
[image: ]




 
 
 

 
The Bride That Time Forgot

 

 
PAUL MAGRS

 
 
headline


www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 2010 Paul Magrs

 



 
The right of Paul Magrs to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 



 
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

 



 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2011

 



 
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 



 
Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

 



eISBN : 978 0 7553 5946 2

 



 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 



 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP 
An Hachette UK Company 
338 Euston Road 
London NW1 3BH

 



 
www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk





For Deborah Moody




[image: 001]




Brenda’s Christmas

Hello there!

Winter in Whitby and here I am. Up to my eyeballs in hard work and intrigue. I’m out chopping logs in my back garden and I find it quite therapeutic. Thunk, thunk, thunk, making all this noise. Bits of mouldy bark flying about all over the place, and my breath puffing out in white clouds. Of course, then I notice that I’ve gone and cracked a couple of the paving stones I laid for my path just last spring. I don’t know my own strength.

As I’m taking a breather, and sipping a mug of hot spicy tea, I catch a glimpse of Effie in a top window of her tall house next door. She’s looking down at me. Funny look on her face. Watching me and thinking I wouldn’t notice her up there. I go, ‘Yoo-hoo, Effie!’ Waving my axe around.

Effie doesn’t wave back. Doesn’t even crack a smile. She backs away into the dark upper room till I can’t see her any more. Not very friendly at all. But Effie’s not been the same for a few weeks now. People have remarked on it. Sometimes it’s like she’s a completely different person. And only I know the real reason for that, don’t I? Only I know what’s really turned her head.

But enough of that for now. We’re all pretending nothing has  changed. We’re all carrying on as normal. Behaving as if nothing queer has come over the owner of the shabby antiques emporium next door to me.

I think I’ve been able to put Effie’s moodiness out of my mind because I’ve been run off my feet. For some reason this winter season my little guest house is besieged by bookings, right through the approaching festive period as well. This is good news because for the past year or so I’m afraid I let things get a bit slack and slapdash. Oh, the place was always immaculate and tidy, of course, and I never gave my guests anything less than fantastic value and a superlative sojourn, but it was like my heart wasn’t quite in it. Days and weeks started slipping by with my B&B only half full. Sometimes it was even empty. I think I had too many distractions, if I’m honest.

Now, however, I believe I’m back on track. Brenda’s B&B is open for business and filled up for fifty-two weeks of the year. Six double rooms furnished in olde-worlde splendour. Tasty, nourishing home cooking and good company. A chintzy oasis at the very heart of this small, antiquated fishing town on the breathtaking coast of north-east England.

Now I’m sounding like my own adverts. I’ve made up a little brochure that I send out, blowing my own trumpet. My young friend Robert helped me with all the technical gubbins on his laptop and we had hundreds of the things printed up. I now also have a website, which is my little window on the world, Robert says. Or rather, it’s the window through which the whole world might peer and decide on a sudden whim to book themselves in for a visit.

Robert came round with his new digital camera and we took  some lovely snaps of my house, front and back, and all the rooms done up their nicest. He even tried to persuade me to have my own piccy on the website. ‘Give it the personal touch, Brenda,’ he urged, but I demurred at that one. Essentially I’m a very reserved person.

Anyhow, I reckon I’m being proactive enough. The publicity certainly seems to be paying off, what with all the new bookings I’ve been getting. Soon I’ll be able to offer guests what I hope will be the best room in the house. Shortly I’ll be putting finishing touches to the Red Room, which is sumptuous and glamorous, and I’m half tempted to take it for myself.

I’d certainly say my B&B was on the up-and-up. Perhaps it won’t be long before I’m able to afford a little help around the place. I could get someone in to lend a hand with the cleaning and the breakfasts some days. Give myself a little break. Robert warns me against overdoing things. Apparently I’m not getting any younger.

I had to smile at that. For so many years it felt that the very opposite was true – that I wasn’t getting any older. I’ve been just the same for donkey’s years. However, the rigours of recent times have worn me out and I’ve even started to feel my age. Really! Well, some of it, anyway.

I’ll not dwell for too long on the exhausting depredations of recent years that I have just alluded to. I would rather press on and tell you about more recent happenings. All I’ll say here is that it’s not just the general hard work of running my own business that has me frazzled. Nor is it the demands of a very active social life among the bright lights of Whitby. I’ve also had a hectic time of it with my love life, as it happens (Me! Me who was convinced all  that malarkey was well behind her.) I had a little dalliance a while ago with an eminent Professor Cleavis, who was here on business of a fairly mysterious kind and happened to renew his acquaintance with me. It turned out he was a very old flame of mine, though you know what my memory is like – which is a good reason for me keeping a proper diary like this.

Professor Cleavis whizzed off and left me in the lurch, just as he did the first time we met, decades ago. I felt quite gutted, as a matter of fact, and came to the conclusion that he was just here for the monsters.

Oh, yes. The monsters.

Something we’re famous for, here in Whitby. Sometimes you’d think the town was swarming with them. Ghosts, goblins, ghoulies, witches, mummies, anything you can think of. Real ones, fake ones, madly deluded ones. And even ones from different dimensional planes. They all seem to make their ghastly way here. Just lately we’ve been having a spate of what I call the Walkers. That’s supposedly dead bodies that get up and simply walk away from the morgue. But I’ll not elaborate on that ghastly topic just yet. . .

There are several very good reasons for our town’s various infestations, which I shall go into presently. For now, I’ll just say that we are a kind of Mecca for the monstrous. It is my – and that snooty mare Effie’s – job to guard this little town, this bijou bastion, against supernatural terrors of all kinds.

That keeps us pretty busy, as well as everything else that we get up to.

Oh, I should say, I had another disappointment in love just recently. Just over a month ago, in fact. I’d had a rapprochement  with my ex-fiancé after many years apart. I wasn’t keen on us joining forces again, but he was pretty persistent, as is his wont. Anyway, I caved in and for almost a year we were happy again, being a couple. It seemed to be working out for us, believe it or not.

The reason he’s not here now wasn’t the fault of either of us. Fate intervened. Terrible, wicked fate. I haven’t seen my Frank since this Hallowe’en just gone. If you’ll forgive me, I won’t go into the whys and wherefores of it all now. Suffice to say I’m on my tod again and I’ve probably got good reason to fling myself headlong into work and general busyness. I don’t relish dwelling on heartache and disaster, that was never my thing. I need to look forward – to Christmas. Fun, prosperity and the company of a few good friends. And beyond that, the New Year and everything it might bring. I want to be looking lively and feeling optimistic.

I just wish that Effie was more like her old self. She seems so distant somehow. Not unfriendly, nor depressed. I’ve seen her like that. Many, many times. This is quite different.

I am burning with the secret about Effie I have kept since Hallowe’en. I hate being the only one who knows for sure what’s awry with her.

The thing is, I’m frightened. I’m in denial about what’s become of Effie Jacobs. I’m starting to doubt my own senses. I’m hoping that I’m wrong, but at the same time I know I’m not.

Enough. Enough teasing. I need to do something about these suspicions of mine. I need to get my act in gear.

Well, it’s late and I’ve worn myself out writing all this. I’ve not written so much in months. Quite nice, sitting up here in my cosy attic space with my bacon sandwiches and a tot or two of sherry.  Nina Simone pounding away on the stereo. Putting all of my thoughts in order.

It was Robert who said I should start keeping a diary again. Well, here I am, as instructed! Though I don’t know who this is even for. I certainly don’t want to go showing all my secrets to anybody any time soon.

So here I am, anyway, whoever you are! Welcome back to my world!

 



The next day.

I had a bit of an afternoon off today. I saw off one load of guests and I had the place cleaned up in a flash. I don’t muck about. The new ones weren’t turning up until later, and so when Robert called in and said did I fancy a coffee in town, I said yes, that’d be lovely.

Now, Robert’s about thirty and quite handsome, I think, but then I’m prejudiced. Him and me, we’ve been pals since my first year in Whitby. Back then he was an elf at the Christmas Hotel on the West Cliff. Like all the elvish staff there, in their figure-hugging felt outfits, he was in thrall to Mrs Claus, the hideous owner of that gaudy establishment. Well, I seem to recall that I’ve told the tale elsewhere, but Effie and I were investigating that horrifying hotel together. It was one of the first mysteries we tackled as a team.

Now I think back, we made something of a hash of it, but that doesn’t matter. What’s important is that while old Effie and I were cementing our friendship and forming our bond over the solving of supernatural mysteries, another friendship was blossoming: between this lovely young gay man and yours truly. We’ve been good pals ever since – through Robert’s leaving the Christmas  Hotel and his assuming responsibility for the Hotel Miramar, a rather downmarket (though profitable) joint further out of town.

Robert was thrust into a management role with alacrity, following the disappearance of the Miramar’s owner, Sheila Manchu. (Actually, we all know what happened to Sheila Manchu. We just don’t like to talk about it.) Any road up, he’s enjoyed being in charge this past year, and as far as I can make out, he’s acquitted himself splendidly.

Even all that weird business this Hallowe’en, with the cursed and haunted film crew staying at the Miramar, hardly put a dent in his confidence. In fact, he even seems to have profited by the publicity generated by the whole Get Thee Inside Me, Satan debacle. I’ve done pretty well out of the attendant hoo-ha myself, if I’m honest.

It seems that the more macabre the mysteries, and the spookier the shenanigans, the more Whitby seems to draw ever-increasing numbers of curious visitors. I’m torn between enjoying the booming business and lamenting the loss of my quieter life, with fewer untoward goings-on. But there you go – life’s never perfect, is it?

Today Robert is all muffled up against the wintry winds that come buffeting up from the harbour. He insists that I wrap up properly with my pashmina (Effie, last Christmas, elegant), woolly hat (self-knitted, hideous, to tell the truth): the whole shebang. He frets over me like I’m some infirm old biddy, but it hardly ever annoys me.

‘I’ve left Penny in charge at the front desk,’ he tells me, as I lock up and we exit at the cobbled side passage of my B&B. He’s right about the cold. The keen wind slices through me as we totter on to the steep main street. ‘Did I tell you? Penny’s staying right  through Christmas, working at the Miramar. She’s not going home to her family.’

‘Oh, that’s good,’ I tell him. ‘I imagine you’ll need the help.’

He nods enthusiastically. ‘She says that she’s found herself a new family here in Whitby, with us.’

I smile at him. ‘We are, really, aren’t we? That’s what we are.’ Then I get a stab of guilt. Not a stab – a twinge, maybe. That’s because, right at that moment, we’re passing by the dusty front windows of Effie’s Antiques Emporium. Or junk shop, as I always call it, just to wind her up. It’s not been open for custom for days, as far as I can make out.

‘Give her a knock,’ Robert urges. ‘You know you want to.’ It’s good of him to suggest it, because although he and Effie get along better than they did at the start, he’d much rather it was just me and him going for coffee this afternoon. These days, on the rare occasions that she does venture out, Effie is wont to cast something of a pall.

Anyway, it makes no odds either way. I give her front door knocker a good banging, but there’s no joy. She’s not deigning to answer. I sigh heavily and Robert looks concerned.

‘Is she still in a funny mood with everyone?’

‘Seems to be,’ I say, not wanting to go into it now. I turn to lead the way down the hill towards the harbour. The chill wind is really quite savage now, I’m glad I heeded Robert’s sartorial tip.

Sotto voce he asks me: ‘Has Effie still got him in there with her? You-know-who?’

I pull a face. ‘I suppose so. But you know what he’s like. Coming and going under cover of darkness. We’re none the wiser whether he’s there or not.’

‘She’s under his spell again.’ Robert shudders.

Well, I don’t want to go into it this afternoon, quite frankly. Effie has made her coffin and she can lie in it – or do anything else she fancies in it. If I’ve warned her once about him, I’ve warned her a million times. She’s had at least one previous narrow escape from the leeching beggar and now she’s took up with him again. I don’t think he’s much of a catch. Skinny little old fella. Smells of fried black pudding. Still, she seems to see something in him.

I hurry along into the mid-afternoon melee, bustling over the bridge across the harbour. Robert can tell I don’t feel like endlessly dissecting the doings of Effie, so he changes the subject. Such a sensitive, caring boy!

By the time we arrive at my favourite café in the old town – The Walrus and the Carpenter on Church Street – Robert is telling me all the latest news on the Limbosine.

‘There’s been another one,’ he mouths, as we take our places at mine and Effie’s usual table, right in the bow window. ‘A middleaged fella from Staithes, picked up in the Limbosine on Sunday night. Subsequently given the most horrifying ride of his life. Later found dumped by the roadside, not a stitch on, gibbering like a fool. He was out in the countryside, by the Hole of Horcum, four miles out of town.’

All I can offer is a lot of tutting and shaking of my head. At least he was alive, that bloke. Worse things have happened to people round here. Recently, too. What about the Walkers, eh? The waitress bobs up at my side and takes an order for coffee and walnut cake as I mull over Robert’s report. I’d already read about the latest case in last night’s edition of the local rag, The Willing  Spirit. But I’ve noticed that Robert quite enjoys imparting these little nuggets of info to me in person. It’s as if he’s playing the role of my investigative assistant. Perhaps he thinks this is the part that Effie takes in happier times, when she is less preoccupied and pleased to be involved in my kind of cases. As it happens, though, she isn’t as helpful an assistant as all that. I usually know more about what’s going on, quicker than she does. Effie most often sits there munching on cake and slurping tea, with her beady eyes on all the other denizens of our favourite café. It’s rare, really, that her mind stays for very long on our latest case.

‘Brenda?’ Robert prompts, and I’m ashamed then because I realise I’ve been distracted as well, from the spooky matter at hand.

‘So, erm, who was it dubbed this mysterious vehicle “The Limbosine” anyway?’ I ask him. ‘Was it the press?’

He shakes his head. ‘One of the first victims, remember? When they came back to their senses, days later. They said that the creepy chauffeur himself described his car in those terms.’

I frown and wish our order would arrive. My tummy’s rumbling like crazy this afternoon because I skipped lunch. I was so carried away with scrubbing out my en suites with Vim.

Right now I’m picturing someone driving one of those ludicrous and extravagantly long limos around and about the narrow winding lanes of Whitby and its environs. It’s a strange thing to do, in and of itself, let alone the rest of the funny abducting business. The Limbosine seems to single out lone victims and pull up beside them, very quietly. The window rolls down and a chauffeur in shades and a smart cap invites you to step inside his luxury interior. This is your night for a de luxe surprise. The night ride of your lifetime!

‘Who’d be so stupid as to clamber aboard?’ I ask Robert. ‘I’d run a mile!’ Then I’m wondering whether this business could be in any way involved with the Walkers. Could that be possible?

He shrugs. ‘People like to think they’ve won something. They want to think that good fortune or the hand of fate is giving them something fab for nothing, just for once. People like to imagine that they can be treated like celebrities . . .’

‘Indeed,’ I say. ‘Then they get whistled off to who knows where. And experimented on, I shouldn’t wonder.’

Robert looks alarmed. ‘Experimented on?’

‘Ssh.’ Here came our waitress with cups and pots and plates of cake. ‘Perfect,’ I simper, and suddenly I really do miss Effie sitting there, going over the finer points of this or any other case.

There are carols playing over the speakers. The decorations are rather more tasteful than those the Christmas Hotel boasts all year round. The other café-goers seem to have lots of parcels and bags of Christmas shopping with them – evidently stocking up on the souvenirs and historical bric-a-brac to be found in this part of town. I let out a terrible sigh and inwardly curse Effie’s fancy man for taking her out of circulation just as the party season approaches.

Whoever said you had to make a choice between having a fella and having a life? Whoever said you had to stop being bothered about your friends, or having a healthy interest in what went on in the outside world? I feel like Effie is letting the side down, the sexmad old moo.

‘These people are being driven off to who knows where,’ I say, as Robert organises our crockery and studies the swirling grounds inside the cafetière. ‘Then, when they turn up, they’re almost  complete basket cases. Doesn’t it sound a bit like accounts of alien abduction to you?’

He stares at me. ‘Are you saying there could be aliens?’

I frown. ‘I’m not saying anything yet. We need to poke our noses a bit more fully into the activities of this so-called Limbosine. It could, of course, be some great big fake and nasty scam, perpetrated by a weirdo or a pervert.’

‘That’s the most likely thing,’ says Robert, plunging the plunger on the coffee. Like Effie, he tends to nip in before I can do it. I plunge too heartily and there have been some messy incidents.

‘Let’s keep an open mind, eh?’ I encourage him. ‘Now, the thing to do is to provide some kind of bait. Look at the places this Limbosine thing is cruising around and wait there at night, within the hours that these abductions are reported as having occurred.’

‘And get ourselves kidnapped?’

‘Of course!’ I laugh. ‘That’s the easiest way of learning more about it, surely?’

‘I suppose so.’ He looks a bit worried, though.

For the rest of our coffee hour we discuss the last farrago we were embroiled in. It took the middle two weeks of November to untangle. Effie hadn’t been of any help at all during the affair of Hans Macabre and his Green Gothic Ice Cream Van. That was a case I still don’t feel we satisfactorily finished off. I don’t suppose I will do until the noxious foodstuff is taken off the market. People wouldn’t be so keen to gobble it up if they knew what had been going into it. Robert and I knew, of course. We broke into the frozen warehouse, one nightmarishly frigid night in November, and uncovered the awful evidence for ourselves.

It makes me sad, in a way, to rove over these recent escapades in  Robert’s company, and to realise that they lacked something because of Effie’s absence. She is such a snitty and grumpy old bag, and yet somehow she makes the whole thing that bit much more fun.

I’d never tell Robert that, of course, in case I hurt his feelings. But I believe he can tell what I’m thinking, as his excited recounting of our pursuit of Hans Macabre and his Ice Cream Van tails off. He can see that I’m faking my enthusiasm a bit.

Without Effie constantly at my side, it seems that spooky things ain’t what they used to be.

We finish up and pay and amble back through town. Robert says something about needing to be back in good time, to relieve Penny so she can have her night off. So he’s not in a position to go Limbosine-baiting and getting abducted (and possibly experimented upon) this evening. He’s got a busy night on at the Miramar.

‘No problem.’ I smile blandly and think, What am I saying? I hate people who say ‘No problem!’ like that. I’m of an age when I can’t stick all that passive aggression, preferring by far some good old-fashioned bolshiness and outright crossness.

‘Where’s Penny off to tonight?’ I ask him.

‘Didn’t I say?’ He smirks. ‘Turns out she’s joined some kind of book group. They meet once a week. Penny is completely addicted. She says she can’t possibly miss a single meeting!’

 



It hardly seems possible, but Penny has gone even more Gothy since Hallowe’en and the terrifying events of the last Goth weekend. When she comes to visit me on Thursday, she’s clumping up my side stairs in these black rubber platform boots and she’s  jingling with chains and whatnots all the way. It’s a shame, I think. I’m sure she’d look very nice underneath all that theatrical make-up and her peculiar hair extensions. It’s something about being in her twenties, I think. Robert tells me that when he was that young (not that long ago, he hastens to add), he still felt like he could become anyone, and turn himself into anything he wanted. He thinks Penny is still at that stage in making up a persona for herself.

Anyway, she’s come to the right town for galumphing about in spooky black outfits. Really, she hardly stands out at all here.

Thursday lunchtime and she’s round mine, gabbling about her book group, which had their weekly meeting the night before.

‘Two hours!’ I laugh. ‘What on earth do you find to talk about for two hours?’

‘You’d be surprised.’ She smiles. ‘It’s a funny, mismatched bunch of women who take part. They come out with all sorts of stuff. Not all of it relevant to the book in hand.’

‘And where is it held again? The Pointy Finger . . . ?’

‘The Spooky Finger,’ she says. ‘It’s a new shop – used and new paperbacks – on Silver Street. Mystery, horror, fantasy. It’s a marvellous shop. Haven’t you been in?’

‘There hasn’t been much time for reading of late,’ I say glumly. And as I say it, I realise it’s true. I’ve not been making time in the evening for myself and an appointment with a novel. How did that slip out of my schedule? I feel almost ashamed telling Penny this. Penny who’s never without at least two books in her black leather knapsack. One being her current read, the second being for when she finishes the first.

‘You should pop in. It’s very interesting.’

‘Why’s it called The Spooky Finger? I don’t think it’s a very nice name, I must say.’

Penny pours our tea for us. For a second I’m surprised. Someone else playing mother round my kitchen table! I must look even more tired than I thought. ‘It’s the title of a Fox Soames novel from the forties,’ she tells me.

‘Oh no,’ I groan. Fox Soames. The very name makes me shudder. He was the wretched old man whose novel, Get Thee Inside Me, Satan was the root cause of our last really big adventure. Whenever he or one of his books is mentioned, trouble seems bound to follow. ‘Whoever chose a name like that? It’s like asking to be cursed.’

‘The woman who runs the shop is quite a character,’ Penny says. ‘Marjorie Staynes. She leads the book group, too. She’s a retired lady. Now she’s indulging her passion for spooky literature, she says. And making new friends in her new town.’

‘Hmmm.’ I can’t help thinking back to my own early weeks here in Whitby, when there was nothing I wanted more than a new career and a quiet life. When I wanted to immerse myself in the simple tasks of my B&B-owning duties. Things soon became rather more complicated than that. I even feel a little envious of this Marjorie Staynes, assuming that she’ll find it easier to settle into a life of comfy obscurity than I ever did.

Penny’s looking at me expectantly. ‘You should join.’

‘Oh, I don’t think so. It sounds like a big-time commitment. And what if I don’t like the books? I can’t stick with things I don’t like.’

Penny pulls her heavy-looking black bag on to her lap and  fishes around. She produces a worn paperback with a lurid cover and presents it to me.

‘Goodness!’

‘This is what we’re doing next time,’ she tells me. ‘It’s Marjorie’s choice. She’s laid in a stock of second-hand copies, especially for the ladies in her group. It’s quite hard to come by otherwise.’

The cover shows a number of nearly nude and well-muscled men, oiled up and cowering at the feet of some kind of dominatrix lady in shiny armour. A prehistoric land of erupting volcanoes and apocalyptic skies swirls around her arrogantly tilted head. The book is called Warrior Queen of Qab and it was written, apparently, by a lady called Beatrice Mapp.

And just at that instant, it feels like something starts trickling and fizzing at the back of my brain. My senses scramble for a second and my vision grows dark. Now, Brenda! Seize control! You don’t want to be having a funny turn just now! I steady myself against the kitchen table and take a hefty swig of tea.

‘Are you all right?’ Penny touches my hand.

‘Yes, dear,’ I reassure her, and pick up the book again. Maybe the musty yellow smell of the book made me nauseous for a second. I don’t know. Beatrice Mapp. No . . . I do know that name. Something about . . . something . . .

‘Well?’ Penny says. ‘Will you join the group? I took the liberty of mentioning to Marjorie that you might be coming next time.’

I feel a flash of irritation and know that Penny sees it in my eyes. I hate anyone volunteering me for anything, or assuming I’ll just fall in with what they want. I make my own decisions. Do my own thing, just as I always have. But Penny doesn’t mean any harm, I’m sure.

‘Are you sure this is my kind of thing?’ I ask her, tapping the cover of the book.

‘Marjorie says that the US publisher made Beatrice Mapp’s books look very tawdry and tacky, but that actually they are very serious and philosophical . . .’

‘Really?’ I’m afraid I can’t summon much enthusiasm. ‘But they’re about warrior queens and monsters and alien planets?’

‘Um, yeah.’ Penny smiles. ‘What do you think? Might be a laugh.’

I sigh. Wednesday nights I’m not doing much, as it happens. Once upon a time that would be cabaret night at the Christmas Hotel, but not any more. ‘Go on then,’ I tell Penny, surprised by how pleased she suddenly looks. ‘Can I borrow your copy, when you’ve read—’

She interrupts, ‘You can have this one. I bought two. I knew I’d persuade you!’

We have our tea and chat about other, unrelated topics, and all the while my eye keeps being drawn back to that vivid paperback on the corner of my kitchen table. It is as if the book is exerting some strange kind of influence over me. Its pages look so tactile, and the print comfortably large for my fading eyesight. It’s like the thing is calling out to me, like a siren song, eager to be heard . . .

When Penny goes, her lunch hour from the Miramar over, I snatch up the book and toss it in my tea towel drawer. I hope it’s not covered in germs. Old paper can carry some nasty things. I slam the drawer shut. Never mind. I’ll look at it later.

This afternoon I’ve got other things to concentrate on. I’ve a hair appointment at Rini’s salon, for one. Get something done to this wig, for tonight I’m out to dinner. It’s a last-minute invite, but one I don’t want to miss.

The embossed card was shoved through my door by hand this morning, shortly before the postman came. Effie and Kristoff, requesting the pleasure of my company next door. Dinner this evening. It was his handwriting on the card, I noticed. Rusty brown ink. Nice touch, Alucard. Beautiful hand he’s got, of course. Well, I’ll go. I’ll make the effort. I’ll even get all dressed up.

What’s this? Amongst the junk mail and everyday post that I haven’t had a chance to go through yet, I notice one particular, very small envelope. Very bad handwriting indeed, but the postmark of a university town in the south that I recognise. The crest of a rather august college in the other corner. A short note slipped inside:
Remiss of me, to neglect you for so long. Returning to Whitby for festive season. Hope to see you, old thing. Is there room for Henry Cleavis at the inn? Hoping so. Much affection, Henry.





I set down the card just as a huge rush of. . . something goes through me. Delight? Dread? Excitement? Panic? All of these things. It’s delicious though, the feeling. I’m tingling. My mind is racing. Do I even have room for him? Can I put him up? There’s no question in my mind but that I have to.

Henry’s coming back! He’s coming back to see me at last! But I mustn’t be the giddy goat. I mustn’t get my hopes up. I have to remind myself: I’m a married woman these days, aren’t I?

Oh, but Christmas with Henry. The very thought of it.

 



I make sure I am looking my best when I pop round Effie’s tonight. I find that if my hair and outfit and make-up are just so, then it’s like wearing armour and nothing can really touch me.

When she lets me in, kisses me on both cheeks and leads me upstairs, to the living quarters above her emporium, I’m glad I’ve made the effort. Effie is looking marvellous. I don’t get a good look at her until we’re all in the drawing room and her man friend is dishing out the sherry and the nibbles, but I see then that Effie’s had a colour – warm chestnut – put in her hair and it’s looking lustrous and styled beautifully. She notices me noticing.

‘I’ve stopped going to Rini’s,’ she tells me. ‘Rini just does those old lady hairdo’s. This is a new place, rather chic. Tint Natural.’

I’ve heard of it. It’s supposed to be very dear. Actually, looking at her new outfit, Effie’s been a bit flash. Her skin’s glowing too and there’s a glimmer in her eyes I haven’t seen in a while.

Alucard’s lighting candles and the whole place is looking like Christmas has come early.

‘Brenda, welcome,’ he purrs unctuously. I restrain my natural impulse to shiver at his touch as he clasps my hand in his cold grip. He bends to kiss me, and I feel his sharp teeth scrape against my skin. I almost yank my paw back from him, but it wouldn’t do to make a scene. I’m on best behaviour, and must try to forget that the last time I was in his company I punched him in the face. I had very good reason to, as it happens.

‘Something smells good,’ I tell them, shrugging off my beaded shawl and flomping down on one of Effie’s high-backed chairs by the fire. I have to admit, the place hasn’t been as welcoming for a good long while. Effie on her own doesn’t take much pride in her home.

Effie explains that Kristoff has cooked tonight’s meal. It’s all  quite exotic-sounding. Things in tagines, cooked with wonderful spices and dates and pomegranates. ‘Of course, Kristoff has travelled the world extensively,’ Effie tells me. ‘So he’s quite au fait with the cuisines of many lands and cultures.’

‘Really?’ I smile. What she means is that the dandified cadaver has spent centuries hopping and flitting about the place, gorging himself on the blood of his luckless victims, being hounded out of city after city when he was discovered. She makes him sound like some kind of gentleman explorer, when we both know that he’s in actual fact a serial murderer. Oh yes, I’m not one to mince my words where Alucard’s concerned. But this evening I’m holding my tongue, for Effie’s sake.

At least she’s handy with the Merlot tonight, and after a couple of hefty glasses I feel less uptight, less inhibited. Some strange kind of folk music is playing over the stereo, and the smells from the kitchen, where Kristoff is busy, are heavenly. Nutmeg, coriander, paprika and cloves. No garlic, naturally.

‘That’s a funny-looking thing,’ I tell Effie. ‘What happened to your old gramophone?’ I know that what I’m pointing to is an MP3 player, sitting snugly in its dock. I’m not that out of date. Robert has one. I prefer my old vinyl LPs, of course. I’m just feigning ignorance to keep Effie talking.

‘I thought I’d modernise myself,’ she tells me. ‘Isn’t it dinky?’

‘Dinky’ isn’t a very Effie word. I sigh, hold out my glass hopefully for a refill, and muse on the last time Effie was in the throes of a romantic liaison with that fiend in the kitchen. Couple of years ago, when he first turned up back in Whitby. I feel like reminding her, right here and now, what a disaster that turned out to be and how he had just been using her.

That’s the thing about women like Effie. They’re doomed to go round and round, repeating their mistakes. Never learning anything and never moving on. Poor old Effie’s just grateful for the company.

Pretty soon we’re in our places round the table, and with all the panache and ludicrous flourishing of a born show-off, Alucard serves up and whips the chimney lids off the tagines. It’s pretty good, as it happens. I like the pink onion, coriander and pomegranate salsa best of all.

I eat happily, and when I look up, I notice that Alucard and Effie are holding hands across the table and looking as if they’re about to announce something to me.

‘We’re thinking of going away,’ Alucard tells me.

‘Away? Where?’

‘For good,’ Effie says, not quite catching my eye.

I’m shocked. ‘You can’t!’

‘And why not?’ Effie’s got that frosty tone she often puts on. Haughty-sounding.

‘You know why,’ I mumble. ‘We’ve got a job here, me and you. We were entrusted to do it.’

She picks up her damask napkin, and as she talks, she wrings it like she’s got a chicken by the neck. ‘Oh, you mean how we’re supposed to keep a watchful eye over the gateway into hell under the abbey. Our role as the guardians of the Bitch’s Maw.’

‘That’s right,’ I say. ‘You know that as well as I do. And you know the kind of. . . dangerous personalities that the Maw attracts.’ I can’t help casting a glance at Alucard as I say this. ‘Unscrupulous, devilish beings who want to harness those fundamental magical forces for themselves and play merry hell  with them. We can’t just leave, Effie! We’ve got to be here.’

‘Pah!’ Effie scowls. ‘I’ve been here all my life, Brenda. Trapped in this house, with all my old aunties glowering down at me out of their portraits. I’ve seen nothing of the world.’

‘And so?’ I ask, too much sarcasm in my voice. ‘Alucard’s promising to take you away from all this, is he?’

Alucard himself leans forward to fix me with his horrible, implacable stare. Even I can’t look into the glossy depths of his eyes for too long. ‘Brenda, you must realise what an aversion I have to being so close to the Bitch’s Maw. I was in hell for quite some time, you know. Trapped down there. Unable to return to my beloved. I had to move heaven and hell to get back to her. I had to devise the most outlandish of schemes to liberate myself. . .’

I frown at him. ‘Yes. I know you did. And I did everything I could to foil those schemes. Look at the misery and upset you caused!’

‘Let’s not go into that now,’ he sighs. ‘All we’re saying is that Whitby hasn’t been a very good place for us in recent times. Effryggia and I have decided that it might be for the best if we moved away.’

I stare at them both. I study Effie’s face. ‘For good?’ I demand. ‘You’ll sell up? You’ll get rid of this house and the legacy of all your aunties?’

For a second she hesitates. And I can see that she isn’t certain about any of this. Alucard has hoodwinked her. He has bamboozled her again. ‘He says we can go anywhere, Brenda. He’s taking me to Paris and Venice . . . all the places he has lived. He wants to show them to me . . .’

I stand up abruptly. ‘You’ve let him brainwash you.’

Her eyebrows rise. A look of despair shoots across her face. ‘No! That’s not true.’

‘Oh, I think it is, lady,’ I snap back. ‘He’s got you right where he wants you.’ I move away from the table and go hunting around for my shawl and my bag. ‘I’m off now. I’ve had a bellyful, frankly. Effie, I’ll talk to you by yourself, in the daytime. Not with this awful man hanging about. I’m going to make you see sense. You see if I don’t.’

She sits tight and blazes with indignation. ‘I know what I’m doing, Brenda. And I’m leaving. As soon as I can. My time here is finished.’

 



Friday is always an extra busy day at Brenda’s B&B, what with all the preparations for a whole new set of visitors. I go about my accustomed tasks on automatic pilot. I’m scrubbing and whooshing and traipsing round with the old hoover. I’m straightening and dusting and casting a critical, expert eye over everything in my tiny kingdom. And eventually, it’s all perfect.

There’s hardly a moment for a sit-down with a pot of spicy tea and a ginger snap before the doorbell’s ringing. It’s the Kendalls from Chester. They were here a year ago, and I remember them well. They say they couldn’t wait to return to my house and they greet me like an old friend, like a beloved auntie. They are falling over themselves in my front lobby with relief at the end of their long journey. I’m smiling and welcoming, but I can feel myself being slightly distant with them. I think this might even disappoint the Kendall family, who remember me being much warmer and more familiar. I’m disappointing myself, as it happens, being so caught up in my thoughts.

Effie can’t go. It’s ridiculous. She belongs in this town more than anyone. She has proper roots here.

After the Kendalls, a young couple called the Mayhews arrive, and I go through the routine again, smiling and nodding and trying to be convivial.

What if the town won’t let her leave? The thought pops into my mind round about teatime. To mollify my guests and to make up for my air of perplexity, I produce a Victoria sponge and invite them into the dining room for a spot of high tea. I’m just sifting on the icing sugar when I start wondering: will Whitby itself and the destiny it has in mind for Effie even let her set off on this jaunt around the world? She’s making these plans, and giving herself up to Alucard’s designs for her – but she’s making assumptions about how far she will get.

I think the forces here will have something to say about Effie turning herself into a globetrotter and gadabout. I hope so, anyway.

I have a quiet evening, catching up with my diary and attending to my scrapbooks. This is a new thing for me, and it was all Effie’s idea, as it happens. It’s my database of spooky and unusual articles from the local and national press. Now I can keep tabs on what’s going on, and look for patterns and clues. It’s how I first cottoned on to the activities of this bizarre Limbosine.

Speaking of which, it’s because of the Limbosine that Robert comes round at seven, when he’s off his shift at the Miramar and the sea mist comes creeping up the little lanes from the harbour. Town is pitch black, starless and I can’t help tingling with frosty nerves as the two of us totter out of my guest house and into the shrouded streets, off on our investigations.

Can Robert really replace Effie on these do’s? These dangerous quests of ours? And do I really want him to? He seems ever so eager to step into the old dame’s sensible shoes.

We’ve decided that the best thing is a short bus ride out of town, and to get ourselves dropped off in one of the outlying clusters of houses stuck in the wilds and miles of twisty, hilly roads out towards the Hole of Horcum. It’s not that far, but the landscape is wild, wuthering and unwelcoming. It’s a perfect place for coming across unwary hitchhikers. And tonight that’s what the two of us are going to pretend to be.

I suddenly feel very reluctant, dinging the bell and getting the bus to stop in the middle of nowhere. But Robert is looking extremely determined, so I take a grip on myself and clamber down the gangway. The driver seems mystified as to why anyone would want to get out here.

‘I think it’s going to snow,’ Robert says. ‘You know that sort of dusty smell? And the muffled sound of the air?’

Now we’re standing alone on the road, watching the spearmint blue of the bus windows streaking away up the zig-zagging road. Dark fields stretch out in every direction. We’re tucked away in a cleft in the hills and can’t even see the lights of Whitby from here. I do up the rest of the buttons on my good winter coat.

‘This is the last place that the Limbosine is supposed to have been seen, about a week ago,’ Robert says. I already know all of this - from my scrapbooks, and keeping an ear open for the news on Whitby FM. Robert is trying to teach his granny to suck eggs. He’s acting like this kind of thing isn’t something I’ve been doing since well before he was born.

‘So, we’re live bait tonight,’ I say, stamping on the road to keep  the blood chugging around my antiquated system. How long can we manage out here? And how the devil do we get back? ‘Shouldn’t we split up? Would that be more of a temptation to this strange chauffeur?’

Robert nods, but is looking less keen now, at the thought of standing alone on one of these lonely roads. I wouldn’t mind a bit of peace, actually. The thing about Robert is that he tends to fill up the silence with a lot of chatter. Something you couldn’t accuse Effie of. Me and her, we can be quite companionably quiet when we want to be.

So Robert and I go our separate ways for a while. We’ve both got our mobile phones (a recent acquisition, in my case, and I’m not at all sure about it. I leave it switched off most of the time, as it happens), and off I plod, into the darkness. I’ve a tiny pen torch I ply into the darkness, just to make sure I don’t teeter off the road on a sudden bend and plunge into the undergrowth.

As I walk on, miles and miles under the charcoal grey of the skies, I decide that Robert might be right. I can smell snow too. And the silence out here is marvellous. A great big muffled quiet that I find very soothing. I’m in a sort of contented trance as I wander along the country road, further and further out of town.

The landscape around me becomes more and more featureless. No houses. Scrubby grass. Distant hills and the gleaming silver sash of the sea. It’s like a lunar landscape, and its blankness feels immensely satisfying. This is the furthest out of Whitby I’ve been for a few weeks. I stand there and survey the lie of the land.

What if I suddenly decided one day that I’d like to pick up and leave? Would I be allowed to? Somehow, I think not. I imagine an  invisible force shield around the town. A bell jar with its impregnable walls somewhere out here, on the frozen earth.

But I’m glad to feel at home here. Even to feel as if I’m trapped here for ever. I wish Effie felt the same.

I turn back. I’ve come far enough tonight. I wonder about giving Robert a ring. I wonder if he’s been luckier than I have, drawing the attention of our spectral kidnapper. Probably not. It was a silly plan, really. All I’ve done tonight is frozen my bum off.

I keep walking and walking and walking. And eventually I’m back where we hopped off the bus. No Robert. Maybe he’s in the Limbosine?

I yank out my phone and squint at the tiny buttons under a street lamp. Whoops. I didn’t have it switched on after all. Fiddly thing. Eventually I get it working and the welcoming musical jingle sounds impossibly loud out here.

There’s a message from Robert, which he left about twenty minutes ago.

‘Brenda? Brenda, it’s me.’ He’s hissing down the line. He sounds rattled. ‘I’ve found something. You’d better . . . Can you . . . Ermm . . . I’m not sure what to do. Oh, answer your phone, woman!’

There’s a crackling pause then. What’s he on about? I wonder testily. But my intuition is right on cue. This isn’t Limbosine business. This is much more serious. The word pops into my head at just that instant: Walkers. The Walkers are out tonight. Then Robert’s voice is going on again.

‘I’m by that garage at the very end of Clifftop Terrace. I was heading back into town because I’d run out of ciggies.’

Oh, get on with it, I think furiously.

‘And I’ve found something terrible, Brenda. I don’t know what to do. The police or . . .’ Another pause. ‘It’s a body, Brenda! It’s a young bloke lying here, next to the play park on the gravel. I don’t know if he’s alive or what. Oh, look, I’m gonna get an ambulance. But I thought you should know . . . it’s his throat.’

I know what he’s going to say before he next opens his mouth.

‘His throat’s been bitten, Brenda. He’s been vamped!’

 



It’s late before the police let Robert and me go home. They know the body’s nothing to do with us. We’re just the innocent discoverers, but the look that DCI Aickmann gives me is filthy. He knows I’m always mixed up in the creepy and crazy stuff.

‘The lad’s dead,’ he tells us. ‘Drained almost completely dry.’

Robert’s beside me, sick with dread.

‘It’s been a while since we had an infestation in Whitby,’ Aickmann goes on. He looks at me very severely, ‘If you know more than you’re letting on, Brenda, then you’d better start talking.’

I pretend to come over scandalised. ‘Me?’

Robert is shooting me a glance. And it makes me wonder: why would I even think about protecting Alucard? Why don’t I just dob him in it and tell the police he’s back in town, that he’s staying with my neighbour? But I don’t say anything.

The police get caught up in identifying the victim and tracing his relatives. After our statements are taken, Robert and I are eventually free to go home. Aickmann would still like to know what we were doing, traipsing the quiet back streets after dark. But we tell him nothing about our investigations. They have nothing to do with him.

The next day we learn that the victim was a Walker. No sooner was he put away in cold storage in the town morgue, than he was back on his feet. Hard for the relatives, those cases, I always think. Especially when they trudge in to confirm identity and the body’s done a bunk.

‘A Walker,’ Aickmann repeated the word heavily down the phone. ‘I don’t have to tell you what that means, do I?’

‘No, indeed,’ I muse, twiddling the phone cord round my finger. ‘Someone is recruiting, obviously.’

That conversation was all to come on Saturday morning, however. On Friday – when we still thought the body we’d found was a goner – Robert and I traipsed back through town towards our respective homes. We were feeling, it has to be said, a tad glum.

Just before we separated – Robert peeling off to the Miramar – we passed the darkened store fronts of Silver Street. I paused before a particular gaudily painted shop window. It was rigged with eerie lilac lights, which fell upon the serried spines of hardbacks and the lurid covers of artfully strewn vintage paperbacks. I surveyed the newly minted shop sign, creaking in the wind above our heads.

‘It’s The Spooky Finger,’ I tell Robert. ‘This is the place Penny was going on about.’

‘I’m not much of a reader, to be honest,’ he says.

‘She’s asked me to join this book group of hers,’ I say. ‘But I’m not sure. Has she asked you?’

‘It’s women only.’ He shrugs at me. ‘You should go. You might like it. It might be consciousness-raising.’

I frown, not quite sure what he means by that. ‘I don’t need my consciousness raising.’

Robert smiles. ‘Penny always gets herself involved in way-out stuff. She’s a good kid, though.’

I like the way he calls her kid. She’s only a couple of years younger than he is.

Seeing the shop front of The Spooky Finger (and its sign in the shape of a gesticulating digit, naturally), I’m reminded of the novel Penny gave me and how it’s still in my tea towel drawer. The thought of Warrior Queen of Qab buzzes in my head and lingers as I kiss Robert good night and turn to hurry down the hill, the short distance to my B&B. Suddenly it feels incredibly cold. We’ve been standing around for hours in the dark. My feet and fingers are numbed by the cloying mist.

My guest house is quiet, with no lights burning. Everyone’s abed early tonight. Passing Effie’s house, I squint at the attic windows, mellow with an amber glow. Is she up there with him? Is she sitting up alone, waiting for him as he flits around the town, feasting on the blood of the unwary? How can she kiss the man? How can she let him touch her?

Oh, Effie. You daft old mare.

For the first time I’m starting to think that maybe it’ll be for the best if the two of them really do leave town. Then the old fiend can get up to his sordid nastiness elsewhere.

I need to talk with her alone. I need to see her and convince her that she’s being a fool, getting tied up with that creature. He will consume her body and soul. There’ll be precious little Effie left.

I’m relieved to be home. Once I’m indoors, I get this mammoth wave of fatigue trampling over me and it takes a huge effort to creep soundlessly up the side steps. It’s like I’m having to haul myself up the banister.

But when I’m in my attic rooms, locked up against the night in my private quarters, I find that my mind is still fully alert. I’m over-stimulated by all that’s been going on. Mysterious cars and kidnappings and corpses in the night. Foolish Effie and all her shenanigans. It’s all whirling round and round in my head as I go through my elaborate bedtime preparations.

My sumptuous bed in my luxurious boudoir awaits. No chance of sleep just yet. I stumble heavily to the kitchen and grab Penny’s book from my tea towel drawer. I might as well have a little read. Perhaps it’ll soothe me and put me to sleep. I prop myself up on my silky, tasselled cushions and open the novel by Beatrice Mapp.

The book is so old its spine cracks sharply, and I brace myself for all the pages falling out. But they’re okay. A stale waft of old paper reaches my nostrils. Smoky and woody and oddly delicious. I don’t think this is my kind of thing at all. It’s all swords and sorcery and fighting and fantasy . . . people with funny names. I like books with real people in them, and something I can believe in.

Yet I read for longer than I expected to. I fall asleep over the book, and later, I’m not certain whether I’ve dreamed the story or if I’ve been reading it. That night the book comes seeping into my dreams. That’s what it feels like. And I wake up on Saturday with the strangest of feelings.

 




Saturday.


Dear Henry,

Just a quick note from me. Hello, dear, how are you? Keeping well?

It’s been so long, it seems an age since you were last here. It was all that business of the dark secret of the beer garden of Sheila Manchu, up at the Miramar. What a terrible affair that was. We all almost karked it that time. But we lived to fight another day, didn’t we? I’m sure you won’t be surprised to hear that your old friend Brenda has been involved in a number of adventures since then. And I’m sure you haven’t been idle either, if I know anything about Henry Cleavis, eh?

Well, my dear, this is just to say that of course you are welcome to stay here throughout the Christmas season. I have a particular room in mind; for you I’ll do a special offer! Half price! And Christmas dinner thrown in! How about that?
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