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Prologue

The journey took longer than she was expecting.

The train trundled through miles of greenish-gold September woods, tiny villages and fields that seemed to go on for ever. As they approached the coast, however, the skies grew wider and paler. Penny imagined she could smell the sea through the open carriage window.

Her various bags and cases were occupying the seat beside her, the rack above and the small bay behind. She was escaping with everything that belonged to her. She should have left some of it behind, she knew. She should have made a cleaner break. Left more of her stuff for her fella to chuck out.

There was something appealing about just walking out and taking very, very little. In recent months, Penny had felt so encumbered by everything.

She wanted her life to be very simple and new. Somewhere different. Somewhere to explore. Her mother had suggested starting anew abroad, perhaps. But she didn’t feel brave enough for that. It was as if Ken had sapped all the  courage out of her, in just the short time they had been married.

No, just a hundred miles or so would do her. It was far enough away.

She set out the guides and leaflets on the table before her once again, looking at the pictures of her destination. The town looked perfect. Gothic splendour. Nineteenth-century ambience. Sleepy spookiness. Somewhere to soothe and heal her wounded soul . . .

She even had a little job lined up. Receptionist work. A nice hotel she’d read about online. One that was experiencing staffing shortages. A room came with the post. It was perfect for her. And, with the Hallowe’en Goth festival coming up too, everything looked propitious. Penny had always meant to go to a Goth weekend in Whitby. Ken had scowled every time she had mentioned it. This wasn’t a place he ever wanted to visit. And so she felt confident he wouldn’t come running after her.

Her fingernails were tingling. They always did when big things were about to happen to her. It was as if she had a sixth sense or something. Right now the tingling made her get out the black nail varnish she’d stowed in her handbag. She wanted to arrive in Whitby with jet-black fingernails. It seemed just the right thing. Something that would have made Ken roll his eyes and complain: ‘You’re nearly thirty, Pen. Not a teenager any more. You can’t pretend you’re a bloody Goth, woman! You look too weird. Go and put something sensible on!’

She concentrated on painting her nails as well as she  could, as the train rocked gently towards her new home.

And then, all of a sudden, the train ran out of countryside.

They were pulling abruptly into an old stone station, at the end of the line.

Blinking in the sunshine, blowing quickly on her nails, and lugging her bags, she struggled on to the platform. Other passengers streamed past her and she was disoriented for a while.

Penny took a hold of herself and clapped on her shades. It would be all right. Everything would be okay. She could do this. She could make a new life for herself. She just had to be calm. And look! She had already started.

She stepped out of the station, into the middle of the harbour town.

The train terminated right beside the harbour mouth. From where Penny stood with her bags she could see both sides of the town. Now she really could smell the sea, and candy floss and fish and chips. Straight ahead was the vast grey sprawl of the North Sea, churning and glittering under the cool sun. On the right-hand side was the high mound of the East Cliffs, where the ancient ruined abbey rose in a stark silhouette against the clear skies. To her right climbed the western side of town, with its serried streets of Victorian guest houses and hotels. How intricate it all seemed. How noisy with human chatter and honking of boats and screeching of gulls.

Penny grasped up her bags and took a deep, heady breath of briny air. She made for the taxi rank.

Here was where it all began. Her new life.

She was intent on settling in as soon as possible. Into routine and work and healthy peace and quiet.

And that was how it all was, at first.

It was only about a month later that things started to go really weird.




New Manager

Crikey, thought Robert. Perhaps I’ve gone and done it. Perhaps I’ve done what they always said I would.

I’ve gone and found my vocation. I’ve found my place in the world.

At last!

That morning he went about his duties at the Hotel Miramar with what might even be described as a spring in his step. He rattled through the duty rosters and went to the kitchen to have a word with Chef about menus for the weekend. He checked the stocktaking for the main bar and then the smaller bar in the basement nightclub. He found that everything was running perfectly. Everything was going smoothly and efficiently.

He was managing a whole hotel. Him! With no training other than what he’d picked up on the job, he had taken up the reins of this place quite easily.

Admittedly, the Miramar wasn’t the most elaborate hotel in Whitby. It was big enough, however, and required a lot of very focused attention. This was something Robert hadn’t  been used to giving to anything. A drifter, that was what he was. A daydreamer was what his school reports had always said. He’d never stick at anything for long. His mind was always elsewhere. On higher things, perhaps, his mum used to say, with a stifled snort of amusement.

But Robert hadn’t been thinking about higher things. He was just elsewhere. Mulling stuff over. He’d drift around, vague and abstracted. He’d grown up with a feeling that he was waiting for something, and never quite being sure what it was. But he would know it when he saw it. And he had, hadn’t he? He’d been in charge of this place for months now. Almost a year, in fact.

He took elevenses in his new office. Coffee and macaroons, brought to him by Penny from reception. He had adopted the sumptuous office of the previous manageress. As he sank his teeth into the softly yielding coconut confection – still slightly warm from Chef Hughie’s oven – he spared a thought for poor Sheila. Such a warm-hearted soul. Though she had a bit of a bad reputation in the town, Robert had known her to be a soft, sensitive person. One who hadn’t deserved her fate. One who didn’t ought to be where she was right now. He shuddered at the memory. He tried hard not to picture where Sheila Manchu was languishing these days.

Well, here I am, he thought, gazing about at the office. He had started adding a few of his own little touches to the place. Sheila’s taste had been at the chinoiserie end of things. He didn’t want to change too much, just in case she returned one day.

That was the thing about Whitby. You never knew who was going to turn up. Or disappear. Or pop up out of the blue.

For all of the town’s unpredictability, Robert was happy living here. For all of its strangeness and its sometimes macabre weirdness, he was sure that he wouldn’t be leaving any time soon. Nowadays – at the ripe old age of thirty-two – he was convinced that he had found his place in the world.

This ancient, gothic, bijou seaside resort. Here he had a good job and responsibilities. He had friends – most of them old women, of course, but he found he preferred the company of older women. They had lived. They had seen a thing or two. Robert could identify with that.

And besides all of this, there were other things keeping him here in Whitby.

Adventures.

And not just adventures of the mysterious or even spooky kind. Though there were plenty of those to be had.

He was thinking about fellas, too. Those kind of adventures.

Or rather, one fella in particular.

Recently Robert had found himself a bloke.

Of course, it was all quite secret and hush-hush just now. He didn’t want to put the kibosh on it by telling everyone straight away. Brenda would want to see this bloke. Brenda was Robert’s best friend, full of good sense and cheer. Effie, who was Brenda’s friend and neighbour, would want to inspect the bloke too. She would be altogether sniffier and more pessimistic than Brenda. ‘You’ll never get a fella in this  town,’ she’d once said to Robert, rather caustically. This was last autumn, during one of Sheila’s mad barbecues at the Hotel Miramar. ‘This town’s full of us old women. You’ll have to move on. Get yourself to the bright lights and the big city! Leeds or somewhere.’

But Robert didn’t want to move to Leeds or somewhere. He was happy here. And he was sure that Effie just wanted him out of the way. She was envious of his friendship with Brenda. Effie was scared of having her pointy old nose pushed out.

So Robert – successful hotelier and part-time spook-hunter – was keeping mum about his exciting new fella just for now. He loved the juiciness of the secret. He was bursting with it. Dying to tell the world all about it.

But he managed to keep it all in. Just for now.

He finished off his macaroon and was happily brushing away crumbs and flicking through the morning’s post when there was a light tap at his door. He called, ‘Come in,’ and peered at Penny the receptionist over his new glasses. ‘Ye-es?’

Penny had been overenthusiastic with her black eyeliner this morning, he noticed. She looked like a vaguely Gothy panda, quivering with excitement in his doorway. ‘The film people are arriving!’ she cried.

For a second Robert didn’t know what she was on about. And then it clicked. It was Monday, of course. They had their massive block booking, didn’t they? The crew members were checking in this morning. Thirty-four of them. And even some lowlier members of the cast were staying here at the Miramar for the duration of the filming of . . .

‘What was it called, Penny?’ Robert said, flicking through papers. ‘This film they’re making?’

Penny blushed. ‘Get Thee Inside Me, Satan.’

That was right, Robert remembered. It was a remake of a schlocky sixties classic. They were due to shoot the film’s climactic sequences on location all over Whitby. They would be taking over its winding Victorian streets and the ruined abbey, all this Hallowe’en and for the duration of the town’s infamous Goth Weekend Festival.

It should prove very interesting, Robert mused. He had never really had a keen interest in the horror film genre. Nowadays he had even less of one, due to his involvement in a series of queer events that had overshadowed anything ever thrown up on the silver screen. But he could feel a buzz in the air over this impending remake. There was something about the very idea of it that raised the hairs on the back of his neatly barbered neck.

Not least was the fact that a block booking out of season was extremely good news for the hotel in which he had been placed in charge.

Also he was intrigued by the legendary reputation of the film’s star. She was the female lead in the original version of  Get Thee Inside Me, Satan, back in the sixties. She was Britain’s favourite horror film starlet. The vampiest vamp the world of cinema had ever known.

Karla Sorenson. And – miraculously – she had hardly aged a day.

Or so they said.

‘Come on, Penny.’ Robert hustled the excited receptionist  out of his office, ‘We’ve got film people to look after. There’s work to be done!’

As they hurried upstairs into the main hotel, he was reflecting that it was a shame that Ms Sorenson had elected not to stay in the same place as her crew and minor cast members. What a coup it would be, to have the care of the most famous horror film actress in the world!

Maybe she’d want somewhere swankier. Somewhere more secluded.

But where?




Goth with a Heart of Gold

It was her afternoon off, but really, she would have preferred to stick around in the Hotel Miramar. Penny had never seen film people before. Not in the actual flesh.

As she struggled down the hill into town with her clumpy heels and her heavy bags, she reflected that film people actually looked pretty much the same as anyone else. Some of them even looked scruffy. But they were film people. They made films! They made horror films! It was like they were coated in stardust and shimmering with glamour.

It felt like a late summer’s day in Whitby. The skies over the hulking headland and the abbey were a brilliant blue. Town was chock-a-block with tourists and locals, bustling about their business. Penny was pleased to be among them. Now, after a month in this town, she was starting to feel like a local herself. She knew her way through the warren of complicated streets, and she knew where everything she needed was. She liked the atmosphere of the place, where people let you be and didn’t ask too many questions, but  nodded her a brisk welcome if they happened to see her out and about.

This was her new home.

She’d left behind her old life in the little town near Darlington. She’d turned her back on that whole debacle. Now she’d stopped trying to fit in as the person they’d all expected her to be. Here she was allowed to be herself. And here, no one looked twice if Penny dyed her hair liquorice black or painted her eyes with kohl like Dusty Springfield or Nefertiti. No one bothered if she Gothed up in the daytime and wore her favourite black wedding dress even when popping down the supermarket.

People here seemed to accept such things with hardly a second glance. Penny felt that she had found her spiritual home.

She was lugging with her a bin bag of old clothes. Her last bin bag of clothes belonging to the old Penny, from her old life. The salty sea breeze whipped up her hair and made the going hard, even on the sharp downward slope to LeFanu Close, where all the charity shops sat together in a line. She picked her favourite, where the two old ladies seemed very grateful for her donation.

The two of them talked to Penny as if her new persona was hardly anything out of the usual, and this pleased her greatly. She checked out the shop’s racks of paperbacks, happily biding her time as the ladies unpacked and refolded her old clothes, cooing over the odd item. Penny lingered lovingly over a stash of horror novels. She was an avid reader. That contributed fatally, her husband had claimed, to her  tendency to foolishly indulge her imagination. Pretending she was someone else all the time. When what she really ought to be doing was knuckling down in the real world. And living with him; looking after him.

‘These woollens look too good to give away,’ said one of the gentle old women at the counter. ‘Are you sure, dear?’

‘Yep,’ smiled Penny, straightening up. ‘I want rid of all that old stuff. I don’t know why I brought any of it with me to Whitby. That all belongs to my old life.’ She caught a glimpse of summery pastels, of flowery fabrics. They were the remnants of a person she now regarded as dead. Here, she was reborn, with a face of China white and boots of black rubber.

‘Well, it’s very generous of you.’ The lady turned to her quieter companion. ‘Say what you like about Goths. Some of them have got hearts of gold.’

Penny didn’t see the other old lady’s expression, or hear what she muttered at this point, because she was digging through the videotapes and DVDs. She often checked this hidden-away section but there was rarely anything that took her fancy. But today she found that she had laid her ebony-painted nails on something rather interesting.

What a weird coincidence, she thought. She realised her heart was thudding madly. Absurdly. The DVD case actually shook in her fingers. Why was she reacting like this? She tried to snap out of it. She took a deep breath. The strong whiff of detergent and must in the very air of the place revived her for a moment. The DVD case felt slick under her sweaty palms. She glared at the cover disbelievingly.

Two pounds ninety-nine! That was all the old dears at the counter had deemed it worth.

If only they knew!

This was a rarity, surely. It was a film that shouldn’t be here, in this shop. Why, it shouldn’t be anywhere. It hadn’t even been released. Its makers had sworn it would never come out. Never again. Not after the kind of things that had happened on its previous releases into the world at large.

How weird. Penny turned the case this way and that, reading the back, reading the front again, examining the lurid illustrations and photographs.

‘Everything all right, dear?’ the more voluble old lady called from her counter. They had noticed that Penny was behaving oddly. She looked avid. She had made some kind of amazing find. Penny straightened up, tried to look nonchalant. What was happening to her? She was no kind of film geek. She liked horror and all that, but she wasn’t some sort of fan girl, going weak at the knees at a discovery like . . . like . . .

‘Have you found something interesting? I just put that lot out this morning, didn’t I, Helen? I didn’t really look at them. Are you sure you’re all right? You look very peaky . . .’

‘Yes, I’m . . . I’m okay . . .’ Penny muttered distractedly.


Get Thee Inside Me, Satan. What a weird, weird coincidence.

It was a copy of the film they were just about to remake, here in Whitby. The original film that had never been released on DVD. The film that had appeared in cinemas in only very limited runs in the late sixties, then in specialist  late-night double bills in the mid seventies. Then it had had a limited life on home video, back in the eighties. As a cult film it was renowned. It was infamous. It was the film that was too dangerous for anyone to watch alone, or so they said.

The film that had driven people potty.

The film that was cursed by the devil himself.

Which was one of the reasons why they were about to remake it. Supposedly they wanted to cash in on its spooky cache.

But what was it doing here? In this dusty, dowdy shop? This impossible disc.

It was as if it was waiting for her.

For her, Penny Danby.

She had to have it. The old ladies raised curious eyebrows as they examined her purchase and popped it neatly into a paper bag and she handed them the cash. What on earth was she buying? they seemed to wonder, glancing at the cover. To them, it looked like a horrible thing.

The two of them would never understand, Penny reflected. Quaint old souls like them. What would they know about Cult Horror? She said goodbye and hurried to the door. In her keenness to be away, she almost knocked over the thin, frail-looking woman who was just coming in.

‘Oh! Sorry! Sorry!’ Penny cried, feeling clumsier than ever.

‘Hmmm.’ The customer glared at the galumphing Goth girl and pursed her lips. ‘Less haste, more speed, as my Aunt Maud used to say.’

Penny looked down at the bony, disapproving face and was startled by the fierce stare she received in return. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘Stop apologising girl!’ the woman snapped. ‘You’re Robert’s new helper, aren’t you? Up at the Miramar?’

‘I’m the receptionist,’ Penny said, and almost added ‘miss’, as if she was talking to her teacher. This woman made her feel about nine years old.

‘He speaks very well of you,’ said the old woman.

‘Oh!’ Penny smiled. ‘You must be . . .’

‘Effie Jacobs,’ she was told. ‘I’m a friend of a friend of a friend. Whitby, you see, is a very small town. You’re quite new here, aren’t you?’

‘Oh yes.’ Penny nodded, eager to be away.

‘Early for Goth weekend, isn’t it?’ Effie smiled.

‘I’m like this all the time,’ Penny gabbled. She grinned in a very un-Goth-like manner. ‘And I’m here for good now!’




Effie Lonely

To be quite truthful, the past few months had been pretty dull for Effie Jacobs.

She would never admit it, though. If asked, she’d tell anyone that she was quite happy with her life. She sat quietly in her antiques emporium every afternoon, keeping her hawk-like gaze trained on her few customers. She’d maybe sell an item or two. She was doing a very nice line in theatrical jewellery these days that seemed to go down well with tourists.

But there was no excitement. There was nothing to send her pulse racing.

And, if asked, Effie would say that was a good thing too. She couldn’t put up with too much excitement at her age. No, she wanted things to be as dull and repetitive as this. She was very happy at home, thank you very much, where she hardly ever saw another soul and had very few people to talk to. This was the way she wanted it.

And this was how it had been since her best friend had gone and got herself married. To her own ex-fiancé, of all people!

Well, Brenda had made her bed and so she could just lie in it.

Ever since that so-called wedding, Effie had hardly seen Brenda. It was as if the two friends had gone their separate ways.

‘What a shame,’ murmured the old dear in the charity shop. She was busily folding up Penny’s cast-offs, and Effie could see that she was already bored with her conversation. Perhaps she’d heard it all before.

‘Well, it’s always the same.’ Effie scowled. ‘When silly old women get themselves hooked up with these men. They get their heads turned. They run around like teenagers, and they forget about their real friends . . .’

The woman in the charity shop – what was her name? Teresa? – stopped her sorting and looked up at Effie. Her eyes were milky and swimmy, which startled the older woman. ‘Ach, I’ve had friends like that, who’ve gone off and found themselves a new husband. You’re left in the lurch, aren’t you? Eh? You don’t know what to do with yourself.’

Effie recoiled. What was she doing? Opening out her feelings to this awful, insinuating woman? She felt as if she were betraying Brenda in talking like this. I must be terribly lonely, she thought. To be reduced to this. ‘That’s very true,’ she told the charity shop woman, lowering her voice.

‘You should get out and about more,’ Teresa said, goggling her bleary eyes at her. ‘You don’t want to sit at home, festering. Get out of a night. Get yourself a fella of your own!’

Effie pursed her lips. ‘No thank you very much. I’ve had quite enough of that sort of nonsense.’ She shuddered. Her  last dalliance hadn’t ended at all well. Her beau had fluttered off into the dark night after Brenda’s wedding, as was his wont, with scant regard for her feelings. Well, she was best off without him. She was better off without them all. What had Aunt Maud told her, all those years ago? Never let yourself depend on anyone, Effryggia. Be completely self-reliant. Be your own woman.

This was how she had lived most her life. Alone, and quite separate from the common rut.

It was only when Brenda had moved here – three years ago, was it? – taking up the guest house next door to Effie, that she had started to learn what it meant to have friends. To have people she could trust, and laugh with, and spend her evenings with.

Foolishness. Silliness. That was the path to disappointment. And so now she was lonely again. She gritted her teeth and turned to go. She was ashamed of herself. Visiting smelly old shops like this, looking for people to talk to.

‘Ooh, wait!’ Teresa suddenly burst out. ‘If you’re at a loose end on Wednesday night, what about this? A gang of us oldies have started going to this . . .’

Effie peered suspiciously at the lurid flyer Teresa slid across the glass-topped counter. ‘Hmmm . . .’

‘You’re guaranteed a lovely night.’ Teresa smiled. ‘Wonderful music. Novelty acts. Even a little dance as the evening goes on and inhibitions loosen. And if there aren’t enough old men to go around, we women pal up for the dancing. Much nicer that way, anyway.’

Effie frowned. She wasn’t sure that she was desperate  enough for company to hurry along to the Cosmic Cabaret at the Christmas Hotel on a Wednesday evening. She didn’t like the look of the stars of the show – Denise and Wheatley – going by their photograph on the leaflet. It all looked rather tacky to her. Not Effie’s kind of scene at all.

‘Wednesday at eight, hm?’ she found herself saying.

Teresa nodded enthusiastically. ‘It’s Whitby’s hottest night out,’ she grinned. ‘For oldies like ourselves.’

Effie narrowed her eyes at her. ‘I’ll see. I’m rather busy just now . . .’

The charity shop woman nodded happily, and watched her leave. Her own eyes narrowed as she stared after Effie, tottering down the sloping path of LeFanu Close. Oh, you’ll come along to the Cosmic Cabaret, lady, she thought. Just you see if you don’t.

Then her companion came mincing through from the back with a tray of tea and biscuits. ‘Was that that Effie Jacobs again?’ she asked, rolling her eyes. ‘You want to watch her.’

‘How come?’

‘They say she’s a witch.’ Teresa’s workmate, Helen, heaved herself up on the stool behind the counter and flipped to the correct page in her Barbara Taylor Bradford, leaving chocolate biscuit smears on every page she touched. ‘I swear down. That’s what they reckon. She’s got all sorts of magical paraphernalia in that house of hers, above that dirty old shop.’

‘Is that a fact?’ Teresa said lightly.

‘She’s got powers, or so they say.’

‘Fancy that . . .’




Effie Writes

FROM: Effie@antiqueeffie.com


SUBJECT: Catching Up

 



Dear Brenda,

It seems like you’ve been away so long, I hardly know where to begin.

How’s your holiday, anyway? I hope everything’s been as lovely as your postcard and its spartan message seemed to suggest. I’m not sure I’d have been keen on the Lake District in October, but there you go. You were never one for convention, were you?

I do hope everything’s working out with you and Frank and that the two of you have managed to relax a little and – what is it the young people say nowadays? – chill out a little bit. You were at such a fever pitch of antagonism and irritability when I last saw you, I thought you were about to rip each other to pieces.

Well – you know that I’ve got my reservations about Frank, Brenda. I always did have – right from the moment I first clapped eyes on the big brute in the ballroom of the Christmas Hotel. I don’t have to remind you of the shocking events of last winter – all caused, I hardly need add, by the reappearance in your life of your one-time fiancé. Well, anyway, I made my feelings quite plain back then, at the end of that particular hair-raising palaver, and I think you should have sent Frank off with a flea in his ear, but what did you do? You took him back. You know best, of course, and all I can say is good luck to the pair of you.

I knew there would be ructions, though. I knew there’d be fights. Both of you sharing that tiny attic space of yours above the B&B. It was your own little oasis, Brenda. Your own cosy sanctuary, made just for you. No wonder things got a bit tense and cramped when that great brooding monster moved in with you. No wonder the two of you have had some awful set-to’s these past few months! Rows so loud and nasty I’ve heard them clear next door, across the alley, in my own humble abode.

Why, some nights I even thought about calling out the police, or screaming for help on your account. I thought your Frank was going to kill you, Brenda! Many’s the time I’ve talked it over with Leena and Raf in the shop below the B&B. (The various fracas were easily heard through their walls,  too, by the way.) And I’ve mulled over your domestic predicament with your good friend Robert as well. But he’s got his hands full, trying to run the Hotel Miramar single-handed these days, in the absence of its flaky owner Sheila Manchu (and we all remember where she ended up, don’t we? There’s another silly woman whose head was turned by an awful man. She went to the bad as well, didn’t she?).

Anyway, Brenda ducky, I hope everything is on a more even keel now and that you and your Frank have found a way to unwind and rejoice once more in each other’s company. It’s hard, I know, to sustain a relationship. I think that’s why I’ve never really tried. I’m much happier on my own, without some boorish fella trying to tell me what and what not to do.

I imagine the pair of you taking tea on that terrace in the hotel gardens on Lake Grasmere. (Very swanky it all looks too, going by the postcard.)

Oh, help, look – I’ve not even begun to tell you what’s going on here in Whitby, and all the news from home. There’s been quite a lot of fuss, what with Goth weekend approaching. They’re making a film up at the abbey. A horror film, of course. And there’s some glamorous movie queen arriving in town. They’re making such a big fuss about it. You’d think nothing interesting ever went on around these parts of ours . . .

And I’m thinking about going to this Cosmic  Cabaret thing on Wednesday night at the Christmas Hotel. It looks a very glamorous, amusing affair. It’s a reason to put on my glad rags, anyway. I wouldn’t go if it were just me. But the girls are very insistent. By ‘the girls’ I mean the small circle of new friends I’ve been making recently. Oh, they are a good laugh. We have such lovely times, out and about in the evenings. You don’t know what you’re missing, Brenda!

Anyway, must go now. I seem to have a rush on customers this afternoon. All eager to snap up my humble vintage wares.

Yours ever, 
Effie




Chopper

Penny’s favourite haunt on her afternoons off was a stylish coffee lounge on the long sloping road of cobbles in the old town. Spector was an ultra-trendy joint that hadn’t been open long, and didn’t have a regular clientele as yet, but she found it suited her tastes perfectly, with its smoked glass tables and cowhide chairs. Unlike the run-of-the-mill chintzy pensioners’ cafés that Whitby usually went in for, Spector provided a dizzying selection of gourmet coffees, teas and spirits. As well as fiddly lunches consisting of exotic ingredients and the tiniest portions. Alone in the middle of the room, Penny thrilled at having this whole fashionable venue to herself.

Soon enough Michael materialised at her side, flapping an oversized laminated menu.

Materialised? Did he really? Or did he just move around swiftly and silently like a great big . . . Celtic panther or something? She wasn’t sure. She liked the idea of him simply fading mysteriously into existence.

He arched his dark eyebrows at her quizzically and she  gazed up at those eyes of his, those delectably firm, expressive lips.

‘Oh Michael,’ she smiled. Simpered, she thought to herself. I’m bloody simpering over him now. Or under him. Oh, do get a grip, Penny. She looked him up and down. He was in a faded denim shirt and jeans. He didn’t look at all scruffy, but it wasn’t his usual neutrally immaculate black poloneck and tailored slacks. His jet-black hair was awry, too. All in all, he seemed rumpled. Which looked well on him, Penny thought appraisingly. ‘What’s up, Michael?’ She smiled at him. There was something distracted in his manner as he gave her smoked glass table a hasty wipedown.

‘I’ve been over the other side of the harbour,’ he told her, dropping his tone and leaning in, even though there was no one else in Spector to hear his tale. ‘I’ve just dashed back. I had to close the whole place, just to go there. To see her.’

Penny frowned. He could be a bit oblique, could Michael. ‘See who?’

‘Penny!’ he laughed. ‘You mean you don’t know about the film? The great film that they’ll be making here this month? The great gory horror movie they’re gonna make here in our town?’

‘Oh, of course, yes.’ She nodded hastily, not wanting to appear slow. ‘We’ve had the crew checking into the Miramar all day . . .’ Suddenly her eyes widened. ‘When you say “her”, do you mean . . . ?’

He nodded at her, grinning broadly. He was wringing his tea towel unconsciously in both hands, and Penny couldn’t  help taking in the way his forearms rippled with muscles. ‘I saw her, Penny. I saw her in the flesh!’

‘Karla!’ Penny gasped. ‘Karla herself ?’

‘I am surprised you never heard the rumours,’ Michael said. ‘I hear all sorts working here, you know. And word had it, this morning, that the great star was arriving this afternoon by specially laid-on chopper.’

Penny tried to picture how anyone could manage to land a helicopter anywhere near the narrow, intricate lanes of Whitby. It was a Victorian town, and not really made to cope with new-fangled vehicles that could suddenly descend from the skies.

‘They deposited her on the clifftop,’ Michael explained. ‘Near the crescent of all the big hotels. She drew quite a large crowd, who’d heard the whispers. Others, like me, had gone dashing over there, just to catch the tiniest glimpse of her.’

Penny was avid. She thought about the second-hand and mysterious DVD in her shopping bag. Karla Sorenson in the actual flesh. Less than a mile and a half from this very spot. And this lovely Irishman had even clapped eyes on her! ‘So she’s staying at one of the big hotels?’

‘The very biggest, and the very grandest.’ He nodded. ‘The Christmas Hotel.’ He pronounced the name with a flourish. ‘Mrs Claus, the owner herself, was outside in her motorised scooter with all her staff, and they were lined up outside the frontage of the hotel, waiting to welcome Karla like she was the Queen.’

‘She is!’ Penny said. ‘The queen of screen vampires!’

‘Quite,’ Michael chuckled. ‘And she holds this amazing  fascination for men, you know. The crowd assembled around her chopper as it landed, they were all men. Drawn there by her sex appeal. Her aura, or something. We were all blown about by the wind as her chopper came down. Someone nearly went right over the cliff edge; he wasn’t looking where he was. But then the chopper was down and the blades stopped whirring. And out stepped Ms Sorenson’s private staff. Her bodyguard, her dresser, her personal hair stylist . . .’

‘Wow,’ Penny murmured. ‘What did she look like? Did she look like herself ?’

‘To be honest,’ Michael frowned, ‘it was quite hard to tell. With this crowd of crazy men bustling and pushing forward on the grass. The police were even out, to make sure no one got too close to the star.’

Penny sighed, wishing she’d been there to see all this. But . . . Karla Sorenson was at the Christmas Hotel! Less than a mile from her own place of work. How amazing was that? It was like a creature had stepped out of myth, out of fairy tale . . . to come and dwell in the same realm as Penny.

‘She was all wrapped up in furs and had these huge sunglasses on,’ Michael said. ‘But you could see it was her, all right. Something in the atmosphere . . . tingled when she paused to wave to all her fans assembled there. We all drew in an excited breath, and didn’t let it out until she had turned and gone across the road to meet Mrs Claus and her waiting staff of elves. Then she was taken into the hotel, to be given their best suite, I’m sure. The helicopter took off and whirled away, back over the sea, and it was finished. All  done. So we all split. I came back here.’ His face was glowing. ‘But I saw her. I actually saw her!’

‘I never knew you were such a big fan of horror films,’ Penny said. She toyed with the idea of telling him of her rare discovery in the charity shop.

He frowned. ‘No, I didn’t think I was either. Not particularly. But when I heard that Karla was coming here . . . when I heard that she was going to be here in this very town . . . I had to go to see her arrive. I remember watching her as a kid, in those late-night shows. Just hearing her name again reminded me of my childhood and watching films too late. Anyway, she’s a glamorous lady. She’s worth crossing town to take a look at. I was doing the sums. Did you know that she’s got to be over seventy?’

‘I did,’ said Penny, who had borrowed a slim biography of the woman from the town library a little while before. ‘She’s been going for donkey’s years.’ She was disappointed by Michael’s evident coolness towards the horror genre. ‘So you should get some business this Hallowe’en, eh?’ she asked. ‘With all these metropolitan film-making types in town. Just up the hill, shooting at the abbey.’

Michael drew himself up proudly. ‘Mine is the only trendy coffee lounge in town. The rest are all for old ladies. Of course I hope to see the film people here. I will treat them to my very best of everything.’

Penny raised an eyebrow. ‘You might get Karla herself coming in, to sample your gourmet specialities.’

She watched Michael gulp. She stared at the firm but somehow beautifully vulnerable bob that his Adam’s apple  made. Oh, he’d be easy meat for Karla, she fretted.

‘Would you like your usual macchiatto frappe with whipped cream and syrup?’ He flashed her a grin.

‘Oh yes,’ she said, and fought off a simper. She could do with something sickly and sweet. She would sit by herself in Spector and look trendy. She could sugar-rush all by herself, and be shiveringly glamorous, at the end of her afternoon off.




Christmas Greetings

Tonight it was Seventies Night in the nightclub beneath the Miramar, which was always very popular. It would be standing room only at the Yellow Peril when Donna Summer came on. The hotel was bursting at the rafters with its usual freight of guests, plus the horde of crew members involved with the filming. They seemed to have brought a lot of their equipment with them, and were intent on getting it all into their rooms. All in all, this Monday was an extraordinarily busy one, and by early evening, Robert was frazzled.

He was at the main reception desk when the phone rang.

‘Yes?’ he snapped.

‘Ohhh!’ came an insinuating chuckle. ‘Is that any way to speak to a prospective guest? I thought you might have learned a thing or two, Robert dear, being left in charge of that gaudy fleapit.’

Robert shivered at the sound of the old woman’s fruity tones. It was Mrs Claus at the end of the line, no doubt calling from her grotto-like boudoir at the heart of her eternally festive establishment. There was no love lost  between Robert and that decrepit old bat.

Once, not so long ago, Robert had been a member of her staff at the Christmas Hotel, and like most of her young, male staff members, had been expected to wear a horrible skin-tight elf’s uniform. He had become aware of certain untoward practices at the grandest hotel on the West Cliff – culminating in murder and cannibalism. This had been during the first of his involvements with Brenda and Effie, and though the events of that autumn had been terrifying, he looked back on them now with a kind of fondness, because they had introduced him to the company of Brenda and Effie.

Mrs Claus, though, was someone whose clutches he was glad to be out of.

‘What do you want?’ he said brusquely, turning away from the front desk.

‘Well, dear,’ she said, becoming businesslike, ‘you may not know something about this film company lately arrived in Whitby—’

Robert cut in. ‘Ah, but I do. I’ve got just about all of them staying here at the Miramar with me.’ Was that a touch of boastfulness in his voice? He couldn’t help it. He could just imagine Mrs Claus crowing about it, had she bagged the whole lot.

‘I see,’ she warbled. ‘So that’s where they got to. Karla did  wonder. She was telling me, not half an hour ago, that she imagined her crew would be staying somewhere a bit more . . . shall we say, basic and insalubrious, and a lot less glamorous.’

Robert gritted his teeth. He’d walked right into that one. ‘Karla Sorenson is staying with you?’

‘Of course, my dear. Where else? Why, she is a big, big star. A huge star. Where else in this town is grand enough to cater to her every whim?’

‘We could have looked after her properly, here at the Miramar.’ Robert scowled. ‘And with us, she wouldn’t have had to pretend it was Christmas every day, either.’

‘But you don’t have a suite like we have,’ Mrs Claus said lightly. ‘I have given her the turret to stay in for as long as she needs it.’

Robert blinked. ‘The turret . . . ?’

Instantly his mind was back to Brenda, and how she had been given the turret suite at the Christmas Hotel for her honeymoon. Except . . . it hadn’t been the romantic occasion implied by that statement. Brenda had been forced – in return for her friends’ lives – to go ahead with her farcical marriage to that brute Frank. And it had been Mrs Claus behind the whole twisted saga . . .

Or had it? That had been in a different world, hadn’t it? A weird world that had looked like this one, and contained a number of the same people. An underworld, a parallel world. Mrs Claus was there, but she was beautiful and young in that reality. And even wickeder than the old trout on the other end of this phone. But now that whole infernal fandango seemed like some kind of flashback dream montage to Robert. One he had managed to push to the back of his mind. We went to hell, he thought wonderingly, listening to the buzz of the telephone wires. We went to hell  in order to rescue Brenda. But on the way we lost my Auntie Jessie and we lost Sheila Manchu. And we brought back a terrible man-monster who is now Brenda’s husband.

And again, it was all, really, the fault of Mrs Claus . . .

‘You’re off having a reverie of some sort,’ she cackled down the line. ‘Stop it! I’ve got something to ask you. Karla has made a request.’

Robert shook his head and brought his attention back to the present moment. A request! ‘For me?’ he gasped. A request from the great film star herself. How did she even know who he was?

‘Listen up, dearie,’ Mrs Claus said. ‘Karla is very glad to be in Whitby. She wants to meet all the important people here. That’s how she put it herself. She knows more about this place, and the people here, than I would have expected.’

Robert’s heart was thumping now. He put it down to excitement, but if he’d thought about it, he would have realised it was a warning. There was danger in this. What did Karla know? How did she know it? What was she intending to do? But to Robert, at this stage, Karla was just a famous name. Nothing ominous. Nothing hazardous. And he was just flattered to be asked anything at all. He would have done anything just to get a look at the infamous vamp. ‘Yes . . . and?’ he said impatiently.

‘She wants to meet some local characters,’ Mrs Claus said. ‘So to that end, I am organising a little drinks do. And—’

‘When?’ He reached for his desk diary.

Mrs Claus laughed. ‘This Wednesday night. Late on. Before the midnight cabaret begins.’

Robert shuddered. This would be her much-touted Cosmic Cabaret. It sounded tacky to him, but because of its success he’d been feeling his own takings drop on recent Wednesdays. ‘I can be there,’ he said.

‘Oh no,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid I didn’t mean you, dear.’ She laughed heartily at his presumption.

Robert could have bitten off his own tongue in embarrassment.

Smoothly Mrs Claus continued. ‘You see, the person that Ms Sorenson is so keen to meet is a very great friend of yours. And someone we thought you might be able to contact, since she appears to be out of town at the moment.’

Robert knew what the old harridan was going to say next.

‘It’s Brenda. That’s who she wants to meet. Could you fix it up, Robert dear? I know you two are very close. And Ms Sorenson was so insistent. She seems quite fascinated by our mutual friend.’




Foreboding

Dark clouds have been gathering all day above the coastal town.

But this town is used to being tossed around in storms, or drenched by bitter waves, or gripped by wicked frosts. Whitby is used to all kinds of inclemency.

Earlier this evening, as winds started to lash the black rocks of the harbour and rain stung the darkened windows of the hotels, guest houses, and public houses, all the residents peered up warily at the skies and wondered. Something was going on.

Bad things are coming to town.

It has to be said, this is something Whitby is also used to.

For almost thirteen hundred years the citizens of this town have been unconsciously aware that their place in this world hosts a most unusual natural feature. Or, rather, a supernatural feature.

A kind of nexus point for evil forces. A gateway to another world. To a dizzying vista of ever-darker worlds that lie beneath this one.

Or so the legends say.

Or so Effie Jacobs says. And she should know, because she’s had her fair share of encounters with the darker side of Whitby’s strange nature.

Tonight her beaky old nose quivers and goes cold. Her limbs twitch and tremble as she tries to lie straight in her bed at the top of the tall house bequeathed to her by her old aunties. Many generations of Effie’s female forebears have lived in this house of hers, close to the harbour. And each of those doughty women, those witchy daughters of Whitby, represented the town’s first line of defence against the dark powers that would occasionally come creeping out of that hellmouth in the grounds of the abbey.

Effie stirs and snores and gives in to terrible nightmares.

All over Whitby, nightmares are being had. Even Mrs Claus jerks upright in her sumptuous bed. When she rings her servant’s bell for attention, it plays a tinkly Yuletide tune, but even this can’t pacify her. Dark dreams are clinging to her and she sits there, helpless. Trying to imagine what’s going to come.

The gateway to hell – or the Bitch’s Maw, as it has been so misogynistically called for centuries – doesn’t only spew out infernal beasts and nasties and demons.

It also attracts them.

Something in its wicked heart calls out a beating tattoo, raising sympathetic echoes in certain loveless chests. Over the years, many evil men, women and monsters have been drawn to this place to investigate. To plunge themselves into the heart of the fishy mysteries of this town.

And also the good, the brave and the curious – intent on mystery. They have traipsed here to see what all the occult fuss is about. To do battle with dreadful monsters. They have been here too. And still they come.

But now – and the locals can feel this awful idea stealing upon them intuitively – a terrible presence has come among them. One that is intent on causing misery and mayhem.

She has only just arrived, but now she is here, she will take some shifting.

Even she doesn’t know how much chaos she will cause. She is, in many ways, an unwitting vehicle for the badness that always, always surrounds her.

Death and dismay dog her every step. They have done so for many years.

She is like a goddess, descending from the heavens. Bestowing her marvellous presence on this cold, windswept place. Only today she was whirled out of the sky, out of that empyrean blue. And she brought the darkness with her.

Tonight Karla Sorenson sleeps ever so peacefully in the turret high above the Christmas Hotel. High above the West Cliff. High above the endlessly heaving North Sea.

She dreams of nothing. Unusual for her. Something in the sea air has calmed her mind. Pacified her restless soul. It will do her good. Prepare her for the rigours ahead. Karla Sorenson sleeps deeply.

But all around her, Whitby is aware that she is here. And there is a dreadful sense of foreboding creeping about the place, subtle as the sea mist, and just as insidious.




Up All Night

Once again it had been a fantastic night at the Yellow Peril.

Robert watched his guests streaming out of the basement club. They went peacefully and woozily, their ears ringing to the gentle strains of the final smoochy number. It was gone three in the morning and he was mad keen for his bed.

The hotel staff went about their business efficiently, ushering out the guests in their rumpled glad rags, and starting to clear up the mess. As the house lights came on, Robert shuddered. Place looked like a bomb had dropped. This could wait until the morning. His staff were glad to hear it. With the extra work of seeing the film crew settled, it had been a very long day.

Upstairs he found Penny tidying round the reception desk. With all her black and white make-up, he couldn’t tell if she was looking pale and drawn or what. All the same, he told her that she’d better get to bed.

‘I was going to watch my film,’ she told him. ‘But I think I’d fall asleep.’

He was only half listening, locking up. ‘Oh yes?’

‘Did I tell you?’ She rummaged in her bag. ‘Look what I found in town today!’ She held the DVD case under his nose. ‘Isn’t it amazing?’

He frowned. It looked like the same lurid horror stuff that Penny always seemed to go on about. It wasn’t really his thing. If Penny had seen some of the things he had seen in real life, maybe she wouldn’t be so keen on this kind of—

‘Hey,’ he said, realising. ‘But isn’t that the name of the film they’re about to start making?’

She nodded, giving him a look as if he was slow to catch on. ‘Exactly.’

‘But how can you have a copy now, before they’ve even started shooting?’ His mind whirled tiredly. Was it some kind of time thing?

‘It’s the old version,’ said Penny. ‘From 1967. They’re making a remake.’

‘Oh.’ Robert shrugged. Bit less exciting than a time anomaly, then.

‘But this shouldn’t exist!’ Penny gabbled breathlessly, waving the box around. ‘They never released it on disc. They put it out on video once, but after terrible things started happening, they withdrew all copies and deleted it from the catalogues, and swore that it would never come out again, so people could never watch the thing in their homes again.’

Robert’s interest was piqued as he came back to the reception desk and slid along beside her to read the box. ‘What kind of terrible things?’

Penny was pleased to have his attention. ‘Awful things.  People going crackers. People wreaking havoc on crazy rampages. People making suicide pacts.’

‘All because of some film?’

‘That’s what they say.’ She lowered her voice spookily. ‘The film company reckon they’ve destroyed all the copies of the original print. They burned the negatives. All the footage that was shot. Even the film stills. Everything! And they buried the ashes under a motorway flyover, as it was being built.’

‘Sounds a bit extreme.’

‘Maybe. But there have been more accidents and pile-ups on that flyover in recent years than on any other stretch of road in the country. It’s cursed, they say.’

‘By some film?’ Robert shook his head. He’d had enough of the conversation now. Penny was just revelling in this rubbish. She liked anything a bit gory and horrible. It was the last thing he wanted to hear about at three in the morning.

‘The film is cursed,’ Penny said. ‘That’s what they say. They reckon that when they filmed the thing, back in 1967, the devil somehow got summoned up on location in North Wales in the slate mine where it was shot. They called him up and captured his . . . like, essence, on the film itself.’

‘Rubbish,’ Robert said, but felt himself shiver involuntarily. ‘That’s just hype. That’s the kind of thing film companies say to drum up some kind of mystique.’

‘But there’s got to be something in it, hasn’t there?’ Penny said. ‘I mean, I’ve got a book with the statistics in. About who was killed at the location and the accidents that dogged  the cast and crew in later years. And about the people who watched it on home video, and what happened to them.’

‘So where did this disc come from then?’ he asked her bluntly.

‘I don’t know. Maybe it’s a pirate copy. I found it in Save the Kiddies.’

Robert rolled his eyes. ‘It won’t be real. Someone’s having a laugh.’

‘I’m still going to watch it,’ Penny said, firming up her resolve.

‘You do that,’ he said. ‘But don’t you start going on a rampage or wreaking havoc in here. We’ve enough tidying up to do.’

‘I’m going to watch it tonight,’ Penny said. ‘In my room. On my laptop.’ Gulp, she thought. Now I’ve scared myself. Trying to convince Robert, I’ve given myself the creeps. Damn. Never mind. Be brave. She tried to look braver for his benefit.

‘Well,’ said Robert lightly, ‘I’m for my bed. I’m dead on my feet. G’night, pet.’ He turned fleetingly to watch after her as she hurried towards her ground-floor bedroom. She turned and gave him a smile, and for a second he was worried. What if the film really did have something wrong with it? Suppose she really did unleash something weird, simply by watching it tonight?

Penny paused to ask him, ‘I wondered if . . . you’d like to watch it with me?’

‘Me?’ Robert laughed. ‘Not on your nelly, lady!’ He felt a rush of cold anxiety go through him, and shrugged it off.  ‘Listen, if you’re too scared to watch it by yourself, I suggest you leave it alone. I don’t want my best new receptionist getting the screaming abdabs in the night.’

Penny flushed at the compliment. ‘I’ll be okay,’ she told him stubbornly, and hurried into the dark ground-floor corridor.

It was only as Robert stepped into the lift, heading for his own third-floor room, that he realised that this might have been a come-on of sorts from Penny. It might not just have been a scared thing. She might have been asking for his company in a different way. Oh, surely not. That he could do without. A receptionist with a crush. Maybe he’d have to have a word with her.

Up in his room he moved about stealthily, without putting on the lights. He undressed hurriedly and tugged on a robe and moved to the tall windows. From here he had a wonderful view of the bay and the abbey and the higgledypiggledly rooftops of town. The moon was shining out as if through layers of gauze. There was something theatrical and fake about the whole vista tonight. It looked like a pop-up book; a perfect feat of paper engineering, opening out darkly for his delectation.

He wondered briefly about Penny. Was she watching her haunted movie alone? He imagined her under her duvet, propping her laptop on her knees. Scaring herself silly, probably. Daft kid.

Robert shook his head to clear it. Then he gazed down at the wide gardens at the back of the Miramar. There, the box trees and hedges had been replanted, and work was under  way to restore what had once been a rather chichi beer garden. He dwelt for a moment on the hellishly awful events that had razed the gardens (and very nearly the entire hotel) to the ground a little while back. But at least soon it would be back to normal.
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