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When a demon takes over the body of a two-headed calf… 
it’s time for the heavy-duty rubber gloves.
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Sign up to Morgan Delaney’s newsletter and you’ll receive the Alumière sisters’ very first adventure FREE! 


You’ll also receive a weekly email with stories, tips, reviews… and all the latest news from Hawkinge-By-Hythe.


The Devil Rode Out is available EXCLUSIVELY to subscribers. 


Discover Curly’s origin story at
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Welcome to Hawkinge-By-Hythe!





 To make the most of your stay, please note that the spelling is UK English, the measurements are imperial and the temperatures are in degrees Celsius.





Transatlantic visitors may also benefit from knowing that in England, although the phrase “dog pants” refers to a canine’s rapid, shallow breathing, “man pants” refers to the skimpy unmentionables worn under a gentleman’s trousers.















  
  

Chapter 1

The Garden With Two Heads






As soon as night tucked the woods into bed, the monster stalking the cottage started to glow. 

The freshly whitewashed cottage was the home of the head gardeners who tended the spacious and magnificent grounds of Muir Hall.

Muir Hall had always had two head gardeners. The two men who performed the job were as much a feature of the place as the tranquil lake, the overfilled statue garden, and the scent of roses wafting through the grounds even in winter.

In the past, the head gardeners had commanded scores of gardeners, under-gardeners, and sub gardeners. But with the Muirs away, and the country still understaffed almost a decade after the Great War, the pair of gardeners tended the grounds on their own.

The absence of Lord and Lady Muir at Muir Hall did not bother the people of Hawkinge-By-Hythe. Yet, were the head gardeners to leave, it might have seemed like the end of the world. 

According to local legend, they were the direct descendants of those heathen druids who had roamed the land freely, until organised religion started managing belief on a more reliable and profitable basis.

It was widely accepted that the head gardeners would still be head gardening long after the Muirs, and Muir Hall itself, finally crumbled to dust.

Who knew whether, in fact, the cottage with its two head gardeners might not have been there first, and that the original Lord Muir had wisely decided to establish Muir Hall in their vicinity to take advantage of that fact?

That would have explained why the head gardeners lived in the rather remote cottage, set almost out of sight within the tree line of the woods. Plenty of other buildings dotted about the grounds would have been more convenient for their tasks, but they preferred the cottage, which was nicely out of the way, with enough ground and shade around it to keep small animals.

While the cottage’s front windows looked over the Muirs’ immaculate grounds, the back kept a watchful eye on the encroaching wilderness of the woods. Perhaps the contrast inspired the gardeners to such horticultural heights because they did a fine job, for all that there were only two of them, and seldom spotted besides.


      [image: image-placeholder]When she started working at Muir Hall at age fourteen, the mysterious pair of head gardeners had fascinated Ruth Leeds.

Initially, her interest had been intense, spurred by fascination with their habit of working exclusively at night. And then she saw one of them.

This was during her early days at Muir Hall, while she was still dealing with the outspoken—and ill-informed—honesty of the boy who polished the boots. This pasty oaf appeared ignorant of two crucial facts. The first was that he wouldn’t recognise humour if someone left it out with their boots to be polished. The second was that Ruth’s freckles perfectly complemented her pale skin and long, flaming auburn hair. When he made the mistake of waking her one day with a “funny” poem listing all the reasons he didn’t like them, she decided to fill in at least one of these two gaps in his knowledge, using force if necessary.

Ruth might have been petite, but she was big enough to give the little pest a thick ear if she caught him. He escaped through the gardens, unfortunately. 

However, while returning to dress for work, Ruth had spied one of the gardeners, whom she found quite unreasonably handsome.

The experience both piqued her interest in the gardeners further, while giving her a strong distaste for any kind of poetry.

Asking her friend Sarah, who had worked for several years at the Hall already, revealed that there was indeed a handsome gardener, and a plain one, and a sad story to go with it.

By this time, however, Lord Muir and his family had been absent from the Hall for two years as they travelled the world. Before Ruth had a chance to learn more about the gardeners, a telegram arrived informing the staff that the Muirs sorely needed some time on the Italian Riviera to convalesce after completing their exhaustingly luxurious cruise. For this reason, they were dispensing with the services of several staff members, including Sarah.

Over the next few years, the date of the Muir’s return continued to be pushed back, and the number of staff at the hall dwindled, as if Muir Hall were afflicted with a similar curse to that of the recently discovered King Tutankhamun’s tomb, until the day the Housekeeper summoned Ruth for an announcement.

Expecting to hear that she was also being let go, the Housekeeper instead announced her own retirement. She spoke of her years of service in glowing terms, then told Ruth she would be required to keep Muir Hall running while arrangements for the future were made. “For the moment, m’girl, only for the moment.”

And she was still there now. Twenty-four years old, the last maid standing and the sole resident of Muir Hall Manor itself.

These days she barely thought of the head gardeners, whose names were Brock and Grahan, according to Sarah, for she had plenty of work to keep her occupied.

Although Muir Hall itself was strictly off-limits, the grounds were open to members of the public. Thanks to the unstinting efforts of the head gardeners, the grounds were a local attraction and crowds descended on them every first and third weekend of the month.

Occasionally, Ruth felt like putting on her Sunday best and mingling with the crowd, but could never quite bring herself to do so. If she left it, the hall would be defenceless.

But the need for company was strong, especially on Spring days when the sun shone, and everything smelled of fresh-cut grass.

The crowds roamed freely about the estate, even close to the gardeners’ cottage. It would have been the perfect cover to check the gardeners were still there. That they hadn’t also disappeared one night.

She drew the line at checking up on them, however.

After all, the handsome gardener must know she lived all alone in the big empty house. If he felt no need to call around and check on her, then so be it.

He must know that anything might happen to a young girl left all on her own. She could have gone strange from loneliness, and started wandering around in her best negligee with her hair done up and a spot of lipstick on, or anything.

If he wasn’t worried about that, then he needn’t expect her to check up on him.

Besides, as long as the rabbits, chickens, and other animals they kept were fed and happy, she knew she didn’t need to worry.

The sum total of Ruth’s social life at Muir Hall consisted, therefore, of the gardeners silently leaving occasional eggs, or chickens dressed for the oven, on her doorstep. In return, she left wordless jars of jam or fresh home-made bread on theirs.

That was the problem with men, thought Ruth. No conversation.


      [image: image-placeholder]The reason for the gardeners’ apparent indifference to Ruth was that their souls were consumed by an evil addiction, which took up their thoughts and time.

Though undeniably skilled with shovel and lawn roller, these two men concealed a darker side. They lived beneath the shadow of a secret which led them to pursue a double life.

This single shameful vice, repulsive to all right-thinking people, may well have been the reason for them performing their work at night, living their days hidden in the gloom of the woods, rather than let the honest light of day shine on their sinful faces.

For the two wretched men were addicted to the card game known as Patience, slaves to Solitaire. Scarcely an evening passed without them getting several rounds in. On some evenings, the light in the cottage would burn for hours before they set their cards aside, one encouraging the other until both solved their hands. It was only after these orgies that they would finally creep forth to carry out their gardening duties.

Not everyone would have recognised the game the gardeners played as Patience, though that was what they called it. 

They included the three Joker cards in the shuffle and would start by cutting the deck to reveal a Knave, a Queen, or a King. This card became the game’s “subject,” and from the cards’ state of play they would “read” the cards, finding fortune and misfortune in their arrangement.

And, as if this was not bad enough, they would speak about the game’s subject, as if he or she were a real person from town!

As for conversation, they might occasionally share a tidbit with one another as they played. 

“Another boy for the Wilkes, and it’ll not end well, if his father don’t bury the hatchet with the neighbours,” or “Mrs Champion is in for a bad winter, if she doesn’t get that toe looked at,” or “Carfax again. Drat these cards, they all say Carfax!”

They read each other’s fortunes, too, but kept what they saw to themselves. The two head gardeners, both wide in the shoulders, with rough warm hands and tousled golden hair, did most things together, but knew that Death was something that could not be shared.1

If Ruth had ever crept to the window to observe them, she might have wondered at how much more like an old married couple they seemed, rather than work colleagues. 

If their employers had observed them, they might instead have wondered when exactly the two men finished the work for which they were so handsomely paid. Aside from this minor quibble on the part of greedy capitalists, however, they were good men, and didn’t deserve what happened next.

For, as the monster crept closer to their cottage, the head gardeners, Brock and Grahan, were reading each other’s fortunes from their cards. It looked like they could expect to be around for a long time yet, and the warmth of the oil lamp blended with the flicking of their cards to lull them into a sense of peace.

Although it was already late, it was not yet late enough for work. They would play a little longer, then sleep for an hour or two, before getting up in the earliest hours of the morning to tend to the flowers and bushes and lawns of the Hall. They took pride in their abilities, and in the fact they were seldom seen. People came to see the gardens, not the gardeners, was their motto.

When it came, the panicked flapping of wings and squawks of worried poultry was, therefore, a rude interruption. But it did not find them unready, for they had dealt with poachers of one sort or another many times before.

Traditionalists at heart, they reached for pitchforks stowed handily behind the door for just these situations, lit torches with matches bought from a seaman’s orphan, and made their way towards the noise.

Silently, to catch the interloper red-handed.

As Brock and Grahan crept closer to the commotion, they realised they didn’t need the torches. A ghostly white light illuminated the coop where something scraped and grunted as it attacked the boards that made up the rear wall.

Inside the coop, the birds’ panic reached a fever pitch as they threw themselves against the wooden slats to escape their attacker.

A fox would have gone under the wire fence around the coop. So would a dog. 

And neither animal would have brought a lantern with them, which seemed to be the case here.

The gardeners rounded the corner of the coop and stopped. The white fur of a creature’s hind legs came into view. 

And although they somewhat resembled the hindquarters of a dog in form, in size, they were closer to that of a pony.

More unnerving still was the fact that there was no lantern. The creature’s legs themselves were the source of the weird light.

They weren’t just white: they were glowing.

“Hey!” called Brock, wishing he wasn’t a pacifist who didn’t believe in guns.

Grahan took several paces to one side. That way, if the creature attacked, it would need to choose one of them, leaving it vulnerable to a counterattack by the other.

His new position gave him a better view of the animal. As well as the massive hind legs, he also saw the enormous spine bubbling up through the glowing white pelt of the creature’s back, and the hulking shape of its shoulders—no other word would describe the animal’s forequarters.

He signalled to Brock to move to the side to provide a clear avenue of escape for the creature.

It dragged itself out of the hole created in the wall of the chicken coop, and turned to face them, rising on its hind legs.

And kept rising, getting bigger and bigger until it towered over them.

Despite its glow, it was indistinct, flickering around the edges. But there was no mistaking the hate in its pitch-black eyes, nor the strength of its long white teeth as it leaned towards them and roared. 

The sound shattered the night’s silence into pieces. A wave of blood-scented breath washed over the gardeners before the creature raised itself to its full height once more—at least seven-foot-tall—then turned contemptuously and stalked into the depths of the woods, one powerful claw grasping the necks of two unlucky chickens.

Glowing as it did, they could have given chase, had they wished to. Instead, they patched up the coop and vowed to be as kind as possible to the remaining poultry.

Life was never easy for chickens, but it looked like it was about to get harder.

The creature possessed the hindquarters, fur, and head of a wolf, but its forequarters more closely resembled arms, and it carried itself like a man, rather than a beast.

If not for the unearthly glow, the monster would have been a completely normal werewolf.






1.
      Editor’s note: The description of the head gardeners has been lightly redacted to remove all hints as to which one Ruth might have regarded as the “handsome” one. In the editor’s opinion, they are both lovely.
    










  
  

Chapter 2

Odd Boys






The morning after these events, Ruth headed to the statue garden. It was her favourite place to relax when she was in a good mood. 

When a bad mood gripped her, she would go for a walk instead, as the temptation to draw moustaches on the statues might otherwise overwhelm her. She wouldn’t get in trouble, as no one else would ever see it. But being the only member of staff meant it would be up to her to clean them off again. That took all the fun out of it.

On a fine, sunny day like this, however, after completing her tasks, she had gone into town to pick up her weekly envelope from the Muir’s agent, Mr Sporkmann. Back at the Hall, with a tray of freshly baked scones just out of the oven, there was no better place to be in all of Hawkinge-By-Hythe.

While in the village, she visited the new lending library for a mystery thriller and invested a sensible portion of her pay in clotted cream and jam. She looked forward to a lazy afternoon sipping tea in the company of a good book and the ridiculous number of statues the Muirs kept collecting.

As usual, she set the metal garden table for four, in case any of the statues felt like popping down from their plinths to join her. It seemed unlikely, but Fat Archie over there, for example, always looked so hungry, it would have been cruel not to make the offer.

The statue she referred to as Fat Archie was, in fact, that of the original founding Muir: Sir Archibald McManamly Muir, the garden’s centrepiece.

The artist responsible for the work, a certain Joseph Skeppelhorn, would surely have preferred the term “visionary” to “hungry,” but Ruth had been up on a ladder with her black wax crayons, face-to-face with the enormous—allegedly life-sized—statue too many times to put up with such hypocritical formality.

Old pop-eyed Fat Archie looked hungry, and that was that.

Despite which, neither he nor any of the other statues ever showed any inclination to come chat with her.

If working at Muir Hall had a downside, it was that it got decidedly lonely. A girl in her twenties liked a bit of company.

She had been one of a multitude of maids, footmen, nurses and assorted other staff members taking care of the stately mansion when she started. Now she was the only one left, entrusted with keeping the Hall clean and tidy in anticipation of the Muirs’ eventual return. Yet sporadic telegrams continued to arrive, letting her know that although they would definitely return at some point, something had once again come up, requiring them to postpone their arrival for just a little longer. 

In the meantime, without all the servants creating work for each other, there was enough to do to keep her nicely busy during the day, but not much entertainment at night.

She had made the Housekeeper’s room behind the kitchen her own, though as a parlourmaid, she should have been under the attic in the servants’ quarters. Even the Housekeeper had only been allowed use of the room because of her knees, but Ruth could shift her things out quickly enough, if necessary.

It made more sense for one person living alone. She was close to the kitchen and the back door, and didn’t have to climb all the stairs. As well as fewer rooms to keep clean, it saved on candles and general wear and tear. In winter, the kitchen’s large stove supplied enough heat for her to stay cosy without additional fires. 

Despite having it to herself, Ruth never fantasised about being the lady of the house. The place was too impractical.

Most of the upstairs rooms were useless. The furniture wore dust sheets, and when she wasn’t cleaning or airing them, which Mr Sporkmann insisted be done monthly, the rooms were locked.

She developed a rota of four upstairs rooms each day, not including the halls, the kitchen, or the other downstairs rooms, all of which needed to be kept spotless at all times in case of visitors.

And she had a little herb garden out the back, as she was partial to her own mix.

As impressive as the head gardeners’ talents were when it came to trees and flowers and all the rest, they showed no interest in the only part of a garden that was actually useful if you were hungry. 

That was men for you.

The doorbell rang as Ruth worked her way through the first chapter of a Drake Perilous mystery novel and her second jammy scone.

It rang again as she reached the end of the chapter and was trying to decide whether she should keep going or have a nap first.

It was the front doorbell, and by now the sound had become so rare that she cocked her head as she tried to recollect what it was. Some exotic bird’s call? Somehow, it seemed familiar.

Only when it rang for the third time, did she remember it meant someone important must be waiting at the front door.

She dropped her scone, slapped her hands together to free them of flour and crumbs, and raced from the garden into the house through the open back door as it rang for the fourth time.

It was a mystery, as good as anything Drake ever dealt with. All the tradespeople came to the back door, and anyone entitled to use the front must know that the Muirs weren’t there.

Only by answering it could she hope to solve the riddle.

As she arrived breathless at the front door, she hoped it would be Huffam Pyle, the grocer’s delivery boy. After the start he had given her, she would enjoy giving him a piece of her mind for forgetting to use the back door like he should have.

Instead, a row of three small boys were lined up on the top step. They were so similar in appearance that they might have been brothers.

They wore long grey robes, which, she noticed, did not move in the breeze, and their faces were caked in makeup. Grey makeup. In fact, they were completely stone grey from the tops of their heads to the tips of their toenails. It would have been odd enough if their use of makeup extended to a spot of lipstick or eye shadow, but they were literally plastered with the stuff.

They wore so much that it rendered them oddly lifeless, removing any lines, pores, or other natural blemish from their features.

And their hair, equally devoid of natural colour, gave her the feeling that something was very wrong. Although immaculately shaped, it lay inert and dead, almost carved onto their heads, rather than styled.

“Yes?” said Ruth.

This was not how a parlourmaid should address front door visitors, but given their odd appearance she felt proud for having said anything at all. 

Perhaps she spent too much time alone in her statue garden, for her first thought on seeing them had been to wonder if perhaps some statues hadn’t come around to take her up on the offer of scones and jam.

After a moment’s pause, however, they moved. This is a thing most well-behaved statues seldom do, and it brought Ruth’s attention neatly to the second of the two things which had confused her: their behaviour.

Instead of explaining to her what they wanted, the small grey boy in the middle of the row slapped the boy on the left in the face while holding Ruth’s gaze to make sure she was watching, then ducked.

This meant that when the boy on the left responded to this unprovoked attack in kind, his hand sailed harmlessly over his attacker’s head to connect instead with the face of the boy on the right.

He popped back up in time to receive the slap on the back of his head dealt by the boy on the right, who had, however, been aiming for the boy on the left.

Incensed, he turned to wag his finger in his attacker’s face, leaving his rear exposed to his original victim. On noticing his attacker with his rear optimally placed to receive a fast-moving kick from the left, the victim took aim.

As he pulled his leg back to administer justice, the middle boy grabbed the nose of the right-hand figure, giving it such a twist that they both span around to swap places, and the boy on the right, received the kick in the pants intended for the other.

At this point, before Ruth had a chance to say anything, the two boys collapsed into an angry heap on the ground in front of her. They had still failed to say a single word, and their limbs were so tangled that every attempt to rise made by one prevented the efforts of the other from succeeding, much to the amusement of the third figure, who held his belly and laughed soundlessly.

Their eerie silence meant that when something rustled around the side of the house, Ruth heard it. Meanwhile, the two boys worked together to get to their feet, upon which they chased the third at speed down the drive of Muir Hall until they disappeared in a cloud of dust, leaving Ruth feeling more alone than ever, and wondering why the figures seemed somehow familiar.

She felt certain she’d remember if she had come across them before. As she stared down the drive, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she knew who they were.

Perhaps it was the sickly colour, but they reminded her of cemeteries. The only other thing she could think of was that perhaps their uncanny similarity reminded her of the Alumières, who had run the Alumière Apothecary since moving to town.

Ruth didn’t leave Muir Hall much, but only the previous month she had paid a rare visit to her grandmother, who insisted on faking a cough so they would have an excuse to visit the shop.

Not only were the Alumières identical triplets—and beautifully dressed in immaculate black—but, according to gossip, they were French, too.

Ruth’s Gran was most impressed by their recently adopted calf, however, as the animal offered weather forecasts far superior to those of competing livestock. Everyone knew a cow sat down before it rained, but Curly went the extra mile and put on a hat if it looked like being sunny.

“Ten times better than the others,” said Gran. “The rest of ‘em may or may not be able to read the clouds, but when Curly tells me to get the washing in, then it’s gospel!”

Ever since Ruth could remember, her Gran had been waging a war against the elements as she fought to get the washing in before rain wet them, winds tangled them or birds spattered them, and Ruth was glad she had found someone to help her in the good fight. 

Her own attention was earmarked for the exotic Alumières, each of whom wore a differently coloured feather in their high-crowned, wide-brimmed pork pie hats.

According to Gran, Gertrude Alumière, the bossy one, wore the red feather. Colette, the funny one, wore a black feather with a silver shimmer.

“If you ever need something, you know, urgent,” said Gran. “Look for the yellow feather. That’s Victoria. She’s easiest to talk to.”

Apart from this difference, the Alumières wore what practically amounted to a uniform: identical buttoned up black blouses, black culottes with deep pockets, and sturdy black boots past the ankles. Their hair was pulled back from their exotic faces, and their dark eyes carefully noted everything that happened around them. 

Gertrude, Victoria, and Colette Alumière had arrived in Hawkinge-By-Hythe with the intention of getting to the bottom of matters which the superstitious considered bottomless.

They ran the Alumière Apothecary, tending to the physical ills of the town by day, but their passion was investigating the supposedly paranormal.

Ruth’s Gran assumed, like everyone else, that they were French. This was based on their name and rather forthright manner. Gertrude, in particular, could demand details about a man’s private itchiness, which no innocent English rose would want to know.

They were identical triplets, which required them to be very clear that they were not witches.

This might not seem like the kind of thing most people need to clarify when introducing themselves to a new community, but this was Hawkinge-By-Hythe, which a priest with a taste for the dramatic had nicknamed the “Exorcist’s Grave” during the late Middle Ages.1

Also, the ladies dressed only in black, looked as alike as three natty peas in a pod, and were constantly getting mixed up in odd happenings. Naturally, this engendered a certain train of thought in superstitious locals.

However, Ruth decided the odd boys did not remind her of the Alumières.

Perhaps she had been mistaken when she thought she recognised them. It seemed unlikely she would have forgotten meeting three such creepy figures before.

She slammed the front door and hurried to the back to do the same. Suddenly, a tea party outside didn’t feel like such a good idea. Her sense of unease continued as she tidied away her things.

She distinctly remembered dropping a scone onto her plate and having another lined up beside the teapot. Now they had both disappeared.

Even more oppressive, though, was the feeling of being under observation.

Normally she felt the statues were on her side, but now they seemed to goggle at her. Fat Archie, in particular, gave her the distinct impression that he wanted her to leave so he could get back to doing whatever she had interrupted.

And surely not all the statues used to face the Hall before she answered the front door?

But she couldn’t be sure. After so many years there, she no longer really looked at them anymore.

When not applying crayons to their upper lips, she rarely noticed them at all. Something was different, but other than a feeling that the statues were part of it, she didn’t know what.

Didn’t Miss Jugs over there usually hold her amphora up, rather than lean over it, as if it were heavy?

And surely there used to be more cherubs around the place?

The tea things rattled in alarm as she carried her tray to the kitchen. The knowledge that the statues couldn’t possibly have moved did nothing to assuage her feeling of being a mouse watched by a garden full of cats.

As soon as she locked the door behind her, tension eased out of her shoulders. Whatever weirdness was going on outside could stay there.

She had just started washing up when she heard heavy footsteps moving about in the supposedly empty rooms upstairs.






1.
      The Catholic Church responded to a series of requests for the town to be exorcised during this period by sending exorcists. After a while, an up-and-coming Jesuit with a talent for maths noticed their supply of exorcists running dangerously low. At this point the Church changed tack, and requests for exorcism were met with a declaration that demonic activity was a test. As God only tested those he loved best, the petitioner should stop complaining and instead give thanks for the blessing of possession.
    










  
  

Chapter 3

Hairy Monster





“What?” said Mrs Boff. It had been her favourite word ever since she started running the post office in Hawkinge-By-Hythe fifty years ago. 

“The books. How are you getting on with them?” asked Colette Alumière.

“I’ve put some out.” Mrs Boff nodded towards the rotating metal display, also supplied by the Alumières, to hold all the books donated to the new lending library. Three books decorated what looked like the bare skeleton of a fake Christmas tree. “How you think people will want to read that trash, I don’t know.”

“Trash?” said Gertrude Alumière. She had promised Colette to keep a low profile during their visit to the combined post office and general store—and now lending library—run by Mrs Boff, but found it impossible. The woman irritated her.

The Alumières were voracious readers. Their bookshelves at home were the very definition of “eclectic.” But, realising things might be different out in the sticks, they chose their material carefully after deciding to set up a lending library for the town.

The long-term goal was to create a library filled with uplifting, informative, relevant, or entertaining books. Anything that would broaden the locals’ horizons.

But the short-term goal had been to get people reading, and they knew that if the Reverend Gresstart, for example, found fault with anything, they would straight away alienate a lot of potential customers.

The single criteria for the initial batch of books, therefore, was simply that they should be completely unobjectionable.

Unfortunately, they were too new to Hawkinge-By-Hythe to be aware of Mrs Boff’s peculiar relationship to literature.

“What?” said Mrs Boff.

“You consider Shakespeare trash?” Gertrude clarified her question at a volume that rattled the windows. Colette gave her a furious look, and Gertrude reluctantly returned to lurking unobtrusively between the cramped display cabinets.

“His spelling is atrocious,” said Mrs Boff.

“And the other books?” asked Colette. Far too politely in Gertrude’s opinion. She ran a finger through the dust on the cabinets, resisting the urge to spell out something truly atrocious in it. That was the trouble with her sisters. They were too nice.

“Filth,” said Mrs Boff.

“Babbitt?” It surprised Colette. The recent novel by Sinclair Lewis lay on the counter in front of Mrs Boff, gagged by a bookmark, and half-hidden behind a plate with a browning banana peel, as though Mrs Boff hoped no one would notice it.

“Affairs. And I know a euphemism when I hear one!”

“Babbitt, though?” Colette repeated.

Mrs Boff tutted and sucked at her teeth in disgust.

“Well, what about this one, a good old-fashioned crime novel by a respectable English lady writer. The Mysterious Affair at Styles.” Colette picked up the book written by a young woman called Agatha Christie, which had been banished to the counter’s remotest corner.

“That’s the worst of the lot… What?”

The last word was in response to the mumbling coming from Gertrude, audibly simmering behind Colette.

“What?” said Colette.

Mrs Boff pursed her lips. “I’m saying nothing against the woman herself, despite the fact she should know better.”

“But?” prompted Colette.

“What?” said Mrs Boff.

“What?” said Colette, deciding that if you can’t beat them, you may as well join them.

“It’s not right, murderers bragging about what they’ve done.” Mrs Boff looked upset, as if personally affronted.

“Well, without the murder, there wouldn’t be a story.”

“And then this Pirate. Imagine bringing in a foreigner!” Mrs Boff’s eyes grew wide at the thought. “What on Earth will he tell people when he goes back to Belgium?”

Time stood still while the Alumières processed the contents and significance of Mrs Boff’s words. A trapped bumblebee bonking its head against the dusty glass of the window broke the spell. Colette cleared her throat.

“What?” said Mrs Boff, quick as a flash.

“This foreigner, this ‘Pirate.’ You’re referring to Hercule Poirot? From the book?”

“However you want to pronounce it,” Mrs Boff sniffed, graciously tolerant of Belgians’ inability to pronounce their own names properly.

“Tell me,” said Colette, leaning on the counter. “Have you ever heard of a thing called fiction?” Things were looking up. If Gertrude didn’t shove her oar in, then there were all sorts of fun to be had with Mrs Boff.

“I just hate when criminals brag about what they’ve done. It’s not right,” said Mrs Boff.

“How can you—” started Gertrude.

“You know. These books,” said Colette, speaking over her sister. As much as she loved Gertrude, she occasionally found her sister too goal oriented. Colette preferred to enjoy life’s journey, stopping to laugh at funny-shaped vegetables along the way. “You realise it’s not real? They’re just stories.”

“Like the films!” said Gertrude, unable to hold it in any longer. Indeed, Hawkinge-By-Hythe was undergoing a cultural revolution at the moment. Besides the lending library, a local entrepreneur named Lorry Tassel had started showing films at the pub. “Only the most idio—”

“Only the most ideal place for our books is what we’re looking for. That’s why we came to you,” said Colette.

“Your sister’s right, though,” said Mrs Boff triumphantly. “It’s just like the films! I visited the other week, when the young lad showed his hairy monster.”

The post office enjoyed another timeless moment, though of a more strained quality than the previous one.

“What?” said Gertrude finally.

“Right!” said Colette encouragingly. There were any number of better, funnier responses to Mrs Boff’s comment, and Colette hoped Gertrude noticed the sacrifice she had made. “Mr Tassel showed a werewolf film. Very exciting, wasn’t it? But—”

“And since then, there’s been werewolves all over the place.”


      [image: image-placeholder]“I don’t believe it!” said Gertrude.

Colette manhandled her sister outside before she said something they might regret. Meanwhile, her mind spun with the possibilities offered by a librarian who didn’t understand the difference between fact and fiction. If only Gertrude could see the funny side of things, they might have hatched something out together.

Especially, as Mrs Boff seemed to be writing a book herself. Colette had spied a chunky black leather notebook on the counter. Who knew what earth-shattering secrets would be in her tell-all memoir?

She put all that aside to deal with Gertrude, who still buzzed angrily.

“Can you believe it? They show a monster film and people panic. How can anyone think it’s real?”

The head gardeners, Brock and Grahan, weren’t the only ones whose poultry had been pinched. The previous night’s theft was merely the latest of an increasing number of chicken-nappings.

As yet it did not seem like a cause for alarm, for she knew that Hawkinge-By-Hythians were deep and philosophical thinkers, when it came to ownership.

If, for example, one of them owned a chicken and their neighbour owned a separate chicken, then collectively they owned two chickens.

Following this chain of argument, the inevitable conclusion was that there could be no harm in one member of the collective using the collective’s chickens, even if it wasn’t, technically, the chicken contributed by that individual collective member.

Indeed, it sometimes happened that a member of the collective might decide to pre-emptively use a chicken, before getting around to contributing a chicken in the first place.

With demand for chickens at its current rate, however, this model became unsustainable. Especially as no one would admit to an increase in chicken consumption. Lorry Tassel’s choice of film the previous Thursday had therefore found the village in a receptive mood. Entitled Maddened By Moonlight, it featured a terrifying ravenous werewolf, which started with chickens before working its way up the food chain to rising Hollywood starlet Vera Wilde. 

The film succeeded in causing a widespread panic.

Only Mr Carde and some of the local farmers were pleased, offering chickens in special easy-open cages to be placed outside the family home as a first line of defence against werewolves. The scheme’s proponents claimed that as the chickens continued to disappear while people didn’t, it must be working.

Of course, it would draw foxes and other predators to the town, exacerbating the problem in the long run. And everyone knew—should know, Colette corrected herself—that there were no such things as werewolves, anyway.

Colette listened to Gertrude grumble about it all the way back to their shop, where Victoria greeted them as the bell over the door tinkled.

“No luck,” announced Colette, as Gertrude fumed.

“But we vetted the books. What can she have complained about?” asked Victoria, after the shop’s lone customer caught Gertrude’s expression and hurried out.

“You have a nice sit down, Gertrude.” Colette led her sister into the back room to bang the kettle and teapot around until she could be unleashed on the public again. “I’ll tell you later,” she said to Victoria when she came back out. “You won’t believe it!”

Colette took over the shop to allow Victoria to do some house calls. Gertrude did not approve, but Victoria enjoyed it, as it gave her the opportunity to examine the local fauna—that is to say, the villagers—in their natural habitats.

Victoria had just started towards Benifew Lane when she spotted Lorry Tassel, the man responsible for the werewolf panic. Although Gertrude was furious, she bore him no animosity, as long as no one got hurt. She liked to see people showing initiative.

“Mr Tassel!”

He turned towards her. At first he wore the face of a hunted man, then he relaxed. “Hello,” he said. “Sorry, I’ve been practically an outcast since that dratted monster film. ‘Ooh, Mr Tassel, you didn’t ought to have brought no werewolf to town!’ I admit I made a mistake, but I thought it would be a smash, and wanted to try it out.”

“You’ll be sticking to the detective stories from now on?”

“If the constable doesn’t rescind my licence.”

“He wouldn’t, surely?”

“Well, he can’t, because I don’t have one,” said Lorry. “But he’s called me to the station.” He looked nervous. He was thin and energetic, with dark features and a ready smile. To draw Lady Luck’s attention, he dressed smartly, with nice shoes and his hair perfectly styled. Nerves didn’t suit him.

She did her best to cheer him up. “Perhaps the constable needs your help to crack a difficult case?”

Lorry’s eyes lit up, but he didn’t let the thought distract him from his other business. He had plans. “Maybe. You’ll be at the new film on Thursday?”

“I’ll be there,” said Victoria, and left him to continue to the police station with his head held high.


      [image: image-placeholder]Mentally, Lorry switched from the proprietor of a picture palace to that of a hard-nosed detective. He dreamed of setting up his own detective agency with offices in every major metropolis: Hawkinge-By-Hythe, London, New York, Paris, with himself as the manager and top sleuth looking into the most dangerous and puzzling cases that no one else dared to tackle.

The advantage of starting in Hawkinge-By-Hythe was that he didn’t have too much competition in the detecting business. The disadvantage being that there didn’t seem to be any detecting business at all.

At least, nothing that didn’t involve chickens.

He didn’t let that depress him, however, choosing to regard it all as valuable experience.

Being a private detective was a state of mind as much as anything else, so to get into the right one, Lorry turned up the collar of his jacket and squinted back over his shoulder to make sure a mysterious femme fatale or gorilla-sized tough wasn’t tailing him. Then, disregarding the open gate, he jumped over the fence of the local police station.

This was not all horseplay on his part. Not only had it saved him from being cornered by angry villagers demanding to know what he intended to do about “his” werewolf on several occasions, but he hoped it would dislodge an unshakeable sensation of being followed.

By whom, he didn’t know. For what reason, he couldn’t have said, but he remained convinced he was under observation.

It had started the previous day at his boarding house. Some grey people had knocked at the door, then refused to tell the landlady what they wanted when she answered.

Always keen to avoid her—her conversation seldom soared above the mundane topic of rent—Lorry had sneaked into the kitchen to make use of the back door.

So he knew the visitors were grey and silent, because he bumped into one of them sneaking into the house as he reached for the handle.

Without a stitch on! Lorry remained frozen long enough for the man to turn and disappear.

On this fine morning, however, Lorry was ready for anything. The Constable had summoned him. Mysterious doings must indeed be afoot!

“How’s the prisoner, Constable?” he asked, bursting into the police station. He kept one hand in his pocket, ready to pretend to have a gun, should circumstances require it.







OEBPS/images/14b18e9e-4450-4577-b13a-3a3e7990f177.png





OEBPS/images/ea1ab114-a329-4618-ae8f-fde5311ead6d.png






