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One

 

You don’t have to do it all in one day. That’s what I keep telling myself. I say: Cathy, the place is a dump. It’s been empty and neglected for years. The previous owner died suddenly and all their stuff was left here to moulder. It’s going to take you months and months to get it all sorted out. Of course it is. Just be patient, and don’t panic!

When I look around at all the dusty crap in this place, I can feel the panic rising again. And the dismay. And the dreadful feeling of: Oh my god, what have I done? I’ve lumbered myself with this… monstrosity. This four storey ancient and dilapidated house, its every room crammed with old boxes and tat.

But that’s why I got it cheap, didn’t I? Because the old lady who lived here for, like, forever, upped and karked it and left it in this state. I took on this place knowing that it was going to be a lot of work, but I was getting a bargain at the same time.

I mean, look at this location! Could it be any better?

We’re right on the harbour here, up a sharp incline, so we can see the Eastern cliffs and the ramshackle houses that go up the hill to the ruined abbey. Here we’re halfway up a curving, cobbled street of what must be I guess Victorian houses. Everything’s a bit wonky and shabby and full of what you might call ‘character’. I’m lucky! I’m incredibly lucky! I’m only twenty-seven and here I am, the proud owner of a house by the harbour in Whitby.

Well, not owner. Tenant. That’s what I am. But I managed to pay for my lease and my rent, haven’t I? I’m all paid up for six months in advance. I can make a proper stab at living my dream.

At least, I can when I get all this antique crap out of here.

That’s what this place was before, you see. An antiques store. Not a very good one, by all accounts. The old biddy who lived and died in such suspicious circumstances that no one will even discuss it with me was holed up in this place for years and years and apparently her mother, her aunts and her grandmother were all here before her too. Apparently they were the type who never sold hardly anything at all. They wouldn’t let anyone buy a thing! They made the prices so ridiculously high for their old bits of rubbish that nothing ever left their shop. At least, that’s the story I heard. The old woman never made any money out of the place and she died alone and penniless.

Not a fate I intend on sharing, I can assure you.

Not if I can help it.

I’m going to make a big success of my new endeavour, I promise. There’ll be no bad karma hanging over this place. No shadows of failures from the murky past. Like I keep telling my mother, every time she phones to pour cold water on my plans: I know just what to do to make this work. It’s going to be brilliant! I promise you! It’ll be fantastic!

 

Ever since I was absolutely tiny I wanted to open a book store. Ask my mother – or rather, don’t, she’ll bend your ear and have you listening for hours. But this she will tell you straight away – I always wanted nothing more than my own bookshop. No one knows where I first got the idea, but it must have come from the shop we used to visit when I was very small. My eyes were always out on stalks, amazed and agog at the shining displays of fresh volumes. I couldn’t wait to get the clean new covers into my sticky hands.

When I was a little older all my toys and dollies were roped into games of pretend where I was the shop keeper and they came in to browse and I would make astute recommendations to them. Later my friends would be forced to endure my bookish games, and they were less than dazzled by my helpful erudition. Everyone thought I was pretty weird.

Through college I worked in the Student Union second hand bookshop and afterwards began on the lowest rung of the ladder at a big bookstore chain in my university town. That was mostly heavy lifting, dragging about boxes of the latest discounted bestsellers for the avid and unimaginative public. That commercial stuff almost burned out my bookish soul. Didn’t anyone care about real books anymore? Was it all just stack-‘em-high and flog-‘em-dead these days? What about passion and individualism and eclecticism? What about careful, quiet browsing and the joyful discovery of treasure?

I dreamed of one day having my own store where I could make the perfect environment for true readers to luxuriate in.

I would nurture them, give them quiet and space and let them browse to their hearts’ content. Isn’t that just the best word in the world? It’s the one that makes me happiest. Browse.

My mother laughed at me when I mentioned this once to her. ‘Browse? Are you serious? That’s just typical of you! So passive and slow! You’ve got to have more aggression than that! You have to seize what you want, Cathy! In this life, believe me, it’s no good just dithering about! You have to seize life by the throat to get what you want! It’s no good bloody browsing…!’

Oh, hang on. There’s a knock at the front door of the shop.

 

‘Cathy? Are you there…?’ Franky beams at me through the pebbled glass of the front door. ‘Ah, there you are!’

She’s in her work dungarees and, as usual, she’s full of energy. She has this air about her, this attitude that makes it seem like she can cope with absolutely anything. Any situation, or any disaster, Franky could deal with it and sort the whole thing out in a flash. I’ve only known her a few weeks – ever since I arrived new and friendless in town – and I’ve come to rely on her massively already. 

I open the door and she surges into the front room of the shop, glaring round at the newly-painted walls and shelves, nodding approvingly. ‘Hey, it looks all right in here. Better than it did before. How long did all the painting take you?’

I daren’t tell her the truth. I was up all night just about for several days on end, administering coats of expensive dove grey paint to those shelves. I knew just the kind of classy effect I was after and I wouldn’t rest until it was all exactly right. 

Franky is glaring down at me through that bleached blonde quiff of hers. ‘You’ve been working too hard,’ she tells me sternly. ‘I can see you have. You’re so set on getting this place sorted, you’re wearing yourself out.’

I shrug, and wince because my shoulders are aching. ‘It all needs doing. If I want to open on the day I said I will…’

‘September the first! The grand opening of Wind and Wuthering!’ My new friend shakes her head, smiling. ‘But you don’t have to half kill yourself doing it all on your own.’

‘I’ve got your help, haven’t I?’

‘Sure,’ she shrugs modestly. ‘But I’ve already got my work cut out for me up at that derelict hotel up the hill. That’s more work than even I can cope with.’

‘Still a nightmare, is it?’ I ask her.

‘The worst. Even worse than here. The place is a death trap!’ She chuckles, and not for the first time I wonder whether she regrets taking on that massive job. She’s told me about bidding for the work, pitching her services to the corporate bods who now own the hotel on the West Cliff… but as soon as the contract was hers she realised that she had bitten off too much. The place was a ruin, an eyesore and, like she says, a death trap. ‘I’m going to have to hire more help in,’ she says. ‘It’s too much for just me and Harry. I should have known from the start.’

Oh yes, Harry. Her cousin. I’ve met Harry once or twice. He’s huge and blonde and incredibly shy. I guess he’s friendly enough when he’s around me, though Franky always complains that he’s a dopey, melancholic git. And, for some weird reason – especially for one as keen on words as I am – I become completely stymied and tongue-tied whenever I’m near him. I find myself just staring at those huge arms of his or that massive chest with all its hairs popping through the gaps in his straining shirt. I’ve never reacted to a bloke quite like this before. It feels primitive and strange and I really don’t like it. Of course, the astute and sarcastic Franky noticed all of this right away and thinks it’s hilarious. ‘Harry has been asking after you, by the way,’ she tells me now.

‘No, he hasn’t,’ I tut, turning away to turn the kettle on. ‘Bollocks is he.’ I don’t suppose he’s even thought about me for a single second since the last time he saw me. When was that? The other night in the pub. Franky had dragged me out to the Demeter, down on the harbour front, for Karaoke night. I’d drank too many pints of lager for my tiny frame and everything went a bit whooshy and whirly. I remember… what do I remember? Harry getting up to sing an old 1970s rock standard and absolutely killing it – though I was so drunk I don’t even remember what the song was. And then Franky was just about carrying me home in her arms. ‘Good job you’re only four feet tall!’ she had laughed – callously, I thought – as we went through all those winding streets to the harbour. Town was pitch dark and quiet and luckily there weren’t many souls out to see the new bookstore lady being hauled home by her handywoman pal.

‘I’m more than four foot tall!’ I protested feebly.

‘Not much.’

‘You just pick on me because I’m small and you’re a great… big… giant… lesbian.’ As soon as the words were out I gasped at my own rudeness. Luckily Franky only laughed at my drunken slurs. I could feel her body quaking with amusement as she carried me. 

‘I’m gonna dump you in the sea if you don’t shut your trap,’ she warned me, and then we were both laughing at our awfulness. Then she hit me with a bombshell. ‘You know my moody git of a cousin, Harry, really fancies you?’ 

I was gobsmacked by this, I must say. ‘But he’s never looked at me once. I bet he’s never even noticed that I’m there. I’m like the very definition of overlooked!’

Franky tutted at me. ‘Stop it with the false modesty, short-arse. He’s noticed you all right. He says you’re lovely. All that curly dark hair of yours.’

Me? Lovely?

And that was a handful of nights ago. It took me a full two days to get over my stinking hangover. Then I set to work again, even before the pounding brain fug cleared, painting every inch of my wonderful bookshop a very tasteful shade of soft grey. All the while I tried not to think about the huge arms and bursting chest of Harry the handyman up at the ruined hotel. 

I really don’t need boyfriend complications. Not at this stage in my life. Not right now, thanks very much. I’m supposed to be putting every ounce of my energies into my bookstore. I’m supposed to be living my dream.

‘Brew?’ I ask Franky and she nods eagerly, coming to sit on a stool in the little tea-drinking nook by the cash desk. 

‘So, what are you wanting me for? If it’s not to gossip about my half-witted cousin?’ 

I fiddle with loose leaf tea from fancy jars and Franky rolls her eyes at my fussing. She thinks I should just use bog standard teabags like everyone else. But no: in this shop, there’s going to be proper books, proper time to browse and above all there is going to be properly made tea. ‘Ooh, try some of this,’ I tell her. ‘I found this in the corner shop the other day. Perfect for a slight hangover and easing the blues.’

Franky sniffs the steam that curls out of the pot. She looks suspicious, wrinkling her noise. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s called Spicy Tea,’ I tell her. ‘I quite like it.’

She shrugs, willing to try anything once. ‘Now tell me,’ she frowns, shrugging off her donkey jacket. ‘What is it you want to talk about? That phone message from last night sounded a bit weird.’

A shiver goes through me, even as I take my first, too-hot sip of spicy tea. ‘Yeah, I was a bit… panicky, really. It’s strange being in a place like this all by yourself.’

Franky raises both eyebrows. ‘After some company, were you?’ she leers, mock-seductively. 

‘Tell me,’ I ask, quite seriously. ‘I mean, for real. Tell me what you really think. Do you believe in ghosts?’


Two

 

I never thought that I would be haunted.

Of course, I’d always hoped to be. For years I lay awake, just listening to the dark, trying to imagine what it might be like to see or hear a ghostly presence. Was that it? Was that one? Could I detect a phantom tread upon the stair? No one could have read as many ghost stories and spooky books as I have without seriously wondering what might lie beyond the material world.

But there has been nothing! Never a dicky bird! Not in any of the places I’ve ever lived in all my twenty-seven years.

Until this place. Until I came to live by the harbour in Whitby.

Of course, I’d heard something of the reputation of the place. I’d read Dracula, of course, knowing this was the town where the fictional count had first come ashore when he arrived in England in order to wreak bloody havoc. Also I’d even been to the Goth weekend celebrations at Halloween one year. I knew that this was a town that gloried in excessive spookiness and laid it on thick when it came to dallying with the idea of the supernatural. But that was all make believe and fun and games, wasn’t it?

Wasn’t it?

I have to admit that, as soon as I moved here full time, and became a permanent resident of this town by the North Sea… I could sense something else. Something darker, older, more mysterious than anything I had ever been aware of before. Just thinking about it all right now is enough to make me shudder. There are presences abroad, and they are very definitely concentrated here in this old house.

‘Ahh, rubbish,’ laughs Franky as I tell her this and we sip our spicy tea. She pulls a face. ‘And I’m not sure about this tea, either.’

‘No, listen,’ I tell her. ‘There’s something… or someone… in here with me. It started on my second night. In the very middle of the night…’

‘What did?’ She rolls her eyes at me. ‘Had you had a drink?’

‘No! I’d drunk nothing and I was wide awake. It was one of those nights when my head was whirling round with plans and thoughts about everything I have to do. I couldn’t get to sleep at all. I lay there in my new room at the top of the house and I just listened to the old place breathing… All the creaks and groans of the old timbers of the attic.’

‘Exactly,’ Franky says. ‘There’s all sorts of noises in an ancient place like this. When you’re new in a house there are bound to be disconcerting creaks that might sound like…’

‘I know that,’ I tell her. ‘But this was something more.’

‘What was it?’ I can tell she’s pulled into my story, despite herself.

‘I could hear… laughter. Downstairs. In one of these rooms down here. Women’s laughter. And music! There was old time, like, jazz music floating up the stairs. All echoey and hollow. Like the radio had come on by itself and tuned into some phantom station. And then I could hear heavy footsteps, slightly out of time with the music, thumping about, as if those laughing women were dancing down here.’

Franky beams at me. ‘That sounds rather nice!’ She clicks her fingers. ‘Hey, maybe you’ve tuned into some ghostly kind of lesbian bar!’

I shake my head, frowning. I refuse to laugh it off, like Franky clearly wants to. I was here and I know what I heard. I lay in my sheets and felt my heart speed up and my whole room turn icy cold. There were women laughing and dancing downstairs, When I listened hard I could even differentiate between two voices talking to each other. They were loud and uninhibited, thoroughly enjoying themselves in the house that was supposed to be mine.

Franky asks: ‘Did you go down to see what was going on?’

I shake my head. ‘I didn’t dare.’

‘Softy.’

‘Well, would you?’

‘Of course!’ she laughs. ‘Women and dancing in the middle of the night!’ Then she notices that I’m not joining in with her joking about. ‘Hey, you’re really rattled by this, aren’t you?’

I nod. ‘That was just the second night. On the third night… there was a voice. Right in my ear. As I went up the stairs to bed.’

‘That sounds a bit spookier,’ Franky says. ‘What did they say?’

‘At first it was too muffled and too distant. It was like she was trying to get a message through… but there was too much interference on the line. I don’t know… All of this loud gibberish reached a crescendo and I was trying to block it out as I stood there on the middle stair, halfway up to the attic. Then… all of a sudden, a voice blasted through, very clearly, right up close. A scratchy, old woman’s voice. She said: ‘We’re coming back!’ And then, just as suddenly, she was gone.’

Franky takes a long, thoughtful swig of her spicy tea. ‘Who’s coming back? And why? Why are they telling you?’

‘I don’t know, but I wish they hadn’t bothered,’ I sigh. ‘All my life I’ve wanted to experience something like this. Something impossible. But now it’s here… I really don’t like it at all.’

‘I don’t blame you,’ Franky tells me. ‘But look, I might have an idea. There might be a way of getting to the bottom of this.’

‘How…?’

‘If this is a genuine haunting or whatever, we might be able to find out who it is and what they want from you.’

‘What they want from me,’ I repeat, dully. 

‘It sounds to me like they’re trying to get through to you, specifically, for a reason,’ Franky says. ‘Look, leave it with me for a day or two. I’m going to phone my aunty Winnie. She’s good with all this stuff.’

‘Right…’ I say, wondering what I’m letting myself in for. I’m not sure I want some Aunty Winnie traipsing in here, someone else knowing that I’m having weird delusions or whatever. ‘Is she a ghost hunter, then?’

‘She’s a psychic medium,’ Franky says. ‘If there’s someone haunting you, she’ll find out who it is. Don’t you worry.’

 

Over the next few days I try to bury all thoughts of my nocturnal visitations. They’re just fantasies, aren’t they? It’s just me being daft. I’m in a new place, an old house, and I’m still getting used to it. I’ve never lived in a house in a new town on my own before. I’m a bit stressed out because of taking on responsibility for this shop and getting everything ready on time. And, although I told Franky I’d not drunk anything, me and Madame Merlot are quite well acquainted. I need a few deep glasses of good red wine to carry me off to bed each night. So what’s wrong with that?

These are just dreams. Of course they are. Now I wish I’d never said a word to Franky. She was so patient, listening to my rambling on about my silly fears, and then so earnestly telling me she’d phone her aunt in Jarrow, or wherever she lives. It’s all very kind of her, but afterwards I wonder what she must think of me. I’ll be tagged as a crazy lady. I can see myself going down in my new friend’s estimation already.

There’s nothing for it but to fling myself headlong into all the work I have to do. I’ve got Wind and Wuthering to sort out! I’ve got boxes and boxes of books in my storeroom to unload onto the newly-dried and – even if I say so myself – ravishingly gorgeous new bookcases. 

So that’s how I spend the next few days. I remind myself of everything I was looking forward to doing once I was ready to set up my own bookshop. I decide which shelves are going to be devoted to which genres, and where in the shop they should be. My stock is mostly second hand, but it’s all been lovingly and quite carefully chosen by me. What’s the word that people use these days to denote that kind of careful choosing? I’ve curated my stock of books so that it’s exactly what I want it to be. Romance is my overall theme, I guess you’d say, but within that there are so many categories! Historical Romance, Mysteries and Thrillers… even Science Fiction! Anything goes, so long as it’s got a lovely, hot romantic story at its heart. As I unload treasure from my cardboard boxes I can already imagine Franky scoffing at my bookshop’s specialism. 

However, I already know that I’ll have one devoted customer when the doors of my bookshop finally open. There’s a bloke who works next door, at the front desk of the boutique hotel. It’s a Gothic-themed place that caters for the tourists who come to Whitby hoping for a spooky experience. When I looked at the website I was a bit surprised at how expensive it is, but they reckon each room has got a hot tub that lights up different colours and all those kinds of mod cons. It’s called Mary’s and the manager if this guy in his late thirties, I’d guess you’d say. He’s bald and he’s got a goatee beard that he dyes blood red and he dresses up in this flamboyant style. I’d be hard-pressed to say what his actual style is, or what he identifies as. Some days he’s done up in leather gear, other days he’s in a kaftan or a cat suit with a turban on top. I guess you’d have to say that Alan is fluid and leave it at that. 

I first got talking to him when he was off duty, standing by the back of his boutique hotel having a quiet cigarette all by himself. I was lugging out my empty cardboard boxes and trying to crush them down into something more manageable for the recycling. 

‘Here my darling, let me help you,’ Alan said, hurriedly putting out his ciggie and coming over to stomp the cardboard flat with me. He had on cherry red doc martens and cut-off shorts held up by sparkly braces. He laughed happily as we both trampled the boxes down. ‘I’m quite enjoying this! Getting all my frustrations out!’ There was a devilish glint in his eye. ‘I’m Alan Aloysius Armstrong Danby,’ he told me, with great dramatic flair, rolling out the consonants with a practised flourish. He held out his hand and I was delighted to see that all his nails were painted glittering black, like galaxies at his fingertips.

‘I’m Cathy,’ I told him.

‘The bookshop lady!’ he said purringly. ‘I can’t wait to see inside your emporium of dreams. When do you open? Next week?’

I gasp. ‘Eeek! You’re right. It’s even sooner than I thought.’

‘Everything will be fine, my darling,’ he pats my hand. ‘I can see how much work you’re putting into it. You really care about making it work, don’t you?’ 

I nod. ‘It’s important to me, yes. Something I’ve always wanted to do.’ 

‘Why Wind and Wuthering?’ he asks. ‘Funny old name. Is it something to do with the Bronte sisters?’ 

I shrug. ‘Kind of. But it’s also named for an old record, too. A record from the 1970s by Genesis. I…uh… used to have a boyfriend. A really lovely lad… h-he… it was his favourite record by them. And I remembered the name. He left me some of his favourite records, and… and…’

Suddenly, absurdly, I’m breaking down. I’m losing all control and my words are clogged up in my throat. I’m standing in the neglected back garden and I’ve got tears filling up my eyes. Alan is staring at me with great compassion, and that only makes me worse. His hands reach out automatically to comfort me, but I flinch away. ‘I-I’m sorry,’ I stammer at him. ‘I’m being ridiculous. It’s got to be at least five years since Tim passed. I’ve had ample time to process the idea. I’ve done all my mourning for him.’

Alan looks at me with great understanding. Not pity. Something kinder than that. His eyes are crystal blue and I find the unwavering nature of his stare unnerving. He gives me a large red spotted handkerchief.

‘Thank you. I’m over this, I really am. It was just you asking about the name of the shop… and, you see, there was some money. He was quite well off and he left me a bit of money. I wasn’t expecting anything from him. I didn’t know he had anything at all. But he left me something as a nest egg and that’s what’s allowed me to open up my shop…’

All this gabbling! I’m telling this fella everything! I never open up like this. Not to anyone. Why am I doing it now?

‘Well, that seems like a fitting tribute,’ Alan tells me. ‘How wonderful, my darling. Good for you! And good for your boyfriend. I hope it will all be a marvellous success and that I’ll be the first customer of many through your door next week. I look forward to being your neighbour, my love!’

And as my tears dry up in his soft red hanky I find myself smiling at him. Could it be I’ve found my second friend, here in my new town of Whitby?


Three

 

By Monday afternoon, having spent the whole weekend working, I feel like I need a break. The shop isn’t finished yet, but I’ve got a few days left to make it perfect. It’s almost there and my heart sings whenever I step into that light, airy, soothingly book-filled room downstairs. 

The rest of the building is a mess, heaped with boxes and crap, but no one has to see any of that, do they?

I scrub up and head out, wearing a heavy shirt over my t shirt because the day has turned cooler. That’s autumn definitely on the way, and I couldn’t be happier. It’s my favourite time of year. Something about all that mistiness and mellow fruitfulness really suits my demeanour. Summertime often feels a bit like forced jollity to me. Give me long, meandering walks through leafy streets and all the blazing colours of autumn any day.

It’s still summer’s end right now though and our small town throngs with tourists. They’re flocking to the fish and chip shops and cosy cafes. They’re still in the charity shops and the fancy boutiques, spending up the last of their holiday money. As I walk down to the harbour I’m taking in deep lungfuls of salty sea air, laced with vinegar from the chip shops and the sweet tang of candy floss from the little fair by the pier. I haven’t given myself time yet to really appreciate my new surroundings. I’ve been so caught up in my labours. Only now is it striking me with wonderful force: I actually live here in Whitby! I am a full-time resident in this delightful place! I actually belong here!

I’m almost in tears by the time I get down to the bridge by the harbour.

I’m not sure where I’m walking to. I’m just having an amble and seeing where my nose takes me. I need to blow some cobwebs out of my skull, just as I swept away all the ones from the upper reaches of my new living quarters.

Without thinking I’m walking up Church Street’s ancient cobbles and before I know it I’m up at the top of the town, by the foot of the winding steps that lead up to the ruined abbey. It’s one hundred and ninety-nine steps all the way up to the best views that Whitby can afford and I think – well, why not? It must be years since I’ve been up all that way. It’s a gloriously clear, sunny day and the panorama ought to be spectacular. Maybe I’ll even be able to pick out my own bookshop amongst all those mismatched rooftops across the bay?

So, up I go. It’s even more tiring than it looks, but I’m determined and full of energy. I don’t even have to rest at the halfway mark, where there’s a handy bench thoughtfully placed for that purpose. I don’t need to stop for a breather though. I’m loving the wind as it grows stiffer and cooler. I love the feeling of being out of the confines of the house where I’ve been tucked away for too long.

Various day-trippers pass me on their way down from the church and the graveyard above, smiling and nodding. Why didn’t I think of doing this before, I wonder? How come I didn’t come straight here when I arrived to take up residence? I’ve been so set on getting my shop right and making sure I got down to work, I didn’t take the time to orient myself and take in the spectacle. Only now, as I reach the top of the mammoth, curving flight of stairs do I really feel as if I have arrived.

There’s the whole town, spread out below me, with a glimmering of early lights coming on already, just ahead of dusk. The North Sea to my right is spread out, steely-grey in its vastness, churning and thunderous. The rocky cliffs and headland are craggy and pitilessly steep. There’s a vertiginous thrill to standing up here and seeing all this spread out beneath my feet.

Then I turn and see the graveyard at the top of the cliff, and the mysterious church and the jagged, broken walls of the ancient Abbey. Everything is just as I remember it. From how long ago? When was I last here, as a tourist? I try to count back. I think I was a kid, or a teen. We were here on a holiday, staying in a caravan somewhere near Robin Hood’s Bay, I think. My mother was still with Roger the drunk welder and they were busy fighting all week. Memories start trickling back and I can’t help laughing at my mother’s dismay at caravan-living. 
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‘Hey, hello! It’s you! Hello…!’ 

There’s someone calling to me, their words partly whipped away by the rising wind. I look round to see the caped figure of a rotund, bald figure advancing between the gravestones. It’s Alan from the hotel next door and he looks delighted to see me. ‘Oh, hello there!’

He dashes up to crush me in a vast hug and kisses me on both cheeks. I know we clicked the other day, standing by our shared back gardens, but it strikes me as a bit over-familiar, the way he seizes me in greeting. But never mind. I’m sure he means well.

‘Hello, my darling, how are you getting on? It’s been weeks since I saw you, hasn’t it?’

It’s only a couple of days, but I can tell that he enjoys over-dramatizing everything. 

‘Well, I’m almost ready for the grand opening,’ I tell him. ‘This Friday. Not that it’s really going to be grand, of course. Best to keep it quite modest and just open up as if it’s a normal day. Best not to get carried away with it all…’

‘What?!’ he frowns and blusters at me. ‘Nonsense! You have to make a splash! You have to let all of Whitby know that you’re here and open for business!’ He taps his teeth with his painted fingernails and strokes his pointed beard meditatively. ‘Look, I could make you some posters and flyers announcing the opening of your shop. What about that, eh? I’m a dab hand at graphic design and marketing, you know. I can use the printer at Mary’s. The owner won’t mind. She’s hardly ever there. She leaves me to my own devices. What do you think, eh? Shall I print a thousand posters and flyers and distribute them all over town?’

His breathless eagerness is starting to make my head spin. ‘Err, well… if you think you’ll have the time… and you don’t mind…? That would be really lovely of you.’

‘What? It’s nothing! It’s no effort at all for my nice new chum.’ He beams at me and those crystal blue eyes are twinkling. ‘And we could have champagne for the first customers, couldn’t we? And maybe some mariachi music or something playing? I recently hooked up with a very nice Mexican fellow who lives in Thirsk and it turns out he’s got a band…’

I hold up both hands. ‘Let’s not get carried away!’

Alan laughs heartily. ‘Why not? What the devil’s wrong with getting carried away…?’

 

Soon I’m letting him make all sorts of plans for Friday, getting me to share in his unbounded enthusiasm, though I do refuse to let him summon this mariachi band from Thirsk. 

When the early evening air starts to chill with the breeze from the North Sea we traipse back down the winding steps and go in search of chips. ‘I’ll show you where’s best,’ Alan promises. ‘I’ll share with you all my hints and tips and insider knowledge about this whole town.’

He’s taking me to his favourite fish bar, which is apparently called Cod Almighty. He says, ‘The battered whitebait is to die for!’

About halfway there we are stopped in our tracks on the cobbles by an old woman who comes hobbling out of a shop doorway. She is very smartly dressed and her hair is clipped into a sharp, chestnut brown bob. ‘Oh!’ she says to me, practically snarling. ‘You’re my rival, aren’t you?’

I gasp. ‘Rival for what?’

The woman narrows her eyes. ‘I hear that you’re opening a bookstore across the harbour. You’re setting yourself up in direct competition with me.’

Alan steps in, flaring his satin cape and laughing dramatically. ‘Hardly, Agnes! This town’s big enough for two bookshops, isn’t it? Poor Cathy here is hardly a threat to you, or The Spooky Finger.’

The woman called Agnes tosses her glossy hair haughtily. ‘I certainly hope not.’ She has a Scottish burr to her voice, now that I tune into it. She sounds like a posh Edinburgh lady. The kind who would gladly stab you with knitting needles for putting a blight on her day. ‘I’ve worked hard to keep my business going in this godless place,’ she hisses. ‘I don’t want it all spoiling by some young flibbertigibbet.’

‘Hahaha!’ Alan roars with laughter. ‘Well, that’s some welcome for Cathy, I must say!’

Agnes seethes with dislike for him, my bookshop and me, all at the same time. In fact, she seethes with dislike for everyone and everything. I’ve never met such a furious person. ‘If she gets in my way, there will be hell to pay,’ she warns, and then she turns on her spike heels and hobbles back into her double-fronted shop. 

‘Never mind her,’ Alan laughs. ‘She’s always been a mardy old cow.’

‘She’s horrible!’ I gasp. ‘And she hates me so much! As if my tiny little shop could be any kind of competition for her place. Look how smart it is.’ This is quite true. The Spooky Finger is a renowned and much-admired bookstore. Agnes is right, in a way, to be so fiercely proud and protective of it.

‘But there’s no need to be nasty to you,’ Alan says, gathering me up under his cape and bustling me past my rival’s shop. I catch a glimpse of her peering out of her window. Her flashing eyes follow us as we hurry away. ‘She’s had a hard life, has Agnes Timperley. I’ll tell you all about it one day.’

But our next port of call is Cod Almighty and soon all our woes and stresses are forgotten. We take a table in the lovely courtyard out back (‘This is very new and continental,’ Alan tells me, flapping his napkin at all the fittings and the fairy lights) and we order far too much for our supper because our walk up and down the hill has given us a terrific appetite. 

‘Ahh, Tony,’ he sighs, after we’ve finished our wonderful food and we’re groaning and sighing. The manager is beaming beside Alan, delighted by our empty plates. ‘Meet my new friend, Cathy. She’s brand new to Whitby and she’s going to bring romance into all our lives.’

The dapper old Italian bows at me. ‘Romance, eh? I like the sound of that. She is very beautiful, too. My god Alan, you have such an eye for the ladies. And you the old poofter, too!’

Alan cries out in mock outrage, ‘You can’t call me that, Tony. It’s a terrible word. You’ll get yourself cancelled!’

Tony cackles at this, as if nothing in this world held any fear for him. ‘Cancel me? Pah! Who’d bother cancelling me, huh? I say what I want. I speak the truth, don’t I, Alan?’ Then, taking our plates, he pushes off to bellow at the rest of his diners.

‘This town,’ I tell Alan, ‘seems to be filled with crazy people.’

‘Hahaha! You don’t know the half of it yet, my darling.’

We share a bottle of Chianti and the mood becomes mellow as dusk sets in and the stars come out. The two of us are chatting away quite companionably and easily about our plans for the rest of the week and how best to celebrate the opening of my shop.

But then I say the thing that puts a hitch in the proceedings. 

I say the thing that changes Alan’s mood in a flash. His face registers shock. His eyes bug out. He shouts at me across our tiny table, almost knocking over our wine glasses with the force of his outrage. ‘NOOOOOOOO! You can’t do that!’

‘But… what?’ I ask him. ‘What’s the matter? Where’s the harm?’

‘No! No! NO!!’ he cries, caring not one jot about making a show of himself in public. Everyone is listening but he couldn’t care less. ‘Do you hear me? You’re an idiot if you go ahead with this. You’re crazy! You don’t know what you’re dabbling with!’

My heart has plummeted into my shoes. My face is scalding red. I can’t believe that I’ve upset him so much with just a few words. I tell him: ‘I’m sure you’re over-reacting. What harm can it do? It’s just Franky’s Aunty. She’s just going to…’

Alan’s face has gone dark with suppressed rage. ‘I know exactly what this so-called Aunty Winnie intends to do! And it isn’t to happen, do you hear me? You’re to put a stop to this foolishness before it even begins!’

I sink into my patio chair, feeling bloated by chips and heartsick with shame. Why’s he got himself so het up about this?

‘It’s only a harmless little séance,’ I tell him.

He grits his teeth and blazes his eyes at me. ‘Cathy, you mustn’t. Believe me: you must not.’

I glance down at my watch. It’s after eight o’clock. ‘But it’s all arranged,’ I tell him. ‘Franky is bringing her Aunty Winnie to my shop… tonight!’


Four

 

That’s just so typical of me. I think I might have fallen out with one of my new friends before we’ve even known each other for a week.

Seriously though, what’s his problem? His reaction was so over-the-top! What’s wrong with a little séance? It’s surely pretty harmless, isn’t it? But suddenly Alan became all neurotic and shouty. He made me feel like I was doing something wrong and I hadn’t even done it yet.

One minute we were relaxing in the balmy warmth under all the fairy lights in Cod Almighty’s courtyard and then suddenly we are racing across town, through the streets, over the swing-bridge, back towards home. I’m setting the pace, slightly late for my visitors, and Alan is puffing and panting behind me in his cape, bellowing imprecations every few yards. ‘You’ll regret this! You’ll bring disaster upon all our heads! And I’m only next door!’ 

Holiday-makers watch with bemusement as we hurtle by. I’m sure they assume we’re some sort of eccentric street theatre. This is the last thing I want. Getting yelled at in public by some strange man.

By the railway station, just before the hill up to our road, I try to warn  him off: ‘Look, you’ve been very kind and welcoming and everything, Alan. I’m very grateful for that. But you don’t have the right to interfere in my personal life. You can’t tell me what I can and cannot do!’

He has halted in his tracks, his eyes wide, looking searchingly into my face. When he speaks there is great pity in his voice: ‘Oh my dear, I see that you don’t know anything, do you?’

I frown. ‘What? What do you mean?’

‘You really don’t understand anything about this place. No one has even told you the slightest thing, have they? No one has… warned you?’

Now I’m really losing patience with this melodramatic sod. ‘Warned me about what?!’

‘You really don’t know what kind of a town Whitby is, do you? And you don’t realise anything about these houses we live in?’

I turn away and hurry on up the hill. ‘I haven’t got time for all this rubbish,’ I snap back at him. ‘You’re just being superstitious and silly.’

‘Silly, am I?’ he roars.

‘Yes, I think you’re just pulling my leg,’ I tell him. ‘I don’t know what you’re playing at, or why you want to disconcert me, or frighten me… but it’s not funny. And it’s not going to work.’

His expression changes slightly. The anger fades and he’s looking at me pityingly, which makes me even angrier. ‘Oh, my dear girl,’ he purrs. ‘Please… be careful…’

‘My dear girl, indeed!’ I fling back at him. ‘I’ve never heard such patronising tosh. Bugger off and leave me alone!’

Being called a ‘poor girl’ by some older privileged white man is the last straw for me. I hurry on up the hill to home without a backward glance at Alan. Who the hell does he think he is?

 

An hour later I’m trying to put the daft man from next door out of my mind. I’m sitting at a solid wooden table in the makeshift dining room I’ve partly cleared at the back of my house. I’m holding hands with – on one side, Franky and on the other, her cousin Harry, who I wasn’t expecting to come along for this event – whatever it is – tonight. 

Across the round table from me, under the single lightbulb and with the green tablecloth spread between us, there is the oldest old woman I have ever seen. Seriously, she’s like a living walnut or something. She’s got wrinkles in her face and hands like the bark of an ancient tree. Plus, she’s got a low cut gown on that shows off her crepey bosom. It’s like a dress from the Victorian era, as if she’s cosplaying someone from an old spooky novel just for our benefit tonight. Aunty Winnie knows that I’m staring at her and she grins at me, very nearly toothlessly. Her hair is one big frizz of slightly pink-tinged candyfloss.

‘Are you prepared?’ she asks me, and her voice is like creaking reeds in the shallows of an ancient swamp.

‘Uh, yes, I guess,’ I shrug, feeling a fool, holding hands and sitting in the dark. To my left, Franky gives my hand a reassuring squeeze. Harry’s fingers around my other hand are rather huge and squashing me, but I don’t like to complain. His skin is very warm and callused.

‘Now, you must be sure about this,’ says Aunty Winnie.

‘I am, I am,’ I nod, thinking of the recent nights I’ve lain awake in this house in the extremely early hours, terrified by the noises and the laughing and the thumping dance steps from below. By daylight I can dismiss my fears and the noises are something I can half believe I imagined… but I have to remember how it feels when I am alone and it’s so dark and lonely. Yes, it’s a mystery I’d much rather get to the bottom of. And if Franky believes her aunt can help with that, then I’m all in favour of whatever wisdom she can bring to my table.

‘Very well,’ says the old woman, and goes very still.

In the middle of the table there is a beautifully carved and inlaid wooden planchette. It’s exactly the kind of thing I’ve seen in spooky old films on late night TV. YES and NO, all the letters and numbers, like a laptop keyboard for ghosts. There’s a little wooden pointer thing that I assume is meant to move around by itself and point to things, or something. 

All of a sudden this whole affair seems absurd to me. I feel like we’re being ridiculous, sitting in a mostly darkened room at the back of my shop, waiting for something to happen. I’ve pissed off one of the few friends I’ve made in this place and I’m indulging the whims of the other one. It’s after eight on a Monday night and I should be sat with my feet up and a good book or the soaps and a large glass of wine.

Franky whispers to me, ‘Are you okay, hun?’

‘Ssssh!’ goes Aunty Winnie sharply. Her eyes flip back in her head so that they’re completely dullish white. This gives me quite a jolt, and both Franky and Harry squeeze my hands.

‘It’s all right,’ Franky says. ‘It’s starting.’

Next thing, we all have to place a single finger on the pointer thing. All at once, without the slightest bit of pressure – as far as I can tell – from any of us, the bloody thing starts to move across the polished board. There’s a magnifying lens that shows us the letters and whatnot underneath.

‘What’s it pointing out?’ I ask, as the pointer thing jerks and moves and turns back along the alphabet. It dithers slightly. I look round at my companions in the shadowy light and wonder: who’s moving it? Who’s cheating here? Or is this thing actually budging itself across the board?

Two letters. Repeated. Just two simple letters, that’s all. The pointer keeps going back to the same two letters in an obsessive fashion.

F and then E. F and E. 

F, E.

I look up at Aunty Winnie. ‘Is that it? What does that mean?’

We let go of the pointer and we resume holding hands with each other.

But under her fizzy mop of salmon pink hair Aunty Winnie is unreachable by mortal voices. She’s still off in a world of her own. A humming noise like a swarm of bees is coming from somewhere deep inside her wrinkled chest and it’s getting louder. Either side of me, my new friends’ grips on my hands are growing stronger, as if out of fear or concern, I don’t know. I feel a little like they’re restraining me.

Now the wooden pointer thing is moving by itself.

F, E, it spells out. F,E.

‘But what does F and E mean?’ I say, louder and more panicky than I mean to. ‘Further Education?!’ 

Then the lightbulb above us blows out, there’s a tinkling shower of hot broken glass and we’re suddenly in the dark. I must admit, I do give a little scream.

 

Minutes later all the lights are back on and everything is… sort of… back to normal. The tension in the atmosphere has lifted and Aunty Winnie has come back to her senses. Thank goodness her eyeballs have come back down and she’s looking more normal again. Those white eyes gave me the creeps.

‘Aunty Winnie says she has to go now,’ Franky is telling me. Sure enough, the old woman is dithering about, full of busy. She’s wrapping her Ouija board in an oilcloth and stowing it away with her other bits and pieces into a faded carpet bag. Then she’s throwing on her capacious anorak and looking haunted. ‘I must go,’ she tells me shakily.

‘But… was that it?’ I ask, feeling a bit short-changed by the whole experience, I must admit.

Winnie fixes me with a vague and worried look. ‘There is only so far through the veil of mystery that I can go. Sometimes there are warnings. Oftentimes there are voices calling to me, beckoning me on or telling me in no uncertain terms that I ought to go no further. And this has happened to me tonight.’

Franky looks more serious than I have ever seen her. She’s concerned for the well-being of her elderly aunt. ‘You were warned to stay back? To come back to yourself?’

The old psychic medium takes a shuddering breath. ‘Yes… I thought I could handle this place. I thought I was strong enough. I knew about it… of course. I know some of the history… and I was intrigued. I was keen to probe the mysteries… but no. It is just too much… too much for me.’ With that, she zips up her anorak and looks ready to go and catch her bus.

‘So that’s it then?’ I ask, feeling a bit left behind as Franky and Harry follow their aunt out of the dining room, back into the shop. The close, cosy confines of my book-lined shop feel reassuring to me – but only momentarily. I actually feel quite spooked by what’s gone on tonight. I mean, it was ridiculous at one level, and I’m more than half-certain that the old woman is a dreadful fraud… but now I feel left alone with all this. Something in her manner and the fear in her voice have left an impression on me. And I don’t like it one bit.

‘Aunty Winnie is exhausted, I think,’ Harry tells me. ‘I’ve seen her like this once before, at a very strange evening in Sunderland. Don’t worry about her. She’ll be all right.’

I hate to tell him – it’s not his aunt I’m worried about. I’m sure she’ll be fine! It’s me that I’m thinking of. Now I’m stuck here alone in a house that’s feeling even more haunted than usual. The atmosphere feels denser, a bit like when you blow out a candle and the waxy smoke hangs heavily in the air. I want to fling open all the windows and dispel the ghouls.

Franky tells me, ‘Don’t worry about it. Sometimes you get answers, other times you don’t. Clearly Aunty Winnie couldn’t get through to the spirits tonight, for whatever reason. I shouldn’t let it get to you, Cathy.’

I pull a face. ‘I won’t.’ Though, as I watch her and her perplexed-looking aunt, I think: it already has got to me! I don’t want to lose too much face by telling them – I’m completely discombobulated by this carry-on tonight.

Harry says his shy, stumbling goodbyes. ‘I can stay if you like, though.’

‘No, no, it’s okay,’ I wave him away, though as soon as he leaves with his cousin and aunt I’m thinking: why on earth did I do that? I missed my chance there! I almost feel like yanking open the front door and calling him back.

But, no. I’m alone here in my shop, with the whole dark house above me. The whole dark, foreboding, accursed, haunted house.

Something happened here tonight, didn’t it? Something that scared that tiny, corrugated old Geordie woman out of her wits.

And now I’m left here alone with it.

F,E. F,E. 

What the hell does it stand for?

As I lock and bolt my front shop door I think: Alan was right, wasn’t he? He was dead right about this. I should never have let them come here tonight and kick up all this murkiness and dread. It’s like they’ve stirred up all the sleeping spirits in the place.

I shudder as I turn out the lights of Wind and Wuthering. I head up the stairs to my private flat.

And as I go up the staircase I can smell something. Some kind of herbs and spices. Is that lavender I can smell…?


Five

 

Of course, I have nightmares all night as a result of our dabbling about with supernatural forces. Of course I do.

What was I thinking of, letting Franky bring round her ancient aunty and disturbing the peace like that? I feel like she’s blown a hole in the dimensions of whatever and now all kinds of bad karma can come floating through. Just typical!

I know I’m dreaming, though. Just as well. If I thought for a second that any of this was real I’d become a shrieking basket case in a flash. 

Then I wake up at dawn and find my dead boyfriend Tim sitting at the bottom of my bed.

‘Hey, you,’ he says. ‘Thought I’d pop by and see how you were getting on.’

I sit up in bed and feel oddly shy with this man who I was probably closer to and more intimate with than anyone else in my whole life. He looks just the same as he did five years ago. Time hasn’t moved on for Tim. He looks handsome and tousled in the early morning light, but as I blink awake and look closer, I’m shocked to see the blood in his hair and the glistening where his skull has been cracked open. His rugby top is his favourite mustard-coloured one, but it’s covered with fresh blood. It’s like he’s stood up at the site of the car accident that killed him and wandered straight here. He’s slightly dazed and tipsy-looking as he smiles at me.

‘I’m dreaming you, Tim,’ I tell him.

He shrugs and winces at a twinge of discomfort. ‘If you like. But I’m here, anyway. I thought I ought to come back to see how you’re getting on, Cathy.’

It’s one of those dreams where someone returns to you with shocking vividness. You see details and quirks of mannerisms that are so tiny and specific you might have forgotten them in your everyday life, but your unconscious hasn’t. Tim is here and he’s so real it’s quite shocking. 

‘I-I’m opening my bookshop,’ I tell him. ‘Just like I always wanted to…’

‘Like you always said you would,’ he smiles. 

‘And the bit of money you left me is what’s helped me do this,’ I tell him. ‘Thank you, Tim.’

‘It’s my pleasure, love,’ he grins. ‘Just enjoy yourself. Live the dream. Do all the living that I can’t.’

This makes me sob a little, the bittersweetness of this. His shoulders are slumped with regret and he tries to shrug off his sadness, to sit up straighter and smile. ‘Throw yourself into life a bit more,’ he tells me. ‘You know that too often you hold yourself back and that’s understandable in some ways, what with your mother and how you were brought up, and then losing me like you did. You protect yourself and keep yourself separate from everyone. But this here is a new start for you. A new town and a new life. And I think you should fling yourself into it. All the adventures that come your way – just learn to enjoy them, Cathy.’

In his old life Tim was never as talkative or as articulate as this. I think my dream is putting the words into his mouth. It’s making him say the things I need to hear. ‘I will, Tim,’ I promise him anyway. Now he’s starting to glimmer and fade away. The dawn light is growing stronger and Tim is disappearing now. 

‘I’m not really a dream, you know,’ he tells me, his voice growing fainter. ‘Aunty Winnie really did open up a little gap up between the realms. But it’s more than that. This is a special place. There are so many holes here between dimensions. It’s like reality is a dusty old lace table cloth… and that’s a wonderful thing. But it can also be very dangerous, Cathy… Just be…’

Then, all at once, he is gone, with his strange words left hanging.

Well, there’s no way the Tim I knew would have talked like that. Yes, he loved Genesis and Prog Rock and all kinds of strange old sci-fi novels, but he never spoke to me like that. Reality is like an old lace table cloth? Where was all this crazy stuff coming from?

My alarm clock’s telling me it’s almost six a.m. I’m about to flomp back down gratefully onto my pillows, grateful for another couple of hours’ rest, when there comes a great big crash.

Muffled thumping. Another crash. A bellowing cry. 

What the…?!

I’m out of bed on trembling legs, furious and terrified at the same time and swearing like mad.

It takes a few moments for my pounding heart to calm down and by then I realise that all the hullaballoo is coming through the wall I share with next door. It’s the wall that connects with the attic of Mary’s boutique hotel. There’s a dreadful racket. It sounds like someone is throwing furniture around. And when I press my ear against the cool plaster I can hear at least two people shouting at the tops of their voices.

‘Stop! Stop! You’ll hurt yourself!’ cries a man’s voice.

There’s a flurry of inarticulate moaning and bellowing in response. Someone is inconsolable and angry.

‘Please, please… calm down…’ shouts the man, and then there comes another roar and further sounds of destruction.

‘You mustn’t do this to yourself…!’ the man shouts even more loudly and I realise with a shock that I know this voice. It’s Alan’s voice! Minus his usual laughter and camp, urbane aplomb. He sounds desperately upset and concerned for whoever it is he’s yelling at.

And I think: he’s got someone in his attic. Someone who flings furniture about and smashes things. Someone who makes animalistic sounds of protest. A prisoner! This really makes me gasp now. Through the wall, right next to my own bedroom, Alan is holding someone prisoner…! 

Oh my god. This place is getting weirder by the hour.

Soon his voice grows gentler and quieter and I have to strain to listen through the wall. I can hear guttural murmurs as the gaoler attempts to comfort the disturbed prisoner. Eventually all the noises die away. I hear a door slam shut and – yes! That sounds like chains rattling, like heavy bolts being drawn.

What’s going on next door above the boutique hotel? What kind of horror is Alan involved in? He seemed so nice the few times I met him!

I’m definitely not still dreaming, am I? 

Rushing to the bathroom, I stumblingly pull on my dressing gown and then I splash freezing water on my face. I even pinch myself. Tim was a dream, obviously. But the noises next door – they really happened, didn’t they? They were so loud and so persistent. 

What do I do? Ignore them? Go next door and tell Alan I heard what was going on? Maybe I’ve got the wrong end of the stick. Maybe he doesn’t have a helpless prisoner after all. Maybe he’s looking after someone, or… or… I just don’t know. Someone ill? Someone with something terribly wrong with them? Can I really bring myself to poke my nose in, or to interfere?

One thing’s for certain, I can’t sleep anymore. It’s early but there’s no way now I could go back to bed. I find my slippers and hurry down to the kitchen. 

Now, this room is a real mess. It’s still mostly as the previous tenant had it, complete with its mishmash of vintage and just plain old. There’s a melamine table and 1970s wall cabinets. I haven’t got round to sorting it out yet, but that’s all right because no one but me has to see the kitchen. It’s clean and there’s a kettle and right now I am dying for a cup of tea.

But when I get down there I see that there’s already a freshly brewed pot on the table. Two fine China cups and saucers have been set out, ready and waiting. Much more fancy China than I’d ever use for breakfast. A mug would do for me. Likewise the milk jug and the sugar bowl. I’d never bother with such fripperies.

But clearly the woman sitting at my kitchen table is the type to insist on having all these fancy things out, even at breakfast time. She’s sitting there with perfect posture, her hair up in a bun, the lightest trace of make-up, and a ruffled blouse. She smiles at me with a hint of pitying concern. Then she purses her lips at my slipshod pyjamas and dressing gown and my tousled, unmanageable hair.

I’m just standing in the doorway of my kitchen and I feel like I want to scream. 

The old woman lifts the steaming tea pot. ‘I’m very glad you bought the spicy tea,’ she says, in a creaky voice. She has a local accent. ‘It was always our favourite. It’s been so long since I’ve had any.’

I’m flabbergasted, rendered speechless by this intruder.

She eyes me, looking amused as she pours the dark amber tea and then a small splash of milk goes into both delicate cups. ‘It’s got pepper and cloves, ginger and garam masala and goodness knows what else. It’s very good for pepping you up. Especially when you’ve had a shock.’

‘I…I…’ 

‘Come on dear, sit down and drink up. You can’t just stand there all day gawping at me.’ She raises her eyebrows and looks like she wants to laugh.

‘But who the hell are you?’ I burst out at last. ‘And how did you get in here?’

Now she beams at me and her whole pale, thin face lights up. ‘But you called out to me last night, my dear, didn’t you? You and your friends. You called to me with your little séance downstairs. And so… I’ve come back.’

My mouth is hanging open. ‘What?’

‘I’m Effie,’ she says.

Effryggia Jacobs is her full and proper name, though at first I seriously doubt anyone was ever called by such a ridiculous Christian name. 

‘Well, there I must disagree with you, dear,’ says Effie. ‘Firstly, it was indeed a real and actual name, but one that belongs to a different age, which is, after all, where I come from. A very long time ago. Also, it wouldn’t be right to call it my Christian name, since my aunts and myself were never any such thing. We were Wiccan. We were pagan. We were all kinds of wicked and arcane things!’ She widens her eyes and glimmers with amusement. ‘We were witches, my dear.’

I’m sitting with Effie the ghost at my kitchen table and sipping spicy tea quite calmly. I am still, if I’m honest with myself, trying not to scream. ‘You used to live here, then? This was your house?’

She nods readily. ‘Oh yes. For many years. When I was in the land of the living.’ She glances around. ‘I’m glad to see you haven’t redecorated.’

‘Not here, no,’ I say, wondering what she’ll make of the shop downstairs and how I spent so many days stripping out her fixtures and fittings and finding places I could dump the dusty old rubbish that she had never been able to sell.

‘My antiques emporium was my home for so many years and before that it was my aunts’ home, and their magic shop, where they created their potions and lotions and unguents.’ She chuckles fondly at the memory.

‘So you’ve come back from the dead?’

She tuts at me and purses her lip. ‘Do try to keep up, dear. I’ve got a lot to tell you about and it’s best if you pay attention.’

‘There’s… rather a lot to take in,’ I say.

‘I suppose so,’ she says. ‘These are crucial moments, you see. These moments in our lives when we meet new people who inform us about special things. Who tell us amazing and peculiar things about how the world really works. They are secret-tellers and we must treasure them and the moments when they step into our lives.’

I am fervently wishing that I’d never allowed this Effie person to step into my life. But I did, didn’t I? I allowed Franky to bring round her Aunty Winnie, defying the advice from Alan next door. I let her do her séance and summon up this… this spritely tea-drinking old lady. 

‘What are you here to tell me?’ I ask her. ‘What secrets?’

She sighs happily. ‘This reminds me so much of when I first sat down with Brenda and told her what life was really like here in Whitby. I had to fill her in on a few facts about what life would entail in this queer old town. That must be… oooh, I suppose that must be twenty years ago by now!’

I frown at her, losing track of the conversation already. ‘Brenda?’ I ask her. ‘Who’s Brenda…?’

She looks astonished that I’m asking this. ‘You don’t know who Brenda is?’

I let my irritation show. ‘I wouldn’t be asking if I did.’

‘Oh my dear,’ she smiles. ‘You do have some surprises coming your way! Some lovely ones… but some absolutely horrifying ones, also.’

‘Oh good,’ I say. ‘Can we have another cup of tea first? These bloody cups are tiny.’

She pours more tea.

‘Now tell me,’ I hunch forward. ‘Who is Brenda?’


Six

 

Much later that morning I am sitting at the front desk of my new, perfect shop and I’m simply staring into space.

All morning I haven’t done a stroke of work. I’ve just sat here, with another cup of tea – ordinary Yorkshire tea this time, in a mug – and I’ve just sat here thinking. Mulling it over. Trying to come to terms with the fact that I seem to be going out of my mind.

Okay. Bit by bit. Let’s take it very gradually. Break it all down.

No, no, no. It doesn’t become any more sane or manageable, no matter how you put it.

The fact is, I have been visited by phantoms.

And they are telling me – quite calmly and gently – that this town is full of monsters and spirits and God knows what else. 

I stare at my immaculate shelves of Romance novels and think about the happy hours I spent organising them into genres and alphabetical order, making everything aesthetically pleasing so that everything looked just-so. It seems like an age ago, when doing anything ordinary and rational seemed like a worthwhile exercise. Now my dead ex-boyfriend and the old witch who used to live here have both kindly stopped by to inform me that the cosmos isn’t at all the kind, orderly, rational place I fondly imagined it to be. Instead it’s a place of restless demons, vengeful ghouls and all kinds of monstrous beings.

Typical.

Just before lunch time there’s a knock at my door.

‘We’re not open yet!’ I yell, sounding tetchy.

‘It’s just me,’ says a friendly, masculine voice.

It’s Harry, in his work overalls, spattered with paint and plaster and standing there on the doorstep. He looks wonderfully reassuring. I invite him in for a brew.

As we sit together he becomes rather tense. ‘Are you sure you’re okay?’

‘No, I’m not,’ I burst out. ‘You wouldn’t believe the things that have been going on around here.’

‘That’s what I was afraid of,’ he says, biting his lip. ‘The atmosphere in here has turned a bit… funny.’

‘Funny…?’

‘A bit weird and disturbing and… I dunno. It’s really noticeable when you walk in. It’s just the same up at the hotel where I’m working.’

I tell him, ‘After you and Franky and your aunty Winnie left last night, it all went a bit peculiar…’

‘Let’s get out of here for a bit,’ he suggests. ‘Let’s get a pint.’

 

Normally I’d not start drinking at lunchtime on a working day, when I should be sorting out final preparations for my shop’s grand opening, but needs must, frankly. It’s only a hop and a jump to The Demeter down on the harbour and soon we’re sat in a secluded corner in a well-cushioned booth. We’ve got pints of some kind of murky ale and Harry’s face is close to mine. He’s listening earnestly. He smells wonderful, like some kind of musty wood shavings, like a very sexy handyman which is – I remind myself dazedly – exactly what he is.

I ask him, ‘What do you know about someone called Brenda?’

He looks completely blank. ‘What? Nothing. Who?’

I sip my bitter and pull a face.

‘Drink up. It’s good for you,’ he urges.

It tastes a bit like I’m drinking the dark, salty waters of the harbour itself, infused with the tortured souls of all the dead sailors whose bodies might have swam into the ancient bay. I shake my head. I’m clearly delirious with lack of sleep.

‘Who’s Brenda?’ Harry asks.

‘That’s who the ghost told me about.’

‘Wait, what ghost?’

‘The old woman who was sitting at my breakfast table this morning. Effie. The woman we all called up last night with that séance we didn’t think even worked.’

He slaps the scarred varnish of the pub table. ‘F E. Effie! Of course!’

‘It just took her a little while to come through, she told me, because the psychic traffic is so bad round here. Whitby’s airwaves are completely buzzing and teeming with phantoms and restless souls.’

Harry’s eyes light up. ‘Is that a fact?’

‘That’s what the old lady said. She sat there, drinking tea, telling me these things, all matter of factly.’

‘Brilliant!’ he gasps. ‘You’ve seen an actual ghost!’

I pull a face and ruefully admit that I have had that distinction, after all. The young lass I once was would be impressed with how calm and cool I’m being about all of this. Harry seems pretty impressed too, which is nice. ‘Anyway, this Effie used to live in my house and it’s all her old junk that I’ve been chucking out.’

‘Was she furious with you?’

‘No, not at all. She didn’t go on about any of that. She was more bothered about telling me all about the woman who used to live next door. She was called Brenda, and she was Effie’s best friend.’

‘Brenda, eh?’ Harry says. 

‘That’s right. Now, Effie didn’t tell me a whole lot, but she said that the two of them were a kind of investigative duo together. They… well, it’s not so much that they solved crimes… but they looked into spooky mysteries and funny goings-on together. She said they were quite successful. She said there were terrible things going on in this town and they worked together for the forces of good and…’ I suddenly see that Harry is frowning at me. ‘What?’

‘It sounds a bit unlikely, doesn’t it?’ He swigs his dark pint. ‘I mean… spooky mysteries and stuff. The forces of good! It all sounds a bit naff, doesn’t it?’

I shake my head. ‘You wouldn’t say that if you’d seen her. She was sitting there and she was solid and real as you are, but every now and then there would be, like a line of flickering blue fire around her outline, when she grew more animated. And the light from the kitchen window shone right through her as if she wasn’t quite solid. If you’d seen her, you would believe in what she said.’

Harry shrugs. ‘Well, whatever. It all sounds a bit crazy, like the kinds of things my daft sister is into. So, what was the point of her story? Why was she telling you all about this Brenda?’

‘Oh, this is the bit where it gets really weird,’ I tell him. ‘Effie says that Brenda needs my help. She says she’s a prisoner!’

‘A prisoner…!’

‘Yes, against her will and everything. And something else. Something more from last night. This is how I know what Effie said is true. You see… I’ve heard her, too, Harry. I’ve heard Brenda through the wall. I’ve heard her crying out in the attic next door.’

‘She’s still alive?’ He stares at me. ‘This Brenda is still alive, then?’ There’s a curious, wondering, fervent tone to his voice. 

‘No, not quite,’ I say. ‘Not according to Effie. She says that Brenda is… suspended somewhere between life and death. And she’s on the other side of my attic wall, having an awful time.’

‘Oh…!’ says Harry. ‘And who’s responsible for this?’

‘This is the worst bit,’ I groan. ‘My lovely new friend and neighbour. I really liked him at first. I even had fish and chips with him yesterday. But I must admit, he did go a bit funny at one point. Quite strange and aggressive, actually. But it’s him! It’s definitely him to blame. Alan Aloysius Danby, he calls himself. Effie says I have to get Brenda free from his clutches.’

‘Wait a minute,’ says Harry. ‘Effie says you have to do this? Why do you have to do anything?’

‘She’s asked for my help,’ I say. I feel a bit silly saying it. What good can I actually do? But somehow, when I was sitting there with Effie’s ghost, I couldn’t help promising her. Of course I would do what I could to help her. I remembered those terrible noises I had heard through the wall. Yes, that was a soul in torment. That was someone I couldn’t bear to leave suffering there in that attic. Of course I promised to help. ‘I’m going to do everything I can,’ I tell Harry.

He sighs heavily. ‘Well, then. I’ll help you. I can’t let you face horrible danger on your own.’

I’m pleased with this. I beam at him. 

But I can’t help thinking: face horrible danger? What danger? What can possibly happen to me in a boutique hotel on the harbour in an old seaside town?

Oh, hell. What am I getting myself into?

 

I decide to walk back up the hill with Harry to the hotel where he’s working. A little stroll along the breezy clifftops will do me some good, he tells me. I must admit, it’s pleasant taking deep breaths and kicking through the crisp orange leaves that are already lining the pavements.

I haven’t properly explored this part of town yet. The tall townhouses stand in long, unbroken terraces, five storeys high. They all belong to a more elegant, gilded age, when the rich people flocked here to sample the healing waters and the fresh sea air. Now they are mostly Bed and Breakfast places and hotels and, as the seasons turn, these streets are bit less populous. They’re taking on a slightly abandoned air of dereliction which, along with the cool breeze, makes me shiver. Harry puts his arm around my shoulders as we make our way to the hotel where he works. His arm feels heavy and warm around my neck and it feels quite nice, I must admit. It feels unexpected and strange to be touched, even in this casual, friendly way by a member of the opposite sex. It’s been a long time… 

From the top of the street, as we round the corner, there’s a great view of the harbour and the Eastern cliffs, where the abbey is a pale silhouette against mother of pearl clouds. Every now and then I get a glimpse of a view that seizes my heart. I keep being reminded why I moved here and why the odd, arcane beauty of Whitby called out to me. I’m shivering and smiling and Harry is hugging me closer.

‘I really saw a ghost, didn’t I?’

‘Apparently,’ he smiles. ‘And you’re considering getting involved in a mystery.’

I whistle under my breath. ‘Who’d have thought it?’

Harry shakes his head. ‘I should never have let Franky hold that séance at your house last night.’

‘No, I’m glad she did. Now I know about this poor Brenda. She’s being held against her will. I’m glad Effie appeared to tell me all about it. Otherwise I’d be completely in the dark and I’d be terrified of all that noise coming from next door… At least this way I can do something about it.’

Harry still looks as if he’s cross with his headstrong sister Franky for provoking all of this palaver. ‘Why don’t we just take it to the police?’ he says. ‘It’s their business after all, if someone’s really being held captive…’

I shake my head. ‘I suggested that. Effie says it’s no good. The police are never any use with things like this. They never believe what’s going on, even in a place like Whitby. Nothing is straightforward. Nothing is quite what it seems.  She says Brenda is… suspended between states of being.’

‘What does that even mean?’

I have to admit that I don’t really know.

‘Hmm,’ Harry murmurs. ‘Well, it seems to me that we have to go round there, me and you.’

‘To Mary’s?’ I nod. ‘Yes, I think so too.’ Then I think about how angry and peculiar Alan went when I told him I was having a séance. No wonder! He knew I might get a tip-off from beyond about what he is up to.

But what exactly is he up to? And why’s he got Brenda held captive?

‘How shall we do it?’ I ask Harry. ‘Just knock on the door and march in? Or shall we break in after dark? Maybe we can get in through the back?’

He shakes his head. ‘It’s a boutique hotel, isn’t it? Well, the answer’s easy. It’s obvious.’

I gHarry at him questioningly. ‘Hmm?’

‘We book a room,’ he tells me, with a grin. ‘Let’s book a double room for tonight. And then we’ll be in exactly the right place to begin our investigations.’

I stare at him for a second. Suddenly my mind’s not on Brenda or her mystery at all. I’m thinking of a double room in a fancy hotel with this somewhat hot handyman I’ve only just met. 

Am I crazy?

I hesitate for less than two heart beats. ‘Brilliant idea!’ I tell him.


Seven

 

It’s very futuristic next door. I hadn’t realised. 

Outside it looks just like my shop, with three storeys and an attic above street level. The hotel is narrow with a glass frontage and old sandstone brickwork. But the lock is electronic and as we stand there Harry waves his phone about in front of a hidden lens.

‘What are you doing?’

‘It’s an app,’ he says. ‘It’s all on an app.’

‘Oh!’ I say, when the glass doors swing open as if of their own accord. I’m disappointed because I expected to see my new so-called friend Alan standing there, all dressed up for his role as desk manager, welcoming us fulsomely to Mary’s. But… there’s absolutely no one here!

‘It all seems to be fully automated,’ Harry shrugs, as he waves his phone over an interactive display on the otherwise empty front desk. There are a serious of beeps and chimes to welcome us.

I shiver. ‘It’s all a bit impersonal, isn’t it?’ It’s more than that: it’s eerie.

Harry looks as if he likes everything to be this up-to-the-minute and efficient. ‘I think it’s amazing,’ he smiles.

‘I think I prefer the human touch,’ I say, glancing around at the chic, minimalist foyer. The walls are exposed bricks and beams, the lighting is hidden and neutral. There are three antique chairs around a tiny table at the front and a few rather strange pieces of modern art on the walls. 

‘At least this way there’s no one to see us and tut at your lack of luggage,’ Harry chuckles. ‘You don’t have to be embarrassed.’ Harry has an overnight bag. I’ve just shoved some essentials into my shoulder bag.

‘I’m not embarrassed,’ I tell him. ‘We’re not doing anything wrong or… or naughty, are we?’

He looms over me, smiling seductively. ‘I don’t know. Are we?’

Then the lift goes ping and another door slides open. The tiniest lift takes us smoothly up to the top floor. 

‘It’s amazing to think of this being just next door to my ramshackle place,’ I remark. ‘It’s so fancy. They must have spent a fortune doing it all up like this.’

‘I guess so,’ Harry says. ‘Are you nervous?’ He studies me in the mirrored wall. 

‘No, not really…’ I sigh. ‘Well, yes, actually. And you would be too, if you’d heard those noises coming through the wall early this morning. He’s got a prisoner in that attic, Harry. And we don’t know what kind of… condition she’s in.’

‘We’re going to find out, aren’t we?’ he smiles reassuringly. ‘And it’s a good thing that the place has been left fully automated for the night. There’s no one to get in the way of our… special investigations.’

 

The room at the top of the hotel is really quite something. Harry reckons he booked the best one in the whole place. The window gives a marvellous view of Whitby harbour, and I feel so removed from all its early evening hustle and bustle way up here.

‘It’s funny, I can’t hear any other guests in the other rooms,’ I frown.

‘Yeah, it’s really quiet,’ Harry shrugs. ‘Maybe it’s well soundproofed?’ He looks like he couldn’t care less. Now he’s sprawled out on the double bed and luxuriating in its softness.

I try not to focus on him lying there. He’s looking much too relaxed and like he’s having a good time. The thought occurs to me: is he just going along with my plans in order to get me alone in a hotel room? I feel a churning kind of niggle low down in my belly at this thought. I’m not exactly furious about the situation, I admit to himself. Look at him there – in a bright clean t shirt and faded jeans, all tidy after a day’s work up at the other hotel on the cliff. And besides, I shouldn’t be so cynical about his motives. It’s good of him to lend some moral support to this mad adventure of mine.

I sit on the corner of the bed. 

Oh god, what am I doing? I’m supposed to be straightening out my shop ready for Friday. Instead I’m having encounters with ghosts, hearing about all kinds of spooky things and now I’m checking into a fancy hotel room with a sexy man I hardly know.

That’s not bad for a Tuesday, is it?

‘What do you want to do?’ Harry asks. ‘It’s only just gone half seven.’

It’s too early to go sneaking into the attic, I think. We should leave it till it gets dark. That’s my thought, anyway. We don’t want to get caught creeping about where we shouldn’t be, though it actually feels as though we’re all alone in this whole building.

He’s studying me carefully. ‘What are you looking at?’ I ask him.

‘You,’ he grins. ‘You’re really sexy, you know.’

I roll my eyes. ‘No, I’m not.’

‘You are! You don’t even know it.’

I know it’s just a typical come-on. I know he’s trying like mad to get me into that double bed. I’m a fool for putting myself into this position, and I should have seen it right away. But at the same time… why not? I’m not some prim maiden aunt. I fancy him as well, don’t I? I did from the first moment I met him. And – oh god – what if he means it? What if he really does find me attractive? Wouldn’t that be wonderful? Wouldn’t that be just the boost I need? A little bit of male attention wouldn’t go amiss right now, to be honest.

He reaches out to touch my hair. ‘It’s a mess. I’ve done nothing with it.’

‘It’s naturally wayward and unspoiled,’ he says. ‘Just like you.’

That quiver deep down in my stomach – I have to admit – is making a slight journey south. He’s looking me right in the eyes and his are a wonderful green, like a wizard’s.

‘Do you want to put the telly on?’ he asks me.

‘What?’

‘…Or do you want to fool around on this bed with me…?’

I swallow hard. ‘There’s absolutely nothing on the telly.’

Harry grins at me and all of a sudden he’s got absolutely nothing on either.

 

It might have been a mistake getting into the mini bar. 

What were we thinking of? We’re supposed to be taking this seriously, as a mission. It’s a mercy mission! But we’ve emptied two miniature bottles of red wine and all the gins.

‘Shit shit shit.’ When I sit up I’ve got a banging headache and I can see that it’s pitch dark outside. I sway over to the window to glance at the strings of lights around the harbour and the pinkish orange glow of the abbey. ‘We must have dozed off.’

‘Huhhh?’ Harry looks wrecked, trying and failing to sit up in the bed. He looks like he can’t even focus on where he even is right now. 

‘I said – we fell asleep. It’s late.’ I stand there with my hands on my hips and realise that I’m completely naked. Oops.

He just stares at me. ‘W-what happened?’

I laugh at him. ‘What do you think happened?’

His mouth drops open. ‘But that was… incredible.’

I start reaching for my things. ‘Cheers. Thanks.’

‘I… meant it. I… I think I passed out.’

‘That could have been all the gin and the wine.’

‘Nuh-uh,’ he shakes his head, still sounding shattered. ‘It was you. You… somehow you… I don’t know. What did you do?’

I consider this for a moment, then I pull my jumper over my head. It’s my favourite thick, fisherman’s jumper. I chose very practical clothes for an adventure. Not my most seductive outfit, but Harry doesn’t seem to have minded. ‘I guess you just caught me on a good night.’

He clutches the luxurious duvet around him. ‘What are you?’ he whispers.

‘I’m just a bookseller,’ I tell him. ‘But like any bookseller, I’m very well-informed and I know exactly where everything should go.’

He flomps back on the bed. ‘I’m as weak as a kitten.’

‘Don’t fail me now,’ I warn him. ‘You’re here to help. And it’s time. Get your things back on.’

He sits up and looks beseechingly at me. ‘Can we do it again?’

‘Maybe later,’ I tell him.

He dresses as quickly as he can and I go to make some coffee with the state of the art machine. I’m playing it cool with him, I know. But this little encounter might have done me some good, too.

 

There’s a short flight of stairs, tucked away in a dark corner behind the elevator. Harry points it out. I guess it’s where the cleaner or whoever gets about without the guests noticing. It’s all behind the scenes. It’s darker and cobwebbier here and the stairs are narrow and steep.

My legs are trembling a bit and my mind is still a bit numbed by the past couple of hours of fun. I have to block all of that out right now and concentrate on the task in hand…

I’m leading the way and I’ve got the tiny torch on my phone working, but it’s not much use. When I reach the door at the very top of the house I ask Harry, ‘You don’t have anything that can cut through chain links, have you?’

‘What..?’

I heard them through the wall last in the very early hours, didn’t I? Clinking locks and chains. Whatever and whoever Alan’s got banged up in his attic, he’s got her imprisoned pretty securely.

This is when Harry proves his worth. That bag he’s got with him doesn’t just have tomorrow’s pants and a toothbrush inside. He’s brought some of his tools from work. Heavy duty wire cutters.

‘You’re amazing,’ I tell him, beaming my torchlight on his hands as he works with the chains.

‘You’re pretty hot yourself,’ he tells me.

Oh god, what do we sound like? How can we flirt even as he grunts and crunches through clanking links of steel? I have to admit, I’m impressed as the chunky locks fall away and the door into the attic creaks open. 

‘Shush now,’ he warns. ‘We don’t know what we’re going to find in there.’

He’s got a point. It’s all very well, being gung-ho and still rushing with endorphins and Bombay Sapphire… but what kind of horrors are we about to encounter…?

The room is shrouded in a strange kind of cloying darkness. It’s as if the light from the glowing harbour outside daren’t even penetrate the curtainless windows at the end of the room. There’s a bed in the far corner, shrouded by tattered drapes. I can make out a lumpy shape. It might be human or it might just be heaped and mouldering bed clothes. It’s really hard to tell. I inch into the room and I realise that my heart is knocking louder inside my chest, pounding in synch with my headache, which is becoming almost unbearable.

‘It’s horrible in here,’ Harry says. ‘It stinks of chemicals and burning and… I don’t know. Something dreadful.’

He’s not wrong. I wonder if we’ve been foolish getting into this and letting ourselves into this nightmare. We’ve wandered willingly into something that feels disturbing and downright nasty. Every hair follicle I’ve got is standing on end by now and every nerve in my body is shrieking a warning at me: Get out before it’s too late…!

Beside the bed there are tables with electronic equipment and wires. It looks like an old 1980s hifi system at first. Green lights and flickering needles are monitoring and registering something… signs of life perhaps. But signs of life in what? The heaped form on the bed is completely motionless.

And then… all at once I see it.

How could I have missed it? 

Harry is staring straight at it. The focus of the room. 

A kind of fish tank thing. Emanating its own lurid glow. 

Bright green. Horrible. 

It’s a tank of gloopy and viscid horror. I’ve never seen anything as rank and disgusting in all of my life.

What’s more, there’s a speaking trumpet sprouting out of the side of the thing. It’s shaped incongruously like a giant lily.

A voice emerges: tremulous, crackling, amplified through those ancient hifi speakers.

‘Who – is – there…? Who – are – you? Danby? Danby? Is – that – you? Hello? Hello…? WHO – ARE – YOU?!’
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Eight

 

‘Ooh, ohhh ooh!! New faces…!’ she howls and great big air bubbles come out of her mouth. They travel through the green waters and pop on the surface of her tank. I’ve no idea how she’s breathing, but then I’ve no idea how she’s still alive either since she’s been reduced to being simply a head. ‘Hello, hello, new people! Oooh, how lovely to see you both!’

She’s welcoming if nothing else. 

Harry is rigid with fear beside me as we stand there, suspended in the murky light of that room at the top of the house. Now I peer closer I can see the looping tubes carrying juices and bubbles of air into and out of that fish tank, and presumably keeping that head of hers alive.

I step closer. Is it her whole head? Or just a face? I squint and move closer.

In life she was clearly an older woman, her face is seamed, wrinkled and scarred. But her eyes are the most brilliant purple. They are the most vivid thing about her, shining with indefatigable life.

‘B-Brenda…?’ I manage to stammer out. ‘A-are you the one they call… Brenda?’

She beams at me and her smile is so warm and welcoming something dislodges in my chest. My fear melts away and I am flooded with pity for this woman. ‘Yes! Yes! You know my name! I’m not forgotten, then?’

She becomes so agitated - her head rocking and nodding in its tank - that the thick gloop she’s suspended in begins to froth.

‘Are you in pain?’ I ask her. ‘Are you… okay?’

She considers this. Her face flushes with happiness, as if no one has ever asked her in years how she is. ‘I don’t feel anything much below my chin,’ she admits. ‘I think they’ve got me on some wicked kind of drugs to pacify me, truth be known. My captors, that is. These evil people who took me prisoner and have held me here for goodness knows how long…’ She frowns suddenly. ‘How long is it? Do you know? Just how long have I been held here against my will?’

Of course, I have no idea. Nor do I know how to break it to the poor woman that not only she is numb from the chin down, she’s also pretty much non-existent. I mean, how do you tell someone that kind of thing? 

One step at a time, I guess.

‘How can we help you?’ I ask her. ‘What can we do?’

Harry is conspicuously silent beside me. He’s still staring in horrified dismay, like he can’t quite believe I’m carrying out a conversation with a disembodied head.

‘Oh, oh, that’s so good of you,’ the head called Brenda cries. ‘I don’t even know who you are. What’s your name, dear? Who are you? How did you come to find me? Step closer, so I can get a good look at you…’

I bravely step nearer to the tank and I feel those bright, violet eyes sweep over me. ‘My name’s Cathy. I’ve just moved here… next door. I heard you through the attic walls… shouting out and protesting. I knew something was wrong… I knew that Alan was holding you prisoner…’

Her face twists in rage. ‘Mr Danby…!’ she roars. ‘That terrible, wicked man! Wait till I get my hands on him… I’ll rip his arms and legs off! I’ll…’

‘Don’t upset yourself…’ I warn her, alarmed at the way the green juice is slopping over the brim of her jar. That’s when I notice that, just like a fish tank, her jar is open to the air. I wonder… could I lift her free of her confinement? But… what then? How long would her head live outside of all this life support equipment? And what would I do with a detached head? Take her to A&E? 

‘Cathy, I can hear something…’ Harry suddenly says. ‘Can you hear that?’

I pause to listen, but Brenda’s head is still swooshing about inside her jar.

Is there someone else in the building? Have they heard all this hullabaloo we’re making?

‘I don’t even know where I am,’ Brenda sobs thickly. ‘I’ve been a prisoner for so long and I don’t even know where they’ve been keeping me, or how far from home I am…’

I tell her: ‘You’re in Whitby. On Harbour Street. You’re at the top of a new hotel called Mary’s. I live right next door, above my book shop…’

Her eyes gleam with hope. ‘I’m still in Whitby? Oh, oh, how wonderful! There’s still hope then! I’m still home…!’ She frowns. ‘But I’ve never even heard of a hotel called Mary’s on… Harbour Street, did you say? But that’s my street! That’s where I live…! How much time has gone by…? How long have they kept me up here? What’s become of my own establishment?’ Then another urgent thought strikes her. ‘What about Effie? Where’s Effie? Is she all right…?’

I feel bombarded with questions. I don’t even know where to start.

I’m so focused on Brenda that I don’t even notice what Harry is staring at. He’s looking at that bundle of dirty rags on the bed and is trying to call out a warning to me, but he can’t. Something is stirring under those sheets. Something is coming alive of their own free will: flexing their fingers and scuttling out from under their hiding place. Clawed like giant crabs, two large, powerful hands are making their way down onto the floorboards. Harry sees them both and is so shocked he can’t move or squeak out a warning to me.

I’m busy trying to explain to Brenda how Effie is. ‘I’ve seen Effie,’ I burst out. ‘I’ve seen her and talked to her – don’t worry.’

‘Oh, oh! She’s all right, then? How wonderful…’

‘That’s right,’ I smile, falsely bright. I daren’t tell the head yet that Effie was just a ghost. It might be too much of a shock for her. ‘I saw her just this morning. It was Effie who told me all about you, Brenda! She told me I had to come here and rescue you.’

She frowns. ‘But why couldn’t she come here herself? That’s not like her! Why, we were forever rescuing each other from danger. Nothing could hold her back. What’s wrong with the woman? What’s the matter with her? Why is she having to send young people to help me instead of doing it herself…?’

At this very moment Harry manages at last to nudge me and he points at the hands, which have made their way onto the bare boards and are moving sightlessly towards us, guided by the vibrations of our voices. They are gnarled and greenish. One is much larger than the other. Both have chipped black fingernails.

I let out a small scream.

‘What?! What is it…?!’ Brenda’s head cries.

‘Hands! There’s a pair of hands…!’ I shriek.

‘Oh really?’ she says.

Then the attic door behind us crashes open, so violently it almost comes off its hinges. We whirl round to see Alan Aloysius Danby standing there, sweating and out of breath. He’s wearing some sort of leatherman outfit, as if he has been disturbed on his night off. He swears at us ferociously, demanding to know what we’re doing in here. He looks absolutely livid with us.

To be fair, I’m quite annoyed at him, too. ‘We’ve caught you out! We know just what you’re doing! How could you? How could you be so cruel?’

Alan snarls at me. ‘Don’t you dare judge me! You don’t know anything about it. You – know – nothing!’

Brenda’s voice, distorted hugely through the speaking trumpet, drowns us all out: ‘Danby! You monster! You’ve been found out! These young people have come to my rescue… at last!’

He gasps. ‘I’m the monster..?! Me? Have you looked at yourself in the mirror lately?’

I can’t believe his cruelty. ‘You’re evil! How could you? Fancy treating a poor old woman like this…!’

He advances on me threateningly and Harry surges forward, ready to thump him. ‘You should have kept out of this, Cathy,’ Alan thunders. ‘You’ve got no idea what you’ve got yourself into.’

‘Look mate,’ Harry warns. ‘You take one step closer to her and I’ll punch your lights out.’

Alan rolls his eyes. ‘I’m glad you brought your neanderthal friend, Cathy. That’s all we need. Mindless violence is always the answer, isn’t it?’

I stare at him. ‘You’ve been keeping poor Brenda a prisoner. She’s completely helpless!’

‘I’ve been looking after her,’ Alan says, grinding his teeth.

‘No, no! Don’t believe him!’ Brenda blasts out through her speaking tubes. ‘He’s kept me here against my will… I don’t even know how long I’ve been held here!’

‘She would die without me,’ Alan says. ‘Just look at her!’

Perhaps he has a point. ‘But… but…’ I try to fathom it out. The horror of all of this is crowding out my rational mind and I’m finding it hard to think straight. ‘How did she end up like this? How did she wind up just a head in a jar?’

There is a very sudden silence that falls over the attic room. A horrified, pin-drop silence. Even the bubbling of the life support tubes seems to pause. The dreadful hush lasts for ages. 

Then Brenda says: ‘I beg your pardon, dear. I’m slightly hard of hearing these days, I think. But did you say… I’m just a head in a jar…?’ She blinks and the expression on her face is so woeful that I almost start crying myself.

‘You… you mean… you don’t know?’ I ask her. ‘Y-you don’t even realise?’

‘What? What? How could I know? I thought I was just… I was…’ And with that, she lets out the most almighty roar of fury. ‘DANBY!! When I get out of here I’m going to murder you! At last! I’m going to murder every single last one of the Danby clan for good and all! After all the pain and suffering you have put me through… this is the final indignity!’

Alan Danby is ignoring her threats. Instead he’s staring angrily at me. ‘You stupid girl. You cretin! How could you say that? How could you just blurt it out?’ He groans in anguish. ‘I’ve done everything I can to keep the horrible truth from her. Don’t you see, you fool? You cruel idiots. I’ve been protecting her…!’

Brenda is sobbing now and the green unguents that keep her alive are spilling generously over the edges of her tank. ‘I’m just a head! I’m nothing but a head!’ She wails horribly and suddenly I want to be sick.

And this is the very moment that those disembodied hands choose to strike. 

They are down on the floorboards, poised and bracing themselves on their sinewy fingers. Alan Danby’s bellows of rage have attracted their attention and it’s him they are fixed on as they prepare to launch themselves into the air.

‘Aaaahh! Aaah, God! Jesus! Get them off me…!’ Alan howls as the hands fly at him. They seem to appear out of nowhere, seizing him by the fleshy throat. His eyes pop and his leather outfit squeaks horribly as he struggles to free himself of their grasp.

Harry and I fall backwards at the sight of those bony digits at his throat. I can’t help but stare in horror at the gory severed ends of the wrists with their tattered tendons lashing about. 

‘Help me!’ he chokes out. ‘For Christ’s sake… help me! Get them off me!’

‘We can’t just let him die…!’ Harry cries out, just as shocked as I am. 

‘No, no, leave him!’ Brenda shrieks. She sounds like she has gone absolutely mental. ‘Are those my hands? They look like my hands!’

Alan gibbers and starts to turn purple.

‘Throttle him, my beauties!’ Brenda screeches, above the din Alan is making. ‘Make him feel my pain! Make him pay for every single day I’ve been kept prisoner in this place! Do you hear me, Mr Danby? Can you still hear me?’ Brenda laughs horribly. ‘So now I’ve got the upperhand at last…!’
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Of course, we can’t let the demented Brenda’s disembodied hands choke Alan to death. 

How would that look, if he was lying there strangled and we had to call the police? Who were they going to listen to? And what would they think we’d been up to? 

It’s a grisly, nightmarish task, but Harry and I have to dash forward and prise those digits from the hotel manager’s throat. He’s thrashing around in panic, which doesn’t make it any easier. 

They’re surprisingly, fiendishly strong, and the task is a sweaty and horrible one. The hands smell of grave mould and some kind of chemical stuff. My stomach churns as we wrestle.

First one, then the other hand relinquishes its grasp and they scuttle away into the murky shadows of the room. Alan lies there panting hoarsely on the floorboards. ‘I could be dead! I might have died!’ he gibbers.

‘You’re all right, we saved you,’ Harry mutters grimly. He looks like he wants to give Alan a good kicking himself.

I realise that Brenda’s head stopped yelling a few moments ago. At the instant the hands dropped down to the floor she broke off from her crazy ranting and fell silent. When I look over, the lights in her tank have dimmed and now I can’t pick out her features. She’s just a swaying dark blob in the fish tank, like a giant piranha. Has she passed out? Has she expired? It’s impossible to tell.

‘G-get me out of here,’ Alan grunts, scrambling to his feet.

‘What about Brenda?’

‘She’s all right,’ he says bitterly. ‘That old monster is indestructible, isn’t she? Right now she’s just sulking because you stopped her hands from murdering me.’

I try to call to her. ‘Brenda… we have to go now. But we will be back to help you… I promise…’

But there is no reply from the head.

Together Harry and I help Alan out of the room at the top of the house. He pauses to padlock the door and then suggests we sit in his kitchen on the next floor down, where we can talk.

I get him a glass of water and he sits in an armchair looking wrecked. He looks absurd, too, in his tight-fitting leather gear but no one mentions that. Instead I try to get some sense out of him.

‘About Brenda,’ I begin. ‘What right have you got to keep some poor woman trapped against her will?’

He takes a long drink of tap water and then fixes me with a level stare. ‘She’s not an ordinary woman, Cathy. That isn’t some run-of-the-mill harmless old granny up there, you know.’

‘We could see that,’ says Harry gruffly. ‘It looks like you’ve done something unspeakably horrible to her.’

Alan shakes his head sadly. ‘Oh, no. None of it’s my doing. What was done to poor old Brenda was done a very long time ago, and far away from here. She’s a freak of nature. A freak of supernature. She’s been like that for… well, for hundreds of years.’

‘Bollocks,’ I snap. ‘How can that be true?’

Alan gives me a strange look. ‘I thought you were better than this, Cathy. I thought your mind was more open and accepting. You sorely disappoint me.’

I gasp at him. ‘I disappoint you?!’

‘Actually, yes, you do. You’re so very ordinary, aren’t you? You react in all the stereotypical ways. Screaming and lashing out. Blaming people before you’re in full possession of the facts.’ He glances up at Harry with a wounding expression. ‘Taking up with some sexy thug just because he pays you a bit of attention. All of these things make you quite a lot less interesting than I thought you were.’

I can’t believe how rude he’s being. ‘Never mind all that crap,’ I burst out. ‘You’re just deflecting attention away from what you’ve been up to.’

‘Kidnapping, imprisonment, torture,’ Harry counts on his fingers. ‘And what are you doing with the disembodied bits of an old woman, anyway? They’ll lock you up for life and chuck away the key!’

Alan shrugs. ‘In some ways that would be quite a relief. I should be glad that I’ve been discovered. I’ve not exactly loved being entrusted with looking after that monster upstairs.’

‘She’s not a monster…!’ I yell at him.

But rather calmly, he replies: ‘Oh, I think you’ll find she is.’ 

I jump to my feet. ‘I don’t want to hear this. I’m sick of listening to you. You’re trying to wriggle out of it, but the plain fact is, you’re doing something dreadfully wrong. You’re doing something… evil.’

Alan shakes his head, sighing. ‘You’ll see. One day you’ll understand. You’ll see that I’m right when I say that I’m trying to protect her and protect the world. I am doing this for the best.’

‘I don’t believe you,’ I tell him.

‘Believe what you want,’ he says, smiling sadly. ‘But I beg of you, Cathy. Don’t tell anyone. Don’t alert the authorities. You don’t even know what chaos will be unleashed if this… this whole thing becomes known. There will be unholy ructions.’

‘We can’t just leave her there…with you!’

‘But you must, Cathy. You must.’

Harry touches my shoulders gently and leads me towards the door. ‘You won’t get any more sense out of him,’ he tells me. ‘I think he’s just crackers. Come on.’

And so we leave Alan there in his kitchen, and we leave Mary’s hotel. It’s a great relief to be down on harbour street, where it’s chilly and dark. It feels pleasingly normal out here.

I stare up at Harry. ‘What do we do? Go to the police?’

‘What are you going to tell them?’

‘That he’s got a woman trapped…!’

Harry shakes his head. ‘No, that’s no good.’

There’s a strange cast to Harry’s eye. His thoughts seem far away. 

As we turn towards the front of Wind and Wuthering I fetch out my key and I’m wondering: what the hell have I got myself into here?

 

We have tea in the shop downstairs and sit there huddled together, trying to piece our thoughts together. I’m pacified by being back in my orderly shop, where everything is tidy and immaculate. It’s my little universe, where everything is where it should be. Then I look at Harry and suddenly my mind’s in a whirl as I try to recount to myself everything that’s gone on tonight. 

I have seen impossible things. I have seen terribly upsetting things. I have lived through moments that belong in a horror film.

Also, I jumped into bed with this man after we emptied a good selection of bottles from a minibar.

I wonder: am I actually in my right mind?

Or has something happened to me lately? Has some strange supernatural influence started taking me over, altering my mind and affecting my behaviour?

It could be true, couldn’t it?

But, no. I have to take responsibility for all of this. I’m definitely in my right mind. I fell into bed with Harry and it was wonderful, even though I don’t really know him. And I’m starting to realise I know him even less than I thought I did. There’s an edge to him. A mysterious edge. I can’t work it out. He seems less shy and more shrewd than I thought he was at first. He seemed far less disturbed by the talking head and the severed hands than I was.

Could it be that he was expecting to find those… bits of Brenda up in that attic next door?

Urrgghh, I don’t know. It’s all making me feel paranoid, this horrid carry on. I fetch the emergency bottle of gin from the kitchen upstairs. ‘I don’t have any ice,’ I tell him and he shrugs.

‘Why can’t we go to the police?’ I ask.

‘They never help with stuff like this,’ he says. ‘Supernatural stuff.’

‘And you’d know about that… how?’ I ask.

Harry sips his gin. ‘I’ve lived in this town all my life. You get used to… certain things.’

‘You do?’

‘Oh yes.’

I consider him carefully. ‘You didn’t seem all that surprised to find a head in a tank, talking to us. Most people would be completely freaked out by everything that went on up there tonight. Not you.’

He smiles grimly. ‘I had my suspicions about what we were going to find.’

‘What…?!’

For a second he looks like he pities me and I feel a flare of irritation. ‘You’ve just wandered into our world, Cathy. I’m sorry for that. You’ve really no idea what you’ve blundered into.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘A very dicey, difficult situation.’

‘I can tell that much!’

‘No… I mean… a situation much bigger and more cataclysmic than anyone even knows yet. There are forces involved… much more terrible than any one of us. And Brenda is the key to that.’

‘She is?’

‘And you’re involved now, Cathy. Because of what you have witnessed… and because you are here, in this house. And also because Effie has appeared to you. She has chosen to trust you. That binds you inextricably to the fate of all of us involved in this strange adventure.’ He smiles sadly and takes a long swig of his warm gin. He looks so handsome, and yet I can’t believe he’s talking such bollocks.

‘You sound like Gandalf!’ I lash out. ‘Why are you talking like bloody Gandalf?’

‘Pardon..?’

‘You! You’re just a hot handyman who I fancied! You’re the normal one in all of this, or you’re supposed to be! How come now you’re talking like you know all about everything? How come you’re talking about cataclysmic events and dark powers and stuff? What do you know about any of it?’

‘Quite a lot, actually,’ he smiles sadly, and stands up. ‘Look, you’ve been through a lot tonight. You’re over-tired. I reckon you need some time on your own to think about it all. You need to process things.’

I’m flabbergasted by how cool he’s being. I knock back my gin and shudder. ‘I don’t know where to start. What’s happening to me?’

‘It’s a lot, I know,’ he says, and pats my shoulder. Patronisingly, I think. Then he’s heading for the door and suddenly I don’t want him to.

‘Wait…! Harry…’

‘Yes?’ He turns back with a smile.

‘This is ridiculous. We slept together and had a weird adventure next door… and I don’t even know your surname.’

He grins at me warmly, reassuringly. ‘It’s Christmas.’

I frown. ‘What?’

‘It sounds daft, I know. But it really is my name, I promise. Harry Christmas.’

He smiles again and then he’s gone, my front door chiming at his heels.

 

I just keep drinking the gin. It seems the best way. I’m not proud of it, but I’m not ashamed, either. The emergency bottle is suddenly empty and then I’m using up the last third of a truly horrible apple crumble flavoured gin I bought in a weak moment when I’d clearly gone mental.

Then I’m staggering into my bedroom, determined to sleep for ten hours straight and to block all of this nonsense out of my head.

The question is whirling around the room with me: What the hell have I got myself embroiled in?

I pass out, fully clothed on my bed.

Then, sometime after two a.m. there’s a clatter and bang and Effie is shaking me by the shoulder.

‘Oh, wake up,’ she hisses angrily at me. ‘Have you been drinking?’ 

The lights are still on and it’s like she’s poking needles in my eyes. ‘What’s it got to do with you?’

‘Brenda and I never ever drank when we were in the middle of a spooky investigation,’ she says sniffily. 

‘Well, bully for you.’

‘Sometimes there might have been the tiniest tot of sherry taken after all of the excitement was over, but not before.’ She wrinkles her nose at me. ‘You my dear, simply reek of booze.’

I bury my face in my pillow. ‘I couldn’t care less.’

‘Oh dear,’ she says. ‘I’m not very impressed, I must say.’

I lift my head up to glare at her. ‘Just bugger off, will you? I don’t want bothering by more spooks today, thanks.’

Suddenly her tone becomes urgent and her manner beseeching. She’s dependent on me and she knows it. She can’t afford to lose my support. ‘You’ve been next door, haven’t you? You’ve been there tonight.’

‘Oh yes,’ I say thickly, suddenly feeling like I want to throw up.

‘Then tell me! Did you see anything untoward? What did you find?’ Her eyes glimmer avidly. ‘Did you see anything… of Brenda…?’

‘I did indeed,’ I nod, and then I tell my uninvited ghost exactly what I saw.
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Once Effie knows for certain that it’s Brenda in the room next door she does everything she can to get herself through that wall. She uses up every iota of ghostly energy she can, trying to push herself through old plaster and crumbling brick.

‘It’s – no – good – I’m - too – weak…’ She pants, flickering alarmingly. Her image looks like an old cathode ray TV breaking down.

‘You’ll hurt yourself…’ I warn her.

‘But I have to do something!’ the old woman gasps. ‘If Brenda is really through there, in the state you described to me… then she needs my help.’

Effie musters all of her psychic energy and suddenly my early morning bedroom is filled with coruscating orange and purple lights. She’s throwing everything she has at the wall and still it makes hardly any impression. It’s doing nothing for my developing hangover, either.

‘I – can’t – pass – through…’ she gasps pitifully.

‘Why don’t you just go in through the front door, like I did?’ I ask, wondering if that’s a tactless question to ask a ghost.

She shakes her head crossly. ‘No, no, that’s no good. Don’t you see? It should be just as easy for me to walk through walls as to go through front doors. Don’t you know anything, girl?’ 

She sounds so caustic and sharp! I obviously look hurt because she softens her tone slightly.

‘Sorry, dear. This is all rather new to you, isn’t it? Hardly your fault if you don’t know how it all works. Look, make us both a pot of spicy tea and I’ll try to explain.’

Minutes later we’re sitting at my kitchen table once more. I’m glad I don’t have to watch her flinging herself at the attic wall anymore.

‘I believe someone has placed a kind of wicked hex around the whole building. What used to be Brenda’s B&B and is now this so-called boutique hotel is walled around by a psychic force designed to keep me and my kind from getting in.’ She sighs heavily. ‘I can’t help her. She’s at the mercy of this man Danby.’ Effie shudders and sips her tea. 

‘He was saying such strange things about her,’ I tell her. ‘Saying she was a monster and that she’s hundreds of years old. All kinds of weird stuff.’

‘I see,’ Effie nods stiffly. ‘Well, yes. I can see that there are few things I’m going to have to fill you in on.’

‘What do you mean?’ I feel a strange lurching in my stomach. I’m about to be inducted into some kind of a cult of secret knowledge, aren’t I? I just know it! Part of me is, of course, thrilled: the part that read all those Unexplained magazines as a child, and who wondered why nothing mysterious or peculiar ever happened to me.

‘Let’s go out for the morning,’ Effie suggests. ‘We can stretch our legs. I can explain everything to you as we go.’

‘So you can actually leave the house then?’ I ask her.

‘My dear, I’m a ghost, not an invalid.’ She smiles frostily. ‘No, the only place I apparently can’t go is Brenda’s house next door. And I intend to remedy that, just as soon as I can.’

 

It feels oddly normal to be walking through town in the company of a spirit. Effie assures me that no one who she doesn’t want to see her can do so. To everyone else it will look as if I’m just strolling along on my own, talking away to myself like a crazy person, or someone with an invisible phone. At the same time, I can see Effie bustling along beside me, dressed in an old lady’s smart tweedy suit and a pointed hat with a small feather. She looks just like she’s stepped out of another time and, if I peer closely, I can make out a line of shimmering light around her body.

We pass over the swing bridge and onto the other side of the harbour. I love all the chatter and screeching seagulls, and the almost blinding glittering light on the water. Town is busy today, with locals dashing about, fetching their groceries and going about their business. I’m looking forward to being a part of this world in which everyone goes about their humdrum tasks and I’m running my own business from here. I can’t wait to be doing stuff like selling books, recommending books and making a living. It seems so much less complicated than anything to do with phantoms and floating heads.

‘This is where we always used to have coffee,’ Effie says, a few hundred yards down the cobbled Church Street. Through the busy marketplace she’s ushering us, towards the yellow-painted door of a certain café. The Walrus and the Carpenter,’ she sighs happily. ‘It’s been part of mine and Brenda’s morning trips out ever since we first met and became devoted friends.’

The café has a bow window with those bullseye panes, like a proper Olde Worlde kind of place. It does look quite inviting, I must admit and, even though we only just finished off our pot of spicy tea before heading out, I really fancy a coffee now. 

‘You’ll have to open the door,’ Effie prompts me. 

‘Is it the Walrus and the Carpenter as in ‘Alice in Wonderland’?’ I ask her. Inside it’s warmly and dimly lit. There’s a timeless air about the place. It might be any time of day, in any year from the past century. Soft tinkly music plays and a calm descends upon me as the ancient waitress shows us to a table at the front. ‘Table for two,’ I tell her and she nods, almost knowingly.

Effie is telling me, ‘Yes, it’s an Alice allusion because the Reverend Charles Lutwidge Dodgson – or Lewis Carroll as the world eventually came to know him – was here on holiday when he had the first inkling of the idea for Alice. He stayed in a hotel up on the West Cliff and it all started crowding in on his imagination. He was visited by the characters from the book, he said.’

‘Oh, really?’ 

‘Yes, indeed. It was terrifying for the poor man. Quite a gentle, stammering person he was. Wouldn’t say boo to a goose. Or, indeed, a Jabberwock.’

She’s talking now as if she knew Lewis Carroll personally. Yet she couldn’t have done, could she? Just how old is Effie, anyway, I wonder…?

‘We were there, of course, back in the mid eighteen-hundreds,’ she smiles at me. ‘Brenda and I. We went back through time at one point to help Charles do battle with the more obnoxious of the Wonderland creatures who were… Ah, look. The menu. The best thing on it is the walnut cake and the frothy coffee. Could you order me some too, and I’ll just have a little sip.’

I’m gawping at her. ‘You went back through time?’

‘Oh yes. We spent a little while in the Victorian era because they needed us so badly, you see. Lots of trouble with monsters, serial killers and restless spirits back in those days, don’t you know. They had great need of our particular talents. And, of course, obviously… Brenda was a native. She was actually born – well, I say born, but you know what I mean… given life - in the early part of the nineteenth century. It’s where she belonged, really.’

Now my head is whirling and, as I open my mouth to ask another question, the elderly waitress lumbers up to our table. She whips out a tiny writing pad and a chewed pencil. ‘Yaaarrrpp? Gloooop?’ she asks. I glance at her and blink. What a very hairy woman! She stares back at me, ‘Whattle you haaave?’ 

I repeat what Effie suggested and the waitress makes no comment on my ordering for two. Perhaps she just assumes that I’m waiting for a friend. Off she lurches to the kitchen.

‘So… time travel,’ I return to the matter in hand.

‘Oh yes, indeed,’ says the ghost airily, playing it very cool. ‘We used to take such things in our stride. I mean, even before I ever met Brenda I was used to a wide variety of everyday esoteric things. I belonged to a long line of witches, you see, so magic never held any particular surprises for me. But once Brenda and I were in business as Whitby’s unofficial defenders from the Forces of Darkness… well!’ Here she laughs and her weathered face lights up like I haven’t seen it yet. ‘All I can say that it was absolutely terrifying… but it was such fun.’

‘You were Whitby’s defenders…?’

‘Unofficial, like I say. But people here knew what we were up to, and they were grateful too, I daresay. It’s a funny old place, you see, Cathy. The air is rather thin. Or rather… the fabric of space-time is somewhat worn and fraying and it is apt to let through all manner of strange beings and eldritch creatures from other dimensions.’

‘Other dimensions,’ I repeat in a hollow kind of tone.

‘Oh indeed,’ says Effie briskly. I can see that she’s rather enjoying this crash course in spooky. ‘It’s the Abbey, you see. The old ruined abbey at the top of the hill here. Yes, it’s old and very historical and significant for all the reasons that the tourist board is interested in. But it’s also something else. It’s the site of an ancient and deadly gateway into all the netherworlds. It’s a nexus point for many dark dimensions. It is the Bitch’s Maw.’

I flinch at this. ‘Doesn’t that sound a little… misogynistic?’

‘It is a name passed down from antiquity,’ Effie says. ‘Though there is a much older, even more pagan name that I find downright vulgar.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘Brenda and I once went back to those times, too, though I’d hate to give the impression that all we did was time travel. There was so much more to our adventures than gadding about through assorted historical periods.’

Suddenly our waitress is shambling back to our table, lugging a laden hostess trolley. ‘Glooooop.’ We wait until she has served us our coffee and cake and then retreated to the shadows before continuing.

‘Mostly,’ says Effie, ‘we were defending this town from the monsters and the evil spirits that emerged from the Bitch’s Maw. And there were such a lot of them! Legions of monsters! Oh yes… we had to deal with mummies, vampires, the walking dead… all manner of dreadful things. Most of them horrid men, of course.’ She raises her eyebrows at this. 

‘You’re saying there’s such a thing as vampires and monsters?’ I can barely keep the excitement out of my voice.

‘Of course! Don’t you remember Dracula, my dear? What better place for these benighted souls to come through from the land of make believe than Whitby? Where folk go about dressed up as demons and gothy whatnots all the year round! You should have seen us when it came to Goth Weekend and Halloween! We were always rushed off our feet. It could get very confusing, trying to find the real monsters in the holiday crowds.’

I sip my frothy coffee and find that Effie was right: it’s delicious. ‘I’m finding all this quite hard to take in.’

‘I can understand that,’ she smiles. ‘Even Brenda – strange as she was, in her own way – found it incredible when she first moved here, that Whitby was quite so beset by supernatural beings. She had moved here hoping for a quiet life, you see. After two hundred years of moving from place to place, never really settling down, never fitting in, finding herself hounded from pillar to post by decent, God-fearing society, she had at last found our little town in North Yorkshire and thought to herself: ‘Ay up, I’ll open up a Bed and Breakfast beside the sea!’’

‘But how could she be hundreds of years old…?’ I ask. ‘What kind of person was she? Was she a… a monster… too?’

Effie looks at me. ‘Oh, my dear. You really don’t know anything much yet, do you?’ She looks at me like she feels sorry for me. As if I’m hopelessly under-equipped for some great challenge that I’m about to face. ‘I can see that this is a lot for you to take in all at once,’ she tells me. ‘You see, the truth about Brenda is quite astonishing. Quite horrifying, in some ways. You may need a little time to absorb the true facts of the matter…’

I burst out: ‘Just tell me…!’

And Effie opens her mouth to start.

But at that very instant there is a loud knocking at the bay window beside us. I almost jump out of my chair. Effie looks most displeased to be interrupted mid tale-spinning by someone outside in the street. Clearly they have spotted me sitting here – apparently alone – and thought nothing of banging sharply on the window to attract my attention.

‘How common,’ Effie says witheringly, peering out through the net curtains. ‘Who is that?’ She frowns. ‘Why is she dressed like a labourer?’

It’s Franky. She’s in her favourite paint-spattered overalls and she’s grinning at me through the distorting glass of the front window. ‘Oi, wotcher!’ she yells. 

‘She’s coming in,’ I tell Effie.

Effie doesn’t look best pleased. She looks even less pleased when Franky clatters through the café door, barges through the tables and chairs and greets me loudly and enthusiastically. She then commits the ultimate faux pas of sitting down heavily on the very chair that my ghostly friend is already occupying. 

‘Hey, you!’ Franky shouts across the coffee cups at me. ‘What’s all this about you shagging my cousin, then?’ 

Effie is livid – and I’m completely mortified.


Eleven

 

It’s very awkward sitting there listening to Franky gabbling on, what with Effie looking disgruntled the whole time. Very bad-naturedly my friendly ghost has slipped out from under the handywoman and perched herself in a different chair. All the while Franky’s saying stuff, the old woman is glaring at her malevolently. I realise I’m not even paying attention to Franky.

‘You’ve turned his head. You’ve turned him daft. I’ve never seen our Harry like this over a woman before. He won’t stop going on about you. All morning he’s been like this. I had to tell him to put a sock in it at one point.’

I realise what she’s on about. Harry’s obsessed with me! I can’t help feeling a little twinge of triumph. ‘He won’t stop, eh?’

‘You’ve bewitched him!’ Franky laughs. Then she notices that our waitress has slouched over.

‘Gloooop?’

Franky says, ‘Umm… a coke, please, with ice.’ When the waitress turns Franky hisses, ‘Christ, where did they dig her up from?’

I’m aware of Effie groaning at her rudeness. ‘Who is this boorish young woman? Why are you even friends with her?’

‘Shush,’ I tell her.

‘What?’ Franky frowns. ‘Why are you shushing me?’

I shake my head. ‘No, it’s me, I’m just… I’m just laughing about Harry.’

‘It’s not funny!’ Franky laughs. ‘I had to interrogate him to get the full story.’

I swallow. ‘What whole story? What did he say?’ I’m hoping he didn’t divulge everything that we happened upon at Mary’s hotel.

‘You know what I mean,’ she chuckles. ‘All the goss. All the sexy stuff.’

‘Oh, that,’ I shrug, trying to appear nonchalant about it all.

‘Honestly, I thought you were a bit prim and proper. I really thought… what with a bookshop and everything, and Romance novels… I never thought you’d go hopping into bed with our Harry the very first chance that you got.’

I blush fiercely at this. ‘Well, it wasn’t quite like that…’

She laughs again. ‘Harry says you were like a woman possessed! He said you got him into that hotel room and you were like, ‘Okay, do it to me, Big Boy.’’

I can’t help cracking up at this. ‘I never said anything of the sort! He’s making it up! He never said I said that, surely…?!’

Franky shrugs as her coke is delivered. ‘Or, words to that effect. He said you were terrifyingly forward and demanding.’

Effie has reared up in her seat, clutching her ghostly handbag to her chest and looking most displeased. ‘We didn’t carry on like you young hussies in my day,’ she mutters.

‘She’s making it sound much worse than it was,’ I tell her.

Franky frowns. ‘Who are you talking to?’

I can see I shall have to explain. ‘That séance your Aunty Winnie held round mine…?’

‘Oh yes. She’s had an awful headache ever since, poor Winnie. She said she must have picked up some kind of ectoplasmic germ.’

‘Well, the séance worked better than we knew. I’ve been followed around ever since by the previous owner of the house. Effie Jacobs. I was having coffee with her just now and then you sat on her.’

Franky shivers. ‘Really? I never felt anything weird…’

‘She’s sitting here right now. Can’t you see her – beside you?’

Franky stares at Effie’s glowering expression. ‘Nope!’

Effie says, ‘I choose who I appear to these days. That’s one good thing about being dead.  You get to be a bit more choosey about the company you keep.’

I tell Franky, ‘Ah, she’s growing a bit fainter now. But she’s been hanging around ever since Winnie called her up. Some of the things she’s been telling me about what goes on in Whitby have been quite alarming.’

Franky sips her drink. ‘Like what?’

I’m not sure I want to go into it all with Franky. She’s one of the first friends I met here in Whitby, but what does she really know about the spooky stuff? Her cousin seemed mysteriously well-informed last night. Just how well can I trust the gruff and guileless-seeming Franky? I decide to keep it vague: ‘Ghosts and monsters. Stuff like that.’

Franky laughs and shakes her head. ‘You’re seeing things! This will be because of all the gin you’ve been putting away. Harry says you plied him with booze all night.’

This makes me gasp. ‘That’s not true…!’

Franky just laughs at me. She is enjoying this whole thing and my embarrassment hugely. 

 

It isn’t long before Franky has to move on. She’s got to get back to the hotel where she’s working on the West Cliff. Everything’s at a crucial stage and she can’t leave Harry alone getting on with it all. I can tell she’s a tiny bit disappointed not to get any more gossip out of me about the night that I shared with her cousin. There’s simply no way I’m spilling more details with Effie sitting there, hanging disapprovingly on my every word.

‘I will love you and leave you,’ Franky shrugs and then she’s off.

‘You young girls today,’ says Effie, rolling her eyes.

I pay up and we leave the cosy confines of The Walrus and the Carpenter behind. Next thing, we’re out on Church Street, which is hectic with late morning crowds. That doesn’t stop Agnes Timperley from my rival bookshop thrusting herself in front of me, shouting at the top of her voice: ‘So you’re still going ahead with it, are you? You’re still opening your shop this Friday?’

‘O-of course,’ I stammer, disconcerted by this bony and aggressive old woman. 

‘You haven’t been scared away yet, have you?’ she sneers at me, swishing her sheeny hair. ‘There’s been nothing to terrify you out of your wits and make you want to leave town, eh?’

I stand up straight and glare at her. ‘Not at all! Nothing I can’t handle!’

Effie is right by my shoulder, gripping my arm supportively. She whispers into my ear, ‘Take no notice of her. She was always a nasty old windbag.’

To my surprise Agnes Timperley addresses Effie directly, ‘It’s nice to see you, Effie. It’s been a while. I can’t remember how long it is since you and that dreadful fat old friend of yours finally fell victim to the Bitch’s Maw.’

If Effie is surprised that the bookseller can see her, she doesn’t give it away. ‘Agnes Timperley. You nasty old crow. If there was one advantage to being dead, it meant I didn’t have to cross swords with the likes of you anymore.’

Agnes caws with loud laughter. ‘Ha! That’s rich! You old troublemaker! You fiendish harridan!’

Effie responds with a few choice names of her own and, all of a sudden, to my astonishment, the two women are falling into each other’s arms, laughing and hugging each other. It seems that Effie has manifested herself enough to allow Agnes to see and touch her. ‘I’ve missed you, old witch!’ Agnes laughs.

When they both turn to look at me I’m confused. ‘I thought Agnes was the enemy? Alan Danby was warning me against her… and you were so unfriendly in the street to me the other day…!’

Both women frown disdainfully at the mention of Mr Danby. They are still clinging onto each other. Effie explains, ‘Agnes Timperley might be a fearsome hag, but she was also a valued ally in various adventures in the past. Also, she is supremely well-informed about dangers from the Nether Realms.’

‘That’s true,’ Agnes nods modestly. ‘I run a chain of these shops of mine in the same location through a number of different dimensions. I am run off my feet, which accounts for my abrupt manner sometimes. But it also means that I am aware of cosmic rumblings through the multiverse. Brenda and Effie were, in the latter stages of their spook-hunting career, rather glad of my help.’

Effie looks haunted for a moment. ‘Yes… in those later days when the multiverse was breaking down. We were extremely grateful to you.’

All around us everyday shoppers and sightseers are streaming past. It feels absurd to be standing here in the middle of the road, talking about such weird things with Agnes and Effie’s ghost.

Agnes says, ‘I’m truly sorry that I couldn’t do more, Effie. Right at the end, I mean. To help you and Brenda.’

Effie stiffens and her expression is solemn. ‘You did all that you could, Agnes. We could hardly have asked for more.’

‘But… what happened to you?’ Agnes asks. ‘How are you back now? Why are you back?’

‘Ahh,’ Effie smiles. ‘I’m not quite sure yet. I’m just glad to have found a way through. I’m back here in Whitby… slightly disembodied but apart from that, quite my own self. And it’s mostly down to this remarkable young woman here.’

‘Me?’ I ask, startled by the attention. ‘Really?’

‘Your coming here to our town is of vital importance,’ Effie nods. 

Agnes smiles frostily. ‘And there I was thinking she was just a business rival.’

Effie considers carefully. ‘Cathy is much, much more than that. There’s something nefarious going on here and she’s caught up right in the middle of it.’

Agnes beams. ‘Oh, it’s almost like the good old days, isn’t it?’ Then her expression clouds. ‘But what about Brenda? Has she made it back, like you, from the brink of oblivion…?’

‘Agnes has been a marvel and a trouper in the past,’ Effie tells me as we march back across the bridge towards home. ‘But it’s no good telling her everything. Not about Brenda. Not yet. We don’t want gossip getting out about what state poor old Brenda’s in. Agnes can be a terrible blabbermouth and, as you heard, she’s got branches in a variety of different dimensions. That kind of loose talk spreads quickly.’

As we tackle the steep hill my mind is reeling. ‘There’s quite a lot to take in. Vampires, spirits, time travel, other dimensions.’

She chuckles. ‘All in a day’s work, ducky. If you can’t handle it, you’d have been better off opening a shop in Scarborough. Though from what I hear through the ether, there’s been a fair number of spooky occurrences there lately, too.’ She pauses and sniffs the air. ‘Yes, the Very Fabric between the dimensions is thinning quite considerably. Everything is a lot stranger than it used to be.’ She smiles sadly. ‘We have even more need of Brenda in this place than we ever had before.’

‘But what can we do for her?’ I ask. ‘She’s just… well, I told you what state she’s in. Surely she’s beyond… bringing back?’

Effie starts floating ahead, effortlessly, up the hill towards the house that used to be her antiques shop. ‘I’ve seen Brenda in some terrible states, believe me. I don’t think there’s anything she can’t survive. Come along, dear. We’ve got to think about how we go about this…’

I catch up with her at the front door of Wind and Wuthering. ‘I’ve got this front window display to sort out. There’s so much to do. I was going to send out flyers and everything, but I’ve not had the time…’ Sadly I remember how, back when life was simple, Alan next door had offered to make and deliver leaflets for me. Some chance, now! ‘Everything’s slipping out of my control,’ I mutter.

‘Nonsense, girl!’ Effie laughs. ‘You’ll still open on Friday, just as you planned. You’ll throw a small party for the evening of your opening day, and you’ll invite all the folk you’ve met so far in Whitby. Together we will toast the success of your remarkable shop.’ She smiles ironically. ‘And yes, I do think it’s charming. Not as classy as my beautiful Antiques Emporium used to be, but I realise that time has to move on. Everything must change. Your little shop is delightful, ducky, and I’ll be glad to celebrate with you, come Friday evening. You must make some canapes and buy some fizz and make sure that you invite everyone. Including Mr Alan Aloysius Danby from next door. I am most eager to meet this particular person in the flesh.’
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Twelve

 

The rest of the week passes by in a blur of preparations. I unpack the last of my books onto my tasteful, dove grey shelves. I put up posters and prints and get my cash desk sorted out. I work like crazy to get everything just so. 

On Wednesday night I can hear slow guitar music playing. It comes wafting down the stairs as I sit with a large glass of Merlot, reading a romance novel.

‘Tim?’ I call up the stairs. ‘Is that you?’ 

I’d recognise my dead boyfriend’s guitar playing anywhere. It’s very slow and careful, like he really means every single note. I used to have to sit listening for hours as he laboured over his acoustic guitar, his red hair flopping down. He’d occasionally grunt with the effort. I would sit trying not to be bored, and I’d applaud enthusiastically when he finished. Truly, his music recitals aren’t one of the things I miss most about Tim.

I slip upstairs – slightly woozy with the wine – and find him at the top of the house. Sure enough he’s sitting at the end of my bed strumming away. I think: how nice they let him take his guitar to heaven with him! And then I realise: I could have this ghostly dirge following me around for eternity. I think I recognise one of the plangent and mawkish songs he wrote for me. I used to feel awful for this, but I always disliked the songs he composed for me even  more than all the others. Is that awful of me?

He looks up from his phantom instrument. ‘Hello, love.’

‘I-I never expected to see you back again…’ I tell him. 

He pulls a tragic face. ‘Wherever else am I supposed to go? I love you.’

Oh no. Suddenly I’m imagining being followed around forever by him. Tim acting for eternity like a lovesick puppy.

‘That bloke,’ he says sharply. ‘That Harry.’

Oh no. He’s been keeping tabs on my love life. This could get very awkward. ‘It’s nothing serious, Tim…’ I say, and I hate myself for trying to explain, for trying to wriggle out of it.

‘You went to bed with him.’

I flush and feel the red wine heat rising up to my scalp. ‘So? I… I wanted to! And I don’t have to excuse myself to you, Tim! You’re dead!’

He hangs his head dolefully. ‘Yeah, and don’t I know it. It’s like torture, this. Do you think I want to hang around watching while you cop off with other guys and carry on with your life…?’

I sit down on the bed beside him, suddenly seeing it all from Tim’s point of view. ‘I suppose that sucks,’ I say. Then I gasp. ‘You didn’t hover around watching us the whole time the other night, did you?’ The thought gives me the shivers.

He shakes his head. ‘When I saw the way it was going, I sloped out of there. It was horrible, Cathy. Seeing you in the arms of another man. Do you realise how bereft and hopeless I felt just then?’

I sigh and suddenly want to ruffle his auburn hair. I wonder if I should tell him about Effie? She seems so well-adjusted as a ghost. She’s taking the whole experience in her stride. She certainly isn’t moping about and feeling sorry for herself. As she told me the other afternoon, ‘I think I rather prefer being a ghost, you know. It takes some of the sting out of actually living. And I can float, look! Look at me, ducky…!’ 

Perhaps it’s best I don’t try to cheer up Tim with tales of Effie. Instead I say, ‘You’ll always be special in my heart, Tim.’ I wince as I say these trite words. You’d think someone who spends all her time immersed in the world of romantic novels would be a bit more articulate when it comes to love. Still, Tim looks pleased by my clumsy effort.

‘Really? That’s all I ask… that you don’t ever forget me.’

‘How could I?’ I smile. Fat chance, I think, what with his ropey guitar sounds following me about… Then a thought strikes me. As I consider it, and Tim starts fiddling with his tune again, the thought impresses me with its importance. ‘Hey… you said you were in the bedroom next door at Mary’s with me and Harry. You followed us there for a while…’

He shudders. ‘Don’t remind me. I don’t know what you see in that bloke. He seems like such a show-off to me. Such a cliché. You don’t like macho, swaggering types like him. You never did before!’

‘Never mind about that now,’ I say, not wanting to get into all of that. ‘So you’re saying you were able to get into the hotel next door? There was no psychic barrier preventing you?’

He looks puzzled. ‘Should there have been?’

I’m on my feet, pacing around the bedroom. ‘There is for Effie. Someone or something has put a barrier around the place so she can’t get in to help her friend in the attic. Effie can go anywhere in Whitby. She even sat in a café in town having a cup of coffee with me. Being a ghost hardly holds her back at all! But going next door? She couldn’t get anywhere near.’

Tim shrugs. ‘I could. It was easy.’

I beam at him. ‘But that’s great! You can slip in up to the attic and see Brenda. You can find out how she is…’

‘Brenda…?’

I explain to him about what we found in the attic next door, me and Harry.

‘Oh, gross,’ Tim cries. ‘These are the kinds of things you’re getting involved in now! Did you have to put up with things like this when we were together? No! Your life was nice then. It was normal. Nowadays there’s all this talk of… of ghosts and heads in fish tanks. It’s just weird, Cathy! It’s horrible and I don’t like it.’

I’m not about to mollycoddle him. Not after sitting through his rotten songs again. ‘But it’s how life is now, Tim. Everything’s changed. You’re a ghost and we live here in Whitby, where the poor woman next door is just a severed head in a tank. And what’s more she needs our help.’

He looks thoughtful. Then, out of nowhere he says, ‘How did Effie drink her coffee?’

‘What?’ I’ve no idea where he’s going with this.

‘You said she had coffee with you in town. Could she pick up her coffee cup and drink from it?’

‘Well… yes. Yes, she could. Why?’

Tim looks crafty. ‘So she can make herself corporeal, can she? She can make bits of herself tangible for a time?’

Trying to follow him I say, ‘Yes, she can. Mostly she’s all ghostly and woo, like you. But she can manifest herself fully when she wants to.’

He grins. ‘So, there’s a knack to it! I see…’ He starts whizzing around the room with new enthusiasm. ‘I’ll have to practise!’

I shout at him, ‘Look, will you do me a massive favour? Will you pop next door and see what’s become of Brenda…?’

He hovers in the air like Aladdin’s genie of the lamp and he bows very elaborately. ‘Your wish is my command.’

Then off his goes, and I’m glad to see his guitar go with him.

 

Thursday goes by and I’m shopping for things like smoked salmon and vol-au-vent cases and bottles of fizzy wine. I’m lugging everything back up the hill, just about doing my back in as I drag these things for the party up to my shop. Now I’m fretting about not sending out flyers and posters announcing my opening day event. Alan next door had a good idea, but I’ve not had the time to do it myself or the inclination to accept his offer of help. He probably hates me now since that awkward and violent tussle up in his attic.

Nevertheless, I make out some fancy invitations to pop through various letterboxes. He gets one next door, and so does Agnes Timperley from The Spooky Finger. I make a poster using felt pens and glitter to put in my shop window. I’ve had a few glasses of wine when I do the lettering and, as I tape it to the glass the next morning I wonder if it looks a bit wobbly and unprofessional. Bollocks to it. Artisanal, that’s the word. Not slick, not overly polished. Homemade, slightly shonky-looking. That’s my go-to look, I think.

I’m standing in my shop window dressed in a purple crocheted cardy and a granny dress I got from a charity shop on Silver Street. It could be that I look a bit daft as I scatter colourful fallen leaves that I collected this morning from Pannet Park, but I don’t care. My window is going to be a masterpiece of autumnal vibes. I place carefully-curated piles of my favourite romance novels on top of the beautifully fragrant and colourful leaves and, last but not least, I set out the taxidermy squirrel and hedgehog and rabbit that I found amongst Effie’s old junk. They are dressed in Edwardian costumes and look quite jaunty, sitting amongst the books and leaves in my window.

The whole day slides by with me fussing around in my shop. I must say, it feels good to concentrate on ordinary, earthly things, and not to spare much thought for the multiverses and monsters that have twirled around too much in my head lately.

I have a light supper and a glass of wine and take a last look at my bookshop before turning out the lights. ‘Tomorrow you’ll be open,’ I tell my shop. ‘It’s all starting tomorrow!’ There’s a tingle in my stomach, and it’s more than just Merlot on top of my fish finger sandwich. This is my dream coming true at last! Everything I ever wanted to do, and the person I always wanted to be. Wind and Wuthering is absolutely perfect.

I will have an early night. Tomorrow I want to be bright and full of energy.

But when I get to my bedroom Tim is standing there by the bed. 

‘Christ, not more guitar playing…!’ I burst out tactlessly.

There’s something odd about Tim, though. He looks… not frightened, exactly. He looks a bit disturbed. 

‘What’s the matter…?’

He sits down heavily on the bed. He doesn’t pass through it, I notice. Clearly he’s been experimenting with that tangibility of his. ‘I did like you asked,’ he says quietly. ‘This afternoon and evening. I went next door. I went through the wall and had a look around inside. Just like you wanted, Cathy.’

‘And…?’ I ask eagerly. ‘Did you see her? Did you see Brenda..?’

Now he looks hollowed-out and waxy. All colour has drained out of his face. Even his auburn hair looks pale. ‘Oh, Cathy… that poor woman. What have they done to her? What must she have done, to deserve being reduced to…to that…?’

I nod sadly. ‘Yes, it’s quite a shock when you first see her.’

‘And I thought I had it bad! Being a ghost and all. I can’t imagine what it must be like for her…’

I urge him on with his account. ‘Did you manage to talk to her? Was she making much sense?’

He says, ‘Yes, she quite lucid, actually. She told me that I’d caught her on a good day. I just stood there looking at the air bubbles coming out of her mouth as she spoke. She was quite friendly, listening politely as I told her about you coming to live next door.’

‘You did? What did you say about me?’

‘I told her that you are the most wonderful girl in the world and that you’re going to do your level best to help her in any way you can.’

I can’t help being vaguely pleased by Tim’s flattery. It’s pathetic, but there it is. ‘And did you tell her about Effie coming back as a ghost?’

‘Oh yes, and she looked like she was upset to hear her friend was dead, but relieved that she was resurrected, too.’

I sit down on the bed and notice for the first time that Tim is clutching a kind of bag in his lap. Not a bag, a pillowcase. A rather dirty one.

‘These women have such complicated lives,’ Tim whistles as he thinks about it all. ‘She tried to explain a little of it to me, but soon she said she was tired and she was expecting that Mr Danby to come back at any minute. She had to give me something. Something I could smuggle out of the hotel…’

I frown. ‘What did she give you?’

‘It took some getting out, I can tell you,’ he complains. ‘I had to slip out through the front door, since I couldn’t make it intangible like I am.’

‘What? What is it…?’

He holds up the rather grubby pillowcase and opens it. ‘Here.’

Whatever is inside is wriggling like a fish.

I brace myself and look inside.

It’s one of Brenda’s hands.

‘She wants me to help her escape,’ Tim tells me. ‘She asked if I would smuggle her out… bit by bit…!’


Thirteen

 

The hand of Brenda stays awake all night.

Because of it I barely get a wink of sleep. Right when I could really do with some proper rest. The very night before my grand opening. I should be getting a good night’s shuteye and dreaming about the future, but instead I’m lying here with my eyes wide open. I’m listening for the scratch and rustle of that large severed appendage dragging itself around the room like a trapped, drunken seagull.

What if she strangles me in my sleep?

Maybe I should have locked her away in a cupboard or a drawer. 

It might be only a hand, but it appears to have a mind of its own. It seemed cruel to me to lock it away against its will. 

But now… it wants to explore everywhere in my house. Its fingertips roam over every surface as if it’s searching for something.

I press a pillow over my head and groan loudly. This is torture.

And where’s my ghostly ex-boyfriend gone? Tim has whistled off somewhere and there’s not a hint of him. Not even a whiff of Lynx. 

I am alone with the phantom fingers.

Typical of my life.

And then, at around three o’clock in the morning the hand of Brenda  discovers my dream journal.

Suddenly it becomes all excited and starts jumping up and down on my bedside table. There’s a hell of a clatter as everything – lamp, water tumbler, wine glass, medicine bottles, various bits and pieces – start clanking and rattling together. The hand doesn’t care about the mess and the noise as it flips open the hardback cover of my journal. If it could talk, I suppose it would be yelling excitedly. All this over just some mostly-empty book!

My half-asleep mind wonders why Brenda would be so interested in the state of my dream life. She’ll be disappointed to read about it, I think. I began the year with good intentions, writing down religiously every morning the images and the shreds of thoughts that had visited me in the night. I was dismayed to find out how banal they seemed, once they were on the page. As usual with this kind of thing, my enthusiasm had petered out by the end of January. I was left with more than three hundred completely blank, thick creamy pages and absolutely no intention of filling them.

Then I realise in a sudden whoosh of inspiration: it’s the blank pages that the hand actually wants. 

I sit up sharply and switch on the table lamp. 

There’s the horrible hand. Large for a woman’s. Pale with bloodlessness and tinged green from the grave. I shiver when I catch a glimpse of the gory wrist.

‘D-do you need a pen?’ I ask her. 

The blackened nails tap out a fervent tattoo on the cover of the dream diary. So I hunt around for a biro.

The fingers take it gently and struggle and dither for a moment, as if they have forgotten just how to write. The hand gives every appearance of somehow, absurdly, taking a great deep breath and then it leans into the first empty page and begins to write…

 

Hello Cathy! It’s me, Brenda!

Now, I hope you’re not too frightened and alarmed by all of this business. It’s quite a palaver, I realise. I really do appreciate all the effort you’ve been going to on my behalf.

Yes, yes, it’s really me – Brenda! The woman who used to run the hotel next door. I must say, it used to be a much more homely place than it is right now. All those modern design features they’ve put in. All the fancy boutique nonsense. Baths that light up different colours, indeed! What’s the point of that? They don’t get you any cleaner, do they? It’s all just folderol, all this fancy stuff, that’s what I think. The whole world has become so obsessed with superficial things and that’s half the problem, I think.

Anyway, I’ll try not to ramble on too much. Time is limited, of course, and you don’t want to be sat up all night reading all of this. You must realise though, how wonderful it is for me to express my thoughts again in this way. I’ve been living in torture for so long. It’s been monstrous. It’s a wonder I haven’t completely lost my…

 

Here, the hand wants to turn the page to a fresh side and I have to help. I’m silent and gobsmacked by the sudden rush of words I have unleashed…

 

Now, as I say, I hope you’re not alarmed by any of it. I can see that certain of the things you’ve encountered already since arriving in Whitby might be seen to be a bit out of the ordinary. But that’s just the way of it round here. I had quite a … what do they call it these days…? Quite a steep learning curve myself when I first moved here, all those years ago. Like you, I came here to start up my own small business. I was full of determination to work and the gumption to make it succeed. 

You see, I’d had so many disappointments in my life. My long, long life. I’d been chased from pillar to post. I’d been hounded out of several towns. I’d fallen in with bad lots and fallen foul of some dreadful men. Something about me seems to draw the attention of monsters and tyrants. Anyway, when I reached a certain age I decided that it was time that I started living my own life just for me. I was going to look after myself and do just the things that I wanted to do.

So I came to Whitby and I opened up my glorious B&B. I was just as proud of it as you are your bookshop, dear. Though I’m not sure about the name you’ve chosen – Wind and Wuthering. You might want to think again about that.

It does make me feel a little bit sad, when I think about Effie’s Antique Emporium no longer being there next door. We had some good times living here, side by side, the two of us. We were inseparable! Indomitable! Even in the worst of circumstances. Even if one of us ended up in an alien dimension and transformed into something horrid against our will. The other would soon pop up in order to rescue her! Even death itself couldn’t tear us apart. Until, of course, the very end… when it actually did.

 

Here the pen slows down and seems to hover uncertainly over the page. I help the hand turn the page again. It seems to be getting tired. The handwriting is becoming more ragged and spidery…

 

I should tell you what happened at the end. What it was that reduced us to our current circumstances. I should set those events down in the record once and for all. 

Before I do, I should note here that none of it was Effie Jacobs’ fault. Not really. Everyone will try to blame her for what went on. They’ll say that this is why her immortal spirit is still walking the streets of Whitby. It’s a penance for what happened that final night at the Bitch’s Maw. But I don’t think that’s the case. Effie was only doing her best. She was trying to be brave and good, just as she always did. She might have been snobby and shrewish and snappy, but she was a good friend to me and there is no way she would have tried to betray the entire multiverse. That’s just not her style.

 

I’m losing track of what she’s going on about. I break in and interrupt the hand’s scribbling, asking aloud: ‘What do you mean, ‘betray the entire multiverse’? What does that even mean?’

 

Ah, you poor girl. How can you understand? This is all so new to you. What chance do you have to make sense out of the ramblings of some poor old discombobulated woman! 

By the way, you mustn’t be too worried on my account, my dear. About me being all in bits and pieces. I’m quite used to it, believe it or not. Once upon a time, when I was happy in my palace next door, I used to have a whole lot of spare parts that I kept in my attic. They would wait – not very patiently, some of them – for the day that I would have need of them. Whenever I wore out or damaged a limb or an organ or whichever bit of me, I’d just have to do a quick transplant. A bit of stitching, a strong piece of twine. Oh yes, I never used to make a fuss about things like that. And so you mustn’t worry about me. I promise that… as soon as I get enough of my parts together… I will have no bother… pulling myself together, as it were…

 

Brenda is trying to be reassuring, but I’m shivering as I sit here on the bed and it isn’t just the early morning mist rolling over the harbour and creeping in through the gaps in my attic window. She’s writing so casually about gruesome and horrible things! Is she really trying to tell me that she could do her own organ transplants and limb replacements? She’s talking about them as lightly as she would talk about hemming a pair of curtains or stuffing a chicken.

I sit there frozen, wondering: What kind of a creature does this dead hand belong to…?

 

The thing is – the worst thing about all of this situation – I don’t know which parts of me still exist. When the great cataclysm came at the climax of that last adventure of ours and the Bitch’s Maw sealed itself up seemingly forever… I was the one, you see, who stood in the eye of the storm as the many dimensions fought for supremacy. I was the one who was left standing on the brink of Multiversal Armageddon, would you believe it. And those cosmic forces did absolutely awful things to my poor old patched-together body. 

You see, I was torn apart.

Cathy – you mustn’t be upset. I can hardly remember the pain or the fear. I couldn’t feel anything at all… not for a long while. 

Not until I woke up… in pieces. And in the possession of… of… of…

 

The fingers stutter to a halt, as if weighed down by dismay. Then she makes one more valiant effort with the biro:

 

YOU must help me, Cathy! YOU must help me locate all my parts! And where the parts no longer exist… you must find me FRESH body parts. I’m sorry, my dear, to have to ask you this… but you must bring me BITS from the RECENTLY DEAD!

 

This makes me gasp.

‘I must what…?!’ I cry.

But the hand has flopped down onto the dream diary, like an exhausted crab. The pen drops out of its grasp and rolls off the table and onto the floor. 

The hand is doing tiny little push-ups as if it’s breathing hard against the scribbled-on page.

No, no, no, no, I think to myself. There’s just no way. I’m already caught up in this enough. I’m sunk into this awful business way too deeply. I can’t go… digging up bits of dead bodies…! I’m not doing that for anyone…! Let alone a disembodied hand. 

The hand is insane! That’s what it is!

All this rambling nonsense about multiversal cataclysms! It’s all bollocks, surely, isn’t it? It’s like being stuck in a weird sci-fi novel from the 1960s – the kind of thing Tim used to love devouring!

Why can’t I be stuck in the kind of story that I adore…? Something fluffy and romantic? Something less bloody and cosmic and severed-handy?

Then comes a slight prickling of my skin. The hair on the back of my neck bristles and I recognise this sign now. It’s Effie’s ghost approaching. She is issuing into my attic room and her expression as she manifests beside my bed is both peevish and excited at the same time.

‘I thought I could sense something funny!’ she gasps. She stares at the depleted hand and the pages of scrawl with puzzlement. ‘How did you manage to bring that here? Why didn’t you tell me?’

Hurriedly I explain about my sudden inspiration, and my asking Tim for help.

Effie’s thin lips twitch at this. ‘Goodness me, an ex-boyfriend who can actually be of some use…! Wonders will never cease…’ She leans in closer to look at the hand and the diary. ‘Has she been communicating with you?’

‘Oh yes,’ I nod. ‘She’s been very friendly… but it’s been a bit chaotic and her thoughts seem to be all over the place. Towards the end she was writing things that were just horrible…’

‘Hmm,’ says Effie and she reaches out with her own hand towards Brenda’s. I stare as a glimmer of warmer light suffuses Effie’s ghostly form. She’s making herself more solid and tangible, in just the way that Tim found himself envying earlier tonight.

Effie touches Brenda’s poor battered hand quite tenderly. ‘Brenda? Brenda, my lovely old friend… can you hear me, ducky…?’ 

But for now, the hand is still.


Fourteen

 

Well, my big day is here and I feel just wrecked.

I’m up at seven and I don’t think I slept more than an hour in one go. But I take a hot shower and make a pint of strong coffee and I try to push out of my head all of this business of Brenda and Effie the ghost.

Outside it’s like summer has returned to Whitby, and there’s even a heat haze on the cobbles as the morning wakes up. It’s going to be a scorcher and that can be no bad thing as I prepare to fling open my door and welcome the locals to my launch party.

I dress in autumnal gold and orange: a dungaree and tie-dye T shirt ensemble that I procured from a charity shop and which I’ve been saving up for this day. Luckily, I haven’t left much to do. Just my nibbles to set out and a tableful of glasses to arrange. All I can do is fervently hope that people turn up!

At nine o’clock there’s a banging at my door and it’s someone I don’t really want turning up at all. 

‘Alan,’ I sigh. He’s in an impressive outfit of his own. He looks like a bearded Norma Desmond in a purple kaftan and turban.

‘My darling, I have come to make peace between us on this your most important and auspicious day. May I come inside…?’

I don’t really know if he’s friend or foe. He’s the one, after all, who’s responsible for poor Brenda’s incarceration next door. He pleaded his innocence over that though, didn’t he? Told me that I didn’t understand all of the circumstances. Claimed he was doing it for Brenda’s benefit, and to protect both her and all of Whitby. Well, maybe I should hear him out. I nod tersely and let him surge indoors, with his kaftan flowing all around him.

‘Oooh, it looks like you’re all set and ready to go,’ he beams, glancing round in approval at my wonderful shop. 

‘I could have done with less time concentrating on the spooky stuff and more time on my bookshop,’ I mutter.

‘When in Whitby…’ he shrugs, chuckling. He seems in a much better mood than he was the last time I saw him. ‘Listen lovey, I’ve come to make peace and to offer you all my best wishes for the success of your shop. We might have had a little… tussle and a disagreement or two already… but I still think that we are destined to be great friends, you and I.’

‘You do?’ I raise my eyebrow sceptically.

‘I do indeed. Now, get the kettle on and we’ll have a brew.’

I find myself doing just as I’m bid.

‘You see,’ Alan continues. ‘I have great faith that, as you come to understand more about Whitby and the things that go on here, you will see that I am not lying. Everything I have done and am doing right now are all for the best.’

‘I wish you wouldn’t speak in riddles,’ I tell him. ‘Spicy tea okay?’

He shudders. ‘Normal tea for me, please. I can’t abide that herbal muck.’

When I bring him his brew I stare him dead in the eye. ‘You have to let her go.’

His painted eyes widen. ‘What? Who? Brenda..?’ He bursts out laughing. ‘No, that’s impossible, my love. Quite impossible! Let alone, quite, quite undesirable.’

‘But why? I can’t help thinking about her. Bobbing about in that tank in  your attic. Helpless and lost…’

Alan Aloysius Armstrong Danby sips his strong milky tea. ‘It’s best for the sake of all of us that she stay that way, my darling. She may have the face of a harmless old lady, but she’s so much more than that. I was there, you see, when she was at the heart of a cosmic disaster that almost wiped this whole dimension out of existence.’

I stare at him. ‘That sounds like made-up bollocks.’

‘It’s true, my dear. All of it. Brenda and that witchy old friend of hers were in possession of terribly dark powers. The never really knew what kind of forces they were dealing with.’ He nods his turbaned head ponderously. ‘Eldritch ones. Interstellar powers. Oh, yes.’

I put my head in my hands. ‘You lot are all crazy. Everyone I talk to… the things you say get madder and madder!’

‘Well, yes, that may be true,’ he drinks his tea delicately. ‘But what you must understand is that me and my family – a long line of Danbys through the ages – were put here in this town in order to keep tabs on the witches and monsters going about their nefarious business. They are drawn by the Abbey, you see, and the multiversal secrets that it conceals.’ He finishes his tea and smacks his lips. ‘Not a bad cuppa, this.’

‘That’s what you claimed before,’ I tell him. ‘That it’s you protecting Whitby from Brenda and how she’s a monster.’

‘Well, you’ve seen her,’ he says. ‘Isn’t she a monster? Just imagine what she might do if she was unleashed again. No, no, no, this town has come close enough to utter chaos in the past and it was all down to her. Her and that pointy beaked pal of hers. Now, I really must get on!’ He hops down – none too lightly – off his stool and gathers his kaftan around him. ‘I’ve got new guests arriving today and I have to get myself ready for your shindig this evening. Let’s have no more talk about these dreadful women! Both Brenda and Effie are best off out of the way, where they can do no one any more harm…!’

And then Alan Aloysius Armstrong Danby goes swooshing off out again, out of my door and back into the sun on Harbour Street.

With a couple of hours to spare in the early afternoon I decide I need to find Harry Christmas and bring him up to date with what’s going on. I also want to check that he’s coming to my do tonight. I hope he’s remembered about it. 

Oh god, I’m already treating him like he’s my boyfriend or something. I don’t even want a full-time boyfriend. Even if I did I’m not sure Harry’s who I would opt for. Yes, I was drawn to him as soon as his cousin Franky introduced us. I couldn’t take my eyes off his muscles or his chest hair. But these were primitive urges I was feeling. I could barely help myself feeling them. I was like one of those daft women on the front of one of the cheesier vintage paperback romances I stock in my bargain bookcase. I was awed and helpless before the strapping romantic hero and the sheer obviousness of it all it made me feel like a right plonker. What can I do in the face of overwhelming if banal impulses but give into them occasionally?

Still, Harry is caught up in this ridiculous adventure with me. I want to bring him up to date with what’s been happening to do with Effie’s ghost and Brenda’s writing hand. I want to hear what he has to say about it all.

I take a brisk walk through the searing heat of the afternoon up to the West Cliff with its view of the whole town. As I pass all the guest houses and hotels I take in the view of the ruined Abbey across the bay. I pause and yes, it’s impressive. I love the way it looks like a kind of half-finished sketch of an ancient monument, silhouetted against the sky. But could it really be the location of… this multiversal whatsit thing they all keep talking about? A kind of gateway to… other worlds and dimensions? Surely that’s all a load of bollocks?

I need to block all this weird cosmic stuff out of my mind. What I need to do is just concentrate on the here and now and everything to do with my shop and my immediate life.

There, in front of me, is the grand edifice of the hotel where Harry and his cousin are working. The place is still covered with scaffolding and there’s swathes of plastic sheeting at all the many windows. To my eyes it still looks like a desolate and abandoned place. I was expecting something a bit nearer completion and a little more impressive, if I’m honest…!

‘Hello…?’ There’s not even a front door yet at the main entrance. I duck inside to find more of that plastic sheeting everywhere. There’s dust hanging thickly in the air and a cloying kind of damp. Maybe they’re replastering the walls and that accounts for the slight chill? It’s almost welcome, after the heat outdoors today. Still, my skin prickles with a slightly clammy foreboding.

‘Harry..?’ I call out, advancing into the wide reception area of the hotel. It’s much bigger than I expected. Back in its day, it must have been quite a grand and elaborate place. I wonder how Harry and Franky are getting on, tackling this huge job more or less on their own? Surely they’d need armies of builders and decorators to do up a place this size..?

I have a general nose about through what must once have been the breakfast room and dining room and lounge bar. There are tall windows that would once have given pleasingly panoramic views of the sea and the cliffs and the Abbey. All at once I can see the attraction of this old hotel. I catch the vaguest hint of the glamour it must once have possessed. 

I pause by the dustsheet-wrapped banquettes of the lounge bar and frown. Is that music I can hear? A wisp of distant music reaches my ears. Maybe it’s Harry or someone with a radio playing, deeper inside the hotel? 

It’s a familiar tune. I’m not sure I can make it out. 

Yes, I can – it’s that perennial glam favourite by Roy Wood and Wizzard: ‘I Wish It Could Be Christmas Every Day.’

That’s a pretty daft song to be playing at the very start of September, and during a heat wave, too. I shake my head, smiling and, at that very moment the song fades away. It drains away like water down a plug hole.

Now there’s a hollow silence in the place. I can even hear the rustling of the plastic sheets at the windows. Suddenly the whole place is giving me the creeps.

‘H-Harry?’ I call out, trying to sound brave. ‘Franky? Are you here today?’

Of course they’re here today. They must both be here today. By their own account, they’re here every day, working hard on getting this old place shipshape. Working all the hours that they can…

And yet the place is eerily silent.

Ghostly laughter echoes down a nearby corridor. I’m probably imagining that. My mind’s playing tricks. I can hear the squeaking of wheels, the popping of champagne corks, the roar of an audience, the jingle of bells. I pick up snatches of each sound and then, all at once they’re gone.

Soon I’m standing in front of tall double doors. A sign tells me that they lead to the Grand Ballroom.

All the muffled noises I’ve heard so far are coming from within. There’s someone inside there. Making a right hullabaloo.

I try to rationalise. They’ve got music playing loudly. They’re working in the main ballroom. They’re probably plastering and working hard. They’re playing loud music to keep focused as they work and they’re laughing and having a good time.

I push open the double doors and step into the Grand Ballroom.

And I almost pass out with shock.

Loud Christmas music assails my ears. Roy Wood again. Disco lights are flashing in the darkness like a festive migraine. Tinsel and streamers are strewn everywhere. Glitter falls through the air and lands on my skin.

The ballroom is entirely packed with dancing people. They are dressed in the fashions of fifty years ago and they are dancing like their lives depend upon it. The air is heavy with alcohol fumes, perfume, aftershave and sweat. 

There’s also the very strong scent of pine needles.

And Turkish Delight.

I gasp. I can barely take two steps through the crowd because I’m shaking with panic and I’m choking on the sweetness of the air and the glitter that’s lodging in my throat.

I stagger through the revellers and they jostle me good-naturedly. They laugh and try to get me to join in with their dance…

‘Harry…!’ I yell out, above all their noise. ‘Where are you…? Harry Christmas…!’

And all the manic celebrants around me, in their party hats and finery, shout back happily: ‘Happy Christmas to you as well…!’


Fifteen

 

I’ve never really liked Christmas. Is that a dreadful thing to say?

To me, it’s like summer holidays on a beach or events where everyone has to join in and have fun. It’s forced jollity, that’s what it is. I was never a fan of that kind of thing. I was more like the kid who preferred to slope away quietly with a book while all the rowdy stuff was going on.

My mother was never in favour of Christmas either. It must be her I get it from, thinking about it. When everyone at school was getting excited with the end of the year approaching, we’d be carrying on as normal. No presents, no decorations, no going daft for the sake of it. ‘It’s irrational, it’s sentimental and it’s a waste of bloody money,’ she would snap.

The two of us would spend Christmas Day like any other day, having beans on toast and waiting for the daftness all around us to fade away.

I don’t know what made her like that; what it was in her own childhood that made her hate Christmas. I don’t think I ever asked her, but it’s funny how these things stay with you. As it turns out, there are many mysteries to do with my mother. I doubt I’ll ever fathom them all.

Suffice to say, this weird place at the heart of this half-refurbished hotel would be her worst nightmare. It’s wall-to-wall Christmas. I’ve counted at least seven decorated trees, each with tinsel stars scraping the gilded ceiling of the ballroom. The music is thunderous and unceasing: Wizzard followed with dreadful inevitability by Slade, Mudd, Shakin’ Stevens and on and on through the endless shopping mall repertoire of festive tunes. My ears are ringing already as I wrestle with the party-goers. I’m trying to make my way back to the main doors of the room and having little success.

If I was being paranoid I’d say that they were doing everything they could to turn me back and keep me on the dance floor with them. These glassy-eyed zombies are kicking up their legs and waving their arms in the air and they pummel me and jostle me and push me back towards the centre of the room. I feel like I’m caught up in a horrifying version of the hokey kokey. At the same time it reminds me of being a small and defenceless child in the playground at school. I mentioned already my less-then average stature, haven’t I? Well, as a kid I was prey to giant, heartless peers all around me. They used me like a human basketball in our playground games and here deep inside this weird hotel, there’s a touch of that anarchic playground spirit in the air.

Suddenly I’m frightened. These people are out of their minds on something. Their eyes are blank and there’s a sheen of sweat on all their faces. What’s the matter with them? Is it just drink, or is it something much worse…?

I try to break away, just as some old bloke is trying to grab me around the neck. I duck as he comes slobberingly after me to steal a kiss. I spin round and find I’ve lost my bearings completely in the crowd. I’m right in the middle and there’s a solid wall of sweating flesh and flashing tinsel all around me.

I open my mouth to scream…

And that’s when I see her.

The crowd parts for her like she’s Boudicca in her chariot. You know, like in all the history book pictures? The warrior queen of old with deadly  knives sticking out of the wheels of her chariot? Blades flashing as she thunders into town, cutting all her enemies down to size…

But the old woman in this chariot is plumper and more hideous than I’d ever imagine Boudicca being. She has a crazy look in her heavily-painted eyes. Her hair is violet and heaped up on top of her head. She’s decked out in a gargantuan Christmas-themed tracksuit and garlands of tinsel and streamers are strung about her neck. She yanks on the brake of her motorized scooter and screeches to a halt right in front of me.

‘Ooh, she’s the one, is she?’ The old woman bellows over the noise of the music. Her voice is sweeter than sugar plums, more sickly than out-of-date trifle. ‘You’re the chosen one, are you, lovey?’

Something about this gurning grotesque makes me feel nauseous. I just know that she’s not just some ordinary pissed-up pensioner on an afternoon jolly. Just the same as I know all these revellers around me aren’t ordinary fun-loving hotel guests.

‘You’re all ghosts, aren’t you?’ I shout at her over Paul McCartney and Wings. ‘You’re all the dead souls who once stayed here in this place?’

The old bag in the chair looks mildly impressed by my deduction and all the dancers who have paused to pay heed go ‘oooh’ with surprise.

‘Ghosts? Ghosts are we?’ the woman chortles. ‘Do you hear that, my friends? My beloved guests? Do you hear what this rather spoiled young woman says you are? You’re nothing but shadows of folk gone before. You’re all simply echoes of good times in the past! What do you think of that, eh?’

The ghostly mob starts to moan in protest and turn on me. Their faces loom over me, stretching out like they’re made of gelatinous, flabby dough. I cower and cringe beneath them and then I can hear the old woman shouting with laughter.

‘Like many who live their lives under joyful illusions, my friends here don’t like to be reminded of their true state,’ she cackles. ‘Back off! All of you – give the poor girl some room, won’t you? Don’t scare her so. You’ll hurt her! We don’t want her… damaged…!’

To my great relief the mob backs off and, at just that moment another barnstorming Christmas tune starts up on the speakers and they soon forget about me. 

I stagger back to my feet and confront the old woman in the motorized chair. She’s smiling at me wryly. ‘Yes, Harry said you were very attractive,’ she says. ‘Not pretty or inspid, or any of those things. He told me you were perfect. Just right for us.’

I blink at her uncomprehendingly. ‘Harry? You know Harry?’

‘He’s my nephew,’ she says. ‘Along with my daughter, who you also are well acquainted with, he is the heir to the Christmas Hotel.’

I gasp at this. ‘You’re Franky’s mum!’

She pulls a face. ‘For my sins I am, yes. Though what I did to warrant being presented with such a sullen, headstrong young madam for a daughter I’ll never know. But there it is. I’m lucky I also have the strapping, handsome and slavishly obedient Harry in my life, too. He’d do anything for me. He’s devoted. He’d do absolutely anything at all.’ 

A shiver goes through me at these words. What kind of thing is it that this old woman commands her nephew Harry to do? Somehow I just know she’s talking about terrible things. Maybe criminal things. Stuff I don’t even want to know about. I start backing away from the aged creature, getting ready to turn and flee from this place. This time I’ll make it out. If any of the elderly dancers try to stop me I’ll lash out. I’ll not pull my punches. I’ll kick and scratch my way out. I’ve had quite enough of this awful place. 

But first I find I have to ask her: ‘Who are you?’ 

She waggles her fat, be-ringed fingers at me and simpers grotesquely. ‘I’m surprised that my Harry hasn’t told you all about me already. My dear, I’m the long-time owner of this establishment. I am Mrs Claus.’

‘Mrs Claus? As in Santa Claus…?’

She shrugs. ‘And there’s a long story behind that, too. I’ll tell you some time. We’ll be seeing quite a lot of each other, if you’re really our Harry’s chosen one.’

‘Chosen one..?’ What a stupid way to put it. Chosen? Like a… virgin sacrifice kind of thing. Like I’m something out of The Wicker Man. Well, bugger that. I hate all that creepy stuff with a vengeance. I wish I’d never clapped eyes on bloody Harry, if this is the kind of weird stuff it’s going to lead to. 

‘It’s nothing serious between me and your Harry,’ I find myself telling her.

‘Oh, but he’s besotted with you,’ she gurgles. ‘You should hear him going on. He thinks you’re simply marvellous. He’s told me you’re The One.’

This – which should be at least gratifying, if not pleasing – makes my stomach plummet to my knees. There’s just something about the way she says it starts me shivering again.

‘Well, that’s very nice,’ I tell her blandly. ‘But I really must be going…’

To my surprise she says nothing to call me back or snag my attention. Nor does she command her freakish zombie disco dancers to detain me again. It seems that Mrs Claus is content to let me go. 

I spy the double doors again and struggle through the crowd, relieved when I get there. Even more relieved when I’m out in the quiet corridor beyond  and I’ve slammed the tall doors behind my back.

They seal themselves like the doors of an ancient tomb. I lean on them heavily, amid the taped-up posters and flyers announcing concerts and theme nights of yesteryear. The muffled thump of the disco behind me is fading away.

Now, wouldn’t it be weird if this really was a ghostly encounter? What if I suddenly yanked these doors open again and found the ballroom deserted and silent? What if there was dust on the glitterballs and no one to be seen?

I take hold of the door handles. I brace myself for shock. I prepare to fling open the doors.

But my nerve fails and I just can’t do it.

I have to believe that horrible disco is still going on inside. Yes, yes, I can still faintly hear the music, can’t I? Even through the tall, soundproofed doors. Might it just be my ears ringing with festive tinnitus? No: I can still hear the mocking, jubilant laughter of Mrs Claus and it’s tolling hideously in my ears. 

I don’t want to throw open these doors. 

I don’t want to be dragged inside again. 

Instead, I make good my escape.

Luckily I don’t encounter any more difficulties making my way back through the polythene-shrouded public rooms of the hotel. 

What did she call this place...? The Christmas Hotel. The hotel where it's Christmas all the year round. Where the guests have been celebrating since time immemorial. 

All of these things I find quite horrific.

Not least that my friends Harry and Franky are caught up in it all. They are far more than just handymen hired in to do this place up with plaster and paint. As I scurry out of the strange place I realise: they have both misled me. They’re both up to something and it involves me, somehow, in some weird and twisted way. 

I step out into the muggy heat of a September afternoon. It’s like a heat wave has struck the town. All at once I realise how chilly the hotel was inside, and how feverish the ballroom was. The seaside warmth of outdoors feels fresh and breathable compared with the spiced, too-sweet fug inside that derelict dump.

I’ve got to get away from here. I must forget whatever it was I encountered in there. I have no idea what that old woman was trying to tell me. She was insinuating and sinister. I imagine she was just off her rocker, that was all. I’ll tell Harry about it all when I see him tonight at my party. He’ll laugh it all off. I’m sure there’ll be some simple explanation for it all. He let his crazy aunt and her funny friends have a small afternoon party today. Something to cheer the old dears up. They wanted a bit of Christmas like in the old days and he - warm-hearted, lovely Harry – obliged and didn’t let them down. Christmas during a heat wave! It was so silly but sweet of him. It really wasn’t anything to be frightened of, was it?

As I hasten through the narrow streets of Whitby I find that I’m rationalising everything to myself. I’m making it all make sense. I’m thinking feverishly, muttering to myself, trying to make everything seem normal.

But it isn’t normal, is it?

Nothing is.

Nothing’s been normal, ever since I moved here to Whitby.

It’s all mental, is what it is.

And I’m caught right in the thick of it.


Sixteen

 

The first person through my door, half an hour before the Grand Opening, is Franky. She’s scrubbed up nicely in a peacock blue silk suit with ropes of junk jewellery round her neck. I’m so used to seeing her in her rough work clothes I blink before I recognise her, then I gasp. 

‘Did you think I wore overalls even to parties?’ she snaps. ‘Where’s the fizz? Get something opened!’

I must look reluctant or weird. She picks this up immediately.

‘What’s wrong with your face?’

I don’t know where to start. ‘I w-went over to the Christmas Hotel, to see your Harry…’

‘You did, did you?’

‘And… I didn’t find him… but I… erm… what I did find…’

Franky rolls her eyes. ‘Wait – let me guess. You found my mother and all her weird old friends. Were they having a Christmas party, by any chance? Hidden away in the depths of the Christmas Hotel, while outside Whitby’s in the midst of a heatwave…?’

‘Yes! That’s exactly what I found.’

Franky throws back her head and laughs. She’s had her bleached hair shaved into a dramatic mohawk, I realise. She’s really gone to some effort to dress up nicely for my do. ‘Oh, they’re harmless enough, Mum and her cronies,’ she laughs. ‘All completely bonkers, of course. But, once upon a time, she was the manageress of the hotel, and I think she’s imagining that it will all be hers again, to run just as she did once before. Poor Mum can’t see that time has moved on…’

‘But… but… I thought you were working for some faceless consortium…? I thought it was a big corporation who owned the hotel and that was who was getting you to do it up…?’

All at once Franky looks shifty. ‘It kind of is a big corporation. Mum is crackers but she’s completely minted. All I left out of my account was the nepotism involved in her giving the refurb work to me and her beloved nephew Harry…’

I’m trying to take in what Franky’s telling me. Her matter-of-factness doesn’t quite square with the macabre feeling of this afternoon. Wasn’t there something weird and impossible about that Christmas shindig I happened upon…? Those revellers were like zombies, preserved in glittery aspic for the ages. Mrs Claus was a demonic grotesque, wasn’t she? I try to conjure up the feelings of horror that assailed me in the early afternoon and I find it all ebbing away from me. I was just horrified at being surrounded by loads of disco dancing pensioners, wasn’t I? There was nothing supernatural about any of it… 

‘I should have warned you not to go up there,’ Franky sighs. ‘My mother and her cronies can become a bit fervid in their endless hankering after the Christmas Spirit.’

This snags a memory. ‘Yes! She was saying such peculiar things to me. That I was the Chosen One. That her beloved Harry knew that I was the Chosen One and how they were all excited about it. I thought they were going to sacrifice me or something. I felt lucky to get out of there alive.’ I laugh and shake my head at my own hysteria. ‘I guess I was just being stupid, wasn’t I?’

But now Franky’s expression looks grim. ‘Called you the Chosen One, did she?’ Her eyes are bugging out and there’s a new harshness in her tone. ‘Was Harry actually there with you?’

‘No, I never saw him. What does this Chosen One business mean, anyway? Is it all bollocks, as well?’

Franky shakes her head. ‘I wish it was…’ Suddenly she is very serious. ‘You have to be careful, Cathy. Tread very cautiously. Especially around my cousin Harry.’

‘What? What’s Harry going to do…?’

‘Don’t ask. You’re better off not knowing. Don’t go off anywhere with him. Don’t let him anywhere near you.’

She’s starting to frighten me. ‘What do you mean? What will he do?’

‘You don’t want to know.’ She shakes her head. ‘Now, look – the best thing you can do is put your little visit to the Christmas Hotel right out of your head, okay? Just forget all about it. Never go back there. And put a discreet distance between yourself and my cousin. Do you promise me? Eh?’

Franky’s got me by the shoulders and she’s shaking me like she thinks she can instil sense into me that way. ‘All right, all right…’ I gasp. ‘I promise.’ Though I really don’t know how I can promise to keep my distance from Harry. There’s that magnetic pull between us, isn’t there? He might be a divvy, but I do feel atavistically drawn to him, or something.

Then, all of a sudden, Franky’s distracted. ‘Hello, what’s this…? Why’s there a Mariachi band setting up outside your shop…?’

 

I’m in the kitchen sorting out the nibbles while Franky’s outside dealing with unwanted musicians. I can hear them tuning up their guitars and tooting their  horns and also there’s angrily raised voices down on Harbour Street. That sounds like Alan Aloysius Danby yelling at Franky above the music as it starts up. That’s all I need now! A full scale barney on my doorstep as my opening hour approaches. 

It’s five to! Almost time!

Well, if the band’s there, they might as well play. I never asked for them and Alan is a bugger for booking them without my consent, but they’re here now. I expect he was only trying to do something nice for me.

I carry four silver platters of hors d’oeuvres out of the kitchen on my outstretched arms, preparing to navigate the stairs. Effie’s ghost slithers out of the wall, making me shriek and almost drop everything.

‘For fuck’s sake, Effie…!’ I yell at her.

She flinches. ‘I don’t see the need for vulgarity.’

‘You nearly gave me a heart attack!’

She glances up and down at my outfit. ‘Is this your party dress? Dungarees?’

‘They’re very stylish dungarees,’ I protest, still trying to balance my platters of fancy food. ‘And besides, it’s my party and it’s up to me how I dress for it. What do you want anyway?’

Suddenly she is in a reverie. ‘Oh, I remember the lovely, refined parties I used to throw in my Antiques Emporium. Only my most select patrons were invited to attend. They were such elegant soirees, back in the old days…’

‘Effie, I don’t have time for Memory Lane. I have to go down and open the doors and welcome everyone…’

She purses her lips. ‘There seems to be a gathering of Mexicans making a great racket outside your shop. It’s not really in keeping with the genteel tenor of our street.’

I find myself becoming brutal with her. ‘It isn’t your street anymore, Effie. It used to be. But it’s not now. You’re only a ghost.’

She draws herself up to her full height, glimmering with silvery indignation. ‘I think you’ll find there’s nothing only about being a ghost, ducky.’

What am I doing? I can’t afford to fall out with my resident restless spirit, can I…?! I humble myself, fingers growing slick and slippery on my salvers. ‘Look Effie, I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. I’m getting myself all worked up and stressed out over this party.’

‘Hmm, I understand, I suppose.’ She sighs. ‘Do you want a hand carrying things down?’

‘I think I’m all right.’

‘What about that extra tray of champagne flutes in the kitchen? I could carry those. Or my assistant could.’

‘Your assistant?’ I frown, not quite getting what she’s on about.

She claps her hands imperiously and my ex-boyfriend Tim appears in the hall, wearing a ghostly tuxedo. And get this – not only does he look hotter than he ever was in everyday life – but he’s carrying a whole tray of sparklingly clean crystal flutes. ‘B-but Tim…! How are you doing that?’ I gasp. ‘You were almost completely intangible earlier…!’

He grins at me, looking so proud. ‘I’ve been taking lessons from Effie. She’s like a Kung Fu Master at this stuff. Now I can make various portions of myself quite solid at will! It’s amazing, Cathy!’

‘Ohh…!’ I say, somewhat bemused, as I watch my two phantoms make their way down the stairs to my shop. The crystal glasses tinkle slightly but thankfully Tim doesn’t break anything. So now I’ve got staff at my party. Ghostly staff! I hope none of my customers will mind.

 

‘Everybody… thank you! Thank you so much for coming here this evening to help me launch my little shop.’

I gaze around the interior of the bookish paradise I’ve been so carefully putting together lately. I can hardly believe the number of folk who have traipsed out to wish me well, and how many can actually fit within these booklined walls. Every familiar and not-so familiar face is smiling warmly at me as they raise their shining glasses of bubbly to toast Wind and Wuthering.

Outside the Mariachi band is playing a little more softly now. Actually, their joyful, rumbunctious welcome to everyone was just the right note to kick the party off, and I found myself thanking Alan Danby warmly, even if he summoned them here from Thirsk without my permission. I smile at him as I give my speech – he looks regal and proud in his turban and gown – and I think, well, maybe he’s not so bad after all. I believe he means the best for me. At least, he means me no personal harm. However wrong-headed and strange he might be about keeping the various remains of Brenda incarcerated next door… I don’t think he’s an out and out villain. Not anymore. Well, that’s what I’m thinking at the moment.

Of course, I’m on my third glass of fizz and everything is taking on a gentler glow and a benign sheen. Right now I can’t see how anyone could be an enemy of mine, or prove to be a villain. Surely the whole world is a wonderful, well-meaning place? And at the heart of it, Wind and Wuthering is a gorgeous sanctuary, just as I always dreamed it would be…

‘Ever since I was a very little girl, I wanted to be the owner of a shop like this,’ I tell my party guests. ‘If only my mother was here to see me, here at last.’

Everyone sighs at this, a little sadly.

‘Oh, she isn’t dead,’ I clarify this for them. ‘She’s just horrible. She thinks I should be working in a bank, or something. She always thought I had silly and impossible dreams. She used to call me Dolly Daydream, because I always had my head in a book. ‘Who are you trying to be today, then?’ she’d ask me, laughingly. And she thinks this whole bookshop thing is doomed to absolute failure. Well, I’m going to show her, aren’t I?’ 

Everyone’s looking at me as if I’m ranting on a bit too much. Some faces seem concerned. I rein it all in a fraction. ‘Sorry… it’s been a busy week. It’s been a bloody strange week, to be honest. This bubbly has gone right to my head…!’

They all relax then. The tension goes out of the room. Everyone raises their glasses as I announce our toast: ‘I named this shop after the favourite record album of my poor, deceased first boyfriend, Tim. His bequest to me partly made this whole thing possible. With a name like this one, it feels like lovely Tim is never going to be that far away. I give you: Wind and Wuthering!’

My guests cry out the name of the shop happily and glasses tinkle and clink. I catch the eye of my ghostly wine waiter and he winks at me happily.

We’re going to be all right here, I think. All of us. It’s all going to be all right.

At that very moment the door eases open and in comes Harry Christmas. The shop is so full he has to squeeze himself through the door. He doesn’t so much step into the room as surges into. Oh god, he looks handsome in double denim. Who even wears double denim these days? He’s dressed like a cowboy with his Wrangler shirt hanging halfway open, revealing more fur than about twelve rabbits. I’m rambling because I’m staring at him. Transfixed by him as he steps through the gaggle of well-wishers. 

‘I’m very sorry I’m late. I’ve missed your speech, haven’t I?’

It’s getting hot in here. What’s his aftershave? It smells like… Brut or Old Spice. Something macho and ridiculous from a vintage time. Just like his raw, macho sexuality. It’s old-fashioned but I’m reeling slightly at the merest hint of it. Oh god, this man is driving me wild. What’s the matter with me?

Dimly I’m aware of disapproving glances from my ghostly waiting staff, and also Alan Danby, as I allow myself to be embraced and kissed by Harry. 

Oh, what do they know, any of them? He’s gorgeous. And what’s more we were fantastic in bed together. It was like firecrackers going off. It was like that full Mariachi band playing full tilt under the covers. I blush at the memory of it and feel the fizz gurgling in my belly.

Behind him the shop door is still open and more guests – even more! – are trying to cram themselves into my party. They’re rather elderly. They’re smiling and shambling and keen to get themselves indoors. All of them are dressed in their party clothes. Some of them are wearing tinsel like feather boas and paper party hats.

I blink and stare. Surely not..? 

But it’s true.

‘You don’t mind, do you?’ Harry grins at me. ‘They wanted to see what your shop was like. They were keen to drink to your success. There’s quite a crowd of them, I’m afraid…!’

‘W-who are they…?’ I stammer.

Harry laughs raucously. ‘I brought some friends over from the Christmas Hotel!’


Seventeen

 

Franky drags her cousin aside into a corner of the room. She’s furious with Harry, but I only hear the odd word of their argument. He looks pretty cross at whatever she’s saying, and they lean in close beside a bookcase of Urban Paranormal Romances. My attention is taken up by the sudden influx of extra guests, who all seem rather drunk and careless. There’s a smash as a glass gets dropped and a series of thumps as someone knocks new books off a display. My original guests seem dismayed by the newly cramped conditions.

The pensioners from the Christmas Hotel pay no heed of anyone’s discomfort. They move like dreadful marionettes, shambling around, helping themselves to glasses of wine and muttering under their breath. One of them must have found their way to the sound system because all of a sudden the music changes from the soothing classical piano I’ve chosen to rowdy glam rock. Christmas tunes again! These dreadful festive zombies are taking over my party! I can feel the bare wooden boards trembling under my feet.

Already guests are turning and leaving. My bookshop guests, who I was so glad to welcome to my store, are putting down their glasses and gathering themselves up to go. I look round to Franky, but she’s still deep in earnest conversation with her cousin. I glance around for my ghostly waiting staff, but all of a sudden there’s no sign of them.

Then there’s a familiar face right in front of me. Agnes Timperley, the frosty-looking woman from the bookshop over the bay. The first time I met her she was quite horrible to me, but the second time she was fine. Now she’s here to see my bookshop’s opening and the whole thing is getting hi-jacked. I must look upset because she reaches out and pats my hand. ‘My dear, a valiant effort this evening. Your little shop is delightful. And I see now that it is no threat to mine after all. We are operating on different sides of the harbour and at different ends of the spectrum of taste. I see that you are interested in Romance and related tawdry genres. I’m glad that you aren’t so much interested in true Literature and will leave proper books to those of us who care about that sort of thing. Very good. What a pretty speech you gave, too. I am glad that you are living out your heart’s desire and your childhood dream. Let’s hope nothing goes wrong with that! Thank you for the Cava. So much nicer than Champagne, I always think, don’t you?’ 

I stand there gobsmacked by her. She’s saying these things in a loud, braying tone, leaving no gaps for me to break in. At the end she leans in close: ‘I don’t envy you. Already you seem terribly embroiled in the lives of the more bizarre characters Whitby has to offer. Now, if you ever need my help – please don’t hesitate to ask. Arm yourself with knowledge, my dear. I have a roomful stuffed with grimoires and volumes of ancient lore. Much more useful in this town than a shopful of shopsoiled Romance! Now I must go! I must return to my own shop! Goodbye, my dear!’

Agnes Timperley sweeps round in her silk-lined cape, looking petite and glamorous next to the bumbling pensioners around her. ‘Excuse me,’ she snaps at a drooling, elderly man who is cramming canapes into his toothless mouth. 

‘That Agnes Timperley,’ Alan Danby sighs, suddenly at my shoulder. ‘She’s such an old witch. Was she saying horrible things to you?’

‘I’m not even sure,’ I laugh. ‘She just rattled on and I couldn’t get a word in edgeways. I think she was trying to insult me.’

‘Probably,’ he says. ‘Did you notice? She didn’t even acknowledge that I was here. I’m beneath her notice, the cow.’

I tell him: ‘She says I’ve got myself involved with Whitby’s most bizarre characters.’

He pulls a face. ‘That’s true enough, but I hope she doesn’t include me in that number. There’s nothing bizarre about me.’ Then all at once he’s off.

Franky taps me on the shoulder. ‘Lovey, I’m so sorry. And so is my dopey cousin here. I’ve no idea what Harry was playing at, bringing all these horrible old people to your party. I’m sorry if he’s ruined everything.’

Franky still looks annoyed and, behind her, Harry seems chastened by whatever she’s said to him. 

‘It’s okay…’ I try to tell her, but it isn’t really and she knows it. My party was going so well!

Franky shakes her head. ‘You’ve got coffin dodgers dancing to Status Quo in your bookshop. It’s hardly what you were hoping for. Harry? Turn the music off. Take this lot home to the hotel, will you?’

Harry nods. ‘All right.’

‘What were you thinking of, bringing them over?’ Franky frowns.

‘It was your mother’s idea. She thought they might like to see Cathy’s shop.’

‘Get them out of here,’ Franky shudders. Then she whispers to me, ‘I’ll come by tomorrow, and help you clean up the mess. I promise!’

‘You don’t have to help me…’ I say, but I’m glad of the offer.

‘Right, now, you lot!’ Franky’s shouting at the old people. ‘Time to go home! Time to get out of here!’

I realise that my own guests – the people actually interested in my bookshop – have all already left. The evening is a failure. What’s left of my carefully-prepared nibbles have been stamped into the polished floor. Books have fallen off displays and some lie crumpled and torn. 

Harry and Franky shoo old people onto the street and Harry turns to me as he leaves: ‘I thought I was helping out. Just in case you didn’t have enough people turning up. I meant well, I really did…’

I can’t help it, but there’s something about his Christmas Hotel patrons that give me the shivers. It’s really like being in Night of the Living Dead tonight. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ I tell him.

‘Let me make it up to you,’ he tells me. ‘Let me cook you dinner tomorrow night.’

I’m not sure about that. ‘We’ll see.’

‘Please do,’ he says, looking stricken that I’m being cool with him. ‘I’m living in one of the turrets at the top of the hotel. I’ve got my own space and everything while I’m working there. It’s really nice. You won’t have to see any of this lot, or anyone else. Just come over and have dinner with me… won’t you, Cathy?’

I smile ambivalently. ‘I’ll think about it…’

	

Then all at once, everyone is gone.

I can’t face the mess left downstairs. Suddenly it feels late and I’m exhausted. I’m not sure if my launch party was a success or a disaster. Perhaps I’m best off not thinking about it until tomorrow.

I lock the door, put the alarm on and turn off all the lights. There’s no sign of Effie or Tim, but that’s no surprise. Ghosts seem to come and go just as the mood takes them. I’m not even sure if they’re anchored to ordinary, minute-by-minute time the same as the rest of us. I’ll have to ask them about that.

I’ve still got Suzi Quatro and Wizzard ringing in my ears as I head off up the stairs.

It’s been a very long day in Whitby.

I wish I could figure Harry out. One minute he’s wonderful and almost too good to be true. But then I think of him being in the shadow of that old Mrs Claus and everything seems so sinister. And those pensioners! Fancy bringing them over to my shop.

But, as I get ready to flomp into bed, I decide to give him the benefit of the doubt. Maybe he really thought that I’d be sitting here alone and that no one would come to my party. Perhaps he really thought he was doing me a favour, being the Pied Piper of rowdy old folk and bringing them to my door? I could choose to believe that he had the best intentions. He’s a good guy really, I’m sure.

My bedroom is so warm and inviting. With my reading lamp on it’s like the cosiest, most inviting sanctuary in the world. Oh, just let me crawl into bed and feel thankful that I got through the day unscathed…

Of course there’s a nasty little surprise waiting for me before I can actually get into bed.

My Dream Diary is open and Brenda’s severed hand is keeping busy, writing me what appears to be an urgent message.

‘What now?’ I groan. ‘I don’t think I can cope with anything else tonight…’

But the pale fingers tap on the pages, drawing my attention. She wants me to read what she’s written. 

‘You’ll need to open the back door, Cathy. Go back downstairs and let Effie and Tim in the back door.’

I frown at this, because surely Brenda’s hand knows as well as I do that Effie and Tim are both immaterial. They’re the last people to need doors opening for them. They go where they want!

The hand shakes its pen impatiently. ‘No, no, you don’t understand. They’ve been on a mission. They’ve brought back something that needs to be helped indoors…’

I start shivering immediately. ‘What are you talking about? What’s happening?’ A terrible feeling of dread slips over me. ‘What have they done?’

Brenda writes, the words spooling out in hasty cursive. ‘They have managed to inveigle themselves next door, into the building that was once my beloved B&B. With lovely Tim’s help Effie has even been able to slip past the psychic barriers that forbade her entrance before.’

‘But what about Alan? Won’t he be alert to them haunting his boutique hotel?’

Brenda writes: ‘Alan Danby has drank himself silly on all your free fizz tonight. Then he was on the red wine and the gin. Currently he’s tucked up in bed next door, delirious and cavorting with giddy pleasure, pressed between the naked hairy bodies of two members of the Mariachi band. Mr Danby won’t be stirring or bothering anybody until late tomorrow morning.’

I’m startled by her insight. ‘How the hell’s he had the time? I’ve only just chucked the last of the party people out. How did he get time to get embroiled in a threesome with Mexicans…?’

Brenda’s pen taps the page lightly. ‘He is a disgraceful, shameless person, that’s how,’ she writes. 

‘He says he keeps you locked up for your own good,’ I tell the hand. ‘He says he is protecting you.’

Brenda’s writing becomes a bit heavy-handed and almost illegible at this point. All I can make out from her frantic scribbles is a very plaintive injunction: ‘SET ME FREE! PLEASE, CATHY! HELP ME…!’

 It’s at this moment that I hear a loud banging from my back door downstairs. It’s abrupt and quite frightening in the silence of the night. 

Brenda’s fingers relax and the pen falls out of her grip. It’s like her hand has fainted with all the upset.

I steel my nerves and rush downstairs to my back door.

It could be anyone out there. 

I could be taking my life into my hands, unlocking, unbolting and opening this door. There’s no spyhole or window or any way for me to get a glimpse of who’s out there trying to get my attention.

What can I do? Brenda told me to expect Effie and Tim at my door.

Well, I hope it’s them.

I fling open the back door onto the sepulchral darkness of my back garden. The night air is clammy and warm.

‘Keep us waiting, why don’t you? Don’t hurry yourself on our account.’

It’s Effie, looking cross and worn out, bent double over some bulky kind of object draped in a dark blanket. Beside her is Tim, and he’s looking pleased with himself. He also looks delighted to see me. 

‘Let us in!’ he grins and flexes his ghostly muscles proudly. ‘You’ll never guess what we’ve brought you.’

I stare uncertainly at the blanket heaped over the object that sits squarely between them. ‘What is it? Where did you get that?’

‘Next door,’ says Effie primly. ‘We’ve been working like blummin’ removal men. Now that Daft Lad here knows he can manifest himself in the real world, there’s no stopping him.’

I look at Tim. ‘What have you done? What have you stolen from next door?’

He laughs. ‘You wouldn’t believe me if I told you!’

‘Four flights of stairs we had to carry that heavy thing down,’ Effie complains.

‘Help us in, Brenda,’ Tim says. ‘Before we disturb Mr Danby or his Mexicans…’

And so I help them get their bulky loot through the door and into my house.

‘What… is it… you’ve… stolen…?’ I grunt as we manhandle this awkward object.

‘Just wait and see!’ says Effie.

I can hear thick, gloopy liquid sloshing around.

Oh no.

Viscous, gloopy, sloshing liquid. Lapping around something heavy, helpless and trapped inside.

Oh nooooo!

They wouldn’t, would they?

They couldn’t.

     Surely they couldn’t have done what I think they’ve done…?


Eighteen

 

I know I’ll barely sleep all night, what with stolen goods in the house.

Worse than stolen goods…! 

I’ve got an escaped hostage downstairs in my kitchen.

I don’t even think it’s very hygienic, really… but where do you put a floating head in a tank? Especially at short notice. It’s not the kind of thing I’ve ever had to think about before.

‘Bollocks to it, Effie,’ I curse my resident ghost. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’

Effie draws herself up primly to her full height. ‘I had to rescue her. She’s my friend. There’s no way I’d leave her next door with that beast of a man. She’s already languished there in his clutches long enough.’

‘Alan’s not a beast,’ I tell her. ‘I think he’s got Brenda’s best interests at heart. Why, he told me that…’

‘Best interests…!’ Effie squawks. ‘You forget, ducky. You’re new here in town. But I know the Danby clan of old. I know their evil uncles and aunties and I remember the times they tried to do wicked things to Brenda. They just want to know her secrets. They know how special and unique she is…’

Tim whisks away the rough old blanket covering Brenda’s tank. The tubes are looped messily underneath her fishbowl, and various blinking, flashing machines are stowed away with them. Her vital life support looks just like an old Betamax video cassette recorder on a TV unit. They’ve even brought the lily-like trumpet thing that her voice comes out of.

She’s taking up so much space in my newly-refurbished kitchen.

Her scarred face is distorted in the smooth glass and from the looks of it she has managed to sleep through her whole rescue. Just as well. I couldn’t stand it if she started yelling now.

‘What am I supposed to do with her?’ I ask, realising that I’m going to be stuck with Brenda forever if Effie has any say in the matter. I don’t much fancy having a severed head hanging about the place, along with my ghosts.

Effie swirls happily about the room. ‘We’re going to put her back together! Bit by bit!’

‘What?’ I gasp. ‘You mean all the bits still exist?’

Tim feels around inside his jerkin pocket and produces the second hand. ‘We’ve got two hands and a head. There’s some other boxes and things stowed away next door, but we couldn’t check them all out tonight. I’m sure there are more of her body parts to rescue.’

‘I feel sick,’ I tell them. ‘You really think she can be rebuilt?’ Suddenly I’ve got visions of Steve Austin, the Bionic Man. But he had the US government helping him out, and the Secret Service too – not to mention six million dollars to hand. What have we got to help us reunite Brenda’s severed bits? It doesn’t bear comparison.

‘There will of course be need for some new items,’ Effie muses. ‘One or two organs, say. And parts of limbs. We may have to resort to a bit of… body snatching.’ She looks positively ghoulish saying this.

‘You can’t be serious,’ I gasp.

‘I’m not suggesting we murder anyone,’ she rolls her eyes. ‘I’m talking about a bit of… harmless, judicious redistribution. We’d just need to get ourselves into, say, a mortuary or a funeral home. We may have to do little bit of digging in the middle of the night. But it’s no big deal. Not really.’

I’m shocked to my core. I can’t believe I’m listening to this. ‘I’m not digging dead bodies up for anyone!’

Effie shrugs. ‘I said much the same myself, years ago. But Brenda explained it all. There’s nothing wicked about it, it’s just making use of bits that other people no longer have any need of. It’s rather like cannibalizing a used car for spare parts. You see, it’s ecologically friendly, really. If you can get over your initial squeamishness it’s all rather ethically sound. Brenda is – in effect – rather green.’

I stare at her incredulously and then I take another look at Brenda’s peaceful-looking sleeping face in her tank of goo. 

What kind of weird world have these people dragged me into? A week ago my world was utterly, boringly, wonderfully normal.

‘I dread to think what Alan’s going to say when he wakes up and finds that she’s gone. He’ll go crackers.’

Effie cackles, and flies about the room. ‘He’s already crackers, that one.’

Then I turn and go back to my room. It’s been a long, long day.

As I drift off I’m aware of Tim hovering near the bottom of my bed. 

‘What is it, Tim?’

‘I just wanted to say… about this tangibility business. I think I’ve just about mastered it. I can manifest parts of myself fully in the physical world now.’

‘Oh yes?’ I say exhaustedly.

‘I-I just thought you might be interested, you know,’ he says tentatively. ‘That I can… still… you know…’ Now he sounds shy. 

‘You can still what…?’

‘Well, you know…’ he says, lowering his voice. ‘Make parts of myself more… solid than others. If required.’

I pause for a beat and realise what he’s saying. ‘That’s not the most romantic thing I’ve ever heard, Tim.’

‘But you know what I mean? Death doesn’t have to mean an end to our love life…’

I throw a pillow at him. It passes right through. ‘Go away, Tim.’

Embarrassed, he obliges.

And I try my best to sleep but, as I say, fail miserably. 

 

I decide I’m going out to a café for breakfast. It’s extravagant, but I don’t care. My kitchen has been invaded and cluttered up and my shop downstairs is still strewn with the wreckage of the party.

Wind and Wuthering should be open at 9am! It’s my first full day of business but do you know what? I feel like hell. I’m hungover and pissed off. I feel like all the ghouls of Whitby have been messing me around. 

It’s a beautiful autumn morning when I set off in my coat and scarf, but I don’t even care about the beauty of the changing leaves or the softness of the apricot-coloured sunlight. I’ve got a cracking headache and I’m woozy with lack of sleep. I’m in desperate need of caffeine and I want to get right away from my home just for an hour or so. I can’t even think straight while I’m there.

I find a café on a sloping street, where I can sit at a bench on a stool, looking out of the window as I sip my cappuccino and feel as if I’m just an ordinary person. 

But I’m not an ordinary person, am I? I’m woman with a haunted bookshop, a head in the kitchen, and a ghostly ex-boyfriend who still wants to go to bed with her. I never asked to get mixed up in all this business. I came here for a quiet life!

 ‘That’s just what Brenda said,’ Effie sighs, perching herself on the seat next to me. ‘All those years back, when she first moved in and started her B&B. She wanted a quiet life. ‘I don’t know, Effie,’ she used to whinge. ‘How come all of these monsters and maniacs keep reaching out to interfere with my life? Why won’t they leave me alone?’’

I glare at the elderly ghost. ‘I wish you would leave me alone. Are you following me around?’

‘You see, we were the guardians of this place,’ Effie smiles at me. ‘We were put here to protect Whitby and the world from the forces of evil.’

‘You’ve told me all of this before,’ I sigh.

‘And,’ Effie continues, as if I’ve not even spoken, ‘from what I’ve observed in recent days, I think you, Cathy, have been put here for the same reason. There’s no accident to anything, you know. There never is. You were drawn here. Your purpose is to help bring Brenda and me back together. You see, you’re part of the grand design.’

I slurp my coffee. ‘All I wanted to do was sell some books. Read some books. Enjoy living at the seaside.’

‘You can still do all of that, ducky,’ Effie cajoles me. ‘We always enjoyed ourselves living here. But we knew that we also had duties, too. Supernatural duties. We had monsters to fight.’

I put my head down on the bench and groan. My headache’s no better and the bench is sticky with spilled sugar and jam. ‘Can’t I just ignore it all?’ 

‘I think not,’ smiles Effie. ‘You’re part of this story now, dearie. Face it. You’re stuck inside our story forever.’

	

Actually, strong coffee revives me and my hangover starts to ebb away. By nine thirty I feel well enough to march back to Harbour Street, full of new resolve to open up my bookshop. I have no choice in the matter. What would my mother say if she was here to witness me failing to open my door on my very first day? She’d laugh and point mockingly: ‘Typical of you, our Catherine! Failing at the first hurdle!’

Just the thought of this is enough to make me pull up my britches and get that shop opened.

When I arrive I’m in time to see an Uber pull up next door to collect two Mexican fellas in full band costume – still with their hats, guitars, maracas – and Alan waving them off from the doorstep of his boutique hotel. He’s in a silk dressing gown and looks bleary-eyed and blissed out as the Uber toils away up the steep street. Clearly he hasn’t realised that Brenda’s head has been stolen yet. ‘Fab party last night!’ he calls out to me.

‘Was it?’ I ask, and shrug vaguely. Then I shoot inside my shop to avoid getting into a longer conversation. 

Effie glides through the autumnal-themed window display, scowling as she slips into the shop. ‘What a dirty animal he is. We’d never heard of such things in my day! Threesomes, indeed. Is that what they call it?’ She shudders. ‘Why, I can hardly bring myself to imagine it. Three burly, hairy men in the act of sweaty sexual congress together. It turns my stomach, it does. The more I think about it… and try… to picture it.’ She sits on a stool in the corner of the shop, musing over the pictures in her head. ‘Disgusting,’ she says, distractedly.

 

And, believe it or not, but I manage to get the day back onto the rails after that. My shop’s first proper day actually goes all right! We get customers! A steady flow of them. Almost everyone buys something, and quite a few are happy to chat and to enthuse about there being a new bookstore in town.

I’m particularly glad to have one or two people compare my cosy place with old Agnes Timperley’s snooty bookshop across the harbour. Apparently she’s fiendishly highbrow and actually sneers at folk and their reading choices!

I sell bookmarks and greetings cards and stationery as well as all the books I’ve so carefully laid out on display. Everything seems to be flying out of the shop! Even Effie, perched on a high stool and unseen by all my customers, has to express admiration for my first day’s success. All the while she is hooked on reading a M/M Supernatural Shapeshifter Romance I thought she’d like. ‘It’s very sensual, this,’ has been her only comment, and she’s more than halfway through already.

Halfway through the afternoon I get a call from Harry to remind me that I’d promised to come to his place for dinner tonight. 

‘I can’t say I’m mad keen on coming to the Christmas Hotel again,’ I admit.

Effie looks up sharply at this. ‘No good ever came of going to the Christmas Hotel,’ she warns. ‘Brenda and I had some shocking escapades in that hellish place.’

But Harry assures me that there’ll be no drunk, cavorting pensioners and his Aunty Claus won’t be anywhere in sight. He just wants to make things up to me with his famous coq au vin. 

‘I’ll bet he does,’ mutters Effie.

Well, I can’t help myself. I agree to go over there at seven this evening. I may be letting myself in for more trouble but I can’t resist French cuisine. 

‘Smashing,’ Harry says and I can picture the delighted grin on his face. 

‘Just you watch yourself,’ Effie warns me. ‘Honestly, you’re getting all mixed up with members of the Danby family and the Claus clan! You’re just asking for trouble, you are.’

And then, as if on cue, the bookshop door flies open and Alan Danby is standing there in a lilac suit with a face like thunder.

‘W-what’s the matter..?’ I ask him, though I already know what this is about.

‘Where is she? What have you done with her?’

‘W-who?’ I ask, buying time.

‘You,’ he bellows. ‘Have – stolen – Brenda – from - me…!’ 


Nineteen

 

What I’m not expecting is Alan Aloysius Danby bursting into tears. One moment he’s full of hell, gnashing his teeth in my shop front and the next he’s sobbing helplessly. He’s got himself into a right old state.

‘How could you take her away from me? How could you?’ he wails.

‘Goodness,’ says Effie, disapprovingly. 

I decide I’d better lock up the shop for a little while, until Alan sorts himself out. He’s not a good advert for the place. 

‘She’s safe,’ I tell him. ‘She’s in my kitchen. We… uh… brought all of her wires and life support things with her. She’s fine up there.’

‘But she was in my care,’ he says savagely. ‘I’ve been looking after her for ages. Don’t you understand how important that is?’

Effie sneers from her stool. ‘He’s kept her in limbo! He’s tortured her! You said yourself Cathy, you heard him shouting at her when you listened through the wall. He kept her in chains!’

Alan stiffens suddenly, as if he can pick up a whisper of Effie’s words. ‘Is that old witch here?’ he asks.

Effie manifests herself fully and he shrieks with surprise. ‘Yes, I am indeed, Mr Danby! I’ve been here the whole time! Guarding over this place. Keeping a careful eye on all your evil shenanigans, even after death has tried to claim me and after it rent our Brenda asunder.’

‘Oh God…’ he moans. 

‘You were the one that tried to warn Cathy against having a séance,’ Effie screeches at him, whizzing around the room on a trail of glittering dust. ‘You knew I’d be the first in line to come back through the Veil of Darkness. You knew I’d come back from Beyond to haunt you!’

‘Make it stop!’ he says. ‘Make her leave me alone!’

‘You Danbys are all the same,’ Effie shouts. ‘You’ve been the bane of all our lives for all these years. With your ridiculous schemes and nightmarish ploys.’

‘No, no, no!’ Alan cries. ‘I’m not the same as my forebears. I’m not the same as the rest of my family, I promise you.’

Effie stops whirling about, coming to settle beside me. ‘That’s so easily said. But all your relatives have been conniving and unscrupulous little monsters. They’d say anything to win trust. Did I ever tell you, Cathy? About his uncle and the Deadly Boutique? Brenda and I barely escaped intact from that horrid affair…!’

I try to intervene. ‘Look, obviously there’s some bad blood between his family and yourself, Effie…’

‘They’ve been trying to destroy me and Brenda for all these years. And he thought he’d succeeded. He was happy to sit there presiding over her dismembered bits and profiting from her beautiful B&B. What about that then, Danby? You kept her prisoner and stole her business…!’

Alan is just about wrenching off his own beard with angry frustration. ‘Can’t you see, you stupid old woman…?! I was doing everything I could to keep her alive! Don’t you understand? It would have been so easy just to switch off those machines and to quench that vital spark of life in her eyes. I needn’t have gone to all the effort in the first place. I could have just left her as a heap of dead body parts and chucked them in the sea.’

Effie squawks at the horror of this. ‘What are you trying to say? You’ve been keeping her alive and guarding her, out of some sense of slavish devotion…?’

‘YES!’ Alan shouts. ‘Now do you get it? I love Brenda! I adore her! I’d do anything to bring her back to her full powers…!’

Both Effie and I gawp at him. ‘Are you joking?’ Effie whispers. ‘I swear, if this is some vile kind of trick, I will haunt your days forever!’

Alan takes a deep breath. ‘I swear. Everything I have done – clumsy and ineffective as you might find it – has been for Brenda’s benefit.’ Then he appears to reach a decision. ‘Come with me.’

He leads us out of the shop and I have to put the ‘Back in Five Minutes’ sign up at my door. My first morning open is turning out to be more eventful than I’d really like. 

Alan Danby ushers us into his boutique hotel. It’s just as swanky and chichi as ever. I can’t help noticing Effie’s sneer of disdain at all the trendy décor. Into the little lift we go, and Alan takes us up to the attic.

‘This better not be a trap,’ Effie warns him. 

‘It isn’t,’ he says. ‘You can trust me. I’m not like my uncles or my other relations you’ve met. I’m different. Oh, you tell her, Cathy, won’t you? We got on the very first minute we met, didn’t we?’

‘Then why were you so weird about me having a séance? Why didn’t you want Effie to come back from the dead…?’

‘Ha!’ Effie crows. ‘That’s a good question…!’

He sighs as the lift shudders to a halt at the top of the building. ‘Honest truth?’ He winces. ‘It’s because you bugger everything up, Effie. I’ve been working so carefully and so meticulously, trying to help Brenda. And yes, you were best friends, I know that. But you were always so… snipey and shrill and argumentative. And look what’s happened since you’ve come back! There’s been rows and fights and all kinds of carry-on – just like there used to be!’

Effie’s ghostly expression hovers somewhere between vexation and pride. 

‘You see, Effie, you’re a real pain in the arse,’ Alan tells her, and the lift door slides open.

We’re back in the attic space, and the door that leads to the room where Brenda’s head was held captive is still open, with rusted chains lying on the floor. ‘How do you think I felt when I woke up this morning and found this mess?’ he says. ‘With puddles of gloop all over the floor?’

‘She’s all right, Alan,’ I tell him. ‘She’s safe.’

‘Anyhow,’ he says. ‘You people have no idea what I’ve been up to. I’ve been working carefully all this time. Slowly and carefully…’

Effie is impatient with him. ‘Working at what exactly…?’

Now he turns to another door, further down the short hallway, leading to a room that’s tucked away. He lets us into a very small, dimly-lit room. There’s a skylight that needs a good clean, spilling pearly light onto a neatly-made bed.

When we see what’s lying there, Effie swears very colourfully.

‘I’ve been rebuilding her,’ Alan Danby says proudly.

 

Well. I’ll never forget the sight of Brenda’s remaining parts sitting up in that bed for as long as I live. She was headless of course, and handless. ‘The hands have been helping me with the repairs,’ he tells us calmly. ‘They’re very skilled at stitching and all the fiddly bits. It still takes a very long time, putting something like this together.’

He’s gazing fondly at his creation. She’s recumbent, sitting up against fluffy pillows. Completely headless. Her neck terminates in a revoltingly meaty cross section that I don’t care to stare at too closely. It whistles with even breaths going in and out. 

‘Brenda…’ Effie sighs, staring at the rather large woman’s body. ‘You’ve… you’ve…’ Her eyes are out on stalks as she turns to look at Alan. ‘You have worked miracles here.’

‘Yes,’ he smiles. ‘I have, haven’t I?’

‘But I don’t understand,’ I tell him. ‘Why did you keep the head separate? Why didn’t you sew her head back on?’

He frowns. ‘What do you think I was working up to? It’s the hardest bit. I’ve been reading up about it all. The old books in Agnes Timperley’s medical section of her bookshop. Her grimoires. The diaries and notebooks of old Doctor Frankenstein himself…!’ Here he points to a table littered with ancient tomes, all open at pages of grisly diagrams and hand-written instructions. ‘It’s not a piece of piss, you know.’ 

I’m gobsmacked by all of this. ‘Frankenstein…?’ I whisper, as the corpse on the single bed stirs in its senseless sleep. ‘Did you really say Frankenstein?’

Effie chuckles. ‘Oh come on, ducky. Who else do you think created Brenda? Who else could have made something as magnificent as my best friend?’

Alan touches my arm consolingly. ‘I know it’s a lot to take in, darling.’

‘I think I need a sit down,’ I tell them. ‘C-can we go back to my shop?’

Effie is hovering close to Brenda, inspecting Alan’s handiwork. ‘Don’t worry, Brenda. We’ll have you all in one piece soon enough. I promise…!’

 

Before we leave the boutique hotel, Effie makes a surprising request. 

‘Do you by any chance have her wig?’ she snaps at Alan.

‘Her wig…?’

‘Yes, man! Her wig!’ She glares at him. ‘I assume you salvaged all her scattered bits at the mouth of the Gateway? I assume her wig was there, strewn along with everything else in those first moments after the hideous multiversal  disaster that befell us both…?’

‘Why, yes…’ he says. ‘But what good is her wig going to do?’

Effie purses her lips. ‘It’s plain to see how very little you understand women, Alan Danby. You see, Brenda was never really herself until she had her hair on.’

So Alan goes off to rummage in a cupboard whose contents seem to consist of various dark jars and sharp implements. He returns with a bundle. ‘It’s in here. It’s gone rather shapeless, I’m afraid.’

‘Let us return next door,’ Effie says.

 

In my kitchen Alan Danby just about prostrates himself before the serenely bubbling, floating face of Brenda.

‘Oh, oh, you’re safe, my darling,’ he gasps.

‘I must say, you talk to her a lot more nicely than you did the other day. When her hand attacked you, for example!’ 

He shudders. ‘The hands are clever but very defensive, twitchy, temperamental things. They have tried to throttle me several times as I’ve worked. And, as you heard, Brenda’s own head has been becoming strangely  violent. I was starting to think that she was slowly losing her wits…’

We all look at her floating head and I jump as the eyes open and stare straight back at us.

‘Gaaaaaggghhhhhh…’ goes the lily-shaped trumpet. ‘Daaannnbbbyyyyyy….’

Alan says, ‘What if we bring her to life and she’s a monster?’

Effie is sensibly calm. ‘While that wouldn’t be without precedent, let’s not lose all hope yet, eh?’ She takes the bundle off him and reveals a dark, matted wig. It’s a beehive of Dusty Springfield proportions. ‘Now, help me open this tank and get this back on her poor, exposed, bald head…’

It’s a struggle, but we manage it. 

The gloopy stuff that she’s swimming in is rather warmer than I expected. The bubbles tickle our fingers as we attach her wig. Effie fusses about like a phantom hairstylist. ‘There. That’s as good as it’s going to get… for now.’

It does look rather peculiar, with the beehive towering damply out of the top of the tank, emerging from the life-giving unguents.

We all gather before her fishbowl. 

It’s true, she looks a good deal better with her hair on.

‘Brenda…?’ Effie asks sharply. ‘Are you there, ducky? Are you all right? Are you in your right mind…?’

The green eyes squinch and stare at us. Her mouth moves and seems to be struggling with what to say. 

‘I don’t think the wig is making much difference…’ Alan mutters.

‘Just wait…’ Effie tells him.

Then Brenda says, ‘Effie…? Effie…! Is that you…?’

Effie squeals with joy. ‘Yes, Brenda! Yes! I’m here! I’m back! I’m here in my kitchen! And so are you! You’re back! You’re alive! You recognised me! You’re sane!’

‘Oooh, Effie,’ Brenda says. ‘I do feel peculiar…’

‘You’ve been through the wars,’ Effie tells her, floating close to the tank. ‘We both have, Dear Heart. But we’re back now. We’ve overcome all the obstacles and we’re back together now! Just as good as ever!’

Brenda’s voice is still shaky and unconvinced. Her words sound as if they’re being transmitted from far away. ‘B-but why can’t I move? Why can’t I feel my body? What’s… what’s become of me, Effie…? Why am I like this?’

Effie tells her tenderly: ‘We’re working on it, dearie. Don’t worry.’

‘But my body… What’s wrong with my body?’

‘We’ve found it,’ Effie tells her. ‘It’s just next door. We might just need a little help in putting it all back together again…’

‘Oh!’ Brenda sobs. ‘Oh! Oh no…’ And then I think she’s sobbing because of the horror of it all. Bur she isn’t. She’s crying with relief. ‘Oh, Effie, thank you. Thank you for looking out for me. Thank you for still being here with me… We’ve survived, haven’t we? And that’s the most important thing. We’ve survived!’


Twenty

 

I don’t bother getting dressed up for going to Harry’s for dinner. There isn’t time to get all dolled up, not with everything that’s been happening. So I don’t dress up. Well, not much. I tie my hair up under a turban – taking a leaf out of Alan’s book (though he doesn’t have hair. You know what I mean.) And all right, so I put on a dress. A new one. Something I bought at the Steampunk fair that I really like. It's kind of flowing and russet and makes me feel like I’m in a novel. Shows the girls off a bit, too.

Oh, what am I doing making an effort for Harry Christmas? What am I even thinking of? 

‘You’re walking straight into danger, I’ll bet,’ Alan warns me.

Effie insists on coming with me. ‘He’ll never know I’m there!’

‘No!’ I shout at her. 

Luckily, Tim’s not about to insist on accompanying me on my date. This could get out of hand. The whole lot of them will be wanting to traipse along to the Christmas Hotel with me and I’ll have this very macabre kind of entourage…

So I slip out of my bookshop just before seven, while no one is paying much attention. They’re all focussed on Brenda’s various bits and how they might be fixed back together. Effie is seriously suggesting holding a séance to call up Herr Doktor Frankenstein himself, in order to glean some surgical tips. To be quite honest, I’m glad to get away from all of today’s weird melodrama, hurrying through the streets as folk emerge to enjoy the unseasonably warm evening on the seafront.

Well, maybe it’s a mistake to give Harry another chance like this. I don’t know. But maybe I’ve got him wrong, and maybe he deserves another chance…? And besides - he’s making coq au vin for me…

 

Since I was last here on the West Cliff, just a day or two ago, the place has brightened up considerably. There are fairy lights around all the windows and the front entrance of the hotel. Warm, friendly lights are glowing within and some of the sheets of plastic have been taken down. A new revolving door has been installed, gleaming glass and chrome. I step into it and am whirled into – as it were - another world.

I gasp as I look around at the interior.

How have they made such progress with the place in such a short time?

The foyer has been painted gold and white. There’s a fire roaring in the huge, restored grate and swags of evergreens are heaped on the mantlepiece. There’s new carpeting and plump sofas and chairs that look so inviting I want to go and curl up in one straight away. How is all of this even possible…?

Harry is by my side all at once. He’s in a shirt and tie and I’ve never seen him looking quite so handsome. He’s had his shaggy hair cut and his beard trimmed and my heart jumps a little when I think: he’s done all of this for me. 

I’m not used to having fellas make an effort for me. Back when we were together, me and Tim just bumbled along. We never did anything really special. He never made a fuss of me or wanted to treat me like a lady. I think I’d have laughed at him had he even tried.

But all of a sudden… Harry’s here and leading the way to the turret tower, where he lives above the hotel and I feel like I’m in a dream.

‘I don’t understand how you’ve had time to make the hotel so beautiful, so quickly…’ I tell him, as we take the plushly carpeted stairs up into his tower.

‘My Aunt has been cracking the whip,’ he says ruefully. ‘Now she wants this place open by Christmas. You must come to the grand opening in October. It’ll be a Halloween spectacular, she promises.’

‘I’d love to,’ I say, then I remember Effie telling me that nothing good ever came of the times that she and Brenda ventured out to the Christmas Hotel. But then I try to push the pair of them out of my mind. I’ve heard quite enough about their complicated and bizarre adventures just recently! I want to concentrate on my own adventures right now, as it happens. My own gorgeous, sexy adventures… That’s what I could do with right now…

Up and up the turret at the front of the vast Christmas Hotel. From Harry’s small suite at the very top there’s a fantastic view over the cliffs and the calm North Sea. The sun is fading from the wide open skies, turning them a soft, burnished bronze and bruised purple. 

His rooms are very plainly furnished. It’s all tidy and clean but looks very much like a place he’s been camping out in while he works. All except for the table, which has been placed by the window, and laid quite beautifully with silver service and China plates. Candles are burning and my stomach rumbles as I sit down at my place. ‘I’ve not eaten anything all day.’

‘Saving yourself for supper?’ Harry smiles sexily.

Actually, the truth is that – between trying to work in my shop and all the weird stuff that’s been going on – I’ve hardly had time to think of anything else, let alone sitting down to eat. Now I’m absolutely ravenous and the aromas emerging from the galley kitchen are amazing. ‘Tell me it’s nearly ready,’ I drool.

Harry laughs. ‘It’s nice to have an appreciative guest, I must say.’

‘I’m surprised by you,’ I admit. ‘You don’t seem like the type to want to cook and make everything as fancy as this…’ I’m probably patronising him and putting him off. I should keep my mouth shut and try to be a better, more alluring dinner date. 

He doesn’t seem to mind my rambling nonsense. ‘I have hidden depths,’ he tells me. ‘You’ll see.’

‘Tell me the food’s ready, please,’ I gasp, and I’m exaggerating my eagerness only slightly, for comic effect. The smells really are driving me wild.

He brings a little salad first, which is nice enough, but it’s the slightest of appetizers. These curly, bright green baby leaves, dressed in vinegar. They have a sharp sort of taste. I gobble everything up in seconds flat and down my goblet of Cote du Rhone. 

‘You’ve a healthy appetite,’ he smiles at me, across the table. He’s not touching his own salad and he’s just staring at me – which is rather flattering and quite intense. I give a laugh which I hope comes over as devil-may-care. 

‘I was never one of those women who diets all the time or frets about stuff like that. I just enjoy everything.’

‘Yes,’ he says fondly. ‘I can tell that. Did you like your salad?’

I feign enthusiasm for those odd, furry little leaves. ‘It was… unusual.’

But then comes the piece-de-resistance. He has oven gloves on, spoiling his sleek look, and he’s manhandling a huge iron pot from the oven. Off comes the lid and there’s a blast of the most delicious steam. ‘Oh my God,’ I swoon. ‘And are they dumplings you’ve made, as well?’

‘Herby dumplings,’ he grins. ‘Not very authentically French, but I thought you might like them.’

Golden and fluffy, speckled with green herbs.

‘Oh God, I adore your dumplings,’ I tell him and he laughs at this. I blush. We eat. I feel like I’m in heaven at the top of the Christmas Hotel.

Soft music plays. Not Christmas music, thank Christ. He opens a second bottle of wine. Where did the first one go? How fast are we drinking…?

The coq au vin is divine. 

He drinks in the compliments and, I can’t help noticing, is completely focused on me and not eating a single bite himself.

For the first time in this meal alarm bells start to ring.

Very faintly, like alarm bells in the next street, but nevertheless, they’re pealing merrily away as I chomp my way through my main course.

Why isn’t he eating? Has he got a disorder? Is he so fixated on me he can hardly think about anything else? He… 

He’s probably poisoning me, isn’t he?

I drop my silver fork with a clatter. Chicken gravy splatters on the crisp tablecloth.

‘Oh bollocks. Surely not…?’

He frowns sadly. ‘Surely not what, Cathy?’

I pause as I swallow my last mouthful. I feel a rush of regret and dismay. I feel huge disappointment. I feel like an idiot. 

And all at once I can’t feel my feet.

‘I can’t feel my feet,’ I tell him.

He nods. ‘It’s quick acting. I’m… I’m sorry, Cathy.’

Now the sensation – or lack of sensation – is spreading up my legs. ‘Oh fuck. Oh bugger. What have you… What have you done to me…?!’

 

Curare. Leaves from South America. Poison.

Not fancy lettuce after all. He tells me all this as I sit there. Tells me all about this poison in a calm, weird voice. It won’t kill me, not by itself. It will just freeze me here. I’ll sit here unable to move a muscle, but I’ll know everything and see everything and hear every word he says.

I’m such a bloody divvy.

Why did I trust him?

Why did I eat anything he prepared for me? 

How could I be so stupid?

And why the hell didn’t I listen to Effie?

Now my body is succumbing to this quickly creeping paralysis. It is the weirdest feeling. My shoulders and arms are suddenly dead… I sit here frozen, mouth opening and closing. I can still say things, still move my lips, but only just. I want to scream at him. I want to shout and scream and pummel him with both my fists. But I can’t. I just sit here. I’m helpless. I’ve been such a fool.

Now Harry is smiling at me sadly. ‘I’m sorry all of this is necessary, Cathy. But you’ll see. It’ll all be better in the end. It’ll all work out.’

I mumble fiercely at him, and I realise that I can’t move anything properly at all. My tongue is like a piece of useless gristle in my mouth. Just my eyeballs can still move. I shriek at the top of my voice, but he doesn’t seem to mind. We’re at the top of this turret, I realise. High up, away from everything. No one is going to hear my inarticulate screams. But why is he doing this? What can he hope to gain from me…? I’ve got nothing for him, have I? I’m not important or anything at all. 

just a maniac, isn’t he? I’ve fallen into the hands of a madman…

‘Oh Cathy, please don’t look at me like that. You’re terrified, aren’t you? You look like you hate me. But you’ll see in the end. You’ll be happier. I know you will.’ He reaches out over the table and pats my hand. 

I bet the herby flecks in the dumplings were poison too. He’s got me, hasn’t he? I’ve walked straight into his trap and I’m never, ever getting out. 

‘We need you, Cathy.’

What? We? Who’s he talking about?

But I already know. And I know that I’ve been an idiot.

I thought he wanted me for myself. I thought he actually might have fancied me. This short-arsed, daft, eccentric, bookish fool who thinks she knows all about Romance from reading about it.

This is just so typical of my life.

Bollocks to it.

If I knew one thing – one flaming thing – from reading Romantic fiction, it’s that you should never go and have dinner with the hero at the top of his castle. Because of course he’s a villain! Of course he bloody well is.

I don’t hear the door open and the second person enter the room. By now I can’t even twist my head round to see until she’s right in my line of sight.

Seeing her comes as an even bigger blow than realising Harry means me harm.

Franky! 

The first friend I met when I moved here to Whitby. She’s in her usual paint-spattered overalls and she looks delighted to see me.

‘It worked!’ she grins at her cousin.

‘Oh yes,’ he says. ‘No bother.’ He shrugs and maybe there’s a tinge of regret in his manner. Maybe he even has mixed feelings about poisoning me.

‘Well done,’ Franky says. ‘This is all perfect. You’ve done so well.’

Harry sighs and knocks back his rich dark wine. ‘I guess I have. It’s been too easy, in a way. She was so keen. She really liked me, I think.’

‘Why shouldn’t she?’ Franky laughs. Then she seizes his face in her hands and kisses him in a way that seems a bit sexy for a) his cousin and b) a massive lesbian. ‘Mrs Claus is going to be so pleased with us!’ she grins.

I want to shout at them: ‘WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO WITH ME?’

But they aren’t telling me yet. Not just yet.

‘Let’s get her downstairs,’ Harry says. ‘To the ballroom… so Mrs Claus can get a good look at her.’

I try to wriggle and resist them. I try to scream. 

But I can’t budge an inch. I can’t move a muscle and I can’t make a single sound.

I am completely and utterly helpless. 


Twenty-One

 

As my captors carry me downstairs Effie comes to me. She pushes her beaky face right up close and hisses at me worriedly, lowering her voice even though she knows that Harry and Franky can’t hear or see her.

‘Ooh, I knew it! I knew something like this would happen…!’

To her credit, she doesn’t try to blame or berate me. I’m expecting her to go on about me putting myself at the mercy of unsuitable men. Luckily she doesn’t do that at all, focusing instead on how to set me free.

Franky has me by the ankles, Harry has hold of my shoulders. I’m stiff as a board between them, staring up at the painted ceiling of the main entrance as they take me through the main body of the hotel. 

‘I could manifest myself fully and scare them to death…’ Effie gabbles. ‘But I’m not sure this pair would be all that frightened of a ghostly old woman…’

I think she’s got that right. There’s something hardened and determined about these two cousins. I just never saw it before. I thought they were my friends. I actually thought they liked me!

‘Oh, Cathy…’ Effie cries, pushing close to my frozen face. ‘You’ll have to trust me. You’ll have to just wait here… I’m going, but I’ll be back soon. I’ll try to bring help with me! I promise…!’

They are carrying me towards that ballroom I visited earlier. This feels as inevitable as Christmas itself. If I listen I think I can even hear all that vintage Glam Rock echoing in the huge room ahead. And now Effie is leaving me alone! Abandoning me with my captors. I’m absolutely helpless and left to their mercy.

‘Effie…!’ I try to scream, but of course nothing comes out. The paralysing drug has done its work too well.

The old woman’s voice floats back to me: ‘I promise… We’ll be back!’

Then she is gone and there’s a thump and a blast of loud music and hot muggy air. The doors to the ballroom swing open and beyond, all those zombified pensioners are waiting for us. There’s a huge cheer from them, and the tooting of a number of kazoos.

Mrs Claus comes wheeling up in her tinsel-bedecked chair.

‘Ahh, you did it! You clever children. You’ve done very well!’

I can see out of the corner of my eye, Franky and Harry blushing with pleasure at her praise.

There’s a kind of table covered in white sheets in the very middle of the room. There are lights. Machines. People are dressed in medical scrubs. My heartrate spikes. Why is there an operating theatre in the middle of the disco…?

‘I can see the panic in your eyes, lovey,’ Mrs Claus cackles, peering down at me. ‘But you know, you needn’t worry. It will all be over soon. There’s nothing to the procedure at all, really. Well, not much, anyway. And after a while, you won’t know anything about it. You’ll be past caring! You won’t give a hoot!’ Then she cracks out laughing, gurgling with excitement. 

Harry steps forward. ‘Have you sent people to fetch the asset?’ he asks.

Mrs Claus nods. ‘Can’t you see? Half the revellers are missing from this room. They’re away, Harry! They’re off to do my bidding, down on Harbour Street. They went off as soon as you told me your young little friend here had arrived for dinner and the coast was clear…!’

My addled, frozen mind is racing. What are they going on about? What asset? What have the revellers gone to fetch from Harbour Street? All my nerves are lit up like Christmas trees with suppressed panic. 

‘Look at her eyes, open so wide and staring,’ Franky observes coolly. Oh, she’s nothing like the Franky I’ve got to know in recent weeks. I feel like wailing: Where’s my nice friend gone? Now she continues: ‘I believe she’s taking everything in. She’s trying to make sense of it all, figuring out what we’re up to.’ Franky laughs cruelly.

‘I don’t think she’d ever guess,’ Harry says. ‘She doesn’t have the capacity, or the imagination. Poor Cathy. I don’t think she was all that bright really.’

My head pounds with fury at his betrayal. Not all that bright! Who’s he to say that? And how dare he? He… he… He seemed so nice! He was lovely. My God, I slept with him, didn’t I? He turned my head. He seduced me in a flash. I hardly knew what I was doing… but I did, didn’t I? I willingly copped off with Harry. I thought he was lovely. I thought he was worthy of my trust.

Mrs Claus’s leering face pushes close to mine. ‘Poor little love. Maybe it’s best that she never understands what’s happening. She’ll never really know what’s to become of her. It’s better that way, I should think. Ignorance in her last few moments will probably be bliss… compared to understanding what we are about to do.’

All three of these horrors agree with each other and there’s a murmured assent from the crowd of spectators in the ballroom. 

I want to shriek out loud and beg for mercy. But of course nothing comes out.

‘She has such lovely hair,’ Mrs Claus runs her talons through my hair. My turban must have fallen off ages ago. In fact… where are my clothes? I think I’m lying nude under some kind of surgical sheet. When did that even happen? ‘Lovely, lovely hair…’ Mrs Claus breathes in a sing-song voice. ‘Why, I may even keep it…’

And that’s when I pass out.

 

I can’t believe I’m waking up.

It’s dark, and I don’t know how much later it is. 

I really don’t expect to be waking up. I thought that was it. I thought that was me done for. I really thought those were my last few seconds on this earth.

Instead I wake up in some dark kind of ante room. Cold storage or something. They’ve wheeled me in here on a gurney and when I come to I’m still completely paralysed but at least – as far as I can tell – I’m still alive.

I listen hard. There’s nothing to be heard over the constant din of Christmas music. I will never listen to Slade or Wizzard ever again.

What am I talking about? I’m not getting out of this, am I? I’m completely done for.

But then Effie slips through the wall, shimmeringly silver with a determined set to her chin. ‘Are you awake, ducky?’ She manifests her bony hands and gives me a shake. It’s no good, I can’t even feel her ghostly chill. I try to boggle my eyes to show that I can hear her.

 ‘Oooh, Cathy, it’s gone terrible! Everything’s gone really bad…!’ The old woman looks appalled at what’s been going on. How long have I been unconscious? What have I missed? I urge her on with beseeching eyes to bring me up to date.

‘Well,’ she begins matter-of-factly. ‘I scooted off down the hill from the Christmas Hotel, terrified for your life. Thank goodness they haven’t done anything too dreadful to you yet, my dear! You’re okay, aren’t you? You can still hear me?’

‘Mmmnn-mnnnff,’ I managed to grind out between my teeth. Oh! Progress! Perhaps some control and some feeling is coming back to me…?

Effie ploughs on with her story. ‘Now that I’m a spirit I can work up quite a head of steam when I want to. I can be quite nimble and nippy, floating about the place. Off I went, over the smoking chimney pots of the old town, down to the harbour, ready to alert all of our friends to your predicament.’

My mind clouds with rage. What friends do I have down there? Two less than I thought I had. I still can’t fathom the depth of betrayal from Franky and Harry.

‘Oh, but Cathy…! There was a horrible surprise waiting for me, down on Harbour Street. There was a whole bunch of her lackeys…! Mrs Claus’s dead-eyed pensioners, all crimplene slacks and hand-knitted jumpers and garlands of tinsel and party hats. Just like when they invaded your launch party, they were back there again at Wind and Wuthering. They had got inside and were smashing up your window displays and making a right horrible mess of your lovely bookshop. The vandals! The fiends!’

Insult to injury! Destroying my handiwork! Vandalizing my dreams!

‘Alan Danby was fighting them. To his credit, he was giving them what for. He had some kind of umbrella and was thrashing any of the zombies that got too close. Your ex-boyfriend, Tim, too. He was fighting them off! But it was no good, Cathy. The old people managed to get hold of what they were after.’

‘NNggfff-mmmfffnnfff?’ I ask her ferverishly.

‘Yes, you’ve guessed it, ducky. We should all have realised. But not even I had imagined the horrors that old Mrs Claus had in store.’

‘MMMMgggfff?’ 

Effie looks down at me with great sadness in her pale, watery eyes. ‘They managed to get upstairs into your back kitchen, dearie. Then all at once they had hold of the tank that contains Brenda’s head.’

‘MMffff!!’

‘Yes, quite. And there was no stopping them. Alan Danby, Tim and myself, we wrestled and fought them and tried to drag them off our poor beloved’s tank, but it was no good. They are all possessed of an inhuman, supernatural strength. They took possession of Brenda’s head, ducky. And then  they dragged her up the hill.’

I lie there in shocked silence. My head is reeling. I can’t believe it. How could they get away with it? A warm September’s evening in the middle of Whitby. How come no one noticed a gang of possessed pensioners carrying a brain in a tank through the winding streets?

Effie anticipates my question. ‘They said it was a new bouncing ball machine for the bingo,’ she answers. ‘That’s what they told anyone who asked.’ She shrugs. ‘Mrs Claus and her myrmidons have always got away with the most baroque and ludicrous schemes. I thought their day was done, but this is the worst thing yet. I can hardly believe it. I can barely credit what it is they intend to do…’ The elderly ghost covers her face with her shaking hands and her voice quavers more than ever.

‘Fffnngggg-mmmnnnggg-mmfff?’ I shout.

‘Yes, exactly, ducky,’ she sighs heavily. ‘It’s diabolical, isn’t it? I would never have dreamed of such a thing.’

But I haven’t cottoned on yet. She assumes I’ve realised and I know exactly what is going on. Am I slow? Am I thick? Why don’t I understand what’s happening to me?’

Effie strokes my face calmingly. ‘Don’t be worried, ducky. I’m sure you won’t know much about it. I’m sure it’ll all come right in the end.’ A single tear wells up and runs down her crepey cheek. ‘And you know what? I’ve found this  out for myself just recently: death isn’t so bad after all. Look at me! I’m more mobile than I ever was. I feel much better in myself than I have done for years…’

‘Mmmnngg-ffffggg!’ I bellow, and I can feel sensation returning to my face as I twist and contort as much as I can. She’s giving up on me! She’s assuming I’m going to wind up dead! She’s trying to reassure me. I feel a wave of despair crashing over my soul. It’s as cold and relentless as the North Sea breaking on the cliffs below this hotel. I’ve had it! I’m doomed. This is really the end of me. And no one but no one is going to save me now.

The door to the ante-chamber swings open, letting in multi-coloured lights and noise from the ballroom. 

‘We’re ready for you now,’ I hear Harry say. ‘Can you hear me, Cathy? Are you awake?’

He enters the room and stares into my face. Effie shrinks back like a skinny shadow behind him. Harry comes close and his eyes are huge, filling my horizon. I flinch inwardly at the thought of how he betrayed me. I can still smell his old-fashioned Brut cologne over the weird spicy scents of the Christmas ballroom.

‘Oh, Cathy,’ he sighs. ‘I’m so sorry for this. If there had been any other way, we’d have found it. We’d have kept you alive. But there’s no way, I don’t think. And Brenda must come first. We’re all agreed on that. She is our number one priority in all of this. Brenda must be the one we’re thinking of. She’s the one to save.’

I don’t understand any of this. I don’t even know what they intend doing to me. Perhaps I’ll never know. Perhaps I’ll be dead before any of this becomes clear. 

Franky is there beside him. She’s in a surgical gown and mask. Her eyes flash with excitement and relish. ‘Come on, Harry. We’re all waiting. Everyone’s stood out there, eager to start.’

‘All right…’ Harry pushes my gurney back into the ballroom. I might be imagining that tinge of regret in his hoarse voice, I don’t know.

No such remorse from Franky. She giggles with glee: ‘Are you ready, Cathy? Are you awake? Can you guess what’s going to happen to you…?’ 

I don’t even return her gaze as they roll me towards my inescapable fate. I won’t give her that satisfaction.

‘Oooh!’ I hear Mrs Claus cry out. ‘Here we are! We’re all ready! We’re all set! Now, this will be tricky. Everyone be quiet! Don’t worry – it’s not as difficult as all that. I mean, it’s not like it’s brain surgery, is it? Ooh! Yes it is! That’s exactly what it is!! Hahahahaha! Now…Watch this, everyone! Here we go…!’


Twenty-Two

 

Now, I’ve met Mrs Claus and she didn’t strike me then as the kind of person who might be a dab hand at brain surgery. Call me prejudiced or whatever, and maybe I’m under-estimating the old witch. Perhaps she trained for years? Perhaps she’s picked up a few vital pointers from a Youtube video and now feels fully-equipped to dabble in neuroscience?

Or maybe it’s all just black magic and madness?

Either way I’m straining every fibre to wriggle myself free of this revolting development. I do believe I’m regaining more sensation second by second as I lie here pinioned on the operating table. The curare poison is really  wearing off, I think.

But here we are. In a less than antiseptic-seeming ballroom. They’ve had the decency to lower the music slightly and the disco dancers have drawn in close like they’re going to see something special. Harry and Franky help Mrs Claus into medical scrubs decorated with a holly and ivy motif. Then, like a Magician’s glamorous assistant, Harry is pushing a golden hostess trolley  towards us and I can see Brenda’s sleeping face. They hoik her out of glass tank, still attached to wires and stuff and I think to myself: ‘I’m not getting out of this, am I? Whatever this ghoulish thing is, I’m never getting out of it alive…!’

Mrs Claus speaks up through her surgical mask, demanding silence. ‘Darlings… behold! This is the most crucial part of our scheme. Now, it may all go terribly wrong… but we must press on. We have come this close. And soon… if all goes well… soon we will have her back. She will be returned to the land of the living! And even better… this time… Brenda will be under my control…! The Monster’s Bride will be… mine…!’

Huge applause at this. Mrs Claus lets it run on for a while, nodding with fake modesty. Her forehead is gleaming with sweat even before she begins operating. The scalpel is like a lance in her hand, gleaming silver under the mirrorball. This is it, I think… feeling weirdly calm and separate from everything as she looms over me…

And this is when Effie summons up all of her residual energy and manifests herself right between Mrs Claus and the operating table.

‘For goodness’ sake woman… stop…!’ she shrieks, giving everyone quite a turn. All at once Effie’s ghostly hues have solidified into something more substantial and reminiscent of a living being. ‘Just look at yourselves! What have you become? You’re about to destroy two innocent lives…!’

Mrs Claus’s bushy eyebrows have gone up in surprise. ‘Darling Effie Jacobs…! Where did you spring from, my dear?’

‘Never you mind,’ Effie glowers at her. ‘I have returned from beyond the veil to stop you carrying out your most diabolical deed yet…!’

The zombie pensioners are hanging on every word, murmuring and chuckling to themselves. They are ready, at a single nod from their mistress, to surge forward and drag Effie away. But Mrs Claus is apparently content to talk with her – for now. ‘You surprise me, Effie. I thought you’d be glad to see your beloved Brenda restored to full and vital life again. Look at her – just a head! Just a dreadful remnant of a person you once loved.’

‘What would you know about love?’ Effie spits bitterly. 

‘Ah now, Effie,’ Mrs Claus snickers. ‘Won’t it be wonderful? To see Brenda in a new, young, healthy body, eh? The old shambling monster you used to know will be reborn in the form of a strong, vital young woman. Isn’t that a kind of miracle?’

‘You’ll muck it up,’ Effie snarls. ‘You’ll kill both of them. And what right have you got, anyway? What about poor Cathy? What’s she going to be left with at the end of all of this?’ Effie is pointing at me and my heart trembles at the mention of my name.

The interlocking gears of my poisoned mind start turning again and I realise fully what they intend to do. 

They’re going to put the brain of Brenda into my skull.

And what’s to become of my brain?

What’s to become of me…?

Mrs Claus is ranting on: ‘Oh, come on, Effie. Don’t go pretending that you actually care about this girl. Who is she? Just some random female. Someone and no one. Someone from elsewhere. Why would you care one jot about her? Why, she even took over your beloved home, didn’t she?’ Mrs Claus shrieks with laughter. ‘This poor, helpless girl here gutted out your lovely antiques emporium, didn’t she? And opened a tacky Romantic bookshop! She’s got no taste, no style, no ambition. She’s nothing! Nothing at all! So… why should you care about her?’

Effie draws herself up to her full height. ‘I just do, all right? I care. I care about her. And that’s what separates me from you. That’s why we’re different. Because, in the end, I’m not a cold and vicious maniac like you are. I care about others! I care about Cathy! In the end… I really do care…!’

Effie’s rising voice – thunderous and impassioned – has a weird effect on the disco zombies. They cover their ears and moan pitifully, as if the very concept of empathy and compassion is anathema to them. Harry and Franky look stricken, too, and the Christmas lights flicker spasmodically. Effie is like a poltergeist, disturbing the malevolent atmosphere with her stark declaration of love. 

‘Nooooooooo!’ Mrs Claus howls. ‘You’re not spoiling this for me. I’m going to get what I want this time. And Brenda – the new, improved Brenda – will be my creature! She’s going to be my servant! And through her I’ll be able to seize control of the Bitch’s Maw…!’

Effie darts forward and grasp’s Brenda’s head in her arms. It’s heavy and dripping with unguents. She holds it to her bosom and wails. ‘I won’t let you do this! I promise you this much. I’ll do everything I can to stop you. Brenda wouldn’t want this. She’d want me to prevent this!’

Mrs Claus tuts at her. ‘You?’ she sneers. ‘You and whose army?’

Effie hugs Brenda’s head and smiles: ‘My army.’ Then she calls out, very loudly: ‘Yoo hoo, ducky! It’s time…!’

The ballroom doors crash open, startling everyone.

Silence falls abruptly.

There is a gargantuan silhouette standing in the doorway. It’s swathed in bandages, making it bulkier than ever. It’s handless and it’s headless. It’s the most hideous thing I’ve ever seen – but I’ve never been so pleased to see anyone.

‘W-what is this…?’ Mrs Claus stammers. 

Effie shrugs. ‘She’s come back for her head. And she’s not very happy.’

There’s an edge of hysteria in Mrs Claus’s voice. ‘Harry! Franky! Destroy that thing! Kill it!’

But Harry and Franky are dwarfed by the huge, headless figure as it lumbers across the dance floor. The pensioners shrink away in terror.

Brenda is unleashed…!

Behind her come Alan Aloysius Danby and my ex-boyfriend Tim. I realise all at once – it’s them! It’s their doing! Those clever boys – they’ve brought the headless Brenda here just in the nick of time to rescue me!

And her hands, too…! They cartwheel through the air of their own deadly accord, slapping and punching at my captors. 

Mrs Claus howls. ‘Get them off me! Get them away from me!’ 

Brenda staggers heavily right up to her enemy. The woman who threatened to enslave her. 

Effie is possessed suddenly by a fervid zeal: ‘Kill her, Brenda! Kill her now, for everything she’s done in the past! Kill her for the terrible things she was planning to do!’

Mrs Claus has fallen out of her wheelchair and she’s kneeling before the headless creature. ‘Please! No…! Have mercy on me… Brenda…! Please…!’

Her shrieks wake up the drugged and sleeping Brenda held in Effie’s arms. The eyes open up blearily and take in the macabre scene around her. Brenda sees her own senseless body about to murder her sworn enemy.

She opens her mouth and cries out: ‘No…! I won’t! I shan’t! I won’t… ever… kill… again…!’

And with that, the creature lowers its club-like arms. The severed hands stop throttling Harry and Franky.

Alan and Tim come dashing to my aid. They’re unstrapping me and helping me to sit up. I get a dreadful rush of nausea and the worst pins and needles I’ve ever experienced. 

‘Oh my dear, my dear,’ gabbles Alan. ‘You’re safe now! You’re safe! We’ve saved your life!’

I sit there looking around at the chaos in that ballroom. I see Effie the ghost holding up Brenda’s wailing head. I see the body and the hands of the one-time Bride of Frankenstein, poised and ready to cause carnage. I survey the wreckage of a makeshift operating theatre. And I see Mrs Claus and her lackies cringing in utter defeat.

‘I think we’re okay,’ Tim says, manifesting fully before me. He puts his arms around my shoulders. ‘You’re okay, Cathy. You’re safe.’

	

We head back home.

Alan phones for a taxi and specifies that it has to be a minibus large enough to handle a whole crowd of us. There’s Brenda’s tank to carry back as well. Brenda and all of her assorted body parts take up quite a lot of space in the cab. The driver seems to be an old friend of Alan’s – possibly an old flame – and he doesn’t comment once on the fact that we seem to be transporting a dismembered corpse across town.

I am like a dead body, too, at this stage. Tim has to carry me out to the taxi waiting outside of the Christmas Hotel. Sensation isn’t returning fast enough for me to walk out on my own two feet.

But I can’t wait to get out of this hellish place.

As I sit there in the back of that minibus I feel the horror descending on me. I feel the darkness rush into my mind. I can hardly believe what’s almost become of me…

‘T-they… She… was just going to take my brain out wasn’t she?’ I whisper to Effie. ‘And what was she going to do with it? Just dispose of it? Chuck it in the bin?’ My voice is hollow with despair and Effie tries to shush  me. ‘I heard what she called me. She said I was nothing and no one…’

‘Now, now, ducky,’ Effie pats my shoulder. ‘Mrs Claus is the most wicked person this town has ever known. Why, you should hear about some of the awful things she’s said to me!’

Just before the driver gets us away from that evil hotel I’m startled to see Harry come running out the main entrance. He dashes up to our taxi, looking distraught. He bangs on my window and I shrink down in my seat.

‘Please listen to me, Cathy! Please… just listen to me…’

Effie rises up in high dudgeon. ‘Don’t harken to a word he says! He’s her servant, this one. He seduced you and manipulated you, Cathy! He was all part of Mrs Claus’ plan to take away your brain and see Brenda reborn in your fit young body. They wanted to control Brenda and though her… the whole multiverse!’ Effie wrinkles her beaky nose at him in disgust. ‘I warned you, didn’t I, that he was a wrong’un!’

‘But Cathy…!’ Harry cries out.

Alan Danby has heard enough of his dreadful pleas. ‘Driver, take us home!’

And the taxi roars off along the Western Cliff, away from the Christmas Hotel.

 

I can’t even look at the downstairs rooms of my shop.

My wonderful shop! 

Trashed already, just a few days into my opening week. Ruined by disco-dancing zombie pensioners. I can hardly bear to look at all of the devastation.

As he leads me through the mess and then safely upstairs Alan Danby rubs my back. ‘Don’t even think about it now. We’ll get it all sorted out. It’ll be as good as new. Wind and Wuthering will be as cosy and magnificent as it was for your Grand Opening. And I’ll help! I’ll do everything I can. So will your Tim and Effie here. We’re all here to help you, Cathy. You’ll see! We’re here to make everything better again. It’s all going to be perfect once more…!’

I only have the energy to thank him feebly as he helps me to my room at the top of the house. Before I collapse into bed I have brief seconds to take stock of everything that’s gone on.

We are safe. We have fled from our enemies. Their schemes came to nothing, yet they are still out there.

I am involved in a weird world of disembodied monsters, spirits and something to do with gateways to other dimensions. A multiverse of hellish possibilities!

And downstairs there is a monster. Effie is helping her to sit and rest in my kitchen. A powerful body, murderous hands, and a head and a brain in a tank.

It’s all almost too much for me to cope with.

Tim is beside me and Alan settles me into my bed.

‘Just rest for now, love,’ Tim tells me, and I’m glad he’s here.

Just before I fall into a deep and restorative sleep I have one startling and wonderful thought. 

It might be nightmarish and confusing, all of this. It might be enough to drive me insane. But at least I know who my friends are. That’s the most important thing of all. Right now I really and truly know who my friends are.


Twenty-Three

 

In the week since our adventures my bookstore has been staffed by ghosts.

Oh, they are so proud of themselves. Effie has been reborn, it seems. She’s absolutely cockahoop at working once more in the shop that used to be her antiques emporium. And there’s none of her old antipathy to selling anything. Not at all. Apparently stock has been flying out of the shop! Every night she has reported to me – over a pot of spicy tea in my back kitchen – about just how many books she has sold today.

Wind and Wuthering has been doing very well indeed. 

It might just be on account of the fact that Whitby really wants a bookshop specializing in Romance. My shop might be fulfilling a very specific need in our reading public. But it might also be on account of a certain notoriety we have gained recently. In the past week the gossip and tittle-tattle has spread through the twisted, ancient streets of this town. People have come to hear of our adventures. They mutter darkly amongst themselves about the miraculous  return of Brenda and the dreadful schemes of Mrs Claus. I suppose, to the folk round here, it must seem quite like old times.

Effie laughs as she tells me all about how surprised these people are to find her serving behind the counter of my bookshop.

‘You should see their faces! ‘Aren’t you supposed to be dead?’ they keep asking me as I ring up their purchases and take their money. And ooh, how I laugh, ducky. ‘Yes!’ I tell them. ‘And don’t I look marvellous on it?’’

My lovely ex-boyfriend Tim is enjoying working alongside her, content to follow her instructions and relishing his newfound semi-corporality. He’s glad to do the heavy work of lifting boxes and stocking up the shelves. He’s absolutely delighted to be able to do so.

When I’m fully well again we are going to have a little talk, me and Tim. I can see that coming in the future. He’ll want us to get back together, I know. Now that he’s here more or less on a permanent basis, he’ll be assuming that the best thing will be for us to be together, like a boyfriend and girlfriend type arrangement. But the thing is – I’m not so sure. It isn’t that Harry bloody Christmas messed with my head, exactly – though he bloody well did – it’s also that I feel like I’ve moved on from poor Tim. This is the cruel bit. This is the bit that will be hard to tell lovely Tim. He died, didn’t he? And I mourned him. I moved on, into my new life. I’ll always love him… but, to be quite honest… he’s in my past.

And yet… here he is. Working in my shop and hovering about, looking at me hopefully. I can’t really let him carry on drifting about with hope in his ghostly heart. Some day soon I’ll have to tell him. There’s just no future for us. 

But right now, a week after all our ridiculous adventures, I’m still recovering and getting all my energies back. I’m not ready for the emotional upheaval of upsetting Tim. Not yet.

Right now I’m just trying my best to not wake up screaming every night, as nightmares come plaguing me and reminding me of the fate that was nearly mine. I’m resting and recuperating in my comfy new house, content that my shop is being efficiently run by my trusted, resident phantoms.

Alan Aloysius Danby has been round most days, of course. He’s been busy with a rash of sudden bookings for Mary’s next door, but it hasn’t stopped him nipping round as often as he can. He sits there agog as we tell and re-tell bits of the story of our adventures, piecing it altogether in the telling. He’s got his bits of the tale to supply, too. In the repeated iterations of our stories, they all get taller and taller and more extravagant. Alan is especially guilty of bigging  up his part, making it all more extraordinary, baroque, morbid and terrifying as he goes along. He’s a great tale-spinner, it turns out – as is Effie. We sit in my kitchen and out comes the sherry and we laugh and chat away until the early hours. They have started to tell some of the stories of the things that happened here in Whitby before I ever got here. As they talk I realise that some of the reserve and dislike that once bristled between Effie and Alan has begun to dissolve. She has started to see him as more than just another member of the perfidious Danby clan and, also, he in his turn has admitted that he no longer regrets the fact that she was summoned by séance, back from the dead. 

‘They wanted us both back, me and Brenda,’ Effie shivers. ‘Mrs Claus and her mob of weirdos. But they wanted to control us. We were to be their creatures. Her slaves. That’s why she called me forth from beyond, and why she wanted Brenda to take your body.’ Effie stares at me sadly. ‘It would have been worse than death, to be resurrected as her servants, I think…’ She looks very bleak at the thought of this. ‘But we survived, ducky! We live! And we’re here on our own terms, aren’t we? We are back to our normal selves!’

Then we both look at Brenda, sitting in a large armchair in the corner of my kitchen. Her hands are back on, stitched roughly onto their stumps. Her head is maybe a little lopsided. She might need to have another go at straightening it out. She could also do with a new wig. Perhaps a trip into Leeds by train is in order? We could take her shopping and spoil her? 

Brenda looks a bit dazed, these few days following the rigours and the dangers we faced at the Christmas hotel. She hasn’t said a great deal. She sips her spicy tea as she sits with us and looks relieved to be here. She smiles uncertainly at us. Her green eyes twinkle. She looks as if she can’t believe her luck to be back in the land of the living. 

‘She still has a little way to go,’ Effie whispers to me. ‘But she’ll make it. She’s a fighter. She’s been through worse things than this. And look! She’s all in one wonderful piece again. Just look at her!’

Almost a week after our adventures the whole lot of us wrap up warm against the autumnal winds and take a walk through town. Brenda pulls on a large coat and scarf and a hat to yank down over her face, covering up her scars and hiding her identity from the curious. Alan Danby is in some kind of glittering boiler suit and purple fedora and his extravagance draws the attention away from the rest of us. He leads us in a little procession through the crowds of shoppers and lollygaggers in the old town. Up the winding hill and – taking a deep breath – we clamber up the 199 steps to take in the vast and wonderful view of all of Whitby and the North Sea. We stand at the very top in the churchyard and breathe very deeply.

I can feel all my cares and woes blowing away in the fresh breeze. They’re like cobwebs coming unstuck and simply drifting away.

Brenda wanders off to the very edge of the cliffs, staring out to sea. She’s a huge and slightly clumsy-looking figure. My heart aches for her when I see her face seeming so puzzled and kindly. She looks like she’s trying to remember everything. She looks as if she’s got two hundred years’ worth of memories all jostling around in her brain and they’ve all been stirred up. She’s trying to get them all to settle down and lie flat. She wants to get on with living a normal life again. 

Effie floats serenely along beside her. She’s just glad that they are reunited. She’s wearing her smartest suit, complete with a hat with a feather in it.

Alan Danby and Tim stand on the pathway, staring down at the streets of Whitby as they light up in the early evening. There’s sea mist and the tantalising scent of fish and chip shops on the breeze. 

I’m staring at the painted front of the Christmas Hotel, far away across the bay. It faces the headland and the sea and it’s looking rather grand. Despite everything that happened last week, it seems as if it is open for business. The Christmas lights inside are glowing myriad warm colours. I’ve heard there’s been loud, festive music coming from the Christmas Hotel each night. Just the sight of that place fills me with fear and foreboding, when I consider what might have been…

But I push all that out of my head. Our enemies still live. They thrive and they are ready, presumably, to fight another day. Mrs Claus is still hungry for the power that she sought. Whatever she thinks she might gain from that portal to other dimensions mysteriously located somewhere here near the Abbey – well, supposedly she’s still keen on gaining it. 

But those battles are all for another day.

And my friends and I will be here, together, and ready for them.

I smile at Alan Aloysius Armstrong Danby and he takes hold of me in a fierce hug. ‘Oh, I am glad we’re friends,’ he tells me in his rich, vibrant voice. ‘For a while back then things were dicey. I even thought we might end up on different sides. But we were both doing what we thought we should, for the best. And I’m so glad we’re going to be living as neighbours, and the best of friends. We are so, so lucky, my darling!’ He guffaws happily and nods at Brenda and Effie, who are walking back towards us along the cliff path. ‘And those two old dears…! How lucky are they? To be back in the land of the living, eh? To be ready for more life and more fun?’ 

His laughter is infectious. ‘I know,’ I tell him. ‘I feel like we’re all very lucky to have one another. I’m happy to be here with all of you.’

Then we turn back to the path and the 199 steps that will take us back down the hill into our town.

‘What about a fish supper?’ Alan says.
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