle of a fracas.

“James is a fool. Poor Jim. He tried to tell me, Effie. All that about crowning himself, and making him fifty years younger. He was sad, remorseful, I see that now. He’s spent years regretting what James just did. And what he’s about to do to all those poor people.”

It’s awful. A theatre full of grannies, and couples, and a school trip. Hundreds of people who just wanted to spend an evening eating ice cream, listening to a bit of poetry, watching sword fights, and maybe having a quick nip in the bar. All doomed by one actor’s mad ambition. Effie’s not beaten yet, though, bless her. “Brenda love, it’s still only a play.”

“Effie! That sweet old rogue -”

“No. I mean he’s going to do all this dominating at the end. So what’s to stop us running on the stage and shouting ‘stop”? Announce there’s been a dreadful accident backstage and they’re to pop to the bar for a free G&T and a ticket for tomorrow night.”

“Why a G&T?”

“Would you rush out just for the ticket?”

She’s talking a lot of sense, of course, so we leave poor Jim’s body, and walk the short distance together through dark, scenery-littered corridors. We push through a set of heavy fire doors lined with fabric and sponges to muffle noise, up a short rickety wooden staircase with thickly carpeted steps, and We’re in the wings. Well, he won’t have heard us coming. The stage manager and the rest of the backstage crew are just standing around, and don’t seem to take much notice of us, even when we pause right next to the stage’s brightly-lit boards.

“Ooh, your big entrance, Brenda.”

“Put a sock in it, Effie love.”

And, to the alarm of none of the backstage crew, I step on stage. It’s so bright, with a blue lamp shining right in my eyes, and there are clouds of smoke being pumped in that catch at my throat something rotten. To my left (stage left, I remember with confused pride) James has his back to me and is acting up a storm with the snotty lass playing Lady Macbeth. I heard a few mutterings from the sound desk about that one, and she’s certainly no better than she ought to be. But she ignores me too, though she’s facing me and we’re alone on the stage but for a derivative big metal throne made of swords and imposing Gothic arches up the back wall.

‘Stop the performance!” I bellow, and reel from the sight of the auditorium. Rows on rows of folks sitting in plush green theatre seats, stretching into the darkness. Hundreds of theatre programmes, hundreds of mint humbugs, and hundreds of eyes all fixed on me.

I’ve spent my life hiding from prying eyes and public attention, and now I’m centre stage. It’s horrible, like they can see every shameful secret I’ve forgotten, lasering away my careful make-up with piercing gazes.

But something’s wrong. No one’s so much as blinked at my hollering. In fact, as far as I can see, no one’s blinking at all. They’re all sitting there, mute and motionless, like dull statues. The theatre staff are standing frozen by all the fire exits. I can even make out the green-tinged features of Robert’s boyfriend, Gila, in the front row. Even he ignores me. What do I do? Yell again? I’ll just look daft if I walk off.

James does that irritating sniggering cough again, and I turn slowly to face him. “I ought to have mentioned that everyone in the building is frozen during the play. It’s a Brotherhood thing, it’s easier to murder people in theatres without the yelling and screaming.”

He pauses, and looks thoughtful. “You’re not under, though. You and the other old woman. I wonder...”

“Cheeky bleeder!” Effie yells from the wings. I think she’s irritated, and not trying to distract him at all, but it does the job.

“It doesn’t matter,” he says, “Karla will explain later, I’m sure.”

I freeze even more rigid than the audience. “Karla?” I whisper. “Karla who?”

“Karla Sorenson. I was an extra on that Get Thee Inside Me remake, my first acting job. And Karla was my first lover. She told me of the Brotherhood. And tonight we’ll cross through the Bitch’s Maw to bring her back.”

With that parting shot, he turns on his heel to Lady Macbeth and carries on his speech as though I’m not there.

Karla Sorenson! I’ve forgotten so many of the people I once knew over the course of my long life, but some names keep rolling around. Contempt starts to breed familiarity after a while, and that vampy trollop has caused me no end of grief across forty years with her mucky film Get Thee Inside Me, Satan. If she wasn’t summoning the Devil himself in the original, she was cavorting and conniving with my own devilish Dad in the remake! And even consigned to the depths of Hell, she’s still meddling with my town? Oh no you don’t, lady!

I look out at the audience again, and none of them have twitched a hair through our interruption. Effie creeps out across the stage, and I think I see James roll his eyes a bit, but otherwise he ignores us and carries on. ‘There’s someone moving about up there,” she whispers, pointing into the auditorium.

I follow her finger, and sure enough, there’s a pale white shape bobbing around high up in the galleries. I wave desperately, and it stops. We feel its cold scrutiny for a moment, and then it vanishes into the gloom, merging into the velvet and gilt of the theatre’s public face.

I shrug. “Whoever it is, they’re no use. Let’s get back to the dressing room. If he was trying to warn me, perhaps Jim left some clue. Maybe on that phone of his.”

Back in the dressing room, we mute the television showing the live feed from the stage, even more unable to bear that whining voice now that we know it belongs to a crazed murderer. I take a deep breath, and prepare to rifle a dead man’s pockets.

Effie, bless her, reaches for Jim’s jacket, to straighten out his arm, uncover his face, and I suppose to close the poor man’s eyes for him.

The trouser pockets are empty, as I suppose you’d expect from a theatre costume. With a sigh, I remember he threw it on another table, and it’s still sitting there. I rush over and pick it up.

A gasp from Effie makes me turn round. “Brenda love, he’s still alive.”

She’d taken his wrist to try and unclasp his hand from the jacket covering his face. I rush over, and at least there’s a feeble pulse. His arm falls down, and we can see his eyes are closed, but he’s just about breathing.

“He’s not long for the world, but James is even worse at murdering than he is at acting,” I say. And then I think... Macbeth. We might even be able to have a bit of fun here. I switch the telly back on, and James is haranguing the actor playing Banquo. “Fail not our feast,” he says, and Banquo bows.

“Effie, I need you to buy me some time. Can you do some magic, dear?”

Her eyes are also fixed on the television image, staring at the three witches who are lurking around the arches at the back. “I rather think I can,” she says thoughtfully. “What are you going to do?”

I sigh, and look down at the mortally wounded Jim. ‘Let’s just say I’ve got a wardrobe malfunction to put right.”

As Effie bustles out, I bend over Jim to inspect the worst of his wounds. As I suspected, he’s lost too much blood to keep going much longer, but I can patch him up for the moment. God knows, I’ve had enough practice with running repairs on myself over the decades.

I wash my hands, and reach for the smallest needle I can find on the wardrobe table. As I start to work, Jim’s eyes flutter open and his lips part with a smile.

‘Don’t try to talk,” I advise him.

People always ignore that tip. “I sought you out for this show,” he whispers faintly. “I knew there was no one better with a needle and thread than you... Forgive me, Brenda.”

I shake my head. “You were a foolish young man, Jim.”

“Most young men are...”

He falls quiet after that, and I set to work. He’s in too much pain to mind jabs with a needle, and he barely flinches. After a bit, it strikes me that Effie’s been gone a while. I’m about to holler for her, when I hear her voice from the screen.

‘Saucy and over-bold, how did you dare

To trade and traffic with Macbeth”

Clever old girl! She’s only gone and put herself in the play! They’d cut Hecate’s scene because of the old ‘Scottish play curse”, not wanting to anger the theatre ghost or some nonsense, and Effie’s put it back in a bit earlier than it’s supposed to come, but this ought to buy me a crucial five minutes or so. I can see James scowling at her from his bit of the stage where he’s supposed to be frozen between scenes, and then I see Effie.

She’s not had time to do much with her costume, but she’s got a big grey cloak over her frock, and it covers most of her head. It looks pretty creepy as she ducks and bobs around haranguing the three witches. Even though they’re still in their trance, they’re going along with it. I suppose because the scene is part of the play. Ooh, I bet she’s loving this.

“He shall spurn fate, scorn death, and bear

His hopes ‘bove wisdom, grace, and fear;

And you all know security

Is mortals’ chiefest enemy.”

I pause in my work for a moment. Who’d have thought it, but our Effie is pretty good. She’s sailing through the verse like an old professional, streets ahead of James with his mannered delivery and reedy voice. The Brotherhood of Thespia backed the wrong actor!

Finally, the scene is done, and Effie beats a hasty retreat from the stage. She’s played a blinder, and I’m finished. I smile down at Jim.

‘Time for my... swansong?” he whispers.

“We’re beyond swansongs, pet. I think this is your encore.”

We make our way back to the wings, and I’m having to support Jim every step of the way. The stubborn old fool won’t allow me to carry him, though. He’s having none of that.

The mesmerised stagehands have set up the big table on stage for the banquet scene, and the actors are clustered around it. Effie tugs at my sleeve, and points to the sound desk. Banquo’s feet are sticking out from under it, and she must have fetched him a clout with the microphone stand she’s brandishing. She’s on form tonight, and I count my blessings I drag her along to help me out.

Again, I step on stage, this time weighed down by Jim, who’s sweating buckets and wheezing something chronic, but has a grim look on his face, determined to see the thing through. I lead him to Banquo’s chair, and then nip back to the wings. All the time I’m keeping a close eye on James, who’s standing with his back to us as Ross invites him to join the feast.

“His absence, sir,

Lays blame upon his promise. Please’t your highness

To grace us with your royal company?”

‘The table’s full,” says James, even before he turns, which the director kept telling him not to do. But then he does turn, and sees Jim staring back at him with fury in his eyes, and he staggers.

“Here, my good lord. What is’t that moves your highness?” the entranced actor playing Lennox is unaware of the irony, but James fixes him with a suspicious glower.

‘Thou canst not say I did it,” he rages at Jim. “Never shake thy gory locks at me!”

Jim simply smiles back at him. And, slowly, there’s a growing murmur from the audience. James looks out over the auditorium in fright, as the crowd starts to stir and fidget, the Brotherhood’s spell weakening. Some of the actors start to twitch as well, Lennox and Ross casting confused looks at Jim and the bloody dreadful state he’s in.

“What, quite unmanned in folly?” It’s Lady Macbeth now, and the little madam’s got this cruel little smile on her face. They’re snapping out of it all right, and enjoying James’s discomfort, thinking the jumped-up actor has just forgotten his lines or something.

Then James actually stamps his foot, and points... at me. “You did this!” he rages. “You and the other old woman. How did you know? How could you learn Hecate’s lines so fast?”

“I’m a witch, young man,” says Effie, carroty as you like. “We all know that speech. It’s practically our bat mitzvah.”

The audience are grumbling now, still a bit sleepy as the trance wears off, but starting to realise something’s not right. James rounds on them, and the resonant timbre comes back to his voice.

“I am an initiate of the Brotherhood of Thespia, and I command you to be silent!” he roars.

That gets a huge laugh from the school trip, and he starts to look panicked.

“Actually, you’re not,” says a faint voice that still manages to carry to every corner of the house. Jim is hoisting himself from his seat, pulling himself up with the help of Lennox and Ross on either side. “Not while I’m hanging on. Your power is ebbing. And you’re making yourself look a proper tit in the process. You know what the Brotherhood makes of a poor performance.”

That threat sends the blood draining from James’s face. He scowls, and throws up his hands.

‘Then let’s end the performance!” he snaps. He draws his sword with a flourish, and the audience gasps.

“You ruined my initiation, you freakish hag, so now I’ll ruin you. You and this old wreck of an actor watch as I kill darling Robert.”

“Excuse me?” says Robert, as Gila squeals from the audience.

‘Lay on, Macduff!” shouts James with the Brotherhood’s timbre back in his voice for one last dose. Robert’s knees buckle as he fights the compulsion, but then his eyes glaze over, and he draws his sword.

I remember this fight from rehearsals. They go at it for a good couple of minutes, before running off stage. But this is different. James charges in at Robert with his sword for a vicious sideways swipe instead of the overhead blow from the choreography. Robert’s own blade is there to block him in any case, but it’s a close thing. My blood runs cold as I realise that Robert in his mesmerised state is doing the original choreography, while James is free to make his own moves, and strike. How sharp are those swords, anyway? They’re supposed to be stage props, but then the dagger that stabbed Jim was real enough.

I grab Ross’s sword, and test the edge, only to feel blood on my fingers. “Careful, Robert,” I shout, uselessly.

The audience start to cheer and whoop, probably assuming they’re watching an ordinary meltdown performance of an amateur show. I stare out at them, at their uncomprehending smiling faces. Unable to meet Gila’s anguished eyes, I look up to the galleries, and that’s when I see that little white face again.

And then I realise.

“Macbeth,” I say, quietly.

“Yes?” James looks over his shoulder as he steps back from the fight and Robert slashes at empty air like an automaton.

“Macbeth,” I repeat.

“Brenda, are you quite well? Oh,” I see understanding dawn on Effie’s face. “Macbeth.”

James frowns, then turns back to attacking Robert. “Why do you keep saying Macbeth?”

Jim tries to chuckle, but blood bubbles from his mouth. He has just moments left, but he joins in. “Macbeth.”

I start to chant, waving to the audience to join in. They’re used to seeing pantos at the Pavilion, so they’re game enough, and in seconds we’re raising the roof. “Macbeth. Macbeth. Macbeth!”

And the translucent face in the gallery grows. The hazy shape launches itself into the air, and streaks across the ceiling of the auditorium, screaming in rage.

“Macbeth. Macbeth. Macbeth.”

The theatre’s ghost, whatever it once was, is angry. It powers straight down to the stage, where the terrified actors jump out of the way, though the audience don’t seem to see it at all.

“Macbeth. Macbeth. Macbeth.”

The shape wavers in the air over the stage, then rushes Robert. It vanishes into him, and his whole body is suffused by its hazy glow for a moment. His eyes clear, and then burn with a savage light.

“I know which end of a sword to hold,” he snarls, and swings his sword up, ignoring James’s panicky lunge.

The audience gasp as Robert’s blade connects with James’s neck. At the same moment, whoever’s on the lighting desk finally has the presence of mind to shut the lights off.

I move fast, knowing we have to keep the audience believing this was just an am-dram show that got a bit rowdy.

A minute later, and the lights come up. I hold up my battered old shopping bag, with a lumpy bulge in it. The audience falls silent, and I look around. The other actors are standing in front of James where he fell. All except Effie and Robert, who are with Jim. Jim catches my eye, smiles slightly, and dies. I feel my heart clench at the sound of his final weak little gasp, but his dignity gives me the strength to speak even in front of all these people.

“Hail, King, for so thou art. Behold, where stands

Th’ usurper’s cursèd head,” I nod at Robert, to carry on the speech to Malcolm.

Robert picks up the cue smoothly. ‘The time is free. I see thee compassed with thy kingdom’s pearl...”

I relax. It’s a mess, a bloody awful, evil mess, and the Brotherhood of Thespia will get what’s coming to them if it’s the last thing I do, but we saved the theatre-going public of Whitby, and Effie’s found a new vocation. I can go home to my B&B and sleep until Tuesday.

And then the bag twitches. I drop it with a cry, and then jump back as James’s head rolls out and across the stage, nose over bloody stump.

Eventually it rolls to a standstill at Effie’s feet, just as Malcolm starts winding down his speech.

You could hear a pin drop as James’s head opens its eyes, spots me, winks, and then, incredibly, speaks.

“Hello, mother.”



The Ragged School

Matthew Bright

Effie is always going on at me to trust my 'women's intuition'. “When you've banished as many fearful and nefarious characters as we have, Brenda, you learn a thing or two,” she says. “Why, between us, we've got the intuition of ten women!” Perhaps she's right. Whenever I get that feeling in my waters, there's always some horror just over the horizon. And so when I pick up the pile of morning copy of the Whitby Whisperer from the doormat and feel that familiar shudder run through me, I don't immediately discount it even if there's nothing particularly fearful or nefarious rearing its head just yet.

There's nothing too alarming on the first few pages—a child rescued from the harbour after falling overboard, an unusual number of whales spotted, the Walrus and Carpenter going gluten-nut-dairy-protein-and-calorie-free, and a new school opening.

Or should I say re-opening? I looked closer at that last item. The front of the newspaper carried a photograph of a grand old pile, out on the edge of the Moors. Ivy covered its huge front, and a wide gravel driveway led right up to the doors. “The Wildthyme Ragged School For Girls Reopens!” read the headline.

All of a sudden a strange whoosh of dizziness came over me, and I steadied myself on the table. A queer feeling of unsteadiness went right to my very bones. Was it the picture? Was my women's intuition warning me of something mysterious in the offing? I was more than accustomed to those sorts of adventures, but the fourth paragraph seemed awfully early for things to be getting going.

Perhaps it was just ordinary run-of-the mill dizziness. Go see a doctor, Robert would tell me. But what doctor would know what do with a body like mine? I shook myself. What a silly old fool I was being. Pull yourself together, Brenda! I told myself.

I read the article beneath the picture. The Wildthyme Ragged School was an old Victorian school for orphans and unfortunates up on the Moors, looking after children from Whitby, Scarborough and Robin Hood's Bay. I could dimly remember Ragged Schools of the like in London, though the details of them were lost somewhere in the dusty library of my memories, and all I had was a vague image of austere windows, wet floors and lumpy porridge. Only a step from the workhouse, from what I could recall, though it seemed from the article that over the years the school had evolved from a poorhouse to something a little more prestigious.

According to the Whisperer, the Wildthyme Ragged School for Girls had shut its doors at the start of the Second World War, and had remained closed and boarded up ever since, lonely and proud up there on the edge of the hills. As I read, I realized I'd heard its name before. Every now and then people in Whitby would mutter that the place was haunted, and in the news article it mentioned that that ghastly show Manifest Yourself had once broadcast a Hallowe'en special there.

And now there were reopening it's doors and twang goes my nethers with that foreboding warning again. But I was having none of that nonsense, not on a Monday when there were beds to turn down. I busied myself washing the breakfast things, cleaning the rooms and scrubbing the kitchen floors.

Later that evening, Effie appeared at my door in a flurry of excitement, bearing news.

“Well fancy them asking me!” she said. “'Whitby's premier antiques expert!' they said.” She pronounced 'premier' with a French accent. “Asked me to do a series of talks about the school's history, back when it was open.”

“Are you an expert on history?” I enquired, as kindly as I felt able with her tracking mud across my gleaming floor.

“Well—I picked up quite a bit from Alucard, of course,” she said. “First-hand history, so to speak. But I'm sure there's all sorts of bits and pieces hanging about the shop I can use to keep them interested. They're only children. When was a lass at school we were happy when they showed us a book with pictures.”

“I think times have moved on since then,” I told her, popping a lid on the teapot. “It's all iThingummies and whatnot these days.”

Effie sniffed disparagingly. “Well, I'm sure I shall be magnificent.” She removed her shawl and dropped it sharply on the table. I'd known her long enough to recognise when she was piqued. “I am, after all, Whitby's premier antiques expert.”

I took my seat beside her. For a wise woman with a whole host of ancient ancestors mired in the magical arts, she could be quite silly sometimes. You might have thought her brushes with Alucard would teach her a lesson—fancy falling for such obvious flattery.

“Really Brenda,” Effie admonished me. “You might show a little excitement for me.”

“Oh, I'm sorry, Effie, I just can't. That place gives me the shivers. I've got a feeling.”

Effie sniffed. “Oh, one of your feelings, ay? Well, then... all the more exciting.”

I sipped my spicy tea, and wondered privately when her definition of 'exciting' had changed so drastically. That daft vampire beau of hers had a lot to answer for, in my opinion. Tired and dishevelled from my day's work, I might have been inclined to say something that would put her into even more of a snit, but thankfully at that moment the doorbell rang and interrupted the glowering atmosphere.

“Robert!” I exclaimed in delight, opening the door. “Penny! Oh, it's wonderful to see the pair of you! Come in, come in. Would you like anything to eat? Sandwich? Tea?”

And so we whiled away a pleasant night with spicy tea, thick leftovers sandwiches and sultana loaf. Penny told us all about the investigations she'd been conducting (quite caught the supernatural detective bug, she has). “She followed Mrs Grivet home,” Robert said. “Convinced she was communing with the spirits.”

Penny shrugged. “But it was just a false alarm,” she said. “It was spirits of the usual variety she was communing with.”

Effie sniffed. “That old bag could do with a good intervention. Always sticking her nose in everywhere, stomping around town in a grump.”

Robert smiled benevolently. “That as may be,” he said. “Anyhow—exciting news! Remember I said the inspector from that website was going to come and review the Miramar? Well, he's coming on Thursday! Penny's even coming back to the hotel to help me.”

“That's wonderful, Robert,” I told him. “I'm sure the Miramar will be spectacular! He'll love it.”

Effie cleared her throat. “Oh yes,” I said. “Effie has news too.”

“Indeed,” she said. “As Whitby's premier antiques expert...”

*

Tuesday morning I was dusting around the parlour while sausage and eggs were sizzling cheerily in the pan. My last guest of the morning, Mr Turlough, was sat in the dining room, perusing the stack of Whitby Whisperers I’d amassed. He always wore a long trench coat to the table which I’d at first I’d found odd (and a little lacking in etiquette, if I was quite honest) until I’d noticed this morning that it was hiding the furtive point of a tail. It takes all sorts—and there’s nowhere better than my B&B for the strange of this world. I’d occupied myself with making him a very special breakfast that morning. It’s always appreciated when the world shows a little extra kindness to us strange kind. I’d made him the full works, even though he’d only paid for a boiled egg, and even slipped a few special ingredients in the scrambled eggs to give them an extra pizazz.

I was just spooning the full breakfast array onto his plate when my telephone rang. I ignored it whilst I arranged the triangles of toast just right on the rack, and poured a glass of freshly squeezed orange juice, but it carried on ringing insistently.

“Here you are, lovey,” I told Mr Turlough, presenting the tray before him. The telephone was practically bouncing on its cradle. “Enjoy your breakfast.”

“Brenda!” Effie sounded breathless on the other end of the phone.

“Effie? Are you alright?” I asked, full of concern for my friend. She’s as bad as me for getting herself into nasty scrapes.

“Of course I’m alright, Brenda, you know me. I’m at the Wildthyme Ragged School For Girls.”

“Oh,” I said. Twang. “And how is it?”


“It’s beautiful, Brenda, but that’s not the point. Look—I think you need to come and have a look for yourself.”


“Oh, Effie, I can’t—I have guests, it’s a busy week—”

“Brenda,” Effie said, and I could picture her glaring sharply even all those miles away at the other end of the phone. “There’s something you should see.” She was using that particular tone she usually reserved for rude check-out girls, the voice that reminded you she was from a generation of witches and had no problems casting hexes.

I sighed. Oh, we might have our little tiffs, me and Effie, but if the chips were down I trusted her with my life—and I also trusted that she knew when something was important. And so it as that I found myself standing on the steps of Wildthyme's Ragged School. A gravelled drive had led me through a pair of vast wrought-iron gates up the hill to the imposing doors. The building was gripped tightly by a twisted collection of vines and creepers, as if nature itself had crept from the moors to swallo the school. The hills, bruised purple with heather and wreathed in mist, stared back at the school with a wild menace.

Oh, Effie, I thought, what have you gotten yourself into?

I knocked on the door. It echoed threateningly. Come on, Brenda, I told myself. You’ve been watching too many of Penny’s silly horror films.

The door swung open. The woman in the doorway was tall and thin—not unlike Effie, but rather more chic and severe in a sharp woolen business suit. A pair of dark black glasses were perched sternly on her nose. “Can I help you?”

It occurred to me that I hadn’t thought about what I was going to say, or how I was going to explain what I was doing here. I could hardly say I was coming to have a look around the school because my best friend had called me in a flap. You couldn’t just do that sort of thing in this day and age.

“Wait, you must be Brenda!” Her face creased into a warm smile. “Effryggia said you’d be coming to assist her. Do come in. I’m Miss Finch, the headmistress.”

She ushered me into a sumptuous hallway. It certainly was as opulent as the outside has suggested—suits of armour, stags heads and the like, and a huge oak staircase that divided left and right halfway up. The idea that this had once been a school for the poor orphans seemed almost laughable.

“It is rather grand, isn’t it?” Miss Finch said, catching sight of my face. “They’ve done a marvellous job with the restoration. It’s almost just like it once was. And I should know better than most—I was a girl here myself, you know. Through this way.” She led me through to door into a small oak-paneled office. Its walls were hung with black and white photographs, groups of students arranged in neat lines, smiling awkwardly at the camera. Miss Finch closed the door behind me.

“Effryggia is just with our first year class at the moment. She’ll be finished shortly. The bell for recreation will be going any second.” She sat down behind her desk. “You know, you look ever so familiar, Miss...”

“Just Brenda is just fine,” I told her.

“Brenda.” Miss Finch smiled, but this time I noticed it didn’t touch her eyes. For the second time that morning I admonished myself. Honestly, this town was starting to make me into a paranoid wreck, seeing trouble in every corner. Miss Finch was just an innocent headmistress of a remote girls school in the middle of desolate moors—nothing sinister about that. “So, what was your field of expertise again? Effryggia said you were indispensable to her work at her Antiques Emporium.”

Emporium! I wondered if Miss Finch had seen Effie’s shop.

“I’m an expert in nineteenth century literature,” I told Miss Finch, thinking of my bookshelves at home. “Shelley is my specialty.”

“Ah, of course. Shelley, Stevenson, Dickens, Stoker and the like?” Miss Finch simpered. “I do admire Bram Stoker. Wonderful chap.”

“I never met him,” I said, without thinking.

Miss Finch looked at me oddly, but I was saved by a knock at the door, which swung open to reveal Effie. had dressed up for the occasion, in a newly ironed blouse and skirt, and a wide-brimmed hat decorated with a small bunch of plastic fruit.

“Effryggia!” exclaimed Miss Finch, arising from her desk. “How did it go?”

“Oh, wonderful, wonderful!” Effie babbled. “I think the girls loved me. I mean, I’d prepared my talk, and I did have a few problems getting through it, what with the girls gossiping and talking and what have you, but they did seem to enjoy it when I got them riding the penny farthing. Which reminds me—Lucy, is it? She’s down at the infirmary now. I’m sure she’ll be fine though. I wouldn’t worry.”

“Excellent, Effryggia, excellent.” Out in the hallway a deep, booming bell sounded, twice. Quick on its heels, the sound of doors opening and a clamour of footsteps deep in the corridors of the school. “I must be going to oversee Recreation. Can’t have the girls getting out of hand, can we? Do excuse me a moment.” And with that she vanished into the hallway towards the increasing noise of girls’ voices.

“Effie!” I hissed. “Why on earth have you brought me all the way here? What is it you want to show me?”

“Follow me!” she said. “Come on, Brenda!”

I trailed her into the hall, and up the enormous staircase. At the split she turned right, and led me to the overlooking landing. She was moving at quite a pace, and I had to haul myself unceremoniously up by the oak banister, my skirts flapping around my legs.

“Honestly, Effie, slow down!” I admonished her, but she took no notice. Down a long panelled corridor she led me. At the end, she paused by a thick wooden door, resting her hand on the handle.

“Are you ready for this, Brenda?”

“Why are you being so mysterious, Effie?” I said, huffing and puffing.

“Come look,” she said, and opened the door.


The room within was a trophy room. There were glass cabinets all the way round, filled with cups and medals and certificates and photographs of groups and teams. “The Wildthyme School must have been a very successful one,” I remarked, moving form one cabinet to the next. “First Place in the Female Fencing League!”

“Never mind all those,” Effie said, pacing. “This is what you’re here to see.”

Fixed in pride of place on the wall was a large black and white photograph. It showed those big stone steps at the front of the school, and lined up, row upon row, were all the pupils of the school, in their neat black dresses, their knee-high socks and their pigtails. Beneath it was a gold plaque labelling this the cohort of 1942, the year the school closed. “What am I meant to be seeing, Effie?” I asked her.

She pointed. “There!”
 Along the front row of the group were all the teachers. A particularly stern bunch of diminutive women, it appeared. Not a single one had a smile on their face.

Except for one, very tall, very broad-shouldered woman three in from the end.

“Effie!” I exclaimed. “That’s me!”


And that was the last thing I remember before I blacked out.

*

“Are you alright, Miss?”
 I blinked. Where on earth was I? Ah yes—the West Wing.
 “Miss?”

A small girl was nervously shaking me.


“Harriet!” I sat up. “What are you doing out of bed at this hour?”

“I was just... going to use the bathroom, Miss. I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t have been out of bed. And then I found you there on the floor, and I thought you were hurt...” Her face scrunched, and tears welled up. Poor mite. She’s only been here for a few weeks: a mistake made in her evacuation and now her parents lost in the Blitz. None of us had had the heart to tell her yet.

“Oh, come here, dearie, don’t you fret.” I pulled her to my shoulder and wrapped my big arms around her. “No need to cry. A Miss B hug makes everything better, doesn’t it?”

Harriet nodded into my neck. I stroked her hair gently. Bless her soul. She was one of my favourites here, so timid and yet so full of spirit at the same time. I often looked at her in the corridors and thought that she was what I might have been like as a child. If I hadn’t been—well, you know.

She mumbled something. “What was that, dear?”

“I heard the sounds again.”

“Oh, I’ve told you, time and time again, Harriet—they’re nothing to be afraid of.”

Harriet pulled back and looked at me, her eyes brimming with tears, and my heart went out to her.

“They are, Miss B. No-one heard them before Gertrude went missing. And now we hear them all the time.”

I stroked her hair and pretended that I hadn’t thought much the same as her myself. “Now now, Harriet. You know Gertrude ran away, and that’s very sad, but there’s nothing we can do about that. But it had nothing to do with the sounds—not that there are any sounds to hear, of course.” I stood her on her feet. “I tell you what, how about I come show you something you’ll like. Cheer you up? Does that sound nice?”

Harriet nodded silent. I heaved myself up from the floor, and took her hand. “Come on then.”

I led her down the back passages to the kitchens and let myself quietly in. I might be a teacher here, but Cook would still give me what for if she found me lurking around in her kitchen at night. But nothing ventured...

In the corner of the kitchen, I opened the door to one of the old, empty pantries.

“There now,” I told Harriet. “You can’t be sad when you see these little lovelies, can you?”

In the centre of the floor was a round basket, packed with newspaper and old pillowcases. Curled around each other in a jumbled ball in the middle were eight black kittens. “Look at them,” I told Harriet. “Their mother gave birth and then left them for us to look after. Isn’t that sad?”

Harriet knelt down and stroked the sleeping head of one of the kittens. “Do they have names?”

I knelt down beside her. “Not all of them, but that one there, the one with two white ears? I like to think of him as Charlie.”

Harriet smiled. “Charlie. That’s a nice name!”

“Now, if you ever get scared again, or you hear those sounds, I want you to remember that you’re big and brave and that nothing scares you. And if you still need cheering up, you come and find me and I’ll bring you down here and we can say hello to Charlie and his sisters again. How does that sound?”

Harriet nodded happily.
 “Now, off to bed with you.” I walked her to the hall, up the staircase, and watched from the landing as she toddled the rest of the way to the dormitory. At the door, she turned and waved. “Goodnight, Miss B,” she whispered.

“Goodnight!” I waved back. Harriet closed the door quietly behind her. I stood in the shadows of the hall. The gloom settled around my shoulders like a cloak. The girls might be frightened of darkness but I was quite used to it. Darkness made me feel safe: no-one to look at me strangely, sizing up my odd proportions or thick makeup or to notice that I might have one foot bigger than the other.

And then, from the bottom of the stairs, came something that all of a sudden made the dark feel much less safe than moments before. Quiet at first, and then louder, came the sound of scratching. A frantic, hurried scratching, like the sound of someone inside the walls, trying to get out.

*

“Are you alright, Miss?”
  This time I awoke to the acrid aroma of smelling salts. They turned my stomach, and I sat bolt upright.
  “Brenda, you’re awake!” Miss Finch was saying. “You seem to have taken a bit of a turn, are you alright?”

Effie was stood over her should, rubbing her hands together fretfully. “Oh, she’ll be quite alright, I don’t think a doctor is necessary,” she said. “Aren’t you Brenda? Happens all the time doesn’t it. Must be all the excitement. I did have her climbing the stairs at quite a rate of knots.”

I hauled myself unceremoniously to my feet. “Don’t go to any trouble, Miss Finch. I do apologise—an old lady like me, unsteady on her feet, I really should be going more carefully. It’s all my fault, I’m so sorry.”


“Well, are you sure, I—“


“Thank you, Miss Finch. I think I’d better be going,” I told her, firmly. I didn’t want to stay inside the walls of this school a moment longer. I wanted to be back in my sitting room, with a nice warm fire, and a strong cup of tea.

“But I’ve got another lesson to teach—” Effie said. “If you hold on a bit, I’ll…”

But I was having none of it. Refusing all their ministrations, I buttoned up my coat and hot-footed it best I could down the drive to the bus-stop just in time for the Number Eight cresting the hill.

Later that evening, Robert popped around. He told me Effie hadn’t asked him to, but I was sure she had. I must have looked quite shaken when I left the Wildthyme Ragged School. I told him what had happened, including the strange memory I had found myself waking into. “It gave me a proper fright, I’ll tell you,” I said.

“So you were a teacher there?” Robert asked.

“Apparently. I don’t remember anything other than what I saw today when I blacked out.”

“You amaze me, Brenda,” he told me, patting my hand. “The things you’ve seen. If only you could remember them all. Someone should write a book about you.”

I stayed quiet. One was quite enough. Who’d want another bunch of people coming in and mucking up the story?

Truth be told, I rarely seemed to remember anything very happy. I was probably best off forgetting. But Robert’s words cheered me up. It reminded me how good it was to have found myself my little slice of home up here by the sea. How wonderful was it to find a young man who not only appreciated the lives the elderly had to offer, but didn’t mind that the elderly person in question might also be something of a monster. A remarkable fellow, our Robert, really. So kind and caring.

“How is the Miramar doing?” I asked, changing the subject. He’s very proud of the Miramar, ever since he took over as manager from Sheila.

“Great!” Robert said. “I’ve had everyone working around the clock, it looks beautiful! You’d be proud, Brenda, it’s cleaner than here!”

“I’m glad,” I said. “I’m sure it’ll go wonderfully for you. Is Penny enjoying herself?”

“A little too much, if you ask me.” Robert said. “We have a new waiter. He’s very... handsome. I haven’t the heart to tell Penny that he doesn’t exactly, uh, play for her team.”

“Oh!” I said. “How exciting!” Bless the lad, it’s about time he found himself a nice young man. And Penny too, for that matter.

Robert looked at his watch. “I must be going, Brenda, I’ve got to turn down the top floor before he arrives in the morning. Will you be alright here on your own?”

“Don’t be silly, Robert. I’ve been to hell and back, do you think I’m easily frightened by a memory? Off with you!”

“Of course, Brenda!” He hugged me goodnight. “Sleep well.”

But sleep well I did not. Instead, I lay awake staring at the ceiling. I kept replaying the day’s events in my mind. How odd it was to see a photograph of yourself and have no memory of when it was taken. Surely I should remember? But I could turn up nothing—no memory of standing on those big steps, none of my first class, and none of leaving as the school closed. Nothing.

Time to put this nonsense out of your head, I told myself. You’re up bright and early in the morning. Mr Turlough has an eight o’clock appointment and wants his breakfast at seven.

I turned over in my bed and thought again how daft I was being, and yet somehow, unable to see the room behind me, I could do nothing but imagine eyes watching me from the darkness. And far off, somewhere several floors below, I would have sworn I could hear a quiet scratching noise.

Nonsense, I told myself, and closed my eyes.

After breakfast, I took myself out for a bracing walk to clear the cobwebs from my brain. I took a walk down the winding roads and alleyways to the town, to the cliff by the Christmas Hotel to take a good look out to sea. I sat on a bench by the Whalebone Arch for a while and watched the tourists queuing up for the Ghost tours. What would they say if they knew a real monster sat just feet away from them? Boo!

As lunchtime drew near I made my way down the steep steps in the cliff to the jangling whirl of the amusement arcades and the happy throng of townspeople and tourists. At twelve o’clock I met Effie for a nice fish lunch at Cod Almighty, our favourite fish-and-chip shop on the seafront. I filled her in on my blackout and the memory of being in the halls of the Wildthyme Ragged School For Girls.

She spooned her mushy peas thoughtfully. “It’s funny you should say that,” she said.

“About what?”

“The scratching. In the walls. Some of the girls mentioned something about sounds in the walls. And when I was leaving—after you’d, you know, had your turn—I could have sworn—”

“That what?”


She mushed the peas, and stayed quiet.
 “Well, Miss Finch said it was just squirrels. In the wall. They’d called out the pest controller, he was coming to have a look at them.” She leaned forward conspiratorially. “But I don’t know, Brenda—I came over all shivery and it just didn’t feel... right.”

Effie and her witchy ways. But I knew how she’d felt.

In her bag, Effie’s mobile telephone began to ring loudly. She rummaged through it to retrieve it. “It’s Penny!” she announced.

“What does she want? Surely she’s at work isn’t she? It’s Robert’s big inspector day.”

“Hello?” Effie said, answering. “Yes, she’s here. We’re at Cod Almighty. It’s very—oh yes, right. Here you go.”
  She handed me the phone.

“Brenda!” Penny’s voice sounded high and alarmed. “Brenda, we have a problem!”

“What’s wrong, Penny, dear? What’s happening?”

“We’ve just had a rather nasty customer complaint. A, erm, well—a customer found one of your... er... spare hands. In her bed.”

“My what?” I almost shouted this, and several customers turned to look at me strangely. “My what?” I repeated, quieter.


“One of your spare hands,” Penny said. She sounded a little strangled.

“But... how do you know...?”

“The customer also complained that the hand tried to pinch her bottom,” Penny told me.

“Well that certainly doesn’t sound like one of my hands!” I said, affronted. But really, how many disembodied hands could be running around Whitby? I was aghast. How could this have happened? And how could it have been so rude?

“Don’t worry,” Penny said. “We’ve locked it in the safe. It keeps knocking to get out, but it’s all secure.”

“Thank you, Penny. I’m frightfully sorry. And today, of all days, with your inspector coming.”

“It’s okay, Brenda. But I think you’d better get back to your B&B. Maybe find out  how it got out?”

“You’re quite right!” I handed back the phone. “Come on, Effie, we’ve got to leave at once.”

“But I’ve barely started on the scampi,” she complained, and then, seeing my face, started to pack up her things. “Coming, coming,” she grumbled. We hurried up the cobbles as fast as our legs would take us. My heart was pounding. I’d left my B&B unattended for too long that morning, foolishly wandering around the town lost in my own sorrows. How was a hand loose? Those parts were kept locked tightly in the attic. Could it have been Mr Turlough snooping? No, of course not, he was a lovely gentleman. Just because he had a tail, there I went suspecting him of all sorts of things. I should know better than that.


As soon as I arrived at the gate of my B&B, I knew something was wrong. All of the windows were open, the curtains blowing willy-nilly in the breeze. The front-door stood ajar. I rushed in, looking around.

“Oh Effie!” I cried. “Someone’s been here. Look!” The drawers in the hallway had been opened and rifled through. The dining room was mostly untouched, but upstairs in my sitting room there were papers and books strewn all over, the drawers hanging open. I turned to Effie. “Who would do this?” The idea, of someone going through all my things like that, pawing through my private things as if they were at a car boot sale, it didn’t bear thinking about.

The trapdoor to the attic, usually locked and bolted, was flung wide open.

“My parts!” I whispered. “Effie, all my parts!”

I was rooted to the spot. Effie pushed past me, and popped her head through the hole into the attic. “Brenda!” she shouted down to me. “They’re gone.”

“All of them?” I sat down heavily on the step. I was beginning to shake. All of them, gone? Let loose, running around the town? It wasn’t seemly.

“All of them.”


“Where could they be?” I moaned, head in my hands.

“Well, here’s two of them right here.”

“Robert!”
  He was stood at the bottom of the stairs. Clutched in one hand was a wriggling hand. In the other was a foot, idly kicking.
  “We seem to have a bit of an infestation at the Miramar,” he said. “The hand was one thing, but this foot...”

“Oh Robert! I hope it didn’t cause trouble...”

“Trouble? Well, yes, a little. It was quite tricky explaining to the hotel inspector how someone had managed to trip him up in the lobby, when there was nobody there to have done it. Or who exactly it was kicking his door after he’d checked in.”

Gingerly, I took the hand and foot from his hands. “Oh Robert, lovely, I’m so sorry. Let me lock these away again.”

“And it was quite tricky explaining that it wasn’t my foot running up his leg at the dinner table too,” Robert carried on, as I retreated up the stairs. “But thankfully that one worked out in my… er, our favour.”

I placed the errant hand and foot in the open suitcase and wagged a finger at them in admonishment. The hand twirled cheerfully, and the foot wriggled into a corner.

“What about the rest, though?” Effie asked.

“I don’t know,” I said grimly. “There’s plenty left to find. If these two went to the Miramar, I suppose they’ll head to places they’re familiar with.”

From downstairs came the sound of a tremendous caterwauling. What on earth could it be now, I asked myself. Surely this was more than enough for one day?

“You haven’t bought a cat, have you, Brenda?” Penny was climbing the stairs, clutching in her arms a frantically squirming cat. “Because this one is sniffing around your kitchen.”

The cat twisted its head, miaowing angrily. Its white ears pricked up furiously. And with that, for the second time that week, I found myself plunging to the ground and into blackness.
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“Harriet!” I said, wrapping my arms around her. “Hush now, hush now, no one’s going to hurt you.”

“I beg to differ, Brenda, dear!” The voice was cold and high, and carried with it a cruel humour. I twisted in my seat but—what was this?—my hands were tied. I pulled against the bonds. Thick straps were secured around my wrists, tying me securely to the thick wooden arms of a chair.

I tried to see where the voice was coming from, but whoever was speaking was behind me. I couldn’t see much of the rest of the room: bright gas lamplight and a shapeless darkness. Where was this place? I had never seen a room like this in Wildthyme before—but surely I had seen every room? But never this…laboratory—yes, a laboratory, that’s what this was. Full of bubbling test tubes and mechanical devices. And books, books everywhere, strewn open, pages flapping.

My stomach tightened horribly. This place reminded me of somewhere else, somewhere long ago, before everything else. I pulled helpless at my restraints.

“Oh, don’t go struggling, Brenda. It hasn’t done the other girls any good.”

I blinked in the bright light and squinted into the gloom on the other side. Against the wall were cages, large enough for people, with thick metal bars and huge, solid-looking padlocks. In the furthest cage crouched a girl. She was dressed in a bedraggled nightie, and was clutching a threadbare teddy. Her head lay pathetically on the floor, and she was clawing in a slow, repeated pattern against the wall. The tips of her fingers were red and bloody.

Heavens, I thought. I’m in the walls. I’m in the very walls of the school. Has this been hidden here the whole time?

“That’s better, Brenda.” The voice was right near my ear now. “It’s too late for Greta. She’s useless to us now. But if you don’t struggle, we won’t hurt Harriet. Silly girl—sneaking about in the night looking after her cats.”

Harriet was sniffling. I tried to smile at her—a patented Miss B smile—to remind her to be brave. In her lap was cradled the basket, the kittens mewling softly. She was stroking Charlie’s head, whispering to him.

“Now, shall I tell you a little bit about what’s going to happen, Brenda? You see, me and my sisters have been trying for a long time to find out a special little secret. But it seems like someone very close to you beat us to it.”

Somewhere machinery started to grind and my chair slowly began to turn.

“The transference of mortality,” the cruel voice continued. “Someone put life into your empty body, and now you, nothing more than a bunch of jumbled parts sewn together by a madman, can live forever. With a little routine servicing, of course.”

In the corner of my eyes, I could see a murky shape—something resembling human yet just a little off in a way that made the stomach churn—move in the darkness.

“Did you think we wanted you for your knowledge? To teach the girls? You were nothing but a maid—you don’t think we make a habit of employing maids as teachers at institutions like this one, do you?” A high, cold laugh. “No, we wanted you for that sublime energy that runs through you.”

I could see the figure more clearly now, a dark translucent smear, radiant with some kind of dark green energy, and more figures behind her. I could see through them, right through to the filthy walls behind them. They were moving, slowly, closer.

“It’s all we need, Brenda. Just your life force. Enough to transfer me and my sisters into these girls, and then we shall have youth. Forever!”

The chair finished its full turn, and she walked towards me, a flickering, indistinct phantom, her sisters creeping behind her. Her eyes burned a fiery emerald, sparking as she stretched out a ghostly hand to me. Her mouth, gaping open, stretched inhumanly wide; a black tongue somehow more corporeal than the rest of her lashed out to suck from me the very energy that bound me to my body.

From behind me, I heard Harriet shout out: “No! Miss B!”

And then blackness.
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“We have to go to the school!” I told them, waving away their tea and cold flannels. “No arguments. Robert—you’re needed at the Miramar. Who knows what mischief the rest of my parts are getting up to and I won’t have my wandering hands ruining your big day, Robert.”

He opened his mouth to argue, but he must have seen the look on my face. I can be quite determined when I put my mind to it.

“Penny, you’ll need to go search the town. They’ll run to somewhere they know. That’s why you’ve found two of them at the hotel. We’ve lost too much time already.” Whilst I was unconscious night had settled over Whitby. The rest of my parts could be anywhere by now. I shuddered, imagining them taking a turn around the dance floor at the Christmas Hotel all by themselves, thumbing the naughty books at the Spooky Finger, pulling pints at the Demeter. Or, god forbid, waltzing around the deep fat fryer at Cod Almighty and falling into the batter.

“Effie, I think we might be needing a few of your aunts’ ancient tomes. There’s some dreadful witchery afoot at the school, and we must be putting a stop to it. And as for that moggy, I’ll be taking him.” I bundled the white-eared cat unceremoniously into the cupboard by the door and turned the key.

I ushered them out of the door and busied myself getting ready. Monster-hunting or no, it didn’t do to go rushing out into the cold night without being adequately wrapped up.

At the door, I let the cat out of the cupboard. He spat and hissed angrily in my arms. “Now, now, Charlie,” I told him firmly. “None of that. You should know much better.”

I held up him up and looked into his eyes. Such old, old eyes. He’s just like me, I thought. He’s been living far too long.

“I remember you when you were just a kitten,” I told him. “What strange magic did they do to you, to keep you alive all this time?”

Charlie hissed and twitched his whiskers.

Effie knocked at the door, and I hurried to open it. She was all bundled up in her second-best fur coat, clutching a filthy grimoire beneath it. “Ready!” she said, and I could hear the excitement in her voice. I didn’t blame her. And it was really quite nice, wasn’t it? To go rushing out to solve mysteries and battle monsters with your best friend.

“Ready!” I told her.

Miss Finch didn’t look surprised to see us at her door again, but I suspect she is not the kind of woman who allowed herself to look surprised by many things. Most headmistresses aren’t, I imagine.

“Back again, ladies?” she asked us, heaving open the door for us.

“None of that, you old crone!” Effie cried. I had filled her in on my latest memory on the journey over but still, this seemed rather unnecessarily warlike.


“Now, Effie, we don’t know that she’s—” I intervened. I always get nervous whenever there’s a whiff of pitchforks and torches in Effie’s attitude.

“Oh, don’t be daft, Brenda. Honestly, you’re so naïve sometimes. Of course she’s involved in all of this.” Effie was menacing Miss Finch with her umbrella, advancing on her through the hall. “She’s sent out her evil magical cat here to steal your body parts so she can use your life-force energy to save her strange ghosty sisters and put them in the bodies of innocent young schoolgirls!”

Miss Finch peered down at her nose at her as if she was a schoolgirl caught out of bed after curfew. “Effryggia, I really don’t know what on earth you’re babbling about. Brenda, is she quite all right? She's talking the most absurd nonsense. Has she had some sort of stroke?”

Effie frog-marched Miss Finch into her office and demanded she sit.

“Now, whether you’re involved or not,” I told her, glaring at Effie, “there is something strange and dangerous going on in your school, Miss Finch, and it’s our duty as Whitby’s appointed guardians who get to the bottom of it.”

“Protectors?”

Effie waved her umbrella. “We’re the protectors of Whitby against the forces of the supernatural,” she explained, as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.

“Yes,” I said. “Whitby's premier protectors.”

Miss Finch gulped. “I see. And what... exactly... do you think is happening here at Wildthyme?”

I did my best to explain to her the theory that Effie and I had cobbled together in the taxi. “Seventy years ago, I was here in this school,” I told her. “I taught here. Yes, yes, I know, how could I? When I have aged so little. I’m not quite a normal human being, you see. And that’s why they wanted me. Some sort of strange creatures were living here—in the walls I think—and they wanted to use me and my life energies to do some sort of magic and put themselves into the bodies of the girls. So they could live forever, you see.”

Effie sat on the table, leaning forward menacingly, and I wondered if perhaps she had been watching a little too many late-night police shows recently. “Show us where the laboratory is!”

Miss Finch’s mouth moved nervously. “Laboratory? I don’t know about any laboratory!”

She looked so scared that I began to wonder if she might be telling the truth. Perhaps she was just unlucky—an old girl returning to open her old school, unaware that it was filled with lurking creatures just waiting to lure me back into their clutches to enact their nefarious plots. Poor Miss Finch, caught up in this madness.

I stood up. “It’s behind the walls of the hall,” I told her. “I remember. I can find it, I think.”

In the hall, I borrowed Effie’s umbrella and tapped along the walls. Halfway along, I heard an empty echo. “It’s here,” I told them.

“How do we get in?” Effie asked, looking high and low. “There must be some secret lever, or...” She scrabbled around the antlers of the deer on the wall. “Hold on. There’s always a hidden switch…”

There was the sound of falling rubble. Effie turned around. “Or you could do that, Brenda.”

The gaping hole yawned into a dark, musty gap. I brushed rubble off my knuckles.

Effie snatched back the umbrella. “You first,” she said, poking Miss Finch with the tip. I found myself half-inclined to take it back from her, certain now that poor Miss Finch was as innocent in all of this as Effie and I.

Stepping inside, I thought for a moment I’d blacked out again. It was like slipping back in time. I shook myself. Come on Brenda, I thought, you’re plenty strong enough to deal with whatever spookiness you might find here.

Dust had settled over everything: the books, the equipment, the test tubes, the cages and the big mechanical chair in the centre, turned away from us. “That was where they tied me up,” I whispered. “Tied me up and tried to steal my energy for their evil dealings.” I pointed. “And over there was poor Gertrude, locked up by the wall. And Harriet—”

“Harriet?” Effie asked, turning on me.

“Yes, Harriet,” I said. My eyes, quite independent of me, had welled suddenly with tears. I blinked them. I’d had quite enough of my body parts working of their own accord for today. “The little girl. Poor mite, she was only trying to look after her cats.”

“But Brenda, this is Harriet. Harriet Finch.”

Miss Finch turned to look at me, her face cast completely into shadow. “Harriet?” I gasped. “Harriet! But... if that’s the case, why didn’t you remember me...? Or all of this...? Why...?”

Effie, as always, had put things together quicker than me and she was already charging at Miss Finch with her umbrella. “Because that’s not Harriet in there!” she shouted.

But as quick as she was, it wasn't fast enough.

Effie flew across the room, smashing through arrays of equipment, crashing against the wall in an explosion of dust and broken glass. She slid down it, pinned by some unseen force, and crumpled to the ground in a pathetic heap. The umbrella landed beside her, the spokes sticking out in all directions, horrifically bent.

“Effie!” I shouted—but then the breath was knocked out of my body as I too was hurled across the room. I escaped a painful collision with the stone walls: instead I was pressed against the metal cages, the cold metal jabbing into my back. My feet wiggled useless in empty air below me.

“I may not have much magic left,” Miss Finch said, “but I have more than enough to deal with you two.”

In the hollows of her eyes, something sparked green.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “I lived. You didn’t take my energy. And what about your sisters?”

Miss Finch lifted her head. Her face looked different now, as if her human skin was nothing but a Hallowe'en mask. She lifted her hands; green fire pulsated in the palms. The coldness at my back vanished—I was being floated across the room towards her.

“It was all that stupid girl’s fault,” Miss Finch said. Her voice echoed around the laboratory. “Har-ri-et.” She pronounced each syllable as if she was chewing on something distasteful. “She tried to save you, her precious Miss B.”

My vision wavered. I could remember it—Harriet, that brave girl, jumping in front of me. And the spell expending against, robbed of its original target.

I shuddered. And look what I had caused. The poor thing had lived her life possessed by those horrible things that had tried to kill me. Another person in my long life hurt by my very presence. And yet here I was pretending I was not truly a monster.

I sank towards Miss Finch, helpless to fight. The air was growing syrupy, turning thick with a pungent green mist. “I was first in line in the spell, you see,” Miss Finch said. I was nose to nose with her now; I squinted, trying to see the remains of the Harriet I had known in her face, but it was impossible. “So for me, and only me, it worked. Oh, you can’t imagine what it was like, Brenda. Arms! Legs! Hands! After a thousand years trapped.”

Miss Finch turned away. “We were here before there was even a school, Brenda. Just me and my sisters, roaming the moors, lost, untethered. I'm sure you've felt it, looking out over those hills—the sense of a menace, looking back at you. For centuries we were that menace. And then that Wildthyme woman came along and built the school, to save all the little lost girls just like her, the sentimental old bag. But she knew things, things even we didn’t know. She knew we were out there on the moors, and so she contained us—trapped us here.”

Miss Finch waved a hand and candles around the room blazed to life. Dust clouds erupted beneath her feet.

“And then we heard tell of you. The remarkable creature that lived without feeling the quickening of a mother. And we knew you were the key, Brenda.”

Miss Finch began to dust the arms of that great clanking chair. I wiggled my feet again, trying to find some purchase that would free me, but there was nothing to be done. I was powerless.

“How did you get me here?” Perhaps if I kept her talking...

“Oh, a whisper in the right ear. It was an easier time. People believed in things like us, then,” Miss Finch said.

“And what about your sisters? You took Harriet’s body—what about all the rest of you horrible creatures?”

Miss Finch laughed. “Oh, it’s almost funny really. Turns out there were a few other available bodies in the room when the spell went awry.” She turned to face me, her eyes tiny points of green in the shadow. “Look around you.”

They moved, backs arching, into the light. Seven black cats, mouths hissing angrily below old, old eyes.

All those years, those reports of ghosts. The terrifying scratching noises, the ridiculous TV show with their Ouija boards and mediums, all that fuss about seven cats roaming the walls.

Seven immortal possessed cats, I reminded myself. Not to be trifled with.

“They proved so useful in the end,” Miss Finch said. “Easy to smuggle into your bag, carried all the way back to your lovely home. Where we found just what we needed.”

On a bench was a dark sheet thrown over something large and square. She flung back the sheet and there they were, my spare parts, all locked together in a cage. They started to bounce frantically as the light hit them. I remembered how it had felt, tied up in that chair, trying to get out. Disembodied heap of parts they might be, but that was me she had locked up there.

“Your parts Brenda. Though I must say, they put up a fight. A few even got away, but don’t worry. These are more than enough.”

The cats were circling around me, and I noticed that Charlie, with his white ears, had slunk in to join them. I tried to twist in Miss Finch incorporeal grip; without even looking over her shoulder she waved a hand, and I found myself gripped so tightly I was sure I felt ribs crack.

“I wonder how long you can live without a change of parts?” Miss Finch said. She knelt down before the cage, and stretched out a hand to them. My parts rattled unhappily. She licked her lips, and then er jaw, like those terrifying ghosts before, stretched open, open and then more open in a way no human should be able.

She was going to suck the life out of my parts, and there was nothing I could do stop it.

Except:

“Oh no you don’t!” screeched Effie.

And there she was, my wonderful friend, tome in hand, staring down Miss Finch without a trace of fear in her face.

Miss Finch’s dislocated jaw stretched even further and a horrible scream arose from her. The cats about-turned and dashed at Effie in a flurry of claws and teeth. Effie squinted at her grimoire and muttered a couple of words and the cats, screeched to a halt, then rolled on their backs, pawing the air and purring happily.

Miss Finch’s scream rose to a horrifying crescendo. A hand flashed out, a brilliant flash of magic leaping from her palm and darting across the room towards Effie—who produced, from behind her, a metal talisman, roughly shapen from bent spokes of her deceased umbrella.

“Some really quite ancient magic, this,” said Effie, matter-of-factly. “Control magic—filthy stuff. But you should have done your homework, Miss Finch—cos this 'ere is a hexspindle. No, hold on, it's a...” She squinted at her grimoire. “A grimwatch? Witchymacallit?—or something...” She looked up scowling. “Well it doesn't matter what it's called. Point is, I've got all your power now.”

She waved a hand, and Miss Finch flew up into the air, a startled look on her face.

“Now, you daft old crone, will you let my friend go?”

The invisible hands that held me in the air released me, and I fell with a screech into a very undignified pile.

“Oops, sorry, Brenda lovey,” Effie said, grimacing at me in apology.

I pulled down my skirts in embarrassment and set myself the right way up.

“Now then,” Effie said, turning her attention back to Miss Finch, who was squirming in mid-air. “I think it's time you learned a few lessons, don't you. Repeat after me: I will not try to steal life force that doesn't belong to me.”

Miss Finch glared silently.

“I said, repeat after me...”

Miss Finch's mouth twisted open. “I will not try to steal life force that doesn't belong to me,” she said, sounding like a ventriloquist dummy.

“Excellent!” cried Effie. “Let's try that fifty times, shall we?”

I climbed to my feet. It was times like these I could really see the dark history that ran in my friend's blood. “Effie...” I said. “I think perhaps...”

She looked at me, and sighed.

“Oh, Brenda, you are a gentle soul.” She pointed a bony finger at Miss Finch. “Repeat after me: I will banish my sisters and I where we can never bother this world again.”

Miss Finch's mouth twisted, repeating the words. Effie lowered her gingerly to the floor.

“Now,” said Effie firmly, “do it.”

Miss Finch crumpled. Nothing else happened—no burst of light, or explosion of energy. I was almost disappointed. I had come to expect certain things in my adventures. “What happened?” I asked Effie, who had sat down on the floor rather shakily. 


I looked around. Miss Finch was slumped over my cage of parts, two of which were rudely pulling her hair. The cats had slunk into a corner. “Are those… things gone?” I asked.

“I'm not quite sure, to be honest.” Effie said. “But you know I’m not as good at all this sort of thing as my aunts.  Between you and me, I was winging it the whole time.”

Miss Finch raised her head, and Effie gripped the tome defiantly.

“Miss B?”

I stepped closer, carefully. “Harriet?”

“Miss B? What’s happening?”
  Miss Finch’s face crumpled into tears, and she began to sob, like a small, frightened child. “Miss B? I’m scared. They came to take me away. You promised, you said the sounds couldn’t hurt me. You promised...”

I cradled her in my arms, just like I had done all those years ago. “There there, Harriet, you’re okay now. You were a brave girl, you know? You saved my life.”

There was a miaowing, and a black furry head pushed its way between us. “See,” I said, stroking between his white ears. “You can’t be scared. Charlie’s here to look after you.” Miss Finch threw her arms around the cat and sobbed into its fur.

I stepped back, rejoining Effie. “The poor woman,” I said. “I think I have it hard being an old woman in a younger body. The other way around will be even harder.”

As we led her gently back to the hallway, it was all I could do not to cry my own tears. Look at us, Brenda and Effie charging towards some derring-do, banishing demons. And this poor girl who will have to pay the price. There’s a lot of us like that, women left behind when the adventures are done, just a little bit different to the rest of the world around us.

Still, if there was ever a place where it’s okay to be like that, it’s Whitby, I thought to myself. We’re all peculiar here!

I put an arm around the still-sobbing Miss Finch as we led her into the light, followed by a silent phalanx of black cats, mewing quietly like lost kittens.



The Sons of Kalevala

Morgan Melhuish

Brenda was trying to keep a lid on things. Quite literally.

Rattling amongst the unused griddles and larking in and out of the novelty teapots on the shelf above the range, a litter of baby gremlins skittered and chuckled along to the early morning kitchen noises and Whitby F.M.

Brenda tutted as one of the brown furry creatures poked its nose out a particularly wide spout: a cross between a chinchilla and a marmoset with multiple rows of sharp orange teeth that grinned mischievously at her. She’d already had to re-do the toast for table two as it had been munched through. If only the Environmental Health Officers could see her kitchen now, they’d have a field day, Brenda thought, snorting to herself!

Brenda’s hefty hands tried to keep the ugly brutes at bay. She wasn’t fooled by their big watery eyes trying to look all adorable, as a trio cooed along with Dusty bemoaning I Just Don’t Know What To Do With Myself. Oh pull yourself together love, Brenda thought, as she swept three gremlins into a spare cafetiere. It was tempting to bash the plunger down, but she was in loco parentis. The things you agree to, just to keep the peace!

Grabbing at passing bush baby tails while keeping an eye on the black pudding was trickier than she thought. The blighters were swift as buggery. This was supposed to be the calm time of her day, giving her guests a good feed and a little TLC before they went on their way. She usually went on automatic just focusing on sizzling oil crisping bacon and shrivelling the jackets of tomato halves, a timer on the oven for sausage and mushrooms. Today her peace was shattered and in this moment of reflection, that too was shattered as two empty cans of beans were sent clattering to the tiles.

Brenda growled through gritted teeth, “That’s enough from you lot,” waving her greasy spatula threateningly. Placing it to one side she expertly plated up the food, picked up the full cafetiere and shuffled into the dining room.

Geoffrey tutted in his tweeds, drumming fingers on the crisp white table cloth. Across the table Ann looked pityingly at him, placing what she hoped would be a calming hand over his. He sighed theatrically, picking up the spoon from the remnants of his muesli and letting it drop back into the bowl. A small splash-back of semi skimmed caught his cuffs.

“Darling,” she warned. “We are supposed to be relaxing.” She might as well have been talking to the Welsh dresser with its array of sauces and cereals.

Geoffrey craned his neck to look out of the window. It was a drear day and the sunny paintwork and flowers on the table couldn’t mask it. This whole enterprise had been a mistake, thinking they could rekindle something.... something like their youth, like the sand on the beach, it had just trickled through their fingers.

Geoffrey sighed again, at least the overcast weather seemed perfect for them. The couple hogging the window. The couple holding hands like they meant it. The couple of freaks more like. She was all dolled up in black satin and lace, a heaving corset barely keeping her voluptuous breasts restrained, munching marmalade covered toast through lilac lips. He was Jack Spratt to his massive missus in an undertakers’ get up, with round mirror glasses and a steam-punk blunderbuss all valves and brass propped up under the windowsill.

Finding out it was Whitby’s Goth Weekend had been an added - pardon the pun - nail in the coffin, for Geoffrey. Last night you couldn’t move along the harbour without bumping into the near dead, the undead and their assorted hangers on. Ann had revelled in it, the millinery and polyester wigs, the cos-play as she called it. Whatever that was.

“Here we go!” The lumbering landlady sauntered over with their cooked breakfasts. She slid them from her thick arms onto the placemat before striding to the couple in the bay window and depositing the other plates. “Condiments are on the side, dears,” she cooed cheerfully.

“I wasn’t sure if you wanted anything else, duckie?” she asked the guest in the corner, his face hidden with a giant broadsheet.

Before he had a chance to reply, Geoffrey called across the dining room deep pile. Excuse me? We still haven’t had our toast yet? I mean, how difficult is it toast warm bread?”

“Geoffrey!” Ann hissed under her breath. A flush of colour coming to her cheeks. The two goths turned around too. Brenda was mortified. She liked to think she ran a sumptuous yet affordable B&B. An establishment where the service was second to none.

“I’m so sorry,” she started muttering, and in her haste to get away she plonked down the cafetiere. As she did so her ungainly limbs knocked into the coffee pot and with a thwack and a tinkle it fell to the floor, releasing not hot coffee but gremlins!

Brenda was properly aghast, she must have absent-mindedly taken them through with her. And now the critters were swinging from tablecloths, tumbling Tupperware full of cornflakes from the sideboard and skittering hell for leather for the bacon.

Ann screamed and got up onto her chair. “Rats!”

Startled as well, Geoffrey stood up, making a perfect ladder for the nearest gremlin to storm the table. Grabbing his knife he waved it ineffectually. The creature was far too fast for him, and all of a sudden it was sitting with a sausage in its cheeks and those cute eyes on full force: ‘love me daddy!’ they seemed to say.

Brenda stood frozen with indecision. This kind of thing could ruin a business. And how exactly would she explain, and who would care, that these weren’t your average run-of-the -mill rodents but had come scampering out of the Bitch’s Maw, the gateway to Hell that was formed in the ruins of Whitby Abbey. They’d lock her up if she came out with ravings like that.

Amongst the chaos her guest in the corner stood up, calmly folding his newspaper in half. Now revealed, his face was a mass of blue glowing suckered tentacles. The mass of feelers darted out and encircled each of the gremlins, pulling them towards him. In a moment they were gone, shoved, as Effie might say, in the big brute’s cakehole. He gave a little gulp of indigestion, raising a hand to cover his mouth and stiffly bowed at Brenda.

“Oh wow, that’s immense,” cried the bespectacled goth. He clapped heartily in appreciation, his fetish wife joining in. “What is that, animatronics? Doesn’t it get hot wearing that?”

The octopus-faced man gave another stiff little bow as Brenda gathered her wits to announce: “Errm yes. A little breakfast entertainment, to... to... to celebrate Whitby’s gothic weekend, yes,” and joined in with the applause.

Brenda was in the doldrums and consoling herself with supper at Cod Almighty with her friends Effie and Robert. She punctuated her tale with jabs into the glass of her now empty crème de menthe sundae.

“And since then, bookings have taken somewhat of a slump... I’ve even had people phoning up and cancelling. How do they know?”

Effie nodded sagely. Being joint keeper of the gateway to Hell, she knew better than most how it was becoming a full time job. Still, she could pick and choose her hours in the antiques emporium - she didn’t envy Brenda changeover days and endless fry-ups and being nice to people. She wasn’t into that at all.

Robert piped up. “I bet someone’s put something on the internet.” He fiddled with his phone. “Here we go, you’re on Rate My Roommate and True Review.”

This technology malarkey was all a mystery. Brenda had only just got used to washing machines over a scrubbing board. The last time they’d seen a course for Silver Surfers Brenda had told Effie, “I’ll be buggered if they’re getting me in a wetsuit.” At mentions of liking things on Facebook Effie had muttered something darkly that if she was going to update her family on her goings on she’d hold a séance.

“Oh, it’s not good.” He held out the slim device to her.

When Brenda was finished she just flung the phone across the table and looked more depressed than ever. Effie held the mobile at arm’s length, tilting it and squinting as she read. “Oh Brenda, how dare they? It’s just not on.”

“They’re right though.”

“It’s not your fault you’re putting up Uncle Tom Cobley and all the waifs and strays of the Maw.”

“Lucky old squid face was there... what was his name?” Robert asked.

“Cthulhu, dear.” Effie patted his arm.

“Well two can play at that game,” Robert announced, taking the phone and typing furiously. “See, Charlie Cthulhu really enjoyed his stay. And there was that lady with the talking tattoos all over her body, wasn’t there? And the Green family... and all the others. They all loved your B&B Brenda.”

“But you’re just putting up false reviews.” Brenda sounded shocked and ever so slightly affronted.

“They would have said those things. Besides, people do it all the time. Why do you think I have so many accounts? Sheila’s always telling me to do it at The Miramar.” He grinned at her triumphantly. Brenda was uneasy, she preferred to do things honestly, but Robert was partly right, most people went away completely satisfied by her B&B. Yes there might be the occasional krispy cat fight on the roof, or bump in the night, but by and large she did a bloody good job.

“What we need to do is get you set up on the world wide web. Now let’s make a move, I’m dying for a ciggie.”

Robert was as good as his word. It was a filthy night, about a fortnight later, when www.brendasbnb.co.uk was ready to go live. It was fairly basic, Robert apologised, but to Brenda and Effie it looked rather whizzy! They oohed and ahhed over it in Brenda’s attic sitting room, agreeing that Robert’s talents really were wasted at The Miramar.

It had been relatively easy to sort, and Robert enjoyed the project. There were some lovely photos of the rooms and arty soft focus ones of breakfast.  He’d touched up pictures of Whitby, using the whalebone arch as a frame and a sepia filter at the abbey for that gothic touch! It looked nice on the apricot background with maroon text, telling guests her rates and contact details.

They’d agreed on no photos of her, she didn’t want to put people off. Her imposing figure would make anyone think twice. And of course, no online payments or email contact. Having arrived in this world fully formed, Brenda was not blessed with many things others took for granted, like a bank account or social security.

“And, I added a little online guest book for you. So visitors can comment on their stay. You just give them one of these when they’re leaving...” Robert produced a wad of little business cards he’d had made, apricot like the website.

Brenda glowed with appreciation as she passed him a celebratory sherry. “I think you’ve earned that dear. Thank you. Cheers!” She clinked glasses with them all and they settled into a night of gossip and Nina Simone as rain lashed the skylight above.

The website might have seemed like a gimmick at first, but she was certainly getting business from it. Some of the comments on that online guest book were smashing too. Robert sometimes phoned down during quiet moments at the hotel to update her. Brenda glowed with pleasure at the compliments, knowing that she had, in whatever small way, enriched these folk’s holiday experience.

The internet was essential to today’s people, Brenda knew. She couldn’t imagine following Rosie Twist at The Willing Spirit on Twitter for interesting titbits, or hitting ‘like’ for the Walrus and the Carpenter Facebook page to get online offers - she’d nearly fallen over when they offered her a loyalty card. What was the point Googling vampires and zombies when you could just get stuck in head first? No. Not her.

And yet, it made Brenda a little sad. Watching the young ones plugged in, screens on, illuminated faces, eyes wide. All that connection. All that information and what did you do with it? There was too much of it. No one could hold all that in their head, which is why they held it in their laptops and mobiles. Brenda knew the problem: her memories were a little like that, too many of them to fit. She could dredge them up if she really tried, but it was all a little hazy and corrupted.

Or maybe she was just jealous, another part of the world she didn’t understand and had no desire to be part of. When she had been made she came with no sell-by date, her parts had - by and large - stayed fresh and her ‘soul’ (whatever that was!) showed no sign of letting up. In all that time she had seen so much progress: steam engines and fridges, hot air balloons and traffic lights, microwaves and canned food. And now this. Thankfully, before she got too maudlin, the telephone demanded her attention with its curt ring.

“We saw your website,” the caller said in a husky guttural tone. “We’d love to stay.” It sounded like he had a cold. “The sooner the better.” Or maybe he was just foreign, she couldn’t really tell. Brenda neatly jotted down their details and booked them in.... the Kalevalas.

It’s funny how you conjure up a picture of someone just based on their voice. Maybe they’d done the same with her. But when she opened the door and ushered the three bulky brothers into her home, something nagged at Brenda. But in an instant the worry was gone, it didn’t matter. It was time to break into her usual patter: here’s the room, breakfast times, keys and the like.

When they didn’t arrive for breakfast the following morning she was slightly concerned. She’d bounded down the stairs after her exercises, full of energy, a smile plastered on her face! Brenda was ready to cook and cheer, to clean and chatter. She’d give them some time before making up the rooms and then busy herself in town, gadding about with Effie no doubt.

At half ten she went to knock at their doors and was met with the sounds of grunting snores. Bless them, she thought, travelling can be so tiring. She slid a note under the door and - the wind rather knocked out of her sails - popped into Whitby.

It was later than she’d planned. They’d got embroiled in rescuing kelpies off the coast - as you do. Brenda was drenched through and cold to the marrow. All she wanted was a little R&R with a nice bubbly bath and a pot of spicy tea, perhaps light a scented candle.

“BAH. BAH. BANG. KABAM. RUMBLE. ROAR. KABAM. KABOOM.”

The sounds of warfare seemed to be emanating from her guest lounge.

“Cooee,” Brenda trilled, a little apprehensive. She was relieved to see that it was just the boys. Well, they were men really. A mass of wires snaking from her TV to black consoles and the sound on full, pixelated avatars committing hara-kiri and other unspeakable acts. The brothers barely reacted to her presence. There was a strong family resemblance, it had to be said: lank and greasy black hair, acne ridden faces with a pus-like waxy tinge, bulbous noses, each in Death Metal t-shirts with ripped jeans.

What she took for the eldest brother, the leader with the phlegmatic voice and a nose piercing eventually looked up and gave her a sheepish smile.

“Well you did say we could make ourselves at home.”

“Of course, of course. Had a good day?”

“Alright, I s’pose.” He sniffed and wiped a pale arm across his huge nostrils.

The doorbell went and Brenda looked alert. “Oh, that’ll be the pizza. You don’t mind do you?”

“No, no. I’m just headed up.” But of course, as she heard the lads shuffling around for change and tearing into dripping slices of cheesy dough, she realised she had yet to make up their rooms. Sighing, exhausted, she hung up her coat and made her way upstairs.

The stench and scene that met Brenda on entering the first bedroom made her catch her breath. It was like walking into a teenager’s bedroom mixed with the stink of rotting offal and a whiff of the sty thrown in. Towels were strewn around, duvet and sheets swept up and twisted like tundra. The room felt clammy and discarded underpants and socks were crusty and sweaty, discarded on the floor. As Brenda set about fighting the chaos she realised everything had a slimy, slightly sticky, tacky feel to it. Her glorious B&B was the perfect romantic weekend getaway, she was used to unsightly stains and patches, but the volume! Gritting her teeth and trying not to think about it, Brenda went to work.

By the time she had finished the third room, all alike in their depravity, Brenda could no longer feel content with maintaining her high standards. She didn’t feel the usual joy in having banished slovenliness and giving her guests a lovely environment to retire to. Instead she was pooped. Well and truly done in, she made her way up to her attic apartment, unsure whether the creaking sounds were her limbs or the stairs.

Brenda woke with a start. She squinted at the light, still on, an empty mug of spicy tea resting on her bosom and her laid out on the sofa. Then she registered the sounds coming from downstairs. Was that what had woken her? A sort of snuffly grunting. Snorting. Then the background bleeping and zooming of what, she supposed, was another video game. Deep throated chuckles and spluttering. At least she hadn’t any other guests they were disturbing.

Brenda lay there, too exhausted to move, but knowing she ought to get up, turn off the light. To get into bed. She could see her recumbent form reflected in her skylight above. Turning her head slightly she half moaned, there was cold in her bones. According to the clock on the wall it was early in the morning. She hadn’t made it to the bubbly bath she’d promised herself. She hadn’t even managed supper. Perhaps she was coming down with something?

With an effort Brenda shifted herself upright. Something told her it was going to be a long night, listening to the screech of simulated tyres mowing down pixelated prostitutes. She had read all about the corrupting influence of these video games. She occasionally got a glimpse of these simulations in the arcades, the constant noise pushing her away. Something else she couldn’t really fathom. Brenda got up and plunged the attic into semi-darkness, changing into her nightie and getting under the covers. With bleary eyes she watched moonlight and streetlight vie for dominance, creating a twilight in her little apartment.

Brenda woke with a start. She squinted at the light, a furry taste in her mouth and gritty sleepy dust caking her crows’ feet. Her head was all muzzy. So, she had slept after all. One big hand silenced her frantically buzzing alarm. Was that the time? She was late. Very late. The boys, the Kalevalas, might be downstairs this very instant waiting for her. Sod the exercises, she hadn’t even time to do her face; grabbing a dressing gown Brenda stomped hastily downstairs.

Of course, her guests weren’t there.  Brenda wasn’t sure if she should be relieved or annoyed. Putting the kettle on, for her if no one else, it wasn’t hard to see that they had ransacked the place: trails of cereal, dead variety boxes, apple cores, banana skins and jammy handprints. And everywhere the same slimy feel as in the bedrooms.

There wasn’t much down here, just the breakfast essentials, but they’d certainly had a midnight feast, working their way through cartons of milk and fruit juices - just discarded on her surfaces, white rings marking the spot where bowls and glasses were, like the chalk outlines at a crime scene. Still, no use crying over spilt milk, Brenda sighed and ran a wash cloth over the mess. She really couldn’t be bothered with this today. She vowed to herself to have a stern talking to the brothers. It just wasn’t on.

Two hours later and Brenda was stewing, like the remaining tea in the pot, like the rain in the foreboding clouds above Whitby - it had been threatening rain all morning. Civilised people just didn’t behave like this. No sign of them. Well, she wasn’t about to make allowances for them - they could stuff their breakfast! And if they thought she was going to turn down their beds they had another think coming. She couldn’t believe people would behave like this, like animals. Brenda huffed upstairs, stopping only to hear the pig-rutting snores emanating from the three bedrooms, snorting in disgust she carried on up.

Brenda woke with a start. The furry taste thicker in her mouth, clogging her tongue. What was going on? It wasn’t like her to waste a day. She put a hand to her head, no, no temperature. It wasn’t like there was a point, the rain had arrived and drummed on her skylight like a military tattoo. She was better off indoors.

Whitby could look after itself. Brenda was having a duvet day. It made a change to have a little ‘me time’ rather than at the beck and call of her guests, or embroiled in some sinister scheme. Could she be bothered to get up? She supposed she better find something to eat and nip to the loo. Maybe she’d just get a takeaway, the boys had inspired her. Quick, easy and no washing up! She was tired with being a skivvy. She was mostly just tired. Lethargic. She pitied the delivery boy, she hadn’t done her face and she had no intention of doing so.

Downstairs she could hear the Kalevala brothers, rustling around. A vague feeling of duty prickled at her, and she had been so het up earlier. Not that it seemed to matter so much now. Still, she’d promised herself a good remonstration with them. She was going to give them a piece of her mind...

“Just a minute,” she called out, trying to sound cheery. Arriving on the landing all three of the bulky siblings were there, looking curiously at her. Before she launched into her tirade she caught a glimpse of the room behind the eldest. “What the heck is going on in there? It really isn’t on. This is my home. I’ve been nothing but welcoming and you’ve repaid me like this?” She felt quite close to tears. What was the point? “I think you better leave,” Brenda said quietly.

The son with the nose piercing nodded. Well that seemed easy. She was expecting more resistance, an ugly scene, but he seemed fairly reasonable nodding away. Brenda let her dander drop. She hadn’t realised how pent up she’d felt.

The brothers, as one, took a step towards her. Brenda was no small lady, but even she felt a little intimidated with this wall of flesh. Brute force. In unison they hacked and coughed and dredged the recesses of their throats before hawking and spitting phlegm over her. The slime trailed down the back of her neck, across her scarred cheeks...

In that instant, Brenda gave them a piece of her mind - but not in the way she was expecting.

There was one gleeful moment when Robert felt like a proper member of the gang. Slamming down a tray of thickly iced carrot cake, a scone with tiny pots of jam and cream and two frothy coffees he sat opposite Effie. This was it. Time to draw up battle plans. But then he remembered why they were there. It was all because of Brenda. This was the kind of stuff they usually did together, and Robert just sort of tagged along. Sometimes his friends got mixed up with intrigue right up to their ears and he might show his face near the denouement. That’s how it felt.

Not this time. This was an intervention, and Robert felt a little guilty that he was so excited.

“So Leena said they’d seen her the other day. Buying up supplies like normal. But slow and shuffling. Not like herself at all. A greasy greenish pallor. She barely spoke to them. Then burped in Leena’s face as she gave her the money.” Effie was wasting no time sawing into her scone and fiddling with her knife in the ramekins.

“I’ve been around,” she cried indignantly. “Morning, noon and night. I know they’re in there. I can hear them sometimes. Why won’t she answer the door?”

“It’s not just you. She hasn’t even been opening up for guests with bookings. They’ve been raving mad on the website. The first time I saw it I rang her up and nothing. I’ve kept on trying, but zilch. I haven’t managed to knock, Sheila’s had me doing over time, we’ve even mopped up a few of her customers. But it isn’t like her.”

“Well that’s why I invited you out, Robert.” She slurped her coffee and Robert marvelled at the way she’d gotten out of paying - again! Effie Jacobs was a canny one, that was for sure.

Robert’s forehead furrowed with concern. “We need to get in there. Anything could be the matter. She could have been taken hostage by disgruntled dwarves or slowly turning into a Triffid... or something!”

“Well lovey, I’m not sure that’s the case... but I do have this...” she brandished a spare Yale key. “She gave it me - for emergencies.”  The twinkle in her eyes was wicked. He had been well and truly had.

Robert tsked. “All you want is some strong-armed back up while you take a shufty at the place.”

“Well if you’re offering, duckie,” Effie simpered, taking a big bite into her crumbly scone.

Never had Brenda’s door seemed quite so imposing. It was no different to all the other times Effie and Robert had popped round, but this time they felt like they were trespassing, transgressing.

“Should we knock?” Robert wondered.

“And give them warning? I should coco.” Effie turned the silvery key in the lock and pushed the door open.

Inside it was as gloomy as the gloaming outside and there was a damp, cloying feeling to the shadows as they entered Brenda’s abode. Effie cocked her head the way a budgie might. Apart from the sound of dripping taps there was silence.

“Right, let’s split up.”

That was the problem with Brenda and Effie, thought Robert. They had no idea of popular culture. So when things went a bit Scooby Doo or the Horror cliché counter started to rise they just carried on regardless.

“OK,” Robert found himself saying. Much against his better judgement. He wasn’t going to be shown up in front of an old aged pensioner.

“You take the stairs, will you pet? Your legs are younger, and I’ll have a ferret down here.”  Robert sighed, he had a feeling she might say that. Kicking various bits of rubbish out of the way, he grabbed hold of the banister and started to haul himself up. A tacky substance grabbed at his palms. Every grumble of the stairs filled him with trepidation - just what was he going to find?

On the landing there was more mess, fizzy drink cans, takeaway cartons and stripped chicken bones. Robert shook his head in disbelief. The paintwork was smeared at waist height with snot-coloured stains. How had it got to this state? Brenda was so house-proud and attentive. The doors to the guest rooms were firmly shut, but these too, on the door handles and panels were also crusty and grim. Robert gritted his teeth and kept on up.

At the entrance to Brenda’s little apartment Robert paused again. He was a little less gung-ho than Effie. He tried the door and it opened.

“Brenda?” He called out softly.

Her domain was a tip. There was no other way to describe it. Robert was aghast. It was like the worst kind of burglars had violated her inner sanctum and left her for dead. The skylight was covered up and it was dim, but at the end of the room, in her big double bed, he could see Brenda’s head sticking out of the duvet. He approached tentatively, “Brenda love? You OK?”

Never more had the stories surrounding Brenda’s origins seemed more apt. She lay there, black beehive hair lacquered and stiff, her motionless face a criss-cross of scars, her skin looking sickly and jaundiced. Robert put out a hand to touch her, she was as cold as the grave. As he touched her, her eyes flickered and Robert recoiled, his heart in his throat.

“Robert!” Effie wailed from downstairs. “We need to get out of here!”

He didn’t need telling twice. As Brenda convulsed there was a scratching sound, like mice behind the skirting board - bloody large ones! Bounding down the stairs two at a time he got to the landing and realised the scratching, shuffling was increasing. At the bottom of the stairs, clutching Brenda’s appointment diary, Effie frantically motioned at him to hurry.

“We can’t be here after sun down, now get a blinking wiggle on!”

The doors, as one, started to push against the litter on the landing and Robert, with what he thought was a manly scream, didn’t stop until he reached the pavement.

It never rained but it poured, thought Robert, as he was ushered into Effie’s antique emporium and dusty home. Now this was truly uncanny: dead eyed dolls stared soullessly at him from the rusty hulks of Edwardian prams, a rocking horse lurched amongst large ornamental and oriental vases, every surface covered in ancient tat. No wonder they usually congregated at Brenda’s or at Cod Almighty.

“Here we are. Yes. I thought I recognised the name.” Effie was up to her elbows in dusty tomes. A quick glimpse of the cover and Robert thought it was some sort of bestiary that Effie was comparing to Brenda’s guest book. “The sons of Kalevala. When the Norse gods killed the giant Ymir, blah blah blah, maggots feasted on the body. The black maggots became trolls and were sent by the gods to live under the ground. Yadda yadda.” She dragged her bony finger along the tissue like page. “If they came into daylight, they were punished by petrification.” She flung the bestiary down and excitedly went looking for more.

Robert just stood there, feeling a bit redundant. “Trolls? Brenda’s B&B has been taken over by - what - internet trolls?”

“Literal trolls, duckie. Listen to this....The Kalevala clan was run out of Sweden in the ninth century, people couldn’t stand their idle, un-Christian ways. People felt their tardiness was catching, that moral degradation would infect them.”

“But they weren’t talking metaphorically either, were they? The trolls are like a meme, infecting everyone they come into contact with. And now they’ve got to Brenda!”

“I bet those brothers have been wandering ever since. They might get a foothold in one place or another, for a while... depressing tower blocks, pit towns, tumbledown tenement buildings. Well I tell you what, I am not having a nest of trolls on my doorstep and if they think they can take over my best friend with their misery and apathy they’ve another think coming.” Effie closed the book with a thud, but the cloud of dust that erupted from it could not disguise the glint in her eyes that told Robert she had a plan!

A plan? A plan! That usually meant something with structure, with a chance of success... Instead Robert found himself parky as a brass monkey stood outside of Brenda’s door at six in the morning. Behind the door came a muffled hullabaloo. The sons of Kalevala were definitely up and about.

At his feet rested two sturdy ‘bags for life’ containing a tangle of extension leads, a portable UV light and a glitter ball: all bits and pieces he’d borrowed from the Miramar’s basement club.  Bless her, Sheila had raised an arched eyebrow but she never said a word as off he traipsed lugging the electronics.

He dragged deeply on his cigarette, blowing smoke into the early morning air. Anything to get some fire in his lungs and keep his misgivings at bay. It was still dark, which was part of the plan, so hooray for that. He put a hand through his hair, massaging his neck while Effie came toddling up the street. She was late and she only lived next door! Typical.

‘Morning,’ she cooed, as if they were meeting for coffee, not mounting a rescue operation to save their friend. “Ready?”

“This was all I could get,” he waved a pack of glowing shot glasses at her and two pairs of novelty sunglasses with each frame a pink glowing heart. Feeling like the worst ravers ever, they kitted up.

Effie tutted disdainfully, a cut-price Dame Edna Everage. “Well, what are you hanging about for?”

She utilised Brenda’s spare key and caught him noticing the bright yellow marigolds she wore on her hands. “Remember, don’t let that stuff touch you,” she warned and crossed the threshold. Taking one last drag Robert flicked away the cigarette butt.

Inside there seemed to be even more rubbish than earlier. Was it multiplying? Robert scanned the skirting board looking for a socket. Effie had her head cocked, listening to see if anyone had noticed their presence. Whatever console game they had going on it seemed to be occupying them in the guest lounge. Cheers, bellows and belching emanated from the room.

Effie edged closer, peering around the door. The three brothers slobbed amongst empty bottles, cans, cartons, crisp packets, jostling over the controls. At the other end Brenda was deep in a tub of greasy chicken wings, barbecue sauce dripping from her hands, her chin and along her thick arms where she had tried to wipe the excess away from her mouth. She guzzled and glugged at a fizzy pop bottle and burped loudly. As she did the boys cheered and Brenda caught Effie’s goggling eyes.

“Effie!” Brenda roared in a voice that was not her own. It was deep and bellowing. The three trolls looked up, surprised. They scrabbled to their feet as Effie lobbed the UV shot glasses at them. Arcs of fluorescent light made them howl. Effie smiled at their pain, she had been right. It was the ultra violet spectrum that they couldn’t stand. She dodged away as one hawked and spat at her, a splatter of sage bile on Brenda’s magnolia walls.

The trolls were surprisingly nimble and were clawing at her scrawny heels as Effie darted for the stairs. She cried out loud and kicked back, losing one of her loafers in the process. Effie got to the landing, panting and bleeding.

The trolls bore down on her and she tried to ward them off using her heart specs. “For goodness sakes Robert, do something!”

The gloomy stairway shimmered into light as the glitter ball and portable light sent out a snowstorm of rays. The trolls cried out, distracted from ravaging Effie, each refraction was like a knife in their rubbery guts. The disco inferno did its job and sent the unnatural kin up the stairs and into the shadows.

Robert grabbed hold of the electrical kit and waddled towards Effie, meting out coils from the extension lead. He was glad he’d raided lost property, brown leather golfing gloves kept his hands from burning on the equipment.

“Are you alright?” He went to help Effie up but she shoved him away.

“You took your time!” She snapped and dusted herself down.

“Onwards and upwards?” he grinned, climbing the stairs towards the trolls.

“Effie! Robert!” They had forgotten Brenda was still down there. At the best of times their friend could seem imposing but now she seemed immense, bloated and jowly. The light didn’t seem to have any effect on her.

“She hasn’t been fully converted,” Robert hissed joyfully.

“But she knows where electricity comes from.” Effie pointed as her friend went to pull out the socket. Robert looked at where the trolls cowered but curiously so, seeing how this would play out.

They both shouted out her name. Brenda paused and looked up.

“Don’t you see what they’ve done to you? Do you really want to be like them?” Effie implored.

“Why not?” she slavered. “Easy innit?”

Robert could tell that whatever force had control over Brenda, it wasn’t going to be reasoned with. It had almost forced reason out of her. So as Brenda went to reach for the plug Robert took the glitter ball and bowled it down the stairs at her. Strike! It smashed into the side of her head in an explosion of mirrored glass. Robert stifled a whoop, he had defeated the monster, but the creature was one of his mates.

“Oh Brenda love!” Effie winced, clutching Robert’s arm with a thick marigold hand. She released him and clumped down the stairs to tend to their friend.

He couldn’t bear to look at what had happened to Brenda and anyway he needed to brandish the UV light at the Kalevalas who could move more freely now the beam was focused.

Robert lashed out with the light in front of him, the way you might try to disperse a cloud of midges in a summer field. The trolls backed away slowly, wincing occasionally when they were caught by the glare. Robert could see the patches where the luminosity hit their skin, flaking away like crumbling masonry. They were nearly there. At Brenda’s inner sanctum.

Moving into what had been such a homely little apartment before it had been trashed, Robert grinned. “Thought you could bully and inveigle your way into Brenda’s? Thought you’d take advantage of her good nature did you? Well...” He swung the light at them. And instead of offering some hilarious riposte, Robert faltered as the light packed up. The plug had come out and the cord was taking up the slack. He’d run out of extension cable. “Oh shit!”

The Kalevala brothers didn’t need a second chance. They leapt at him as a pack. Robert ducked and smacked one with the lantern as they moved. They had the weight advantage but he was faster. Robert darted around the lumbering trolls and opened up the skylight. The dawn light came flooding in in a shaft of brilliance.

The trolls came at him: arms outstretched to rip him apart, murderous expressions on their snarling faces. Robert took a deep breath and closed his eyes. There was no way he wanted to see his own entrails spilling onto the floor. But nothing happened. Nothing at all. He squinted and then was relieved to see Effie had been right all along. The sunlight had turned them to stone.

Effie had briefly toyed with the idea of having the petrified Kalevala brothers on show outside her antiques emporium, but had thought better of it. She didn't want people taking selfies and peering through her shop windows and gawping. She didn’t believe in gimmicks. And heaven forbid if anyone should recognise their true potential and make her an offer.

No. The simplest thing had been to hire a van and take the cumbersome statues to the Bitch’s Maw and shove them into the underworld. That's where they belonged after all. She had to admit, Robert did have his uses and he was able to lay his hands on a couple of strapping men quite easily - fancy! Though off-loading the trolls had been down to just the three of them. Robert and Brenda tipped them out of a wheelbarrow into the swirling vortex of the Maw with gusto.

Still, Effie had been concerned about her friend. She watched her for signs, but she had to concede that Brenda was as tough as old boots. There didn't seem to be any lingering troll inheritance. Effie invited herself over to the now gleaming B&B on any pretext - it was handy for suppers - just to check. All trace of the trolls mopped up, rubbed down and disinfected away.

And then there were nights like tonight, gadding about at the Christmas Hotel. She couldn’t imagine those ugly roadie brutes bopping into the early hours to Donna Summer and Baccara. They tottered along the road, arm in arm, a little worse for wear. The cold sea air slowly shook them back into their senses, but for now they still glowed with the memories of the night.

As if picking up on her stream of consciousness Brenda looked at her friend and smiled gravely. ”You're still worried?”

“No ducks, not really.”

”They were dreadful days. Nothing but gloom invading your head. And the most frightening thing? It was so persuasive. So easy to give up. That scared me the most.”

“You, give in?” Effie snorted. “You could have given in years ago if you'd wanted.”

Brenda reflected for a moment. It was true. You could say she was built that way. Built to last. Look at Frank. He'd been going for centuries. But she hoped that wasn't just it. That there was something more, in her character. Nurture vs unnatural nature.

“Thank you,” Brenda said suddenly.

“For what?” Effie stopped, the whole of Whitby below them picked out in light.

“For looking out for me. You didn't give up on me.”  They shared a smile. That was all that was needed between these ladies of an uncertain age. Tomorrow was another adventure and the dawn was already coming up.



Crystal Balls and Clackers

Neil O’Brien

Clack, Clack, Clackety, Clack. I can still hear that noise rollicking through my head and now my phone is beeping. I reach out from under the duvet and find it on the bedside table. I’ve got multiple messages from Effie. It’s not like her to text, usually she’s banging on my front door if she wants a chat, but then I have been non plus for thirteen hours. My head is throbbing and all I want to do is curl back up under the covers and not even blink. I read Effie’s text through blurry eyes. She’s booked us in for Glenda’s show – TONIGHT!

Something happened the night before which rocked my parts all over. Effie and I were en route to a Seventies themed tea dance at the Pavilion. We were tottering along, all dolled up, bracing the icy sea front wind when we reached our destination. Before going up the steps Effie juddered to a halt. She pointed up to a poster displayed by the main entrance with the headline Psychic Glen –Tell Me When! The poster was a bit gaudy to be honest I thought and showed a glamorous woman with a silvery bubble perm hovering over a shimmering crystal ball. Turns out Effie knew Glenda from old, from before I’d arrived in Whitby and there had been some difference between them over a card reading on the West Pier. The crystal ball must have had some holographic special effect printed onto the poster paper as it shimmered and glowed magnificently in the night. I just wanted to reach out and touch it. I had an urgent desire to do so. So I did. I walked across to the poster and reached out my knitted mitt and stretched upwards. Turns out I started screaming almost instantly until Effie knocked me flat over backwards with a good wallop. That did the job all right – bringing me back to my senses as I lay there on the pavement. I’d had another flashback. I was strapped to some kind of device with my hand pressed down over the ball. Was it Glenda’s ball? It looked the same and there was something else. A terrifying invasion in my mind. A presence digging and rooting around. It was terrible whatever it was. Whatever had occurred in my misty past shook my parts all over and wiped me out for a couple of hours. I’m a tough old bird as you know and a while later, replenished by a few Babychams, I filled Effie in on what I’d seen as we tucked into the vol-au-vents. And it wasn’t long after I was up on the dance floor giving it my all. I wasn’t going to let one of my flashbacks stop me having a fancy foxtrot. But all the same what happened to me touching that poster paper crystal ball had knocked me for six. We made it home later, tottering down the cobbled streets and stopped off at Cod Almighty for a midnight supper. But all night long I’ve had a restless sleep with images of that ball spinning in my mind and this clack, clack, clackety, clack racket going off in my head. Lying there in my lovely cosy bed, the last thing I feel like doing is taking off again for another night out.

I got out of bed tentatively and jumped out of my skin when I saw a dead spider on my pillow before realising it was one of my false eyelashes come off from the night before. It was a good night out last night but I did feel rough this morning wiping lippy and crusty dried batter off my face in my little bathroom with a wet wipe. I made myself a round of toast with a couple of fried eggs on top and a large coffee before getting dressed and making myself look half decent with a bit of lippy. I was so looking forward to a couple of days in sorting things out, spring cleaning with the radio on and a bit of TV. Just me in my lovely little attic flat before my first guests of the year arrived in a couple of weeks. Oh well, my couple of days at home could wait a while. I went round to Effie’s Emporium. She was up and running and raring to go when I knocked on her front door.

“The show starts at 7pm,” she said pulling on a shaggy gilet over her mustard trench coat and tugging on her fleecy lined boots. “I managed to get last minute tickets. We’re up in the Gods, but it’s all I could get. She’s booked out solid. Besides, I’m not spending £65 per ticket on an old fraud like Glenda.”

“Thanks Effie,” was all I could muster.

“I’m off out to get a few bits,” said Effie, “Care to join me? We’ve only got a few hours before we need to get ready, anyway.”

I groaned again. But I did have to get a few groceries and some cleaning bits so I smiled at Effie and we headed off to the shops.

Off we went, striding along the cobbled streets. It was still mighty chilly but the sky was big and blue with mountainous clouds rolling past like herds of migrating beasts. I felt beastly too with my head groggy from too much sleep and Babycham. As we approached the shops we heard a noise like chanting, a rumble of a crowd and then we came across a group outside the Public Library. The group was holding placards with slogans that read ‘LEAVE OUR LIBRARY ALONE’ and ‘STOP SHELVING OUR LIBRARY SERVICE’. And there at the front of the group was Top Bun – this older lady I’ve affectionately nicknamed because she wears her hair all pulled up into a bun. Usually I see her in the upmarket supermarket where I pop in for my spicy tea. She’s a little bent over, a bit huffy and puffy and drives a spritzy little car that she always parks by the plant display out the front. We always have a few words.

“Oh Effie,” I said. “I forgot about the demo today. I said I’d make a stand but what with last night and me touching that poster, it completely bypassed me.” Glancing across at Top Bun I had this sudden feeling that she needed my help.

“Don’t worry, ducky,” said Effie. “We’ll go over now.”

Top Bun looked remarkably alive and vigorous, although still hunched and huffy puffy, sporting a stripy knitted bobble hat and silvery crotched bolero. She looked positively glowing and energised by her mission.

“We’ll be here all day,” she said. “Ah, here’s Midge with the tea,” nodding towards a sprightly looking pensioner carrying a tray of steaming mugs. I looked around and was pleased that the group was a good mixture of young and old. I’d been a regular at the Library since I first rolled up here in Whitby and I am a frequent borrower of the novels by Bella Chastise. They’re a good, rompy read but a bit naughty I have to say and the Librarian often raises his eyebrows when I check out Bella’s latest release. Though I did spy a dogged copy of Ripped Britches sticking out of his manbag behind the counter last week – so he can’t talk.

The upshot was that we stayed for an hour. I still had this niggly feeling however that Top Bun needed me to do something and that it wasn’t anything to do with saving the Library.  We had just enough time to pop into the Walrus and the Carpenter for tea and cake to mull things over before going home to get ready for the show.

We’d both had enough experience dealing with the dead to know a thing or two about cavorting with corpses. I wondered if this Glenda knew what she was dabbling in, as Effie reencountered the tale of her Great Aunt Maud’s dalliance with a demon down a lane in Oxford.

Ouija board and blind dates very rarely work out you know.

“It’s not a sideshow business with spotlights and sparkles and topless hunks in tiny shorts run by a bimbo with bubble-gum for brains,” Effie went on.

There did seem to be a sexy side to Glenda’s show. The poster featured a parade of scantily clad men assisting her with the show. Like Effie said, this contacting the dead business was serious and not really suited to being a camp showbiz spectacular.  We paid the waitress and wrapped up warm with scarfs and knitted mitts before leaving. I had a feeling in my belly that tonight was going to be eventful.

So here we were, two nights out in a row, all dolled up and heading out to the Pavilion again. It was another blustery, perishing night. I thought we’d go straight in and grab a coffee and have a chat to Chris, Robert’s boyfriend who worked behind the little bar. I like Chris a lot. His American accent makes me think of nostalgic American Christmases with snowy verandas and giant stockings hanging around fireplaces. Instead we were met by an enormous queue and had to wait for half an hour while everyone piled in. There was a buzz in the foyer which I hadn’t experienced before. Tonight there was a frisson of excitement – a palpable air of thrilling tension. We made our way to our seats. Effie was right, we were right up in the Gods like little pinheads at the top end back of the theatre.

Down below the stage was decked out like a circus tent with glitzy tasselled draping curtains and in the centre, on a plinth, sat the ominous crystal ball with a central spotlight illuminating it from above. I reached out and gripped Effie’s arm. The mere sight of it sent my belly into spasm.

Then the music started – a tinkly fairground melody coming up from the pit and that was it. “I’m going off again Effie,” I said, eyes rolling, feeling myself slipping away before Effie could pull me back.

I’m in a tight little space alongside a girl with blonde hair pulled back into ponytail ringlets. We are punching out paper tickets and taking coins through a window-like hatch. Outside is a small village with cottages, a church and there are shadowy mountains in the background. The girl is all chatty and big smiles and fluttering eyelashes. I’m in a daze going through the motions. Then the queue in front of us clears and a hunchbacked old nun shuffles forwards handing over a jangling bag. The girl takes the bag and tips it out onto the counter with gold pieces spilling everywhere and we both sit there gawping. The old woman lets out a cackle and gives instructions.

Next thing, two aged identical women with jet black bobbed hair turn up. Sounds like they’re the owners of this show. “Of course, Sister,” they coo eyeing up the mound of gold coinage. “It would be our pleasure.”

The show has been booked out by the old nun but every seat is empty apart from a gaggle of shadowy figures sitting at the front, munching popcorn. It’s the Mother Superior from the nearby Sanatorium with her flock on a night out. I usually take a break at this time watching from behind the scenes, marvelling at the confidence and bravura of these travelling performers. People who have taken me in – my family. There’s my friend from the box office on stage. A blonde bombshell, dazzling as she sashays about assisting Dr Bombay with his magic and doves. She’s not wearing much apart from her basque and tassels but then she has got the figure for it. Then later, there’s an explosive uproar in camp. Torches are lit and the entire troupe led by the twin owners, take off up the winding track to the Sanatorium above. One twin, Frau Snr is hammering and hollering on the wooden door. Thank God we’ve got Jumbo who takes a few steps back and charges forward splintering the planks and smashing his way through. The old nun who paid up the gold is there in the courtyard screaming. The other twin, Frau Jnr knocks her flat out with a back hander.

Clack, clack, clackety, clack. Clack, clack, clackety, clack. What is that noise? There it is again ricocheting through my mind.

Oh! Effie is shaking my arm.

“Brenda, the show’s about to start. What did you see?”

I sat back shaken by my recent recall. What had I just seen? Me working the box office in a travelling show?

“Ladies & Gentlemen, please welcome your hostess PSYCHIC GLENDA!” A fella in tight shorts with muscular thighs and a magnificent hairy chest was escorting Glenda arm in arm onto the stage.

The audience erupted, clapping and hollering their excitement.

But I’m still in a dozy state as I slip back into my flashback and see the troupe pile into the Sanatorium. I am standing out in the courtyard carrying the girl with blonde ringlets. She’s clinging onto me – starkers.

“Brenda, its Glenda!” Effie elbowed me out of my dozy state again.

There she was – Glenda, embracing the cheering crowd, waving and blowing kisses, wearing a diamante dress slashed to the thigh and skyscraper high heels. She had great posture and looked fab I had to admit standing there on stage next to her glowing ball.

“Welcome darlings,” she called out waving and smiling. “It’s absolutely lovely to see you all here tonight. Thank you for coming to my show.”

I heard Effie let out a huff as Glenda made her way around the ball caressing the top of the dome as she did so. It seemed like everybody in the audience leaned forward holding their breath. Then Glenda said, “Please welcome my first volunteer to the stage.” All heads turned as if watching the opening serve at a tennis match. An elderly gent shuffled up onto the stage and sat down on a pink chair assisted by two of the hunky himbos.

Glenda turned to address the audience. “Ladies and Gentlemen, please may I introduce Trevor! Trevor is looking to contact his wife, Mary.”

“Hmm,” I thought. “That’s not how this usually works.” I’d seen stuff like this on the telly with the psychic calling out to the audience, receiving random names from the ether. Some startled member of the audience would squawk and the psychic would pounce, winding in the crowd, revealing details unbeknownst to all but the startled audience member. This time, Glenda had a pre-selected volunteer and she knew his name and his wife’s also. She didn’t seem too psychic so far to me.

“Please your hand on my ball, darling,” she said. Trevor placed a shaky hand on one side of the glowing globe. Glenda placed her hand on the other. The theatre was deathly silent, holding its breath in anticipation. I sensed that even Effie was on the edge of her seat. Then, the ball trembled slightly and started to rotate on its plinth, getting faster and faster. My immediate impression was that it was going to take off into the rafters but then it stopped abruptly. A beam of light unexpectedly shot out onto the wall behind between Glenda and Trevor like a cinema projection. The audience gasped in response. Images started to appear on the wall.

“OH,” Trevor let out a small yelp. There on the wall was a moving image of a young boy fishing with another lad on a riverbank.

“That’s ME,” said Trevor, “with me brother.” The audience inhaled in wide-eyed wonder. Then, another moving image appeared showing a couple stepping out from under a church lychgate into a shower of fluttering confetti.

“That’s me and Mary,” said Trevor gawping at the image of him and his wife as she elbowed him into posing for pictures. The audience was silent. Even the ancient usheress with the confectionery trolley, in the back aisle behind me, had stopped sucking on her Kit Kat.

Glenda worked her hand over the glowing globe with her eyes closed. Her bubble perm looking like a luminescent sunlit cloud in the spotlight.

Next thing an image of a sandy beach appeared onscreen. Two ladies were sitting on a blanket having a picnic.

“That’s Mary,” cried out Trevor pointing up at the woman on the left with the thatched pudding bowl haircut tucking into a scotch egg. “She liked a scotch egg,” said Trevor, “not a cheap one mind but a nice one from the deli counter. Mary, how are you luv?”

“She’s having you over,” said Glenda. “She’s saying how she saved you from being on the shelf. Her sister Maureen agrees. She’s saying that you’re not a bad husband in that you pay all the bills on time, but apart from that she can’t see the attraction.”

“What?” said Trevor. “Never, no one else would go near, what with her temper. She had me run ragged for forty years. She was great in the sack though, oooh!” He stopped and put his hand up to his mouth.

The entire audience erupted into laughter and Trevor flushed pinker than one of the himbo’s little shorts.

This is a bit embarrassing, I thought. Here’s Trevor wanting some reassurance about his dead misses, not some kind of humiliation at the hands of Glenda.

But then Trevor said, “That’s not her sister Maureen, that’s her best mate Hilda.”

Glenda opened her eyes sharpish.

Trevor said, “That’s Mary on the Isle of Wight with her best mate Hilda, we always had a little holiday there together every year. I’m off somewhere buying ice cream.”

“Oooo,” went the audience.

Glenda spoke, “The spirits can be very difficult to decipher sometimes. Voices get lost in the void. Stories get squished between séances.” She closed her eyes again and gave the ball a good rub.

‘This woman Mary is with – I can confirm – yes, it is her friend Hilda.”

“I know that,” said Trevor.

“You do go on holiday together each year,” said Glenda.

“Yes,” said Trevor.

“As a threesome?” said Glenda.

“Yes,” said Trevor.

The audience leaned forward expectantly as if awaiting a juicy titbit like a sea lion clapping beneath a dangling fish.

“The message is fading, falling back into the phantom realm,” cried Glenda. She flung herself back, arms flung up to the theatre roof. The image on the back wall faded and vanished. The spotlight dimmed.

“Thank you Trevor – that’s all I have for you. Mary is happy; she’s on a beach with Hilda and she wishes you all the best.”

“Ah – thank you,” said Trevor. “But Hilda’s still alive and living in Shanklin. So Mary can’t be on a beach with her? Unless, please tell me. She is dead isn’t she? I’ve cashed in the life insurance now and bought meself an i-pad.”

“Thank you TREVOR!” proclaimed Glenda standing up and embracing the cheering crowd who erupted into spontaneous applause.

“She’s good, isn’t she,” Brenda heard a woman in front of her say. “She even got that his wife liked a scotch egg – marvellous and miraculous!”

“I wouldn’t say that exactly,” Effie had overheard too and leaned over and whispered to me. “That was a bit of an anti-climax to me. What do you think, ducky?”

“She knows bits and bobs,” I said. “But she knew Trevor’s name coming in and also his wife so she could have done a bit of research beforehand. But how did she get those images up on screen. Moving photographic images. It was like they were being pulled directly from Trevor’s mind by him touching the ball. Oh…”

Effie said, “Like your flashback Brenda, when you touched the poster ball yesterday and you saw yourself strapped down and felt something probing your mind?”

“Yes,” I said. “It’s the ball that’s doing it Effie, whatever it is I can feel it now in my head. I’ve seen it before. I’ve touched it. When I saw it on stage when we first sat down I could feel another flashback coming on. Then that tinkly circus music started and I got thrown off course to another time and place. I was working in a box office at a traveling show.”

“Really,” said Effie, staring at me, her eyes wide with enquiry.

“Well, it was more of a caravanette actually,” I said. “Oh Effie, I have a terrible feeling about that ball. It can read minds, I’m sure of it but when I encountered it, it was being used for a diabolical purpose.”

It was a two hour spectacular with a twenty minute interval when we popped out for a latte with a shot of expresso and had a quick chat to Chris. Turns out Robert had a new guest staying at the Miramar going by the name of Lou Lou Matrese. “Sounds like a drag queen to me,” laughed Chris as he served up the coffees and filled us in on all the news.

The second act was much the same. Glenda was good and no mistake. But underneath all the razzle dazzle there were obvious mistakes and wrong footings, but just enough to convince she was the real deal. I leaned over to Effie and whispered, “There’s no doubt Effie, it’s the ball that’s doing it, not Glenda, but she does knows how to work it.”

Afterwards, there was no hanging about. Effie caused a distraction in the foyer complaining about the state of the ladies’ cloakroom whilst I slipped backstage through a side door.

There was Glenda’s dressing room. A couple of the himbos strolled past, mobiles out and with packets of ciggies in hands. I went up to Glenda’s door and knocked.

“Entre.”

I opened the door and stepped inside. The place was a tip with clothes and knick-knacks everywhere. Glenda was sitting at her dressing table reapplying her lippy and looked up as I entered, clocking me immediately. She swung around in her chair, legs crossed and clad in shiny gossamer tights. She paused, eyeing me up.

“Brenda darling, how are you?”

“Glenda?” I said. She knew my name? Did I know her?”

Glenda reached over and pulled a vapourlite out of her silvery clutch.

“Yes,’ she said. “It’s me, Glenda.”

She stood up, eyes quavering, lip quivering and walked straight over to me, posture ramrod straight. I closed the door behind me and stepped forward.

“Glenda, do I…?” I said.

Then, THWACK! She reached up and cracked a left hander across my cheek. I hit the doorframe dumbstruck.

“How dare you come back,” she screamed and came at me again, vapourlite glowing in one raised hand, with the second slap ready to strike.

I instinctively grabbed her wrist to hold her back. She tried to shake me off for a second, then stopped, eyes bursting into tears with mascara like spiders in black stockings running down her cheeks.

“Glenda, what? I don’t remember. I don’t know who you are. My memories are all over the shop. Who are you and how do I know you?” Then softly, “what did I do to you?”

“You left me – that’s what. In the clutches of those two monsters. Oh you don’t remember do you darling? Very convenient that. Well I DO!”

She stood there trembling and I released her arm. We stood there looking at each other for a few seconds. She took a long drag from her vapourlite.

“Frau and Frau?” I said.

Glenda nodded. I took a tissue out from under my sleeve and gave it to her to wipe away the tricking mascara.

“I remember,” I said.

“Those beasts,” she said.

I remembered in a series of snapshot photographs that erupted into my mind. Frau Snr and Frau Jnr, the travelling show, our cosy box office caravanette with the kettle and toaster in the corner, rescuing Glenda from the Sanatorium. She was the girl with the ponytail ringlets clinging onto me, starkers.

“The Sanatorium!” I exclaimed.

“Yes!” said Glenda. “You do remember, Brenda.”

“Those nuns,” I said. “That place was a satanic hotspot.”

“And the Mother Superior a handmaid from Hell,” said Glenda.

“And you were in a wickerwork cage suspended over a green bubbling fountain in the courtyard.”

“Starkers.”

“Oh yes,” I said finding myself blushing at the thought. “Always starkers – oh Glenda.”

“I was to be their Master’s eternal plaything.”

“Oh yes and the nuns were all around the fountain in a transcendental state, all glowing between voids, when he appeared in the green waters summoned by the Mother Superior.”

“I could feel my toes getting splashed as I was lowered in.”

“And then the entire troupe came crashing in.”

“Yes, and you ran over and hoovered up all the nuns with your new vac and sealed them in the drum with parcel tape.”

“YES!” I said. “And before I could get to him, the fella in the fountain disappeared in a splashy plop like one of those goldfish in Dr Bombay’s magic show.”

“YES!” said Glenda. ‘Typical fella, buggering off at the first sign of trouble.”

“YES, YES, YES,” we cried in unison and then we opened our arms and grabbed each other, hugging and crying and yabbering on all at once.

I could see it all now. The Mother Superior, her hair wild like winter brambles, red eyes boggling as she spun around to confront Frau and Frau. The fracas that followed! And then when it was all done, Frau Snr bringing out the Mother Superiors head. Frau Jnr chopped off the hunchbacked old nun’s webbed foot as she lay there concussed on the courtyard cobbles. We stuck both appendages into big jars of formaldehyde and Jumbo carried them back to camp. That’s how Frau and Frau supplemented their travelling show with a discrete little exhibit of pickled horrors hidden out the back.

We sat down.

“Oh, Glenda,” I said. “I still don’t recall half of it. I don’t know why I left the troupe. So much has happened since.”

“You disappeared in the dead of night not long after,” said Glenda. “We were best friends, together against the world. You said you would look after me. But then you were gone, I never did know what happened.”

Neither did I, that memory was lost for now.

“That hoover of yours never stopped throbbing after that,” said Glenda. “It was icy cold to the touch and at certain times you could hear Ava Maria being sung backwards from inside it. But the thing is that something like that doesn’t bring in the punters like a head in a jar or a clawed hand on a stick. So Frau and Frau carried on…”

“We always seemed to rescue you just in the nick of time,” I said. “It did make me begin to wonder…”

“That they were using me! Of course they were,” said Glenda. “Me, young and pert and lithe and firm. Remember how naïve and trusting I was Brenda? I wanted fame and fortune and the two Frau’s promised me that in their travelling show. They would make me a star they said, but in reality they were profiteering and using me as shark bait to fish out every hideous monstrosity on the Continent. All to catch and put in their secret freak show.”

“Oh Glenda,” I said.

“If it hadn’t been for my Henry rescuing me from my so called rescuers.”

“Henry?” I stiffened in my chair and instantly bristled for a second all over and came out in a hot flush, no longer feeling quite so sorry for Glenda.

“Henry Cleavis, my beau. He rescued me from the tribe of the White Rhino on one of the show’s more exotic sojourns. There I was starkers again apart from a jangling beaded necklace astride this white rhino in a jungle clearing.  Frau and Frau and the rest of the troupe were watching out in bushes and up trees. This thing came out of the undergrowth, all black and shaggy reaching out for me. I let out a piercing scream; I knew the routine by now. The he came swinging out of the canopy on a creeper, my Henry in his khaki safari suit. He snatched me up as Frau and Frau came crashing in. I clung to him, wrapping my arms and legs around his neck and waist as he swung back into the canopy. I’ve loved him ever since.”

I pursed my lips. “What happened next,” I asked innocently.

“We belted it through the jungle, he knew the way like the back of his hand. He’d been scouting the terrain for weeks. The troupe was caught up in an almighty battle with the White Rhino tribe by this point. We ran back to camp. I grabbed a few bits, flung on my diaphanous negligee – it was all I could find in the dash and we took off. I never saw the troupe again. We made it back to England booking passage on a luxury liner and made mad passionate love all the way home. I was ever so grateful.”

I was positively fuming by now. Luxury liners! He’d promised me a Christmas cruise years ago and that was yet to materialise.

“It was such a cute little cabin,” said Glenda. “A bonkette, I think you call it.”

She wasn’t half shy when she got going was Glenda!

“Carry on,” I said calmly.

“Henry took me back to Oxford but he was always off on some adventure and I couldn’t settle there – it was too fusty and academic for me. So he set me up in a glamorous little B&B in Brighton.”

“Did he now?” I said.  Hmmm, I thought, Henry Cleavis and his seaside landladies. How many more of us did he have tucked away?

“He did,” said Glenda. “And I loved it. My own little business, tucked away and hidden in case the troupe came looking. Henry would pop off now and again on some wild adventure. I didn’t mind much running my B&B. After all the madness of life on the road with Frau and Frau, I was glad of the break.”

“Of course,” I said. “It must have been lovely for you, Glenda.”

We paused.

Then, I said “I’m sorry I abandoned you, I am, I don’t know what happened.”

“That’s alright Brenda,” she said. “I’m guessing you haven’t had an easy ride either.”

We seemed to friends again now. Glenda’s slap seemed to have released a lot of the tension that had built up over the years. But I had to get back to business, we could catch-up later.

I said, “The thing is, Glenda, and this is quite important, it’s why I’m here really. Not that I’m not glad to find you again. But it’s your crystal ball. There’s something wrong with it, it’s dangerous. I can feel it, can’t you? I need to know what it is and where you got it from.”

Glenda took another drag. “When you disappeared, you left behind a few bits including the ball. I popped it in my travelling bag when Henry and I made it back to camp. It’s been on my sideboard in Brighton ever since.”

This was too much.  The weekend was turning out to be the most boggling weekend I’d had in years. What with Glenda and her ball and now the revelation that it was my ball in the first place? And Henry! I’d deal with him later. I called in Effie and I introduced her to Glenda and over a few cocktails and canapes left over from the bar, I filled her in.

“You don’t remember me do you?” said Effie to Glenda. “You read my fortune once on the West Pier.”

“’Fraid not darling, a lot of my customers were old dears and they all looked the same to me,” said Glenda eyeing Effie up and down.

“Great”, I thought.

“You got my age wrong,” said Effie. “You said I was fifty-seven, when actually, I was forty-three.”

Glenda looked Effie up and down again, took another drag and said nothing. To be honest there couldn’t have been much age gap between them. Glenda did look good, but I couldn’t help but notice her top lip looked a bit plastic and immovable. I thought it best to change the subject.

“What happened Glenda, with me and that ball I mean?”

Turns out the troupe saw what looked like a meteorite one night hurtling through the sky. Next thing there was an almighty fireball explosion in the vineyard next door. There they found me in a smouldering crater inside some kind of craft – steaming.

“We dragged you out,” said Glenda. “The thing you were in exploded ten minutes later.”

“Thanks Glenda,” I said.

“Don’t mention it darling, you saved me many times over. We were best friends, remember.”

I smiled and leaned across and took her hand.  I couldn’t help but notice that Effie pursed her lips slightly at this, as Glenda looked across at her out of the corner of her eye. That was all I needed now – two battling best friends. But then after years of having no friends at all, I felt quite chuffed inside to have found two.

“Can’t you feel it though?” I said. “The hateful energy coming off that ball? I only had to look at it and it filled me with terror.”

“Well, I always felt it gave off a warm tingle when I ran over it with my duster,” said Glenda, “but other than that – no.”

“What we all want to know, if how does this flipping thing work?” said Effie polishing off a canape.

“I discovered it by chance,” said Glenda, “me and my friend Dolly were having an evening in and were messing around playing at being fortune tellers. To tell you the truth, I was thinking of doing a turn on the pier to make a few bob. Dolly put her palm on the ball and I did so also, pretending as we were. And then, it was incredible, we were talking about fellas like we always did and Dolly was gossiping about the builder who was putting her new kitchen in. Then all of a sudden, there he was projected up on my feature wallpaper wall in the lounge, leaning up and fixing a cupboard. Dolly and I were gobsmacked.”

Effie and I leaned in closer.

“And I could see him in my mind too, laughing and chatting and I could focus in and around him too – but it was always from Dolly’s perspective. I zoomed in and snuck a peek at his phone and saw he was on this Guydar website, so that put a spanner in the works for Dolly, though she did do her best to turn him around. It was like I was going to the pictures. It was miraculous! I could see Dolly’s entire lifeline going backwards and forwards. Though I didn’t dare go forwards too far, that scared me. It was like reading a map. You know me Brenda, I never was much good with grammar but I could read a train timetable like the back of my hand.”

I did have a vague glimmer then of Glenda not being able to put commas in the right place for toffee. But yes, there we are at some Continental railway station on a day out shopping with Glenda giving directions.

“So that’s how you did it,” said Effie. “I knew it wasn’t psychic hocus pocus.”

“Course not!” said Glenda. “But I don’t know how it works. I’ve guessed it’s some kind of technology – I can feel parts buzzing and clicking under my fingers – like its alive. Oh! You don’t think it is alive do you?”

“I don’t know,” I said, “I just can’t recall how I got hold of it in the first place.”

“Well there’s an easy way to find out, Brenda darling,” said Glenda. “I’ll give you a reading.”

I looked across at Effie and she smiled and nodded. I put my palm on the softly glowing globe. Glenda put her palm on the other side.

“Now Brenda darling, where exactly did you get this mysterious ball?”

There was a throb, a heat, a tingle under my palm. Instinctively I want to yank my hand away, like that time I put my hand on the cooker hob by mistake. Then, tingles in my scatty brain like little firefly lights darting around my cortex, illuminating dark passageways and closed doors. I can see this locked door in my mind as the fireflies cluster around it and I willingly let the door slide open. BAM! An image explodes onto the dressing room wall. There I am strapped down in that horrendous device. I feel queasy like I’m on a ship at sea. All around there is a constant green glow like I am in a sea cave in dappled seaweed strewn light. And then ahead of me comes a figure. I scream out. It is hideous. A man or a woman – I can’t tell but it has no hair and the head looks like a one week old jacket potato, all pitted and potted and squishy and wrinkly. Its eyes are like little black puddles at the bottom of two sinkholes. It is smartly dressed in a green tunic and trousers and comes mincing in on little high heel boots with a bag in the crook of its arm. And what is that smell? Like a sewage farm waft on a hot humid day. I realise it is the creatures honking breath as it approaches and grins at me with teeth the colour of packet custard.

“Stay away from me,” I scream out. But it comes forward and sits down on a toadstool-type seat in front of me and adjusts the height so we are eye to eye. It opens the bag and takes out a crystal ball and puts it on an egg cup plinth that is positioned between us. Next thing I am automatically manoeuvred into position like being in a dentist’s chair with my left arm sticking out and my hand hovering over the ball. I am unwittingly placing my palm on the ball. The creature opposite does the same. I feel it immediately, the aggressive probing, not like Glenda’s gentle fingering. This is full on. It’s inside my head and it’s searching for a secret. The creature speaks and I can understand it, although it’s not speaking the Queen’s English by any means.

“Where is the Palace?”

“What?” I scream. “I don’t know what you’re on about.”

“Where is the Palace?”

“I have no idea. What are you on about?”

The firefly probes are digging deeper into my synapses, looking around, ferreting out information.

“No,” I cry out again and I can feel a metal door slam shut in my brain. I have to keep that door shut at all costs.

“Ah, there we are,” the creature lisps and flicks out its slimy tongue.

The fireflies amass outside the door and start firing projectile darts at the metal. I can’t keep it closed forever. I close my eyes and try to focus.

I can’t stop it, as I feel the metal door in my head start to slide upwards.

Then…My other hand which is strapped down at the wrist starts to twitch. It begins to rotate slightly and then a bit more. Slowly, slowly, slowly, my other hand is unscrewing itself. I clock it out of the corner of my eye. The potato headed beast is too engrossed extracting my secret to notice. I have to give my hand more time so I focus and fight back. I’m not human after all and this creature does not know that. It’s inside my mind – it has opened a door into my head but a door can be stepped through both ways. I concentrate and let myself drift through and I see the potato head’s eyes boggle as I feel myself step into its mind.

So that’s it. The same old story. You destroyed your world and now you want mine. But there aren’t many of you left – that’s why you recruited those blobby residents of Mars to work those walking machines.

The creature’s expression is frozen as it locks into battle with my mind, but I’ve got the upper hand. I can see everything. It’s the planet you want, not the people. A bit like when Penny had a new kitchen and bathroom fitted and carpets put down before she moved into her new flat. You’re preparing the planet for your arrival. You don’t want any fuss with humanity fighting back. After all, we could defeat you easily – if only we could get past those blasted walking machines with their protective shielding. Where are you from? Oh, that’s where you’re from. A tear in time and space and you came waltzing through thinking you could take what you wanted – that old cliché.

My other hand is almost off now, then with one quick twist it drops to the floor. Potato head sees it now and turns around quickly. But my spare hand rises up like a crab under attack, clenches itself into a fist and then flies upwards landing itself, WHACK, punching potato head full on in the chops. Potato head is knocked off its toadstool chair and lands on its back with a thump on the floor, knocked out – blotto.

Back in the dressing room, Effie and Glenda cheered. I sat there gobsmacked watching myself onscreen. I thought I’d seen it all in my long, long life but this was something out of this world.

Next, my spare hand is at work, quickly unfastening my shackles and soon I am free. I’m wearing my long trench coat with the deep pockets and I grab the ball and put it inside one pocket. Whatever secrets it might have got from me were coming with me and not staying here with this thing. I’m off and out with my spare hand scampering along beside me. Then I hear a voice in my ear. Instinctively I reach up and touch my earlobe.

“Brenda, can you hear me? It’s Tilly.”

“Yes, I’m here,” I answer.

“Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” I reply. “They’ll regret strapping me down and trying to read my mind though.” I barge my way out into a green glowing corridor and am faced with the most wonderful sight. I am at a large oblong window looking straight out at Planet Earth in all her majestic glory. She’s beautiful. But then all around the planet’s surface I see blackened spots like cigarette burns and oblong like crafts hovering above.

“Brenda – we have your position.”

“How far to the next terminal?” I reply.

“It should be ahead around the next junction.”

I move on. There it is. A small screen embedded into the glowy green wall buzzing and ticking with alien hieroglyphs.

“Can you see this?” I say.

“We can,” said the voice who was Tilly. “We need a few minutes to decipher. Stay with us Brenda.”

I stand there looking at the screen and realise my left eye is swivelling madly in its socket – whirling clockwise and anti-clockwise like a demented spinning top.

Sitting there in Glenda’s dressing room I reach up tentatively to touch my same eye. Is it the same eye? I feel it twitch a fraction as though it is reacting to watching the eye on screen. Like it is saying hello and waving in recognition.

“Well done Brenda – we’re almost there.”

Then I hear a distant commotion. I can’t see what it is or from where it is coming.

“Quickly,” I say. “Something’s up.”

“Another thirty seconds Brenda. There’s a security code which we can’t get past. We need more time.”

Clack, clack, clackety, clack. Clack, clack, clackety, clack.

The commotion is getting closer. It’s coming from the corridor to my right – a stampede of boots running in my direction.

“Almost there.”

“They’re coming for me,” I say. “Quickly.”

“Got it! We’re in.”

My eye stops rotating, spinning to a halt as I turn and see a platoon of potato heads charging towards me led by one sporting some kind of fancy helmet.

I look down at my spare hand and shrug. “Here we go,” I say.

“Come on Brenda!” I hear Effie hollering as I am pulled back into the dressing room with her and Glenda.

Then they are on me – the entire platoon. But I am taller and stronger and I have my spare hand as well. It leaps for the leader with the elaborate headdress grabbing it by the throat in a vice like throttle. I knock the first potato head out with a clean uppercut and boot the second one in the goolies. Then there are two more on me, scrabbling onto my back and one at the front grabbing me by the neck. I’m not having that. I slam myself against the green wall behind me winding the two behind so they drop off. Then I charge forward hitting the opposite wall, sandwiching the critter in front between myself and the glowing metal. It yelps out, eyes bulging and slumps off, collapsing down onto the floor. Then more of them are coming for me. A fifth one is given a quick backwards boot sending it flying. The sixth and seventh I pick up and hurl down the corridor following the one I’d just booted. My spare hand has finished throttling the leader and jumps up onto my shoulder.

“Brenda, are you alright,” said Tilly.

“I’m bloomin’ fantastic,” I holler back. There’s nothing like a good ruckus to get the blood pumping.

“Now get me out of here,” I say.

“We’ve retrieved the interior layout – keep going, down the corridor on your left and keep running.”

An alarm has gone off inside the ship, a piercing repeated ring alerting every potato head to my presence.

My spare hand clings on as I sprint along taking directions in my ear. There it is, some kind of docking hanger with a little gang of potato heads at work. I barge over and knock out the first two with an upper cut and a good backhander and then boot the third, fourth and fifth away with a succession of quick forward and back kicks. I recognise the craft that are docked here. I know how to fly one. I have been trained well. Before I get in one, I go over to a terminal in the wall and punch a hole through the screen. Then I hoist up my skirts and pull down one of my stocking tops. There is a secret compartment in my left thigh and I click it open and take out a device the size of a butternut squash.

Watching this onscreen I discreetly feel down under my vintage evening gown for the secret compartment. It’s not there but then I’ve had many spare parts in my time.

I take the squash and hurl it down into the smashed screen and hear it falling down into the interior mechanisms, clinking and chinking as it tumbles.

“Three minutes Brenda,” comes the call in my ear.

“I’m out of here,” I reply.

I clamber over the dropped potato heads littering the docking bay and say, “There’s a rip above Mars, a tear in the universe. That’s where they’re coming from. Sending you the co-ordinates.” I can feel my eye clicking and whizzing and spinning around.

“Thank you Brenda – locking onto target NOW.”

Then from deep below me sounded a booming BANG and I am thrown to the floor.

“Time to go!” I shout.

I get up and race over to one of the small craft, booting a potato head out of the way. A fireball erupts out of the smashed screen and the wall bends inwards for a second before exploding outwards. The entire docking bay starts to rise upwards tilting towards forty-five degrees and I only just make it to the craft. I’m in and at the controls firing up the engine. 
 I spin the ship around and head towards the opening leading out into space. A few potato heads come tumbling out past me and hit what must be an invisible shield in front. I know about this. I was well briefed. Leaning out of the cockpit I take a second device out of the secret compartment in my left thigh and taking aim, hurl it at the invisible shield. BANG! It’s gone – fizzing out of action as I hurtle towards it.

“I’ll be home in time for tea,” I holler whooping with relief. “Put the kettle on.”

“Well done Brenda!” said Tilly. “See you soon – will that be Earl Grey or English Breakfast?”

“English Breakfast of course!” I cry back.

As I approach the exit I can see Earth in all her glory and this time she is fighting back. Rockets from all over the globe are zooming upwards from every continent hitting the alien craft hanging all over the planet. Whatever it is I’ve done I’ve been successful in taking down any protective shielding those ship have. All over the stratosphere, the alien ships are exploding into smithereens.

Then, a twitchy niggle. I look around and can’t see my spare hand. In all the rush I’ve been operating this craft onehandedly. I’m almost out of the ship, hovering on the lip of the exit. I can’t leave without my spare hand. I manoeuvre the ship around. Explosions and debris are flying everywhere with a few more potato heads being sucked out into space. Where is it? There! Clinging onto a metal railing for dear life. I manoeuvre over and the thumb on my spare hand beckons for me to leave before it’s too late. No way. I’m positioning the craft into place beneath my hand and open the cockpit roof. My hand drops down and I grab it, sliding the roof closed, turning the craft around and we’re off. BOOM!

The hanger explodes around us and I can barely keep control. My spare hand is back on my wrist spinning frantically back into place. Now I can take the controls with both hands and put my foot down zooming towards the hanger bay exit. BOOM! Behind us comes a massive fireball burning our bottoms as we almost clear the door. We are five seconds too late and are caught in the explosion as the ship turns upside down and I lose all navigation control. We are hurtling towards Earth inside a meteor storm of debris and toasted potato heads.

Back in Glenda’s dressing room, Effie was jumping up and down beside me. “You did it Brenda! You saved the Earth from those marauding monsters! You did it, you did it, you did it!”

I hadn’t seen her this het-up since she won a fifteen quid on the Grand National.

“That’s how it happened then,” said Glenda taking a drag from her vapourlite. “That’s how you got to be in that vineyard in that smoking hole. You crash landed on Earth after destroying the alien fleet. Well done Brenda darling, you’re a hero.”

“It looks like I contributed at least,” I said. “With help from this Tilly person in my ear. I have no idea what that jacket potato spud like thing was on about, wanting me to reveal the secret location where the Palace was though.”

“Well, let’s find out,” said Glenda and she worked her fingers over the glowing globe again winding the action back like a DVD rewind.

I am standing on London Bridge calling out into the wreckage of the city. “Here I am, come and get me. I have news on the resistance.”

In the water below, a murky shadowy green glow and then up from the depths rises one of those walking machines with the Thames sloshing off the sides. A tendril like coiling metal arm with a clawed hand reaches out and grabs me and I am dumped into a wire net like basket hanging below its dripping underbelly.

Then, there I am, prepping for the trip. Putting the butternut squash devices into the secret cavity in my left thigh and pulling up my stocking tops. Checking my whirling eyeball and, shockingly, clicking a new ear into place. A woman stands before me wearing a 50’s style floral dress.

“All set, Brenda dear?”

“Yes Ma’am.”

“Oh, please call me Margot.”

“Yes, Ma’am, your Highness, Margot.”

“For Queen and country Brenda – I know you can do it.”

“Yes, Margot.”

Then I’m standing in a grand room, filled with paintings and chandeliers and ornate furniture. All around is a hive of activity with people buzzing around at machines and big screens, like in the cinema, showing world maps and black spots and flashing lights. I clock one of the disgusting phlegmy blob like invader things bottled up inside a huge bell jar.

“What is this place?” I ask.

“Codename: the Palace, Brenda dear. We decamped to an old Tupperware factory in Bournemouth. It’s our secret HQ against the invaders.”

A woman in her early twenties with an immaculately coiffured chignon and pillar box red lippy comes up to greet me.

“Brenda, we meet at last.” She grabs both my hands. “I’m Mathilde Brown, but please call me Tilly. I’m Head of Operations round here.”

“Pleasure to meet you Miss Brown,” I say.

Back we go, I’m wearing a knitted blue and white jumper and am loading a tray of fish into a smoky kiln. I turn around and three people are standing behind the counter at the front of the shop.

“Good evening,” I say, “we’re closed I’m afraid, I’ve just turned off the till.”

“We haven’t come for pickled herrings,” says the woman wearing a smart magenta trilby. “Your country needs you Brenda – we’ve found you at last.”

Then I remember. If Glenda goes back any further we’ll dive into that adventure Henry and I had in that lost pocket of prehistoric forest at the foot of the cliffs of Dover. That’s how I ended up in that pickling shop when I got washed out to sea and was picked up by a Norwegian fishing trawler. I didn’t want any picture of Henry popping up just now. This was all a bit much as it was. I’d have a private chat with Glenda later. I didn’t want all of my dirty laundry airing in public!

“I think I need a break Glenda,” I said. “All these revelations about me saving the Earth from the invaders are a bit much to take in.”

“Oh,” Glenda paused taking her hand off the ball. It was a good watch, these flashbacks of mine, I could see she was disappointed. “Of course Brenda darling, we could all do with a cuppa.” I went to take my hand off the ball also but it wouldn’t budge. “Glenda,” I said. “I can’t lift my hand – it’s stuck!”

“That’s not happened before,” said Glenda. “Here let me help.” She came over to where I sat and tried to prise my hand off the globe. I felt a sudden surge of panic come over me.

I could see the light of the ball glowing up through my hand illuminating veins. Then we heard a noise that I instantly recognised. It was that hideous potato head cackle. We turned and looked at the wall behind us and slowly an image began to materialize.

It was the potato head that had me strapped down on the spaceship. It had its hand on an identical ball and I could feel its little mind control fireflies starting to enter my mind. The potato head was fixed on me. Where was it projecting from? Another time or dimension?

“Glenda, Effie” I shrieked. “It’s got control over me. It survived and it’s coming for me.”

“Where are you?” it demanded.

Effie grabbed my hand and tried to yank it off the ball. “It’s stuck Brenda, I can’t get it off!”

I clamped my mouth shut. I instantly knew what it was attempting to do. If the ball could travel into my past, then surely it could also travel back the other way to my future. One timeline with multiple doors along the route. And like I discovered, a door could be stepped through both ways.

The fireflies were fizzing around my head, focusing in on a tiny part of my mind. I couldn’t keep the door closed any longer, catching me on the hop like it did.

“The date is twenty-six of February in the year two thousand and sixteen,” I cried out. “The location is Whitby in the North East of England.”

The potato head let out a hideous cackle of delight in response.

I said, “They’re locking onto the ball as a beacon. They’re trying to open a door which leads straight back to Earth!”

Glenda yelled out for her boys but they’d disappeared. Then Chris appeared in the doorway; just as I felt a hot surge of heat from the ball and my hand shot straight off. The ball spun wildly on the spot and then actually hovered for a few seconds before shooting straight-up through Glenda’s dressing room ceiling sending down a shower of cakey plaster. A cold shot of air came rushing down to meet us.

We ran out into the cold night. There was the ball high above the Pavilion spinning like a little moon in the black starry sky. Behind it the black sky was starting to recede like an ink blot spreading on paper and we could see another sky through the opening aperture, all flaming red like hot chilli soup, with objects hovering on the brink waiting to come in. Glenda’s crystal ball was beckoning in a flotilla of alien ships.

“What are we going to do?” cried Effie, her hair wind whipped and trench coat flapping.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I can feel them celebrating and whooping with glee. They’ve been waiting for this moment for decades. Hiding out there somewhere. They escaped the Clackers attack and now I’ve let them back in.”

And then I said, “Clackers?”

The rip in the night sky widened and the lead ship came closer. All around us Whitby twinkled in the night, lights through cottage windows, the promenade display, the illuminated Abbey all Gothic and glorious and about to be the landing point of an alien attack. And it was all my fault.

HONK! HONK! HONK!

We turned. A car was speeding up towards the Pavilion, headlights like a monster’s eyes running towards its prey.

“Whatever next,” I thought.

Out of the car clambered…

Top Bun!

Huffing and puffing she made her way to the boot and disappeared from view as the boot door flipped upwards. She remerged holding a cylinder type thing perched on her right shoulder.

“’Scuse me ladies,” she said as she shuffled past.

“My Henry’s got a big bazooka,” said Glenda.

Really now I thought, experiencing another vivid flashback. This is hardly the time or place for that! But then I clocked what Glenda meant. She indicated towards Top Bun who was adjusting her projectile device.

“Like she’s got there,” said Glenda. “Henry used one of those once to take down that Robot Cyclops in Sienna.”

“Oh Lady,” I thought pursing my lips. “Sienna now, is it!”

Top Bun took a step back, aimed the bazooka at the rip and fired. A rocket blasted out of the cylinder and flew upwards towards the lead ship as it emerged through the tear in time and space. There was a big asteroid sized dent on the bumper of the tarnished hull and I clocked some kind of weapon underneath. I watched in horror as the weapon jerkily moved into position and I saw it was aligning itself to target the Abbey on the East Cliff. If the Bitch’s Maw was blasted open with the destruction of Whitby, we’d have all the residents of Hell crawling up from the depths.

Great. Any plans I had to bake a lemon drizzle this weekend were out the window.

There was an instant impact. BOOM! We all stepped back shielding our eyes against the fiery maelstrom, as Top Bun’s rocket hit the lead ship head on. The rip imploded back into itself and we saw the tear close, as the ship behind was dragged back and obliterated into smithereens.

Glenda’s crystal ball dropped like a stone to the pavement in front of us. Without hesitation, Effie quick stepped forward and booted it over the promenade edge and we heard it plop into the North Sea.

Top Bun came shuffling over. “Evening Ladies and Gents,” she huffled and puffled. Then nodding to me. “Good to work with you again Brenda, remember me? I’m Matilde Brown, you knew me as Tilly.”

So Top Bun was Matilde Brown or Tilly Brown as I had known her. What had started out as me planning a quiet weekend cooking, spring cleaning and baking with the radio on in the background had turned out to be a Friends Reunited do and the discovery I had been instrumental in saving the Earth. We went down to Cod Almighty to chew it all over.

“I recognised you of course Brenda in the supermarket. You didn’t clock who I was, though we did strike up an acquaintance,” said Top Bun.

I nodded and smiled.

“I was going to pluck up courage and ask you for a coffee and butterscotch yum yum in the café. But I could see you were settled here running your B&B. After all the nightmares of the invasion, I wasn’t sure how to broach the subject and then decided it was best left. So I just kept an eye out to make sure you were doing alright.”

Speaking of eyes. “So that’s how you knew what was going in in Glenda’s dressing room, my eye – it’s still active isn’t it?”

“I’m afraid so Brenda, it clicked into action when you made contact with that piece of alien tech – that’s what it was designed to do. I was at home watching my favourite soap when I received a signal that you’d made contact again. I’m still in active service you know,” she beamed. “I’m still a member of The Clackers.”

“Clackers?” said Glenda

“All of us in the service who were good at crossword puzzles, problem solving, chess and knitting. We could all knit like the clappers, so we called ourselves The Clackers.”

“Code breakers, ducky?” said Effie.

“Exactly,” said Top Bun.

We sat there munching our way through our chippy supper.

“So, what’s next Glenda?” I said.

“Well, I’ve got my Henry coming down sometime soon,” she said looking up from her compact as she reapplied her lippy. “Now my show is kaput, I’m at a loose end for a few weeks. I could always bunk up with you Brenda here in Whitby. I don’t feel like going back to Brighton just yet.”

Well, I had to tell Glenda about Henry now if we were going to be friends again.

“About Henry,” I said.

Then Chris’s phone rang – it was Robert was calling.

“Excuse me ladies.”

Robert was frantic on the phone.

“Calm down Babe,” Chris said, “Speak slowly, what’s happened?”

Twenty minutes later, the whole gang of us turned up at the Miramar. There was Robert and Penny in the lobby with a load of black bin bags in front of Reception. The place looked like it had been turned over and robbed. I recognised that whiff of oriental eau du toilette as soon as I walked in.

“She’s booted me out,” said Robert. “Lou Lou Matrese has taken over the Miramar.”

Behind Reception stood an exotic looking woman with cat-eye makeup, spicy red pepper lippy and sporting long glossy black hair with a fringe that could slice lemons. I couldn’t help but notice the flashy designer logo embossed on the band of her high waisted flamingo pink trousers.

“Good evening,” she smiled at us all. Then looking directly at Effie and myself she said, “So we meet again. Brenda. Effie.”

Effie and I looked at each other and signed.

“Lynn Manchu,” I said. “What are you doing back in town?”

“Well, it’s not to take over this dump,” said Lynn, her eyes narrowing. “Sheila and I never did share the same taste.”

Then she said. “Let’s cut to the chase. Where is it, where did my father hide his greatest secret? I know you know, ladies.”

So that was it. She’s after that elixir of eternal life that Fu cooked up years ago which had caused all that hassle with invading forces seeking the secret of immortality. I had the wretched vial in my bathroom cupboard at home, at the back, behind the cotton buds and ear drops.

Should we just hand it over to her for the sake of a bit of peace and quiet? I was so looking forward to getting back to a bit of normality. Not on your nelly mate.

So much for a quiet weekend then. I looked at Effie and the rest of the gang and shrugged.

“Here we go again!” I said.



Brenda's Bad Day

Selina Lock

Brenda was having a bad day. Not an axe-wielding bikers from outer-space type of bad day, but a losing your place in the book you're reading and having to repair the stitches that hold your left hand on to your  wrist, kind of bad day. She decided she needed to get some fresh air.

Effie was just tipping the remains of a clown ornament into the dustbin when Brenda emerged from her B&B next door.

“Cooeee!” she called. “I was just going to come round and see if you fancied a walk down to The Walrus and The Carpenter?”

Effie waved back.

“I'll be right out.”

A few minutes later the friends were ambling down towards Whitby town centre in the late summer sunshine. It seemed like it would be a lovely afternoon, but Brenda was still feeling a bit out of sorts. It just wasn't like her to make a hash of her hosting duties, but she did not want to seem like she had asked Effie out for tea just to moan. Instead she let the companionable silence continue.

They arrived at the harbour crossroads to see a couple of men with their cars pulled over to the side of the road and long scrapes down both vehicles. A heated exchange could be heard, as each driver tried to blame the other. At least no one seemed to be injured, yet. Effie sniffed disdainfully at the drivers and the looky-loos that had gathered around the scene.

“More tourists making trouble,” she commented.

“I don't think so,” Brenda replied “I'm sure I've seen both of them drinking in the Bloody Corpse beer garden on a regular basis. In fact, I'd assumed they were friends.”

They crossed over the harbour bridge and started making their way up one of the winding streets on the East side of town. Huffing slightly, Brenda realised what Effie had said.

“More tourists making trouble? Not my guests, surely?”

“No, ducky. Just some troublesome customers breaking things and then running off without paying. Just capped off a bad morning really.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, before that Aunt Petunia started howling outside my bedroom door, at five o'clock this morning. Five o'clock!”

“Aunt Petunia? Howling?”

“Yes, howling… like a dog. We don't mention her much. She had a habit of turning herself into a Yorkshire Terrier and napping by the fire. It was the only spell she was good at. She hardly ever manifests. No telling what's set her off.”

“Do you think she senses some supernatural goings-on? Things have been quite quiet lately.”

“No telling. With Aunt Petunia it could be anything from people rising from the grave again, or that she wants me to buy her a squeaky toy.”

They passed a lady in her fifties storming out of a hairdressers with a massive perm that looked like a poodle on her head. Then, a gentleman in a tweed suit took a tumble on the cobbles, ripping his trousers open to reveal stockings and red lacy suspenders beneath. His face turned the shade of the suspenders as he scrambled up.

Bad morning all around.

At The Walrus and The Carpenter, their thoughts turned to tea and the tempting selection of cakes that awaited them at the counter.  A jaunty little bell jingled over their heads as they pushed the café door open. The smell of scones wafted up to greet them. Brenda had once suggested to Effie that an old fashioned door chime would work well in her shop to let her know when customers arrived. Effie had simply raised her eyebrows and stated that she always knew when there were people in her shop.

They settled into a couple of padded chairs at a corner table and waited for their tea to brew. Brenda played mother, pouring tea and milk carefully into their teacups, mindful of her earlier mishap, Effie set to buttering the enormous scone they were going to share. As they were exchanging news of various friends there came the unmistakable sound of breaking glass from the kitchen. This was followed by a small cheer from a group of teenagers by the window. A voice from the kitchen shouted about that being the third thing they had broken this morning and how it was coming out of the culprit's wages.

“Oh dear, seems like we're not the only ones having bad mornings,” Brenda commented.

“We?” Effie queried. “What happened to you?”

“I woke up with one of my hands hanging by a thread. Then the guests' breakfasts went terribly wrong and I had to start from scratch. You know how I pride myself on my breakfasts. Then I spilt tea all over a clean skirt.”

“Ummm.” Effie looked pensive and surveyed the other customers in the café. The teenagers looked happy enough chatting, between sharing the latest titbit on their phones. Most of the others seemed to be taking a welcome break from their daily routine, but a few of the regulars definitely looked a bit glum. Brenda followed her gaze and guessed her line of thought.

“You don't think these little accidents and upsets are a coincidence, do you Effie?”

“Well, given our history with creatures of the night, cursed films and all sorts of other unsavoury goings-on… it would be just our bad luck, if our bad luck were down to something more than a coincidence.”

Brenda nodded glumly in agreement and carefully sipped her cup of tea. She replaced the cup equally carefully back in the saucer and looked longingly at the buttered scone.

“Still, no point in wasting a good scone eh?” she commented.

Effie wholeheartedly agreed so they spent the next quarter of an hour munching away and resolutely ignoring any tendrils of foreboding.

It felt like they might have been exaggerating their feelings of misgiving right up until Brenda spilt the dregs of her cup all over her second clean skirt of the day. Then there was another resounding crash of broken glassware from the café kitchen. Effie and Brenda exchanged looks of resignation. They decided to head back to Effie's to look through the extensive selection of good luck charms her aunts had left her.

Across the other side of the harbour, Pippa Acton, of Pippa's Perfect Parties, was having a surprisingly good day, despite her office being suffused with the aroma of stale fish and chips. That's what you have to live with when you can only afford to rent a room above one of Whitby’s many chippies. In the middle of the chaos, Pippa perched on a stool at a tiny table, tapping away on her equally compact laptop. Her freckles framed her grin as another good review of her latest party popped up on-screen. She toasted herself with a big mug of hot chocolate.

“To me, with a little bit of help from the Romans!”

She was amazed at how well the toga party had gone down with the Women of Whitby Society. It had been a hard sell to start with. When she had first mentioned togas, the President and the Secretary of the Society had pulled disapproving faces and muttered about them being the domain of American frat parties. To be honest, she was amazed that either of the redoubtable ladies had even heard of frat parties. It turned out that one of the younger members of the Society had subjected them to a rather ill-advised talk and film show on her love of eighties teen movies. Pippa had to do a lot of fast talking about honouring Roman traditions and learning about Roman culture in a fun and sophisticated way. Yorkshire did have a lot of Roman history to draw upon and the committee had been adamant that they did not just want another tea party. That was just so passé.

Pippa had been ecstatic to land the job of organising the Women of Whitby Society's Annual Celebration, as it could pave the way to party planning for the upper echelons of Whitby's more affluent middle-class couples. As opposed to her current bread and butter of entertaining over-excited eight-year-olds and keeping their parents from downing too much pinot noir. To calm her nerves before the meeting, she had taken a stroll in the Abbey grounds. In the far corner of the ruins, light was glinting off a piece of metal. Pippa picked it up and found it was a reproduction of a Roman coin. The coin was decorated with a young man's profile with curly hair and an aquiline nose. He was wearing a winged headdress. She rubbed a bit of dirt off the coin and the idea of pitching a toga party popped into her head.

Admittedly, once she had secured the job of planning the celebration she spent the next two weeks frantically researching Roman traditions and working out how on earth she was going to pull off the party. But pull it off she did judging by the website reviews and phone-calls she had received that morning. It looked like she would be running toga parties every night this week. Who needed sleep when you had a struggling small business to run?

Pippa pulled back her long frizzy red hair and secured it with the nearest bit of ribbon to hand. Which happened to say 'Happy Valentino's Day' due to an unfortunate typo when ordering valentine supplies earlier in the year. She was valiantly holding out hope of finding a client called Valentino, or one that was a really big Rudolph Valentino fan. Otherwise she would be eating take-away on Valentino's Day paper plates for several years to come. She sighed, took a swig of hot chocolate from a 'Be My Valentino' red mug and went back to her toga party to-do list.

Brenda rifled through the cupboard under the stairs, where she kept her cleaning supplies and a few of the more dangerous mementos from previous adventures. She was looking for her thickest housecoat-cum-overalls, as Effie had been adamant that she would need it for investigating the good luck charms. Effie had also ordered her to pick up her big metal teapot and cheapest tea bags. She could only assume that sorting through the countless boxes of possibly magical items would be dirty, thirsty work. She thought it was rather cheeky of Effie not to provide her own tea bags.

She carefully carried the full teapot up the narrow staircase of Effie's house. She followed the sound of Effie's voice calling “Yoo hoo, I'm in here,” and finally found her in a dimly lit back bedroom. Effie stood amid a cluster of half-open jewellery cases, wooden boxes and a stack of drawers. She pointed to the bedside table, which looked like it had been cleared by sweeping the contents on to the floor. A single, dainty china tea cup sat ready.

“Sit yourself down on the bed and pour yourself a cuppa. Then we can get started,” Effie said.

Brenda eyed the rickety wooden bed and gingerly sat down. She braced herself in case the antique could not take a woman of her heft, but the mattress springs merely groaned in response.

“Get started with what?” Brenda asked.

“Our experiment. To find out which of these good luck charms work,” Effie replied. A look of anticipation played across Effie's face. It rather reminded Brenda of a dog waiting to chomp down on a bone. The thought of being the subject of experimentation sent shivers down Brenda's spine. She had been there before. Good job she trusted her best friend.

Two hours later Brenda still trusted Effie, but if she made her drink one more cup of tea then she might just take a swing at her. Or rather, attempt to drink, as most of it had ended-up soaking her overalls. Anyone would think that Brenda had never learnt to drink properly the amount of times she missed her mouth, or managed to pour the now tepid liquid over herself. She knew she was clumsy. Non-matching body parts did not make for the most co-ordinated system, but this was just ridiculous. Over the course of the afternoon, Effie had made Brenda wear several mangy rabbit's feet and tacky four leaf clover brooches. A weighty horseshoe and several small pieces of bones that reportedly had once belonged to someone sainted, famous or brave. Any number of random necklaces and a feather headdress. Each time she put a new charm on, Brenda had to take a sip. As soon as Brenda spilt the tea Effie would discard the object she was wearing.

Effie was now studying the two black pendants that had allowed Brenda to drink a whole cup without dumping the contents down her tea stained housecoat. They were both chunky carved jet ovals. Each had a face carved upon the surface. One had a rather friendly expression with a crooked nose, uneven eyebrows and slightly upturned lips. The other had obviously been wrought with more care and skill. It showed a woman wearing an intricate headdress, with waves of curly hair framing a face with a Roman nose. Effie rummaged through the pile of discarded objects and stripped the black velvet ribbons from a couple of Victorian amulets. She restrung the jet pendants and handed the wonky faced woman to Brenda. Brenda mused that she could take offence at being given the less valuable necklace, but she found her pendant rather charming.

“I think the good luck charms will work better if the pendants are matched to the wearer's personality.” Effie stated, avoiding looking Brenda in the eye.

Brenda just smiled. Her friend could be a bit selfish, but was always there for her in a crisis.

“Whatever you think best, lovey.”

The ladies tied their pendants around their necks and nodded in satisfaction.

“Meet you out front at dusk to do some investigating then?” Effie asked.

Brenda nodded. Then headed back to her guest house to dry off and put her tea drenched overalls in the sink to soak with a spot of Vanish.

Pippa dumped her bags full of party paraphernalia in the middle of the hall used for town council meetings. She took a swig of coffee from her 'Happy Valentino's travel mug and surveyed the room. She mentally arranged furniture and wall hangings. She decided the guests should be able to see the Roman backdrops as they entered the room. Plus, it was de rigueur in Roman times for guests to be seated in order to see new arrivals, assuming there wasn't a Roman garden for them to gaze upon instead; the scraggy bushes surrounding the smokers shelter outside the windows didn't quite count. She rubbed the reproduction Roman coin in her pocket and smiled.

While Brenda was being drenched in spilt tea, Pippa spent the afternoon trying to make the uninspiring function room look like a Roman banqueting hall. First, she had to direct a reversing lorry down the narrow street outside, then chivvy the delivery men into unloading the chaise longues and large square table she had hired for the night. The delivery men scarpered before she could get them to arrange the longues in a semi-circle around the table, but a bit of brute force soon took care of that.

Next, she bribed the building caretaker with cake to help her put up the Roman themed wall hangings. Admittedly, the caretaker claimed a fear of heights, so it was Pippa who found herself up the ladder asking “Is it straight?” Then there was a frantic call from the caterer to say they had run out of olives. “Could she be a dear, and pick some up?” This necessitated Pippa visiting every food shop in Whitby to buy all their tiny jars of olives. By the end of the afternoon, the hall was decorated to within an inch of its life. A Roman fresco backdrop and seating festooned with cushions, allowed the guests to recline while eating. A table groaned with a veritable Roman feast (minus the sow's udders and flamingo tongues) and copious bottles of Italian wine. The cloakroom was bursting with robes and togas for the guests to dress in.

She straightened the stack of paper, designed to mimic Roman curse tablets, on a side table. The top of each curse sheet was decorated with the portrait of the young Roman man with the winged headdress who had inspired the theme. Absent-mindedly she tapped the symbol as she took a final look around the room. Then she slumped onto one of the couches and contemplated the limp chicken sandwich she would just have time to eat before the waiting staff arrived.

A little while, later Brenda and Effie met up as planned. Brenda arrived armed with a torch, binoculars, and a few slices of Battenberg in case they got peckish. Effie, armoured with the look of a woman on a mission, wore a pair of dainty antique opera glasses dangling around her neck. Several residents of Whitby knew better than to get in Effie's way when she had that look on her face. Luckily, Brenda was one of the few that would dare Effie's wrath if needed. The best friends marched off down the hill towards the bridge over the harbour. The lovely sunset over the North Bay went utterly unnoticed, as a new mystery to solve was a much more enthralling prospect.

It was less enthralling after they had walked around several parts of town without so much as a sniff of a clue. Though they did find a few more people having a run of bad luck involving traffic cones, chilli sauce and an irate chihuahua. Eventually, they decided their only remaining course of action was to check on the Bitch's Maw, the gateway to hell they were sworn to protect, or to protect people from.

They were both a little out of breath and glowing by the time they made it to the top of the hundred and ninety-nine steps and past the church to the Abbey. The shadowy arches were like old friends now, as they made their way towards the Maw. As they walked along the cliff path Brenda noticed flickering lights on the Western pier.

“'Ere, Effie, I think there's something going on over there,” she said, pointing across the bay.

“Hopefully not those re-enactors trying to have a Viking funeral,” Effie replied.

She lifted her opera glasses and peered through them. Brenda adjusted the knobs on her more powerful binoculars. She zoomed in on the light and was confronted with a flaming torch. She gasped and instinctively backed away. Her wonky memory chose that moment to start bombarding her with snatches of scenes past. The whiff of burning wood, people looming out of the dark, their faces illuminated by flickering flames. Shouts of “Burn the monster! Burn her! Burn her!” She back-peddled faster, hit her ankle on a rock and went sprawling on her buttocks with a squawk.

Effie wheeled round at the sound. Her eyes were obscured by the tiny opera glasses. She let the glasses fall back around her neck, where they clanked against the jet good luck pendant.

“You all right, ducky?” she asked as she rushed over to Brenda. “I could've sworn these charms were warding off the bad luck.”

Brenda flapped her arms towards her friend.

“I'm okay. Just my past lives catching up with me again. I don't have the best track record with mobs bearing flaming torches.”

Effie helped heave her friend to her feet, nearly over-balancing herself in the process.

“I don't think they're much of a mob. I'm pretty sure that's the Mayor and several of the town council. All decked out in ridiculous costumes.”

Brenda dusted herself off and retrieved her binoculars. This time, she zoomed in on the figures on the opposite pier. She could make out Mayor Bramble, a lady of a similar build and age to Brenda, wearing a toga. The classical lines of the toga were slightly at odds with the shiny mayoral chains she still wore around her neck. It was rumoured that she even wore them to bed, though there was some debate over whether she wore them in the bath. Brenda looked at the other figures and realised Effie was right. It seemed the town councillors were having a night on the town dressed as Romans. They were brandishing flaming torches and carrying what looked like scrolls.

The two women stood side by side for a while, watching the unsteady procession make their way to the edge of the West pier. A petite woman with a mane of curly red hair directed the group to line up along the railings. They all raised their scrolls in the air and the women could hear a chant faintly drift across the harbour. “One, two, three!” Then there was a ragged cheer as the councillors threw their scrolls into the sea. The party turned and started heading back the way they had come.

“Litter bugs,” Effie grumbled as they watched the scrolls sink beneath the sea.

“Well that was...”Brenda started to say, the scrolls come zooming back out of the water and straight towards them.

“...odd!” She yelped, as a roll of paper clipped her ear.

The women watched in amazement as the scrolls flew towards the entrance to the Bitch’s Maw at the far end of the Abbey.

“Catch one!” Effie shouted, as she started running.

Brenda overtook her a few seconds later, her flat feet slapping the ground. She threw herself forwards in a rugby tackle at the nearest scroll. She managed to grab it and then landed face first on the ground.

Effie galumphed after the rest of the scrolls and tumbled through the small doorway that led to the Maw. The claustrophobic chamber was filled with a bright light and she could just make out that the arcane symbols around on the walls were pulsing. The last of the scrolls whooshed through the gateway to hell and the light abruptly vanished. It left behind a whiff of sulphur.

Brenda pushed herself up into a sitting position. She gripped the scroll tightly as it was tugged towards the Bitch's Maw. The scroll in her hand went dormant once the rest of the scrolls had disappeared. She loosened her grip slightly, but it now seemed like a normal piece of crumpled paper. Brenda brushed herself down, straightened her wig and pushed herself to her feet. Effie rejoined her, panting after her unexpected sprint across the Abbey grounds.

“Good, huff, catch, huff,” Effie said.

Brenda gave her a thumbs up. They stumbled over to a nearby bench and flopped down onto it. They sat in silence for several minutes as they got their breath back.

“Right,” Effie said, straightening up. “Let's have a look at what we've got.”

Brenda unrolled the scroll carefully. She tilted it this way and that, trying to read it in the dim light.

“Just a mo.”

She rummaged in her coat pockets. She produced the now-squashed slices of Battenberg, and placed them on the bench, before finally finding her trusty torch.

She and Effie examined the scroll in the torchlight, silently reading what it said.

Honoratus to the holy god Mercury. I complain to your divinity that I,  Cecilia Bramble, have been slighted and belittled by one  Edward Bramble

I would ask the genius of your divinity that you do not allow good fortune to the person who has done me wrong until they are reconciled with me. With renewed prayers I ask your divinity to look favourably on my petition.

The names had obviously been handwritten into a form template. The scroll was also decorated with a man’s head, with wings sprouting out of his curly hair.

Brenda and Effie looked at each other and then back at the piece of paper.

“Well, that's some kind of curse all right,” Effie said.

“And Mayor Bramble cursed her husband! I wonder what he did to upset her?” Brenda asked.

“Ohh, from what I hear, he's been doing the salsa with someone else.”

“Effie! You don't really think he's having an affair do you?”

“No, he's literally doing salsa with someone else. Y'know, the dance. Said the Mayor didn't have the right moves and started entering competitions with a woman from their dance class.”

“I'm not surprised she felt like cursing him then.”

“But… but...”

Effie's face took on a purple tinge as she thought more about the curse scrolls.

“But... that means someone cursed us. I mean, us. How dare they! After all we do for this town,” Effie said. Her fists started to clench as she got more worked up.

Brenda shook her head sadly.

“I've been cursed many times over the years, Effie. Some would say my whole existence is a curse.”

Effie felt a twinge of pity for her friend, but she could not help dwelling on who might want to wish bad luck on them. She stood up and starting waving the scroll around.

“I bet it was the butcher, he always shorts me on sausages. Or them down at the hairdressers. They look like they're talking about me when my head's stuck in the dryer. Or...”

Brenda tugged Effie back down on to the bench before she went off on one of her rants. She gently took the scroll out of Effie's grip and replaced it with a bit of battered Battenberg cake. Effie sighed.

They munched contemplatively on the cake for a few minutes. The sea breeze ruffled their hair and seagulls screeched in the distance. Even if the people of Whitby did not appreciate them, it was still their duty to put a stop to this outbreak of bad luck. Especially as the Bitch’s Maw was involved. That meant one of the denizens of hell was behind it all.  Brenda shook cake crumbs off her lap and stood up. Her muscles still protested after her unexpected earlier exertions.

“Come on, let's go back to mine and have a proper think about our next move.”

Back at Brenda's attic, she automatically went to put the kettle on and then thought better of it. There was only so much tea one could attempt to drink in a day. Instead she got out her little sherry glasses and poured them both a tipple.

Effie made herself comfortable and examined the curse in more detail. She looked up as Brenda set a sherry down beside her.

“I'll have to have a look through some of my books, but I think this is a modern attempt at a Roman curse tablet.”

“That would make sense of the toga costumes, sort of.”

“I suppose. It obviously got the attention of something from the depths of hell.”

“Something that is no doubt delighting in playing havoc in our town.”

“But who's creating the scrolls, and why are people dressing up and throwing them into the sea?”

“No idea, ducky, but you know who might know?”

“Not Mrs Claus?”

“She and her elves do always seem to have their fingers on the pulse of Whitby's dark-side. Plus the Council must have gone straight past the Christmas Hotel. I'm sure someone will remember seeing the Mayor marching along in a toga.”

“You would think so, but I've found that sometimes people are very good at ignoring what's in front of them. Luckily for me.”

“I still think it's our best lead.”

Lead? thought Brenda. Sometimes, Effie seemed to think they were in a detective novel. In their previous adventures together they did more stumbling on, or barging into, unfortunate situations than actual detecting. Still, Effie was probably right. The Christmas Hotel was always a hive of gossip.

“Fine. We'll head up to there tomorrow for a late breakfast.”

The next morning, the two women headed to the imposing hotel that dominated the Western Cliffs above the harbour. It was always disorienting to step through the doors of the Christmas Hotel. Easy to forget it was late summer outside when you were greeted by a huge Xmas tree and tinsel as far as the eye could see. Brenda and Effie were pretty blasé about the sight nowadays and breezed straight into the restaurant area. This was normally where the owner of the hotel, Mrs Claus, could be found sitting on her motorized mobility scooter as if it were a throne. Her fawning employees in their regulation elf uniforms danced to her tune. However, she was nowhere in sight, which rather took the wind out of their sails.

They paused near the bar and Brenda grabbed one of the passing elves. The skinny, spotty young man gave her a look of contempt.

“Mrs Claus is far too busy to deal with the likes of you today.”

“Where is she?” Effie asked.

“Told you. Busy.” He tried to walk away, but Brenda easily maintained a grip on his upper arm.

“We need to talk to her about the Roman procession that went past here last night,” Brenda insisted.

The elf grinned maliciously and pointed further down the bar.

“You don't need to talk to the mistress for that. Councilman Bannerman knows all about it.”

Brenda and Effie followed his finger. A tall, suited man sat at the bar. His head was in his hands as he stared into a very large cup of black coffee. A bacon sandwich lay on a plate beside him, a single bite missing. His right-hand sported a large gold signet ring engraved with the letters BRB. Bruce Raffles Bannerman. A Local councillor, he also owned several of the gaudiest jewellery shops on Silver Street. Brenda and Effie knew him by his reputation for partying hard. He looked like he was suffering for that reputation now.

Brenda let the elf go and he scuttled away. No doubt to report to his mistress on their visit to her domain.

The two women slipped onto bar stools either side of the councilman. He did not look up from his coffee.

“Morning, Mr Bannerman,” Effie said cheerily. Bannerman winced and Effie lowered her voice.

“Good party last night?”

He grunted in reply.

“We heard it was a flaming good time,” Brenda added in a soft voice.

He gave no response so Effie put on her haughty voice.

“As citizens of Whitby, especially as fellow local business owners, we think we have the right to know how the city council is spending our taxes… we, and I'm sure The Willing Spirit, would want to know if they are being frittered away by our councillors.”

Bannerman's eyes swivelled from one to the other. He peered at each of the seemingly harmless ladies through his fingers. His eyes widened in recognition and he lifted his head.

“I've heard about you two. The… robust... B&B landlady and the witchy antique dealer.”

He took a gulp of his coffee while Brenda and Effie continued to stare at him.

“We didn't do anything wrong. Had a toga party, a few bottles of vino, went for a wander along the cliffs. No town council funds were used. In fact we even raised some money for our nominated charity of Wheels for Whitby. To buy some Tuk Tuks to provide less mobile tourists with rides around our independent shopping areas.”

He straightened up further as he warmed to his theme. Getting into his salesman's patter.

Brenda waved a hand at him.

“Okay, okay, you were all just having a good time and doing your bit. We get the picture. Not sure you needed flaming brands for that.”

“You weren't being very environmentally friendly throwing all those scrolls into the sea.” Effie added.

“Oh, that was just a party game. The lass that organised the party reassured us that she used biodegradable paper. Eco-friendly and that.”

“Party game?” Brenda asked.

“Yes, sending prayers to some Roman Goddess of luck or something. Throwing them in the sea was all part of the game. Ceremonial type of thing.”

“Ceremonial?” Effie queried.

“Summat like that,” Bannerman replied. “You'd have to ask the party lass.”

Leave me in peace, his expression implied, as he indicated to the elf behind the bar that he needed a coffee refill.

“We'd be happy to do that Mr Bannerman, if you can remember a name?”

The councilman took a business card from his wallet and offered it to Brenda.

“And don't forget to vote for me in the next by-election!” he called over his shoulder, as the women hurried out of the bar.

“As if,” Effie muttered.

Back at Brenda's, Effie carefully dialled the local number on Pippa's card. The rotary dial whirred and clunked back to its starting position after each digit. She wished Brenda would join the 21st century, but Brenda insisted that her fingers were too big for new phones. Effie just thought she was being stubborn.

The number connected and Effie readied her posh telephone voice. She was launching into her pre-prepared speech when she realised it was an answerphone message informing people that Pippa was at the council hall.

“I bet Bannerman knew she was at the council hall. Now we've got to walk to the other side of town again,” Effie grumbled.

“At least we know where she is,” Brenda replied, and heaved herself back out of her chair. “Come on.”

When they arrived at the hall they found the young red-haired woman they had spied on the pier the previous night. She was busy unpacking party supplies. Effie bustled up to her, smiling insincerely.

“Hello, are you Miss Pippa Acton?”

“Yes, how can I help you?”

“Well, my dear, dear friend Bruce – You know Bruce – sits on the local council and all that.”

“Uhuh.”

“Well, Brucie said he went to a fabulous party last night. Absolutely fabulous. Togas and nibbles and games. Such fun, such fun he had.”

Brenda rolled her eyes at Effie’s attempts at posh play acting.

“He said that was all down to you dear. You were the genius behind the fun, as it were.”

Effie's flattery and praise were not having the expected effect, as Pippa's face hardened. Brenda let Effie do the talking as she carefully looked around the hall. She sidled over to a pile of Pippa's belongings. Lying on top was a flyer for the Borough of Scarborough Rock & Pop Choir toga party that would be happening that evening.

“Well dear, after hearing all about you I was hoping you'd be interested in organising the annual bash for the West Yorkshire Society of Chartered Accountants,” Effie continued valiantly. “My husband's the President, don't you know.”

Brenda had to choke back laughter at the thought of Effie married to an accountant. In Brenda's experience Effie's taste in men was a little more exotic and dangerous.

Pippa was now stone faced.

“I do know Councilman Bannerman,” she finally replied. She was rubbing a coin between her fingers and thumb, as she faced up to Effie.

“In fact, he phoned me just before you arrived,” she said. “Warned me I may get a visit from some meddling old biddies. Apparently you're well-known for making trouble.”

She jabbed her hand towards Effie, the coin still held between her finger and thumb.

“And you certainly don't have a husband, let alone one who's the President of the West Yorkshire Society of Chartered Accountants.”

She looked at both women and then gestured towards the door.

“Please leave. I have work to do.”

Effie's opened her mouth to say something, but Brenda grabbed her arm and pulled her towards the exit.

Once they got outside, Brenda waved the flyer she'd half-inched at Effie.

“The next toga party is tonight. And did you see that coin she was holding?” Brenda said.

Effie nodded.

“We need to get into that party and stop this cursing lark. And get that coin off Pippa,” Brenda continued.

Effie declared that she would need the rest of the day to do some serious research to find a counter-curse, something that could undo the curses already in place. She couldn't very well find enough Roman pendants to protect the whole town. She wasn't sure everyone should be protected, given that someone had cursed her and Brenda. It must have been at the Women of Whitby party. Brenda had to talk her down as she started ranting about those stuck up cows who thought they were better than everyone else. Eventually, Effie got back on topic and declared that Brenda would have to make them togas for the party.

“Me?” Brenda asked. “Why do I have to make us costumes?”

“I'll be far too busy with a counter curse,” Effie replied. “And, you're the one with a stack of bed sheets in the cupboard. And weren't you a seamstress in a previous life?”

Brenda gasped at the thought of turning her carefully selected guesthouse sheets into garments.

“Couldn't we just rent costumes?”

“Oh no, Pippa said that we'd need to bring our own. She's cleared out the local costumes shops for her clients.”

Brenda made a few more attempts to get out of massacring her sheets, but Effie would brook no argument.

As she was leaving, Effie scribbled down her measurements and handed them to Brenda.

“If you can, make my toga nice and fitted. Make the most of my figure,” Effie said.

“Make it fitted!” Brenda exclaimed.

Effie really could get carried away. They were only going to the party to put an end to any hellish hanky-panky.

By the time she had unpicked several seams in Effie's 'fitted' toga Brenda had remembered why she gave up life as a seamstress. Her fingers were feeling sore, there were bits of thread all over her sitting room, and she was mourning the loss of several good sheets. Finally, she had two finished costumes.

Meanwhile, Effie was surrounded by piles of scrunched up paper and Aunt Petunia was whining in the background. She consulted her books on curses, counter-curses and Roman history a final time. She crossed a word out on the sheet of paper in front of her, and breathed a sigh of relief. The ghostly canine started wagging her tail enthusiastically. She'd done it. Now she just needed to make several more copies of the counter-curse.

Across town Pippa Acton was going through a similar routine to the afternoon before. Moving chaise longues around and chasing up the caterer. Hanging up the freshly laundered togas, she hoped none of them had shrunk. She was on her fifth Red Bull of the day and promising herself a night off to sleep, as soon as business slowed down again. Not that she wanted it to slow down too much. With this third party in a week she had finally paid off her rent arrears and might be able to buy some food that wasn't party leftovers. She refreshed the pile of 'Roman Curse Tablets', aka the silly joke bad luck prayer she'd printed off the internet. A little mystique and ceremony had turned it into the high point of the party, once everyone was nicely lubricated. She checked to see that no one was around, gripped the coin in her pocket and wished for the evening to go well. It seemed to be working as a lucky charm and she didn't want to break her winning streak. She downed the last of the energy drink and tried to ignore the elevated pounding of her heart.

Brenda and Effie turned a few heads walking through Whitby in their Roman gowns. Effie cut quite a figure in her drop-waist, artfully draped white dress. Her bare arms sported a few too many bangles. Scarf-like pieces of cloth fluttered behind her. Brenda didn't think the shiny gold turban Effie was wearing was terribly authentic to the Roman look. At least she hadn't gone full Carmen Miranda or anything.

Brenda was more modestly attired in a many layered toga, which aimed to cover as much of her as possible. There was only so much she could do with make-up and the last thing she needed was people spotting the stitches that kept her appendages attached.

To start with, they revelled in the attention they were getting and the shouts of “Nice costumes, ladies!” They soon realised that a few of the people staring must have been cursed with bad luck by previous party-goers. One man walked straight into a lamppost and a woman ended-up upside down in a bin. This was a timely reminder of their mission and they decided to hurry along before anyone else could get cursed.

The party was well underway when Brenda and Effie arrived. Brenda paused just inside the hall doorway to hide their bag of counter-curses and take in the atmosphere. She was impressed by the printed backdrops of slightly saucy Roman banqueting scenes. Everyone had got into the spirit of the thing. People were lounging around on sofas indulging in the plentiful buffet and toasting one another with wine. In a stereotypical pantomime of ancient times, one man was holding a bunch of grapes above his partner's head, encouraging his giggling boyfriend to have a nibble. The togas and costumes on display ranged from full and flowing like Brenda's, to others that were revealing rather more than their wearers may have realised in their reclined positions. Admittedly, some of the party-goers looked rather less Roman wearing pink sashes proclaiming 'We Will Rock You!'

Effie elbowed Brenda and whispered “Are you having one of your turns? Remembering banquets back in Roman times or something?”

Brenda looked at her friend with raised eyebrows.

“How old do you think I am?”

Effie shrugged.

“I'm a couple of centuries old, not a few millennia!” Brenda stated huffily. “Though I do vaguely recall a fashion for Bacchanalia back among the Bloomsbury set...”

Brenda's musings were interrupted as they spied Pippa across the room. The petite party planner looked lovely in a pale green toga. Her red hair cascaded over her shoulders. She reminded Brenda of a hummingbird, as she pointed out where everything was, her finger jabbing towards the seats and nibbles. They shuffled over to the wine table, keeping their backs to Pippa. Effie downed a large glass of red, insisting that they needed to blend in.  Effie topped up her wine glass again and then grabbed them a recently vacated chaise longue. She looked very at home reclining on cushions, sipping wine and casting a critical eye over the room.

Brenda perched on the end of the couch feeling conspicuously out of place. She started to relax as she realised no one was taking much notice of them. They were all too busy enjoying themselves. She watched as people talked, laughed, ate and drank. Every so often there would be a spontaneous call and response of the choir's motto: “Who will rock you?” “We will rock you!” It made her jump the first time, but after that, it became part of the hubbub. There was an activities corner where two young men were enthusiastically bashing at each other with rubber swords and clumsily trying to defend themselves with toy shields. Nearby, a group of women were gathered around a table making gestures that were recognisable to Brenda as meaning 'You go on… no you go first… Oooh, should we really'. Eventually a middle-aged lady brandished a pen and took a piece of paper from a stack on the table. She carefully bent over the paper, covering it from prying eyes and scribbled something down. Then she carefully rolled the paper up, secured it with a ribbon and grinned at the others. This was the signal for the rest of the group to dive for pens and paper. Brenda and Effie exchanged a knowing look. They had found their target.

Now all they needed was a distraction. Normally they blundered straight into the middle of their enemies’ plans and violence ensued, but Brenda clonking someone over the head would not be appropriate here. Luckily, most of the choir were well in their cups and this meant singing ensued. Across the room one of the younger women sang out “Whoa, we're halfway there...” Before they knew it Brenda and Effie were the only ones not 'Livin' on a Prayer'. Once the singing started it looked unlikely to stop, as the choir were pelting out tunes with gusto. Unfortunately, people were still spread out across the hall.

Effie nudged Brenda and whispered “leave it to me, I've got an idea.” Brenda was unsure whether to be thankful or fearful. You could never tell with Effie's ideas. In a lull between songs, while some of the choir members debated, Effie wandered over to the most vocal group. Brenda couldn't make out everything Effie was saying but she thought she heard “something in the theme… Antony and Cleopatra… that's almost Roman… do you know...”

Soon, the party-goers had gathered in a semi-circle around Effie, who struck a pose in front of them. Her arms framing her face and her hands straight up above her head. She winked at Brenda. The choir burst into a rowdy rendition of ‘Walk like an Egyptian’. Effie jutted her turbaned head. Brenda's eyes widened in surprise as Effie started doing dancing impressions of hieroglyphics.  The rest of the guests carried on singing even though some of them were suppressing laughter and others were staring with horrified fascination. Pippa made a beeline for Effie but couldn't intervene without making a scene in front of her clients.

Brenda realised that Effie was glaring at her between dance moves. She was wasting Effie's splendid distraction. Brenda slipped out of the hall and retrieved the bag of scrolls they had prepared earlier. She walked back in while Effie was doing a particularly energetic hopping walk with head movements. She grinned. Silly old bird. As nonchalantly as she could she wandered from table to table, swapping out the curses people had left lying around for their counter-curses.

Effie's interpretive dance was coming to the end as the choir repeated the chorus one last time. Brenda grabbed the last of the curse scrolls and dumped the whole lot into her bag, just as the party dissolved into applause. She wasn't sure if they were applauding themselves or Effie, but she gave her friend a big clap. Effie's face was distressingly flushed as she made several bows and basked in the humorous adulation. Brenda decided her friend was enjoying herself a little too much and hustled her away from the crowd.

After the applause died down, Pippa glared at them for a second and then called for everyone's attention. She paused and then solemnly announced: “We will now form a procession and complete our prayers to the great God Mercury,” she said.

“We must cast our prayers into the deep, dark sea. Those that wronged us will feel the touch of the cold and briny depths.”

There were oohs and aahs, as flaming torches appeared at the entrance to the hall, carried by some brawny young men in short togas.

“Friends, Romans and countrymen,” Pippa said as pointed towards the young men near the door. “Follow these fine fellows to the pier and don't forget your prayer scrolls!” There were murmurs of excitement as people filed towards the exit, the least obviously tipsy choristers being handed flaming torches as they left.

Pippa turned and marched towards Brenda and Effie. She jabbed her finger at them as she approached.

“How dare you crash my event! Get out of here before I call the Police.”

“I'm afraid we can't do that, lovey,” Brenda replied as she stepped in front of Effie, who was still too breathless to respond. Brenda held out her hands in a gesture of placation.

“We think you're in trouble. Those party game curses of yours are coming true.”

“Don't be ridiculous, curses are a load of superstitious nonsense. It's just a game.”

“Games have a way of getting out of hand here in Whitby. Haven't you noticed the rash of bad luck sweeping the town? People getting into little accidents, nasty things happening?”

Pippa shook her head, but her eyes held a little uncertainty.

“We need you to give us that coin, lovey, the one you're clutching in your left hand,” Brenda said, slowly stepping towards Pippa.

Pippa stepped back, putting her hand behind her back.

“No, it's mine.”

Brenda took another step forward, looming over the petite party planner.

“It belongs back in hell, where it came from.”

“Hell isn't real, you batty old woman,” Pippa said, as she backed into one of the chaise longues.

“I'm afraid it is. We've been there and some tricksy being masquerading as Mercury has been influencing you through that coin.”

Pippa clutched her good luck charm to her chest. Brenda sighed. They were going to have to do this the hard way. She grabbed the long streams of toga material trailing from Pippa's shoulders and quickly wound it around the small woman's torso. Pippa started struggling and screaming, but there were no party guests left to help her. Brenda tied the material tight, pinning Pippa's arms against her sides, the coin still clutched in her left hand.

“Calm down, I don't want to hurt you. I just need the coin,” Brenda said. Then she slowly and carefully pried Pippa's fingers open. Mercury's winged head was finally revealed. Effie leant forward and grabbed the coin, before Brenda let Pippa's fingers go. She left Pippa tied up but carefully sat her down on the chaise longue she'd been trapped against.

Effie popped the coin in Brenda's bag and the two women headed for the exit. A stream of invective from Pippa followed them out of the door. Then, they headed off at a trot towards the hundred and ninety-nine steps.

“We.. huff.. need.. huff... a bloody.. huff.. escalator,” Effie puffed, as Brenda hauled her up the last few steps and into the Abbey grounds. They were too old for all this running around.

The pair stumbled over to the cliff path where they had observed the previous night's party shenanigans. Sure enough, they could see the flaming torches arriving at the opposite pier. Good job a rabble of drunken singers didn't move faster than a couple of determined women of a certain age. They both stood, breathing heavily, as the scrolls were thrown into the sea with much cheering. They waited while the scrolls sank. Then the first one flew back out of the water on their side of the bay. They turned and headed for the Bitch's Maw.

“Are you sure those counter-curses will work?” Brenda asked.

Effie nodded. “Yes, they're very carefully worded to undo all curses inflicted in the last week. I also included a binding spell to limit the power of the being that receives the scrolls. It should weaken their power in this realm.”

They watched with satisfaction as several of the scrolls shot into the chamber holding the Maw. They slipped through the doorway into the tiny chamber and watched the last of the counter-curses disappeared into the glowing hell-hole.

“That's the last of 'em,” Effie said. “That'll show 'em, whether it's a trickster aspect of the God Mercury or some demon up to mischief masquerading as Mercury.”

They continued watching for another ten minutes. Effie commented every minute or so that she was sure it would work. Any second now. Brenda ummed in agreement and started running through a list of shopping she needed to get the next day, while Effie tapped her foot impatiently.

“What should happen?” Brenda asked.

“Not entirely sure. Aunt Petunia couldn't really explain in her dog form,” Effie replied, looking embarrassed.

Finally, there was a strange rumbling noise, like a really big stomach demanding food. The Bitch's Maw yawned open. A mass of paper and ribbon came spewing out, accompanied by the sulphurous stink. Brenda jumped aside as a ragged pile of scrolls landed near her feet.

The noise slowly subsided and Brenda could have sworn she heard a mutter of protestation. Then the hole snapped shut. .

They looked at the pile of Maw vomit for a few seconds before Brenda gingerly poked it with her foot. She looked at Effie, who shrugged and shook her head, as if to say “I don't know.” The scrolls didn't react in any strange way so Brenda picked one up and unravelled it.

“It's one of the original curse scrolls,” Brenda observed.

“It must have worked, that's why all the curses have been returned” Effie replied, gesturing to the mound of scrolls. “But just to be sure I think we best destroy this lot.”

“And this,” Brenda said, throwing Pippa's coin on to the pile.

Brenda rummaged in her bag. From it she produced some matches and the scrolls they had swiped from the party earlier. Then she produced a blanket, a flask and some marshmallows. Effie poured them both a cup of cocoa, as Brenda set fire to the bad luck scrolls. They found a couple of sticks, stuck some of the fluffy sweets on them, and held them over the fire.

“I think we'd better pay Pippa a visit tomorrow,” Brenda said.

“Yes ducky, I think it's time she moved her business elsewhere,” Effie replied.

They smiled at each other. There was nothing like sharing a cup of cocoa and toasted marshmallows with your best friend to celebrate a job well done, thought Brenda. Then Effie spoiled the moment by complaining that she hadn't brought any Baileys to add to the cocoa.
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Review:

Brenda’s Bed-and-Breakfast quite brought me to life. It gives superb value for money and glows with homely vitality, right down to the polish on the wardrobe doorknob and the gleam on the fried egg. Nicely situated for train and tourist peregrinations, as well as escape from the hurly-burly, and a friendly but not overbearing welcome from your hostess is assured. The antiques emporium situated adjacent is equally worthy of your time: the proprietor herself is undeniably one of the treasures of North Yorkshire. A local saying goes, there’s a right way, a wrong way and a Whitby way, and this old gentleman cannot say if there is a better way in which to go.

There is more to say, of course. I know certain browsers of this website will want, as it were, the whole truth and nothing but. I have dedicated the greater part of my long career, nay my life, to such ideals and must not deny them now. But you may not like what I have to say. That is the cautionary maxim I offer to all, like me, who are perusers of the unknown…

It was my first trip back to Whitby in quite some time. We had a couple of holidays in the area when I was a boy in Barrow-in-Furness, but that was in the Thirties and I couldn’t but suppose the place had grown quite unrecognisable in the duration, like the rest of the bloody planet. Having made my name in London, I hadn’t even contemplated a return to the north until this very website suggested it. I was clicking away at a terminal in Highgate Public Library when the words floated up. “Your ideal destination is: Brenda’s B-and-B. Why wait? Book now!” And something about it seemed right from the get-go.

As a widower I live fairly frugally, so I had a bit of pension saved, along with a modest payment from BBC Radio 4 for another documentary script they had decided not to commission after bloody all. I booked the room with Brenda via one quick phone-call and boarded a coach from London Victoria the next day, her warm tones still ringing in my ears. Judy was always telling me I ought to get away from things for a bit, which I normally took to mean digging the garden for the afternoon, but this time I would heed her words. I was getting away from academia, Portland Place and the dirty air of the metropolis. The science journals were left at home and I settled down instead with a pulpy old science fiction adventure. Although, in the end, I had got no further than ‘being watched keenly by intelligences greater than man’s and yet as mortal as his own’ before I nodded off in my seat, perhaps I shouldn’t have minded: even this light reading was liable to remind me of certain episodes in my own working life.

I woke at Scarborough for a timely comfort break and subsequently found myself enjoying the final stretch of the journey with growing abandon. It was only just spring, yet the landscape was flushed with glorious sunshine. The sky was a brilliant, cloudless blue and it seemed I had not seen grass so green as those moors since childhood. The mood on the coach was similarly carefree. I can’t think of many occasions on the Underground when I’ve been surrounded by people singing, ‘We Do Like to be Beside the Seaside’. Perhaps if they did strike up in such a fashion, I might exit at the next station, yet on this occasion I could almost see myself joining in.

“Isn’t this wonderful?” said a young woman, leaning across the aisle. I initially took her to be a bride, dressed all in white. Closer inspection revealed this to be a polyester tracksuit of a sort never thought of in 1939, even by the enemy. The fabric seemed to gleam in the glorious sunshine. “I was just saying to my husband, we’ve always been told it was grim up north!”

“Ay oop, trouble at t’ mill, by eck!” guffawed said husband, leaning right across his wife and extending a hand. I saw that he too was wearing a white polyester tracksuit. The effect was hardly prepossessing.

“Usually we holiday in Glastonbury,” the wife said. “It’s a very moving and mystically significant location. Especially if you make your own muesli. But this is truly out of this world.”

“Out of t’ world, I think you mean, darling!” her husband chipped in.

At this juncture the sea was glimpsed out of the left-hand window, affording a distraction. Shortly afterwards we were pulling into the car park by the harbour which, in the context of this website I feel bound to mention is very well-maintained. I could smell the tang of the fishing nets even before the coach doors opened. In spite of the company and the seven hours sat on a bus with no air conditioning, I felt a great uplift in my spirits. It felt almost like coming home.

The rest of the coach’s occupants filed off after me. I was fleetingly disconcerted to see that the whole lot of them were dressed in matching white tracksuits, but the pleasure of bidding them adieu mingled with the warm sense of nostalgia in my breast, and I was whistling a bit of Gustav Holst when I first tramped up Harbour Street and beheld Brenda’s B-and-B.

Brenda was human warmth personified. She met me on the doorstep, shading her eyes against the sun, and took my heavy suitcase (seemingly with no effort) before I had got my chivalric phrases out. She established my state of mind after the long journey, guided me to my room, indicated my tea-making facilities, pointed out my view of the Abbey from the bay window, and probably found out a dozen things about me I didn’t mean to say. A true marvel.

Yes, you are, Brenda, if you’re reading this – and I hope so. A true marvel. And I am truly sorry for what followed.

I was keen to explore the town, of course. At my age, it’s better not to sit still for too long. I hadn’t intended to go into Miss Jacobs’ antiques shop right away, but she happened to be on her doorstep and once I’d caught her eye – or she had caught mine – it seemed uncivil to walk past without having at least a momentary nose.

I noticed the proprietor watching me from the shadows as I slowly made my way around the shop-floor, where rays of sunlight illuminated so many dust motes it looked like TV static. The majority of the shop’s wares was good, honest junk, but it was still good for a rummage, particularly a book of Images of Whitby Before and After where the After was irrefutably pre-decimal and brought back even more memories. I decided to make a token purchase of this tome, and so began a conversation that began with books, turned to studying, then the state of Higher Education, and finally somehow the halcyon days of Cambridge University in the 1950s. “I could tell just from a glance,” she said, almost smacking her lips, “in your bearing, and the way you spoke to Brenda, and the way you stood looking out of your bedroom window. Just at a glance, I said to myself, Effryggia Jacobs, that man is a Professor.”

I conceded the point. “Off duty,” I clarified. “Seeking a holiday and nothing but.”

“You mean you won’t be undertaking research while you’re here?” she said. “No archaeological digs into the ancient secrets of the town? No investigations in the weird happenings of Whitby?”

“Not this weekend,” I smiled. “And you seem to know my subject rather well, Miss Jacobs.”

“Well,” she said in something of a rush, “I mean to say, it is you, isn’t it? Professor Bernie Quakermapp?”

“How nice to be recognised,” I said, gritting my teeth, it has to be said. You will have to forgive me, dear reader, but for a great many years such collisions with my admirers would rapidly turn to the same matters. An ineffable banging in the back bedroom, a local council project that seemed a bit shady, a family heirloom with a queer look and an even queerer provenance.

“I never miss your broadcasts,” she replied. “Well, not if I could help it. I barely keep up with modern television at all, to be truthful.”

“And your life is all the richer,” I reassured her. “Oh, there was talk of a semi-regular slot on The One Show in 2009, but nothing came of it.”

“Disgraceful,” she sniffed. “We need people of your vintage and experience on the airwaves to restore it to its glory days. When I was young, a television broadcast was still magical: it was like a manifestation, communication from beyond! My aunts wouldn’t even have a set in the house. They said naught good would come of it.” She gave me a look. “Your documentary on that space capsule and that cabbagey Thing, I had to sneak out to the vicar’s house to watch. I told my family I was learning to crochet.”

“Good heavens,” I replied, quite moved by her growing fervency.

“They caught on, of course,” she said. “I missed most of the second one, investigating the mysterious factory. I had to ask my girlfriends to give me a precis. When it was on, I would lie down in the dark and imagine the television waves coming from London, flying over the house.”

“What about the one with the buried canister with the goblin Things inside?” I asked her. “I have to admit that’s still my favourite.”

“Oh, it was brilliant,” she said. “Absolutely horrifying. Never bettered.” She beamed at me. “Why ever did you stop broadcasting after that?”

This was hardly my favourite topic. “There was a Thames TV special in 1979 about UFO’s…”

Miss Jacobs wrinkled her nose and professed herself chary of what she referred to as ‘the other side’. The conversation came back to my Whitby trip, and what sights I ought to see while I was here. It was at this point that she volunteered to be my guide for the duration of my visit, to see me safely through the nice parts of town and avoid the less nice ones.

“It’s a wonderful town,” she said, “but it draws some mighty odd characters, believe you me. Safe to stick with a local girl.”

She asked nothing in return but the chance to hear more about my life and stories of the travails of Lime Grove and Broadcasting House. (She also fastidiously charged me for Images of Whitby Before and After.) For myself, I was pleased to have a companion, particularly one who evidently knew the town well and acquitted herself rather nattily, all told.

We didn’t attempt the 199 steps that day. When you’re knocking on for a century, and your knees are barely a tenth of that, you know not to take the proverbial. We simply went down to the beach and watched the light fade over the glittering water. Miss Jacobs said nothing more about the weird happenings she’d alluded to, seemingly respecting my wish for some quiet. Yet my imagination was whirring away now like a film projector. Was there some weird secret behind this quaint seaside town, I wondered. Were there Things at large here too?

Might this be the point at which my oft-ridiculed 1979 Thames Television special earned some vindication?

I bought her a ’99 with a flake from the little ice-cream shop, Cold Comforts (reasonably priced, heavy-handed with the chopped nuts) and Miss Jacobs surprised me on the front.

“You were meant to come back here,” she said. “This is where you belong. Not that dreadful, common metropolis. No, you were always destined to come back here – to Whitby – to us.” Her eyes were turned toward the cliffs. She had a faraway expression, like someone listening intently to the wireless. When I thanked her, she looked momentarily discombobulated and departed for home, a few recommendations notwithstanding.

I dined alone that night at one such recommendation (Cod Almighty: very clean, overlooks the promenade, doesn’t stint on mushy peas) chewing over her words. That night, I dreamed of Miss Jacobs in minty white on the headland, pronouncing over my film career while giant old BBC cameras wheeled heavily in the darkness.

Next morning, a nasty surprise awaited me in Brenda’s dining room.

“Ay oop!”

“What a fabulous coincidence! All part of the old town’s wonderful magnetic tides!”

Hunched over their tea, their tracksuits glowed dully like evil woodland fungus. Brenda, leaning in to bestow veggie breakfasts upon them, was slightly forcing a smile.

“We didn’t catch your name yesterday, Professor.”

“You are a Professor, aren’t you?”

“We’re the Neill’s. Nigella –”

“—and Keith.”

“Bernard,” I said, eyeing my black pudding. “Quakermapp.”

“A name to conjure with!” said Mrs Neill, meaningfully. “I believe there’s a chapter on you in Wherever I Lay My Atlantis. Isn’t there, Keith?”

And so on, for the duration of their faux-sausage.

“Shall we wait until you’ve finished, Professor?” asked Mr Neill. “There’s a gathering in town to trace ley lines. We’ve got a spare OS map you can use.”

“Very kind,” I said with effort, “but I have something of an appointment with a friend of mine, and I expect she has her own itinerary.”

I saw Brenda’s troubled expression as she cleared away their plates.

“A lot of mumbo-jumbo,” I reassured her. “Magnetic tides, I ask you!”

“Oh,” she said, “I’ve had more than my share of culty people staying with me over the years. I pay them no mind.”

“As for ley lines,” I said, “I thought that craze went out with Edward Heath.”

“So you’re off on a day out with Effie Jacobs,” Brenda said, seemingly not listening to me at all. “She happens to be a friend of mine. You move fast, don’t you?”

I explained some of the circumstances of our meeting, which mollified my hostess somewhat. I went on to assure her I had no romantic ambition for the weekend, and saw nothing of the kind on her friend’s part either. I didn’t mention her outburst on the seafront – I wasn’t sure what to make of that myself. We were only seeing the sights, and perhaps puzzling mutually over some of the town’s ‘weird happenings’.

“There’s none of that sort of thing here, to speak of,” she said.

Perhaps you really believe that to be the case, Brenda. In which case, prepare yourself for a shock.

I was grateful to be released to meet with my guide. It was deeply impressed upon me that this pair was bosom pals, and that my step was very much being watched. I made a small joke to Miss Jacobs along these lines and she smiled.

“Just because I’ve been seen with the occasional gentleman that Brenda doesn’t quite approve of,” she said, “she treats me like a girl of nineteen. If she’d been watching television in summer 1953, she’d know we’re communing on a purely cerebral level.”

Though she made no objection to me treating us to a cream tea at Bathory’s tearooms (barely altered from my visits as a child, though queues are likely). We talked about her life and mine, with sunshine blasting through the window. It was heaven, though what with the scones and hot tea I felt quite woozy by the afternoon. We sheltered from the beautiful weather in the town museum, but it was a while before my vision returned to normal. For some time, I was moving in a world of vague shapes, strange shadows and little puppety faces.

We were alone, of course. Everybody else was sunning themselves outdoors. Just we two old codgers, probing into history as, undoubtedly, no other person had done before. At this juncture Miss Jacobs disclosed a secret side of her person once more.

“You won’t be leaving us, will you, Professor?” she asked. It was a perfectly reasonable question, given the nice time we were having, but I was disconcerted nonetheless.

“My coach is due to go back tomorrow afternoon,” I reminded her.

“But you can’t,” she said, “not after seeing the town again like this. In all its splendour. We have arranged it, Quakermapp. We have laid it all out at its most beautiful for you.”

“You’ve certainly given me some happy memories,” I said, wondering what Brenda would do to me if she could see us now.

“If you return,” she said, “it must be with lights. Cameras. Action!”

“Easier said than done.”

“But you must do it,” she urged, turning toward me. Her voice was loud, her eyes wide. “You must tell our story. Ours, yours, the town of Whitby. The story of Hilda! It is your destiny!”

“Would you like a glass of water, Miss Jacobs?” I asked her.

“What?” She shook her head, put a hand to her cheek. “You’ll have to forgive me, Bernie, I was rabbiting on and not really thinking straight. What was I saying?”

I walked her back to the front desk and procured a small glass of tap water from the young lady posted there. I should add before I go much further that the museum is definitely worth anybody’s time, a real treat to visitors young and old, and that Senior Citizens get in with a reduced entry fee of £4.00. But I digress.

Back in town, Miss Jacobs permitted me to amble around the shops while I turned her words over in my mind. Far be it from me to theorise with only a modicum of information, but I was fairly certain by this stage that my friendly and youthful companion – not to say ‘fan’ – was unbeknownst to herself possessed by a spirit from the very dawning of the town. What was there to know about Saint Hilda? Details were scarce, I thought, just a hagiography from the Venerable Bede and a snatch or two of Anglo-Saxon desiderata. It went without saying that an interview with this holy lady would be of interest to a global audience: it might even catch the eye of Melvyn Bragg. But would it amount to exploitation of Miss Jacobs?

And why had she manifested herself before me like that in the gift shop of the Whitby Museum?

I cornered the good lady in the Esoteric section of Endover Books. “Miss Jacobs,” I said, “What do you know of the history of this town?”

“You’ll have to narrow it down a bit,” she said.

“Have you ever,” I entreated, “felt a kinship with a particular figure from the past?”

She gave me a very funny look. “I hope you’re not getting familiar, Professor,” she said.

“Whitby’s past, that is,” I went on, aware that she might have been unconsciously attempting to distract us from our investigation.

“Have you got a bit addled with all this sun?” she asked. “Shall I take you home?”

“My dear,” I said, “you know me and my work. You will know then, my long standing with Things unknown, Things uncanny and definitely Things unearthly. Things have been my downfall, or at least Thames Television and a further string of influential producers and executives who recognised my special relationship with Things. My special empathy for Things. My intimate knowledge of Things –”

Miss Jacobs staggered against a bookcase of Mills & Boon. “Professor!” she gasped. “Will you control yourself?”

“And I sense Things reaching out for me now,” I said. “I can almost see Things! Feel Things! Touch Things!”

“I knew it!” said a voice behind me. It was Brenda! She must have followed us around town, and then watched us through a carousel of Pan Books of Horror. Before I knew it, she had hold of my collar and seemed about ready to fling me out of the window.

We were interrupted by the noise of shouting in the streets, and by the bookshop owner, keen that we should share the sight he was seeing. Brenda released me, and we all hurried outside, where a troop of tracksuited folks were dancing their way up the road, blocking traffic and pushchairs and all sorts.

“Join us!” they cried. “The lines converge at sea! Tomorrow we greet the apotheosis! Things will never be the same again.”

“It seems some people can think of nothing but Things,” said Brenda, scowling at me.

Miss Jacobs interceded on my behalf. She told her friend about the heat of the day, the funny turn she had suffered in the museum, about my long history with rending the veil between the known and the unknown.

“Oh yes,” said Brenda, “I know the sort alright.” She looked somewhat regretful of her strong arm tactics, however, and apologised to me profusely. “There’s evidently something in the air,” she said. “These daft beggars in sportswear have been turned by it. Perhaps I have too.”

It was impossible now for me to explain to either of these ladies that one of them was the reincarnation of the original abbess of the town. Perhaps had I tried a little harder, things might have turned out differently. But I don’t believe so.

“What’s to be done with all these religious types?” asked Miss Jacobs. “You don’t think they could be onto something, do you?”

“It’s entirely possible that there are ley lines converging on this place,” I said. “And who knows, certain magnetic foci not previously detected? Perhaps that is why there are so many odd tales about this town.”

I saw my ladies exchange a look at that. More sceptics! Ever since I made a few grand claims, live and pre-watershed, I’ve been dismissed as a nincompoop and a fantasist.

“I wouldn’t pay them any heed,” said Brenda. “Leave them to their foci. They’ll not hurt anybody with it.”

I wasn’t so sure.

After bidding my ladies adieu, I had a quick pie and peas and turned in early. I didn’t want to run into the Neill’s on Brenda’s bathroom landing. It was queer, sitting up in bed, reading my Images of Whitby book, listening to the cultists perform their bedtime ablutions in the neighbouring room. In the attic rooms above, I knew Brenda was sleeping peacefully, but Miss Jacobs and I stood poised, tiptoe on the brink of some outrageous magical mystery: something that connected both of us, the ancient Saint Hilda, these strange apocalyptic southerners and – Things!

That night I had further untoward dreams. I saw the ley lines of Whitby glowing white in the darkness like a landing strip, and Effie Jacobs mouthing something I couldn’t catch. I saw the monastery completed! But was it a vision of the past or the future?

Next morning, I was up and doing good and early. Not early enough, unfortunately, to evade the Neill’s. They were attacking Brenda’s meat-free Full English with a calm satisfaction that I found almost sinister.

“Happy day, Professor Quakermapp,” said Mrs Neill. “Will you be joining our merry band today?”

“I’ve some postcards to dispatch,” I said. “But I must say, I find your manoeuvres most interesting.”

“But of course you do,” said Mr Neill. “Are we not joined in the same great magnetic pull of this magical town? Don’t you think it’s destiny that we were brought here, this particular weekend?”

“I don’t believe in destiny,” I said. Politely, but loftily, I think.

“But you believe in PreDestination, surely?” said Mrs Neill. “The website that takes you places you don’t know you need to be?”

“The wireless powers of the internet have drawn us all together,” said her husband, dabbing HP sauce off his chin with a napkin. “That we may be transported into the great beyond.”

I was somewhat taken aback at this development, but tried not to let on. “Well,” I said, “Don’t miss the coach back to London at three.”

The Neill’s only laughed at this, and departed the B-and-B with nary a smudge on them.

“You’d do well to leave Things well alone,” Brenda said, when I settled my bill. “Especially at your age.”

“There’s life in the proverbial yet,” I replied solemnly. “And there’s a mystery in this town that may prove revelatory to viewers up and down the land.”

I thought I heard her tutting as I descended the stairs, but it may have been only the wheel of my suitcase. After all, if there was nothing odd about the white people and their magnetism, there was no danger for any of us, was there?

Miss Jacobs met me in the high street outside the Walrus and the Carpenter cafe. She wore dark glasses and a small, stylish beret. I clasped her hand in glad welcome. “I’m glad you still believe in me, Effie.”

“Don’t be soft,” she said. “Now, I’ve just seen those numpties troop past in a great gaggle. I think they’re heading for the seashore.”

“Shall we go after them, then?”

“I think not,” she said. “It’s time you visited the Abbey, Professor. We can see everything from there.”

I steeled myself. This was it. Revelation was in the offing, not to mention an extraordinarily long climb. We had to leave my suitcase at the foot of the steps, and even then I was obliged to stop three or four times before we could attain the churchyard overlooking the bay. The white people were well assembled by now, but no rapture seemed to have happened as yet. They were turned out toward the wide ocean, water lapping their trouser-cuffs.

“Look at them,” Miss Jacobs said. “Poor fools. Anyone with real sensitivity would know the focal point isn’t down there. It’s up here – where the first settlers were.”

Her tone had changed in a moment. I girded myself. “Am I addressing Hilda?”

“Of course,” she said.

“You were the founder of this town?”

“We were,” she said. “Years ago for you. Nothing for us.”

“You talk as if there were two of you.”

She chuckled softly. “The Hilda are legion! And we have met before. Have you not spoken of otherworldly Things half your life?”

I gasped at this. “You! The alien beings of 1979! That we should meet in such a place, and through such an intermediary. You were involved with Whitby’s foundation?”

“The Hilda are the Great Architects of Space and Time. We created Whitby – and Hartlepool, too!” She turned her head. “Behold!”

I looked over my shoulder. Where the ruins of the Abbey had stood, proud against the blazing sky, I could now see a monastery. Not the 7th century stone building that was, but an older place entirely. The original monastery. I swore softly to myself. If it didn’t look like a flying bloody saucer! “Impressive,” I said aloud. “But I don’t see what this has all been for. You dragged me here. You line up Miss Jacobs –”

“A sympathetic conduit for our energies…”

“But what do you want?”

The lined face scrunched up suddenly. “Credit!” she hissed. “The Hilda created the great places of the Earth. You cannot deny it, who have seen its beauty this weekend. Yet who knows us? Our story is garbled, our reputation nil! You, Quakermapp, have glimpsed us before, yet still our history is untold!”

I gaped in response. “Well, I – but I – the BBC, I mean – Well!”

“You would be recompensed,” the Hilda said, more moderately. “Name your fee.”

“I don’t have many wants nowadays,” I told them. “I’d just like to know the truth – about the world beyond this one.”

Effie frowned. “You would desire only that? To voyage beyond the material world and glimpse the great projects of the Hilda?”

“You’ve done other stuff?” I spluttered.

“But of course,” she said. “We have forged creations beside which even Whitby begins to pale! You will see them all – with your friend, the Jacobs woman, if you wish…”

It was the great invitation of my life. After thirty years of being considered a crank, it nearly made my knees buckle. Far below, the white people were having a chant: it sounded rather like plainsong, but if you listened closely you could make out the words. “Oh, we do like to be beside the seaside…” Overhead, the screeches of wheeling seagulls were more harmonious.

I know it wasn’t pleasant for Effie to find herself returned to her senses there at the top of the cliff, and me in a tangle of limbs at the bottom of it. I am looking down from Elsewhere, you see. I know there were questions for both of you. There probably would have been a police investigation if it weren’t for that freak bolt of lightning that struck down from the heavens and destroyed all the tracksuit people in one explosion of static electricity.

I wrote this from beyond, partly as a warning to other users of PreDestination, although the Hilda will probably close it now. The ley lines will fade away too. No more people in white track-suits will trouble the North Yorkshire coast. They were only a side-effect of the Hilda’s great purpose, anyway. That is, commissioning me. Me, the washed-up TV star of yore!

And now here I am, voyaging through the cosmic infinite world of Things! My mind as bright and sharp as ever it was!

And one day I shall return. Not only to Earth, but to the BBC. Perhaps Hollywood, even. And the story shall be told: the secret history of Things and how they concern us all. Oh yes, Brenda, the world’s more full of wonder and oddness and terrors can you can conceive of.

Yes, most of all I wrote it to say thank you to the pair of you and explain somewhat. To tell you about the great invitation, and how I was spirited away, and how I might have brought you with me Effie Jacobs, but I just could not. It didn’t need Brenda putting me in a headlock to tell me that you two belong together, on Earth, in Whitby.

Brenda and Effie, living a quiet, un-unearthly life, for as long as you live.

Love,

Bernie
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