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The Night Train


In 2016 I started work on my biggest project to date, the Craftsmen trilogy, set mostly in 1960s Lancashire where I was born and raised, and exploring a theme that has fascinated me for decades: how women become witches. Over the coming months I became better acquainted with the people of that world than with many of my friends and colleagues. They lived permanently in my head, and around them grew intricate characters and complex lives. Each had stories of their own to tell.


One of the best loved became Dwane Ogilvy, the sexton, great of heart, if small in stature. From the start, Dwane’s practical common sense, enormous courage and reliable belligerence made him the friend I felt most drawn to. When the opportunity arose for him to tell a story of his own, I jumped at it.


The Night Train began with a Facebook post: a little-known historical fact shared with the few who might be interested. Over a century ago there existed in Lancashire a private, freight-only railway, linking mines, mills and ports in the north west. It was illicitly used, one night, to bring home the corpse of a major personage, whose dignity, it was thought, even in death, would be irreparably harmed by transport on a horse and cart. His coffin was smuggled onto the train and all would have gone smoothly but for an eagle-eyed young constable spotting inconsistent paperwork. There was enough in this tale, of whimsy and the macabre, to get me thinking …


1.
Larry has a Proposal


Here’s what you do when the dark moon is rising – you shut the doors and lock ‘em, draw the curtains nice and tight and switch on every light in the house. Better stoke the fire as well and turn the volume up on the telly. Drink Ovaltine, nibble a Garibaldi, go to bed early and try not to dream.


Here’s what you don’t do when the dark moon is coming up – you don’t steal a ride on the night train, crossing Pendle Hill in the darkness, cutting across the path of witches, with terrorists on your tail. And you definitely don’t do it when your only fellow passenger is a corpse.


But, I’m getting ahead of myself again. Me mam always said I could never tell a story in the right order. You see, it were all kicking off back in February that year. ’69, I’m talking about now. We’d not long seen a bloke called King shot dead in America while a Tory politician named Powell made a speech that upset a few folk. End result much the same on both sides of the Atlantic – people marching, getting all het up, not long before hands turned into fists and then, yep, blood on the pavement, pretty much what that Powell fella predicted, though I doubt he expected it that soon. Meanwhile, thousands of kids in a place called Biafra were starving to death and don’t get me started on the whole Vietnam war and the trouble that caused. Mam and her coven were talking serious about the apocalypse, looking for end of times signs, you know – pestilence, rivers running dry, sheep giving birth to snakes — usual cobblers, but they had a point. Things had gone properly adrift.


Me mam were a witch back then. Well, we lived in Sabden, it went without saying.


So, the world were in a bit of a mess, and about to get a whole lot worse, for me anyway, because one Sunday morning, 16th February to be exact, I was asked to do something I knew I shouldn’t.


I’d been in the churchyard since six o’clock — St Peter’s, biggest in town. We don’t normally have burials on a Sunday, but we’d had a bad attack of tuberculosis that winter, so bad the schools had been closed for two weeks and even some of the factories had shut because so many of the workers had come down with it. The hospitals were full, turning away patients who didn’t have the TB, and a fair few who did, and the nursing homes had banned visitors. The undertakers were doing a roaring trade, about the only folk in town who were, and I was out in the churchyards from sunup, digging until the callouses on my fingers were bleeding.


Bloody cold day it were, still and hard, the ground like frozen stone.


The last hymn struck up as I was finishing my third grave of the morning. Nice job, though I say so as shouldn’t, six feet by two, perfect rectangle, all the earth in a plywood box alongside, filtered for stones and ready to go back. The turf lay nice and neat on another sheet of plywood. People think digging graves is easy. Until they try it.


‘Dwane!’


It was Larry Glassbrook, the undertaker, the one I always thought of as the clever one, because he built the hardwood caskets that had made Glassbrook and Greenwood famous in the North West. Roy Greenwood, the older of the two and technically the boss, looked the part, tall and thin with a face like a ghoul, but under Larry’s fingers the strips of cherry, walnut and oak softened and twisted, forming shapes that you’d never dream could come from wood alone. And the colours. I swear those caskets shone like precious stones by the time he’d finished with them. Folk called Larry a craftsman; I called him an artist. Never to his face though, I’m not soft.


I had one last look around; the grave was done, so I climbed out.


Larry was dressed for church that morning in a dark-blue suit. He was a good-looking man, was Larry. I spent a lot of time in those days — I turned twenty-seven in 1969 — thinking what my life might have been like if I’d looked even half as good as Larry.


I didn’t think I’d be making my living digging graves, for one thing.


‘Alright, Larry.’ I was done at St Peter’s, but I had another to dig at St Wilfred’s before dinner and then I had to be back to fill in at the first of the funerals this afternoon. Four funerals on a Sunday, beggars were dropping like flies.


Larry, meanwhile, was looking all around him as he got close, like there’d be someone hiding behind one of the stones. I could have told him no one would be hanging about outside if they didn’t have to. Too blinking cold.


‘Got a sec, Dwane?’ He faced me across the grave.


I liked Larry. A lot of folk back then looked down on me — because they could. I hadn’t been measured since junior three at primary school when Mam caught the school nurse letting kids make fun of me during one of those routine medical inspections. I didn’t know how tall I was, and I didn’t need to. When you’ve spent a lifetime hearing the word ‘dwarf’ muttered behind your back, and sometimes yelled into your face, you lose interest in the actual feet and inches.


The nurse’s hair fell out shortly after and took six months to grow back, but as Mam always said, no one could prove it was anything to do with her.


Larry, unlike most men, never came too close, because when someone is close, he has no option but to look down to talk to me. Most men, I was sure, knew that and did it deliberately, most men like it when they can make themselves feel big at another man’s expense. Larry always kept his distance, so he could keep his eyes on the level. I appreciated that. So, when he asked me if I had a second, I had.


‘Aye.’ I carried the spade over to the church wall where I’d left my stuff. There’s a small stone I can sit on while I have my break and the roof overhang keeps most of the rain off. Larry followed me, stepping around the grave, and fair play, he was careful not to damage the edges or send any of the earth tumbling back down. I like a man who respects a grave and the work that goes into it.


‘I need a favour, Dwane,’ he said. ‘What you up to tonight?’


‘Not much.’ The stone was cold under my bum as I got my flask out. I’d poured a brew and found my sandwiches before Larry spoke again.


‘Clarence Chadwick,’ he said.


‘Aye.’


I knew Chadwick, everyone did. He owned the print mill up at Sabden Fold, and a fair few of the local mines too. One of the richest men in the area, Clarence Chadwick. At least, he had been.


‘He died a few days ago,’ Larry told me.


I knew that. ‘Foreign parts, I heard.’


‘Gibraltar,’ Larry agreed. ‘The TB got him. It’s bad there.’


It was bad everywhere. I took a bite, cheese and pickle, very nice.


‘Powers that be won’t give permission to bring his body home,’ Larry went on. ‘Say he has to be buried out there.’


I weren’t surprised. Everything had tightened up. Open caskets banned, bodies going straight into sealed coffins and burials happening as quick as could be arranged. As fast as I could dig the holes, there was someone waiting to jump in.


Shame though, about Mr Chadwick. A Chadwick funeral would have been something to see. Big carriage, black horses with feathers streaming in the wind, widow and daughters in black veils.


I offered my sandwich box to Larry, I was brought up to have manners, but he shook his head. He was still looking over his shoulder every few seconds, bouncing from one foot to the other. He was up to something he shouldn’t be and wasn’t hiding it well.


I took another sandwich out. Tinned salmon and salad cream. Not so bad.


‘Thing is, Dwane,’ Larry said. ‘Mrs C really wants her beloved Clarence home.’


I dare say she did, but beloved Clarence wouldn’t be the man he used to be, not after a few days in a coffin. Gibraltar was a warm place from what I’d heard and embalming can only do so much.


‘She wonders if some arrangement can be made?’


I said, ‘Roy know about this?’


‘No need to trouble Mr Greenwood.’ Larry shoved his hands into his pockets. ‘It’s not just Mrs C who wants this, Dwane. Clarence was Grand Master of the Lodge.’


Larry gave me a look, the sort that means, come on, do I really need to say anymore?


Ordinary folk in Sabden weren’t supposed to know about the Lodge. Don’t ask me what we were meant to think went on in the big stone building, slap bang in the town centre, with a row of pillars out front like a Roman temple. Bingo? Bring-and-buy sales? Whatever, we all pretended we didn’t know it was where the richest men in town got together to make each other richer.


‘He made a very particular will,’ Larry went on. ‘He’s left a lot of money to renovate the Lodge.’


‘Nice of him.’ A new school might have gone down better, or a maternity wing at the hospital, but I guess folk can do what they want with their own cash.


‘He also says he wants to be buried by the chapel at Sabden Hall,’ Larry said. ‘The Lodge are worried that if his wishes aren’t carried out, his family might contest the will and they’ll lose out.’


‘Happen they might.’


Larry was shivering, but he wasn’t wearing a proper coat and he hadn’t just dug three graves. ‘Dwane, it’s in everyone’s interests that we get his body home,’ he said.


‘Folk might notice when a new grave pops up like a mushroom.’


‘The chapel’s on private land. We can leave the headstone for a year. Everyone will have forgotten about it by then.’


I had to get moving if I was going to catch my bus. ‘You want me to dig a grave up at the chapel?’ I had a feeling it was more than that. Larry wouldn’t be looking this edgy about a grave.


‘Thing is, Dwane, we’ve had to be a bit inventive.’


I picked up my last sandwich. Meat paste. Mam always snuck at least one in.


Larry said, ‘Clarence Chadwick’s body will be arriving at Liverpool dock at six o’clock this evening. He’s in a coffin, cheap Spanish affair, but we can move him when he gets here, and the coffin is inside a big packing crate marked Machinery. It’s addressed to Chadwick Paper Mill, Sabden Fold, Lancashire, and it’s going to be loaded on a train from Liverpool to Whalley arriving a few minutes before nine o’clock.’


‘And you’ll be at Whalley station to meet him?’


I was winding Larry up and he knew it. Since the TB outbreak, funerals had had to be local, no more than three miles from place of death to burial site, to avoid spreading the infection. Any cortege travelling the main roads outside town would be stopped and questioned.


Larry said, ‘we’re bringing him in on the freight railway.’


Fair play, I hadn’t thought of that. There was a railway in those days, you see, that not everyone knew about, a few miles of track from Whalley through to Sabden Fold at the foot of Pendle Hill. It had been built by the mill and mine owners to transport freight – slate, lime and coal from the mines, equipment and supplies into the factories, finished goods back out again. The plan had been to convert it to a passenger railway but that had never happened and with the roads getting better, there was talk of it not being in use much longer.


‘I’ll meet you at Sabden Fold,’ Larry went on, like I’d agreed already. ‘We put him in the back of the van and take him up to the Hall. Mrs C has said we can use the old dairy. We move him to his proper casket – maple with bronze handles, lovely piece – and then we have a short private service.’


‘We?’ I said.


‘I need someone I can trust, Dwane,’ Larry said. ‘I need you to meet the train at Whalley and supervise moving the crate from one train to the next. And then stay on that train until it gets to Sabden Fold.’


I shook my head. ‘Can’t do that. It’s illegal.’


The freight line wasn’t licenced for passengers, even non-paying ones. My Uncle Stan had explained that to me years ago when I’d begged him to let me ride on it. Back then, I thought Uncle Stan could fix anything. Uncle Stan, you see, was Superintendent Stanley Rushton, boss at the police station in Sabden.


‘Dwane, what harm are we doing?’ Larry asked me.


I had nowt to say, I wasn’t about to break the law without good reason.


‘We’ll make some important people happy,’ he went on. ‘And I’ll make it worth your while.’


Now, I tell no lie, at that moment, a dark cloud moved in front of the sun and the whole churchyard fell into shadow. I saw Larry shudder and suddenly I was cold as death too. I’d remembered something.


‘It’s the dark moon,’ I said to Larry and watched his face fall. He’d forgotten as well. We shouldn’t have done, we both lived with witches, but with everything else going on, it had slipped our minds that whatever might be happening on earth, the moon alters its course for no one. Larry pulled out his fags.


Some folk don’t get how much the moon affects us here on earth. Uncle Stan always put extra men on the beat during the full moon; he knew there’d be more fights in the pubs, more wives beaten up by their husbands, more accidents taken to the local infirmary. The full moon makes people giddy, turns them stupid.


Well, the effect of the dark moon isn’t as obvious but it’s there all the same. I’m talking about the night, sometimes two nights, when there isn’t a moon in the sky, the time between the old moon disappearing altogether and the new moon appearing. The dark moon unsettles folk, especially in winter. It’s like, the glue that should hold us together, make us treat each other decent, obey the rules we’ve decided are good for us, well, it’s like that glue comes apart and something a bit wild slips in through the cracks. Bad things happen during the dark moon, really bad things I’m talking about now, far worse than a pub brawl or a woman with a black eye. The dark moon was not the time to be illegally moving around corpses.


‘Give it a couple of days,’ I said. ‘I’ll give you a hand on Tuesday.’


By Tuesday, the moon would be a slim, shining crescent. The new moon was a good time to get things done. Things went well when the moon was waxing in the sky.


‘Too late.’ Larry sucked in smoke like he was gasping for air. ‘He’ll be at Liverpool in a few hours. It’s tonight or it doesn’t happen.’


And Larry could not risk a corpse, embalmed or not, lying around at Whalley station for anyone to find. He named a sum, one that made my eyes water.


‘It’s a big packing crate.’ Larry saw me weakening. ‘Labelled Machinery and addressed to the papermill. You get it transferred onto the freight train and you travel along with it back to Sabden Fold. I’ll meet you there. What can possibly go wrong?’


2.
A Police Operation


So that Sunday afternoon I were rushed off me feet, because when the grave at St Wilfred’s was done, and after a quick bite to eat with Father Edward, who was the Catholic priest back then, but a decent enough bloke, and personally, I never believed any of the stories, I had to rush up to Sabden Hall and dig another in the grounds of a private chapel.


Funny sort of place, it was, that chapel. Small inside but stretching up so high it made my neck ache. There was a bronze bell on the roof that would be rung to call the family to the service. There wasn’t much wind that day, but enough for it to make this low humming sound that made me want to look over my shoulder every couple of minutes, like it was summoning something, but not the family.


The graveyard was small, like the chapel. Only family members were buried in it and the Chadwicks had never been big breeders. I noticed a few small headstones with single names: Rex, Mabel, Tansy, and wondered if maybe they were pets. Or servants.


Sometime in the past, a gardener had planted trees, to give some sort of shelter from the wind, but trees don’t do well on the moors, especially this close to Pendle Hill, and these hadn’t. Stunted, twisted by storms, leafless in February, they made a ring of ugly shapes around the old building.


Knowing I’d have to come back here at midnight, under the dark moon, made me wish I’d said no to Larry. Mrs C were decent enough though, even bringing me a brew and a ham sandwich herself and thanking me for helping out. Nice lady, so I felt a bit better about what I was doing that night. I still wished it weren’t the dark moon though.


By five o’clock I were done and a bus took me into town to meet Mam. Normally I like a bus journey, especially if the front seat on the top deck is free, looking down on everything makes me feel sort of calm inside, but that day the town was the opposite of calm.


For a start, we got held up as we neared the centre. A crowd had gathered around the statue of the old queen by the outside market, a lot of them wearing masks over their faces, some carrying placards, although I couldn’t make out what was written on them. I saw police officers running, what looked like a flag on fire and then something hit the window of the bus.


Some of the other passengers began to squeal and I didn’t blame them. I’d seen pub fights many a time, I knew how quick tempers can flare and violence break out. This was no pub brawl, though. I didn’t even think most of the folk I could see from the top deck were drunk. A lot of them were young, students from Blackburn and Burnley, who didn’t even live in Sabden, but had travelled over because they’d heard something would be kicking off.


Like I said, the dark moon, it changes things. It makes people turn.


I got to the police station at half five. Mam wouldn’t finish her shift in the canteen for another half hour, so I wandered up to CID on the first floor to find Uncle Stan.


The main office was empty when I pushed open the door. It needed a good clean Mam always said and I could see her point, but the detectives were fussy about their stuff being messed with. No cleaner could move around without knocking over a great pile of books and files, so they’d long since stopped bothering.


Uncle Stan had his own room at the far end, on account of being the boss.


I was fair knackered by this time and knew I’d be up for most of the night. I fancied a sit down, maybe a few minutes with my eyes shut, but Uncle Stan won’t have a chair in his office other than his own and no one dares sit in that. Leaving the door open, I plonked myself down on the floor in the corner, leaned back against the wall and closed my eyes.


The outer door slamming open jerked me awake. The clock on Uncle Stan’s wall told me it was ten minutes to six. Nearly time to collect Mam.


‘Will somebody please tell me what Queen Bloody Victoria has to do with the ruddy Vietnam War? I mean, have the tossers nothing better to do? It’s cold enough to freeze a witch’s tit out there.’


More footsteps, the door opening and closing.


‘Woodsmoke, you need to get something on that. I don’t want blood on the carpet.’


I’d recognised both voices. Jack Sharples, the most senior of the force’s detectives and one of his sergeants, Garry Brown. Don’t ask me why they called him Woodsmoke, everyone smelled of smoke back then, even those of us who didn’t smoke.


‘You think that was bad, wait till the other lot come out. Why the boss won’t let them fight it out amongst themselves.’


That was a youngish bloke called Tom Devine. Fancied himself a bit. Folk said he only got promoted detective because his dad used to be the superintendent but I wouldn’t know about that. My dad were the sexton before me, and his dad before him. Some things run in families, simple as.


I poked my head up for a second, long enough to see through the internal glass window. All three of them, and a couple more I didn’t recognise, looked in a bad way. Woodsmoke had a cut on his head. He was slumped in a chair, holding a hanky to it. Tom Devine had torn the collar of his shirt.


The door opened again and I caught a glimpse of Uncle Stan before I ducked out of sight. ‘Right lads,’ he said. ‘Budge up. I’ve got uniform coming up.’


‘Flossie, you’re an angel,’ Woodsmoke said. ‘Two sugars, please.’


I was up again at that. The whole town had been talking about the new policewoman, first in Lancashire they said, she’d been to university and all. I couldn’t see much of her, there were too many blokes in the way – uniform were piling in by this time — but I caught a glimpse of someone tall, with red hair gathered at the back of her neck. Seemed a bit daft, to send someone to university and then have her make the tea, but I didn’t know much about policing, just the bit I’d picked up from Uncle Stan.


Woodsmoke had called her Flossie, it was short for Florence.


‘Boss, we’ll have to put a guard on the statue overnight,’ one of the sergeants was saying, as the policewoman moved around the room, handing out tea. ‘That lot had ropes and tackle and everything. They’ll have the bloody thing down.’


‘No one is pulling down the statue of Queen Victoria,’ Uncle Stan said. ‘And that paint will be cleaned away before morning. Have we charged the bloke?’


‘He’s being booked in as we speak, Sir,’ the woman said. ‘He’s been offered a solicitor, but the desk sergeant thinks he isn’t sufficiently compos mentis to make decisions. He’s planning to let him sleep it off for a few hours.’


There was a pause in the room, as though they needed extra time to think about what she’d said, and I saw more than one glance being exchanged. I know I’d never heard anyone talk like that, except on the telly. She sounded like the queen. And the way she moved about the room. It was like there was a cushion of air beneath her feet. She didn’t seem to step on the ground.


‘Right, is everyone here? Listen up.’ Uncle Stan stood with his back to his office door, which meant everyone in the room would be looking my way. I kept my head down.


‘The protestors at the statue this afternoon will all be on their way home by now,’ Uncle Stan said. ‘A bigger problem this evening will be the factory workers’ protest.’


I’d heard blokes in the pub talking about that. About two weeks into the TB outbreak, the first factory had closed its doors and everyone laid off without pay. A few days later another followed, then another, until half the mills and factories in town were closed or running on reduced shifts. The owners claimed it was to halt the spread of the illness, that workers who huddled close in badly ventilated rooms contributed to the disease being out of control, and that they had to act in the interests of public safety.


The real reason, according to the blokes in the pub, was that orders were down, and laying everyone off gave the bosses chance to save wages until things picked up again. They were seeing their savings vanish and their families going hungry to safeguard the profits of a few wealthy men. After a month surviving on dole money in some cases, nothing in others, they’d had enough.


Uncle Stan said, ‘the plan is for the men to gather by the old mill on Perseverance Street, and march to the town hall where they’ll hold a meeting and demand the mills are open again. Times like this, I wish we hadn’t repealed the riot act.’


Silence in the room. I knew, and they knew, that Uncle Stan had more to tell them.


‘Our biggest problem tonight is something I’ve only just heard about,’ Uncle Stan went on. ‘And it does not leave this room.’


I sank a bit lower. I really wanted to hear what Uncle Stan had to say next.


‘We’ve known for some time that the Provisional Irish Republican Army have been using safe houses in Lancashire,’ he said. ‘They’re storing weapons here, holding meetings, even hiding wanted criminals.’


By this time, there was complete silence in the outer room.


Uncle Stan went on, ‘according to my sources, they’ve got a consignment coming in tonight and it would look very good for us if we can find and seize it.’


Still, no one in the room outside had owt to say.


‘We think it’s arriving at Liverpool sometime today, although it could be here already, and will be brought into our patch by some means this evening,’ Uncle Stan went on.


Sharples asked, ‘any idea how?’


‘We don’t know,’ Uncle Stan said. ‘Our best guess is via the waterway. A boat can slip along the canal unnoticed, whereas most large vehicles are being stopped on the road right now.’


The Leeds-Liverpool canal ran very close to our patch, as Uncle Stan called it. It ran roughly North East from Liverpool, through Blackburn and Burnley, before skirting the south side of Pendle Hill as it cut through Nelson and Barrowford. It came within a couple of miles of Sabden.


An IRA base in Sabden? Like we didn’t have enough to deal with. It were good news for me though. If Uncle Stan had all his manpower in town and along the canal, I had more chance of smuggling in Beloved Clarence.


‘Boss, this needs an armed response,’ Sharples said. ‘We can’t handle the IRA ourselves.’


‘I know that, Jack, and we’ve a team coming over from Manchester. They’ll be making the arrests, if any are to be made, and seizing the goods. There will be no direct contact between us and the Irish. Our job will be surveillance, that’s all, but I want it done well. I want teams along all stretches of the canal. All plain clothes. We’ve commandeered boats, we can have people fishing, people at locks, and so on. Not you, Florence, I’m sorry. I know you’re up for it, but I’m not putting a young lass on a stake out.’


‘I understand, Sir,’ Florence said, as I raised my head to get another look at her. She was at the front of the group, pale, except for pink spots on her cheeks. Her eyes flicked to one side then, leaving Uncle Stan’s and fixing right on mine. Blue eyes, like the feathers on a wood pigeon. I’d cop it now. Somehow, though, I didn’t care.


3.
The Witches


We had tea soon as Mam and me got in but I couldn’t eat much. Couldn’t settle after, though I had a good hour before I had to leave for Whalley. When everyone gathered around t’telly I went upstairs and sat on my bed by the window. The sky out was black, like hot tar, and full of stars. We didn’t see much of the stars in Sabden as a rule, what with all the coal fires and factory smoke, but with most places shut for the last fortnight, the air had become cleaner than I could remember it.


The stars weren’t just brighter that night, they were bigger somehow. No sign of the moon yet, of course, nor would there be. It would rise, like an unseen threat, around nine thirty.


I should have been thinking about the job I had to do for Larry, but I couldn’t get my mind off the policewoman. She hadn’t said a word about seeing me, not to Uncle Stan, not to anyone, and I’d been able to pretend to be asleep when he finally came into his own office. I had no idea why she hadn’t given me away. All I knew was I’d never come across anyone like her before. She were as different to me as velvet is from concrete, and yet it was like we shared a secret.


I only realised Mam had company when I heard a woman’s voice. It was Daphne Reece, the town librarian and I knew something serious must be up if she were out, tonight of all nights, so I rolled up the rug and lay on the floor, ear to the floorboards.


There were several women in the room below. I recognised Miss Cunningham by her voice, she was the solicitor who shared a house with Mrs Reece, and the West Indian woman called Marlene from the flower shop. A couple of others, not so easy to pick out from their voices. Mam’s moon coven, the town’s witches, were in our front room.


‘It’s not a good night to be out,’ Mam were saying. ‘I hear things, down at the station. There’s a lot going on tonight.’


‘We never work on the dark moon,’ someone else said.


Mam didn’t talk much about what she and the other witches did, but I knew only dark magic was done during the dark moon. There were folk in town who dabbled in dark magic, but not Mam and her friends.


My bad feeling about the coming night was getting worse.


‘That’s exactly why we have to be out tonight,’ Daphne Reece said. According to Mam, it was Mrs Reece who started the coven, years ago. If anyone was in charge, she was. ‘Something big is coming. The signs have been clear for a while now. This might be our one chance to stop it.’


Marlene said, ‘all we will do is put ourselves in danger.’


Miss Cunningham spoke up. ‘The lambing has been the worst anyone can remember,’ she said. ‘All the farmers will tell you. Similar story with cattle, even horses. And Sally tells me she’s seen more still-births and miscarriages this year than she can remember in a long time.’


By Sally, I think she meant Larry Glassbrook’s wife, one of the town midwives. Sally were a witch, too, although she’d never joined Mam’s coven.


‘And three fish kills this year,’ Daphne chipped in.


I’d been roped in to help with the fish kills. Nasty business. No one had managed to find the cause.


‘There was the comet, at the end of January,’ Miss Cunningham said. ‘And the dogs digging up graves at St Wilfred’s.’


That last would convince them, I knew that. No witch likes to hear about disturbed graves, even if dogs were getting the blame.


‘So what do we do?’ That was Mam, always the practical one.


‘Avril and I think a drawing out spell,’ Daphne said. ‘One of us, probably Avril – she’s the strongest – takes her position in the centre and throws the negative energy outwards. The rest of us go to the twelve points of the star. We channel the energy through us and out into the world.’


A long time ago, the witches mapped out the town for their own private rituals. They knew the exact centre of town – a bit of spare land next to the ironmongers on the high street – and what they called the four corners – the most northerly, southernly, easterly and westerly points of the town. In between each corner, they had two more equally spaced points and together they made up the twelve points of the star.
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