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Chapter One:

The Deadly Boutique

I love it here. It’s the only place I could have settled down. I’ve never found a town like it, never in my long, long life.

My name is Brenda. Hello!

Since the beginning of summer I have lived here, deliciously inconspicuous: just one more bed-and-breakfast lady in a resort that teems with them. Here, the streets are narrow and intricate, the rooftops are ramshackle and the wind is biting. The seagulls are as big as Yorkshire terriers and, for a good nine months of the year, the town is steeped in a thick sea mist . . . and that’s probably a good thing.

There are things here that you don’t necessarily want to see.

Keep your head down, Brenda. That’s what I tell myself. Fry those sausages, eggs and bacon. Make those beds. Be welcoming. Be at home.

Now it is autumn. I have settled into the gloomy, doom-laden, chintzy Gothic atmosphere of the place.

And I love it.

 



I am a woman of a certain age who is ready to settle down. In the past I have had to pick myself up, time and again, and reinvent my life from scratch.

Now I want a quiet one.

I have known adversity, disaster and dodgy relationships. I have moved around from place to place, all over these islands. Sometimes I have even had to go on the run.

Now I want a quiet life. A respectable life.

I have no family. No ties.

I want to look after others.

I want to keep everything immaculate and just so, making sure that the breakfasts and teas are on time and that the rooms are exact, with the correct number of towels, flannels and little bars of soap. My guests are quite particular. My establishment attracts a certain class of person, I would say, though I’m not a snob.

My friend Effie, who owns the junk shop next door, is a bit la-di-da and she says I’m obsessed with getting things right for my guests. She used the word ‘mania’. She says no one else running a B-and-B in this town goes to the same trouble. For all her airs and graces, Effie is a bit slapdash about her own place. She’s the arty type, very literary. The only books I have are the Bible, Milton and Shelley, of course. I make sure there are copies in each of my three  rooms, in the drawer of the bedside cabinets, and two fresh bath towels laid out, two flannels for every basin. The curtains are always opened exactly a foot wide, to let enough sunshine in but not so much as to make the room look bleak. Effie says I fuss, but it’s like someone once said, ‘God is in the details.’

But don’t get me on to the subject of God. Effie tried once and I had to stop her. She understands now that my God and her God are not quite the same. That was as far as the conversation went. Effie is a good friend to me but, like everyone else in Whitby, she knows nothing about my past.

No one living knows about my past.

I always wanted pretty things. I wanted sofas and chairs, and nicely patterned curtains in light fabrics. I wanted colourful, dainty crockery. And I wanted to please people, to serve them tasty, wholesome, well-cooked food. I’ve got a craze for cleaning. I wait until the guests go out in the mornings, and leave their rooms all a-tumble, strewn with seaside-holiday bric-à-brac. And then I creep in, clutching cloths, yellow dusters and a tin of baking soda. I crouch in bathtubs, sprinkle on the powder and scour to my heart’s content. Everything has to shine.

My livelihood depends on the excellence of my establishment.

Despite everything, I am, in the end, more or less, a self-made woman.

[image: 001]

Mondays, I take my afternoon off. Effie and I stroll along the prom, up the hill, to the Christmas Hotel for afternoon tea. It isn’t the swishest of places, as Effie says. But I like it. I like its deep, cavernous interior and its ancient, unchanging clientele. I love to sit in the conservatory at our usual table, overlooking the craggy, inhospitable bay. I like to sip too-hot tea, crumble biscuits and stare at the jet-black cliffs, the ruined abbey and the fathomless sky.

Effie grumbles and moans, of course. As I say, she puts on airs and wishes she was somewhere altogether nicer. Yet she has been coming here since she was a child. She has lived in the town all her life, inherited the house and her belongings from her family, which has always been rooted here. I envy her that much. She could no more think about leaving this town and her usual days than she could sprout a second head.

She’s neat and slim, Effie, in a pale grey woollen suit, little ruffles round the neck of her lilac blouse. She takes a twist of lemon in her tea and her mouth is pursed much of the time. Appraising. Watchful.

That Monday afternoon her eyes were narrowed as she gazed round the conservatory at the Christmas Hotel. Neither of us bothered to comment on the party hats the decrepit hotel guests wore, the crackers they struggled feebly to pull or the dusty swags of vulgar tinsel strewn everywhere. This hotel is frozen for ever on the cusp of Christmas Eve. That is its selling point, its gimmick, and it is the way its eccentric proprietress likes it to be.

So it wasn’t the festive lavishness that was attracting Effie’s frown of intrigue. She was staring at our waitress, Jessie, who invariably served us our afternoon tea on Mondays. She was approaching with the trolley and its usual freight of gleaming, tinkling china, squashy cakes, mounds of golden cream and precise geometrical arrangements of egg and cress sandwiches.

‘What on earth has Jessie gone and done to herself ?’

I peered over my glasses. ‘She looks all right to me. In fact, she looks rather well.’

Effie’s mouth squinched up even tighter. ‘Exactly. She looks better than she has any right to.’

Jessie was breezing along between the tables. Her usual tread was listless and heavy. She had worked here eighteen years and she despised her job. She had told us so on many occasions. We had speculated repeatedly on what kept her tethered to a job she hated. Maybe it was a blackmail thing, and the proprietress of the Christmas Hotel had something on Jessie. Or maybe Jessie was a timid person who feared leaving a situation she loathed because the thought of the outside world was even more terrible. Who knew? We were too polite to ask her. As it was, we were used to Jessie’s quietly corrosive despair. Today, though, she was positively jaunty.

‘She looks twenty years younger!’ Effie cried.

Surely she was exaggerating, I thought. But it wasn’t like Effie to resort to hyperbole. I waited until Jessie and our afternoon tea arrived and then I could properly stare at her.

And it was true! Where were her deeply etched wrinkles? Where was her scraggy old chicken neck?

‘Ladies!’ She grinned. ‘How lovely to see you.’

Where was her surliness, her migrainey frown?

‘What on earth has happened to you?’ Effie demanded crisply.

Jessie shook out her golden (golden!) perm and treated us to a dazzling (dazzling!) grin. ‘Ladies . . .’ she announced. ‘I have had a make-over.’

Her complexion was marvellous. She had a kind of glow. We basked in it, incredulous, as she wielded her tongs, popping cakes on to plates, then slid teacups before us.

Effie could restrain herself no longer. ‘But it’s impossible! ’ she burst out. ‘No beauty parlour is that good.’

I winced. Usually it’s me who’s tactless like that. Jessie gave a carefree laugh. This in itself was alarming. We had never heard her sound carefree before. She let out a volley of shrill guffaws that rang out and bounced off the glass of the conservatory. Pensioners at the other tables glanced up from their tea, sherry and Christmas pudding. Jessie? Chortling? In a carefree fashion?

‘It’s all right.’ She smiled down at Effie and me. ‘I don’t mind. You can say it - it’s impossible that I should look so much better. No one could have made the old, careworn Jessie look like this. What a feat! It’s amazing, I know. Last time you saw me I was like a wrung-out old dishrag, all disappointment and bitterness. I know that better than anyone.’

She gave the teapot an energetic swirl and poured our tea. We leaned in closer to hear her secret.

‘Even I don’t quite believe this miraculous transformation, ’ she said, lowering her voice. ‘I woke up on Saturday morning and dashed to my mirror. I did the same on Sunday, and again this morning. Just to check that it was true. I can’t believe my luck. I’ve dropped twenty-five years as if they never even happened to me. I’ve dropped the worst twenty-five years of my life.’

‘But,’ gasped Effie, ‘how?’

‘It happened on Friday,’ said Jessie. ‘It cost a whole two months’ wages. I went to that new place, up Frances’s Passage. You must have noticed the adverts in the  Gazette ?’

‘Adverts?’ Effie hadn’t seen the local paper. But I had.

‘The Deadly Boutique,’ Jessie said, giving us that glorious smile again, ‘has just opened for business. I was one of the first.’

‘“Deadly”?’ sniffed Effie. ‘Why’s it called “Deadly”?’

I must say, the adjective had rung alarm bells with me when I clapped eyes on the advertisement.

‘I don’t know!’ cried Jessie. ‘Who cares? Look at me! I’m fantastic!’

 



That was as much as we heard about it, for now. Effie was keen to pump Jessie for more details, and I wouldn’t have minded hearing more, but suddenly Jessie turned shifty. ‘I’m sorry, ladies. I can’t stand here gossiping all day.’ She gulped.  ‘I keep getting into trouble for chatting with guests. Madam doesn’t like it.’

‘Madam’ was how all the staff at the Christmas Hotel referred to the proprietress. To me, there was something old-fashioned and even sinister about this nomenclature. Jessie was perturbed. ‘I can’t go upsetting her. I’ve drawn a lot of attention already, due to my make-over, and she isn’t very happy at all.’

‘Hmm,’ mused Effie, looking troubled. Then she smiled at Jessie. ‘You run along then, my dear. We’ll see you later.’

‘Are you coming to the pie-and-peas supper on Wednesday evening?’ Jessie asked. ‘Shall I put your names down?’

Effie frowned. ‘Is this a new thing?’

I could tell she thought it sounded rather common. ‘It’s bingo as well, isn’t it?’ I asked Jessie. ‘What a delightful combination! Sign us up, Jessie. We’ll be there!’

We received another dazzling smile, and then Jessie was off, shoving that tea trolley along the thick carpeting with a lot more vigour than she used to.

Effie sighed. ‘Pie and peas and bingo.’ She tutted. ‘Honestly, Brenda.’

‘At least we’ll get a chance to quiz Jessie further,’ I said, tapping my nose.

 



It was from that point onwards that I think you could say Effie and I were officially intrigued.

We both knew - in our water - that something strange was going on. No amount of primping, pampering and preening in some beautician’s parlour could change a woman so much. Jessie hadn’t been exaggerating when she said she’d shed twenty-five years. She’d slung off those years as Gypsy Rose Lee would fling off her long satin gloves.

Effie and I ambled along the breezy front, down the hill, walking off our tea, thinking about Jessie’s transformation.

‘She said it was like being mesmerised,’ I shouted, above the crash and boom of the surf.

‘Hm?’

‘She let that much out,’ I said. ‘Being done up - being  titivated at the Deadly Boutique was like being mesmerised. That was how she put it. She said she was in a lovely trance the whole time.’

‘Yes,’ purred Effie. ‘I heard her. It was all most interesting, wasn’t it?’

I could feel that we were at the beginning of a crazy adventure, at the still point before the storm.

One of the things that Effie and I had discovered about each other - early on in our friendship - was that there was nothing that either of us liked better than a bloody good mystery. It kept our minds active, kept us limbered up mentally, so to speak. No matter how trivial or earth-shattering, we liked something mysterious and - dare I say it? - spooky to keep us occupied in our spinstery decrepitude.

Right now, treading on the gold and crimson leaf mulch,  tasting the stiff salt breeze off the North Sea, we knew we were on the brink of something grand.

 



I returned to my home, my glorious B-and-B, to get on with my work. Effie marched off to hers next door having issued a curt goodbye. There’s nothing sentimental about Effie. She’s not what you’d call a clingy friend, which suits me fine. She went in through her ground-floor junk shop, then to her echoing rooms upstairs.

It must be gloomy for her. Lonely, up there.

I think she prizes her solitude, as do I.

That Monday I had no paying guests. The season had wound down to a standstill and I had only a few bookings lined up over the next couple of months. However, that was no reason to let things slide. I anticipated a headily enjoyable evening scrubbing out the four bathrooms. Getting the old baking soda going. Sloshing around with the mop.

And maybe I’d have a lovely deep bath and pamper myself a bit.

As you can see, I was thinking about make-overs.

But there was no way I would visit the Deadly Boutique. I wouldn’t let any beautician lay their hands on me, no matter how skilled or magical they were. I simply couldn’t let them touch me.

I can’t let anyone get that close.

In the eyes of the world I have to look like an unobtrusive woman. I have to draw scant attention.

How old am I?

In the eyes of the world, and the eyes of this town, I am coming up to pension age. Effie keeps asking when I’ll be due for my bus pass. She’s guessed it must be soon. She already has hers and she isn’t too proud to get on the buses for nothing. Effie says that when I have mine, we’ll go on trips together, up the wild north coast, and count the pennies we’re saving. I haven’t the heart to tell her my pension will never come. I can’t bring myself to say that I’m not on the official records. Really, I don’t exist. It’s hard to explain that to your best friend.

Effie thinks I’m a marvel - she’s told me so - for the way I’ve kept my youth and vitality. I know she means it must be compensation for being so plain. ‘Rather plain’ is the worst thing I’ve heard Effie say about a woman. She has no compunction about passing comment in public on people’s looks, even within their hearing. She has the blithe air of someone who was beautiful in her youth, and can’t understand how others may be upset by having their appearance remarked on. She’s a subtle thinker, Effie, but she doesn’t understand feelings.

And yet she has never asked about the scars on my face. Perhaps she is too polite. Not being the type to stare into mirrors, I forget they’re there. For whole days at a time I can forget how I look. I enjoy running my fingers along their puckers and gathers, but I try not to do it in company, because people seem to find it disconcerting.

I have always used a lot of makeup. There is something satisfying about piling on layers of paint and grease,  knowing that you’re still the same person underneath, even in disguise. I have always found it steadying to know myself exactly.

These were the lines my thoughts were running on, that Monday evening, as I set about my chores. My hands were rough and crabbed with scrubbing and my knees ached from the lino. I had my bath in my claw-footed tub, up in my attic, and I relaxed at last, and found myself dwelling on these selfish and self-absorbed thoughts.

It was Jessie who had put me in this frame of mind, regressing herself and making herself over. She had become a better woman.

That’s what I’ve spent my long, long life doing. Learning to be a better woman.

After I hoisted myself out of the bath, and when I was all cosy in dressing-gown and slippers, with some oily black jazz LP going round and round, crackling away, I allowed myself a little weep. It’s not often I indulge myself like this, believe me. Sometimes it all catches up with me. My life’s been quite harrowing. I’m so grateful that I’ve landed in this safe new harbour.

But sometimes I still have a little cry.

I am alone on this earth. No siblings or children to divert or confuse me. I have only ever been perfectly myself, alone. And that perfect self takes the eyelashes and sticks them on with glue; each black lash long as a spider’s leg. And she washes, combs and fluffs up her various wigs. I have always wanted to blend in, to be one more barely visible woman.

I always imagined I could draw nearer to the world of human beings and believe myself part of it.

Here I am in Whitby. The homely, caring bed-and-breakfast lady with the air of quiet authority. When I first came here I listened to the screaming, wheeling gulls. From the jetty I watched the shot grey silk of the perplexing sea. I could smell the vinegary warmth of the fish and chips that the holiday people on the prom were eating. I might have thrown in the towel right then.

What am I? A freak of supernature. A thing of shreds and patches. I might have killed myself long ago. But I haven’t.

 



As you may have guessed already, I’m extremely proud of my B-and-B. It cost me an arm and a leg. I’d been saving for years and years. I began with nothing: a few silver coins that I deposited several lifetimes ago, or so it seems. And I went wandering, looking for a place to settle. By the time I found this house, my savings had grown. I had sufficient.

I have three guest rooms, and my own small set of rooms in the attic. This house and Effie’s ancient family pile next door are set on one of the most sloping, perilous streets in our town. Effie is further down the hill and has a ground-floor entrance. My downstairs is a small grocery belonging to an Indian family. Quite handy.

I like being slightly higher up. I love living in the eaves - the old mad woman in her spruce, tidy attic. I have a tiny garden where I grow geraniums, and I can poke my head out  of the skylight and get a glimpse of the turbulent sea, the rocks and the abbey.

This is my little queendom. Whole days can pass when I don’t see anyone, and that doesn’t bother me a jot. I’m quite happy entertaining myself and doing my chores.

That Tuesday was one of those distracted, solitary days. I polished, baked and hummed little tunes. And then, in the early afternoon, the phone rang. Guests!

It was a polite young woman, who said she was a researcher on a cable TV show.

‘A TV show?’ I frowned.

‘Yes. I wrote to you, remember? I asked about booking three rooms for our crew at the end of the month.’

Of course. Now I remembered. The TV people at the end of the month. I hadn’t replied to her letter. I’d let it slide. I didn’t want showbiz people poking around in my place. Filming things and asking questions.

‘You see, everywhere seems to be booked up that weekend,’ the researcher girl was going on. ‘It’s one of the big pagan festivals or something, so all the B-and-Bs and hotels in your town are chock-a-block . . .’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘they would be.’

‘So we thought we’d check back with you to see if your place is available.’

I twiddled the phone cord. ‘Oh, go on, then. I suppose I can fit you in. Three rooms, you say?’ Business was business, I reckoned. I needed to make a living.

‘Three rooms,’ she said. ‘There’s the presenter, Eunice,  and a girl who does hair and makeup. And Brian, the psychic.’

‘The what?’

‘The psychic. You know the show, don’t you?’

‘I’m afraid I don’t.’

‘We’re on cable. It’s the one where they spend the night in a haunted house and film themselves in infrared getting more and more scared, and trying to call up the spirits of the dead. Manifest Yourself ! it’s called.’

‘What?’ My heart was thudding alarmingly in my chest. ‘You’re not planning on doing . . . a whole lot of unsavoury practices round my house, are you?’

The researcher chuckled. ‘To be honest, I think it’s a lot of nonsense. Brian fakes it half the time when he cracks on he’s possessed. But it’s a popular show. There’s a hunger for this kind of spooky stuff.’

‘I know.’ I nodded. ‘But you didn’t answer. I asked if you were investigating me . . . my house.’

‘Oh, no.’ She laughed. ‘Next door. Some old junk shop that an old dear owns. She called us in.’

‘Effie?’ I exclaimed. ‘She called you in?’

‘Oh, yes,’ said the girl. ‘She was very keen. Quite a fan of Brian the psychic, she is. And she reckons there are some queer old spirits round her place.’

‘I see,’ I said. I wondered why she’d never told me about them as I took down further details in my green leather guest book. I made the researcher girl spell out every name, including the name of the show. Manifest Yourself ! it was  called, apparently. ‘With an exclamation mark,’ the girl prompted. ‘It’s important. It puts across the wonderful sense of urgency that Brian and the team conjure up.’

‘Hm,’ I said. ‘I must say I don’t hold with dabbling in this kind of thing. I’ve seen some nasty things happen in my time.’

The girl shrugged this off. ‘Like I say, it’s all faked. It’s only showbiz.’

And then she was gone, having booked the team in for the end of the month. It was still a couple of weeks away. Maybe it was nothing to fret about.

I flung on a housecoat and hurried downstairs to the alleyway. I was going to beard Effie in her den. What was she up to, inviting TV shows and not telling me?

It was dusk. A fine, clinging mist was snaking up the cobbled alley, and when I turned into the sloping main street I saw that it was inching its way in thick scarves and smothering all in its path. I gave an involuntary shiver as I turned to Effie’s front door and rapped on the thick glass.

The shop was dark. Was it closed? I’d lost all sense of time. I peered inside at the battered copper kettles, cracked ceramics and mottled books in tottering stacks. Filthy old place. I wished she’d get shot of it. It should have been a house make-over show she’d invited, not ghost-hunters.

As I thought that word, ‘make-over’, another shudder went through me, as if someone had walked over my grave.

Effie was out, that much was certain. I’d given her bell a  good old ring. There was no way she’d not have heard it. She was out somewhere for definite. Out in the descending fog and the indigo twilight. I don’t know why . . . but that made me a little nervous on her account.

 



And I was right!

I should trust my instincts after all these years. When my hackles go up, and all the hairs on my back stand on end, it’s a sure sign that something horrible is going on somewhere close.

Poor Effie was having a terrible time just a few streets away, in premises hidden up an alley called Frances’s Passage.

Effie had snuck out to visit the Deadly Boutique. She had gone investigating alone.

It was only much later in the evening that I got to hear about it.

 



I was dozing in front of my little fire that night when there came all this hullabaloo from the alleyway. Someone was banging at my front door, just about breaking it down. I came to with an almighty jolt and staggered, all befuddled, down the stairs. My dreams had been as lurid and odd as ever and I hadn’t had a chance to wake properly.

I flung open the door on to darkness, and Effie was standing there, pale with shock, her eyes all red. ‘I’m a vain, stupid woman,’ she wailed, and burst into tears. ‘I’ve only just escaped with my life, Brenda!’ Then she fell into my arms. She was only the weight of a sackful of leaves.

Questions could wait. I hoisted her easily up to the attic, where she was soon installed in front of the fire. After some moments I had it blazing again, putting some colour back into those cheeks of hers. Effie slugged back the brandy I gave her and asked for more. I’d never seen her drink so much, and I’d never seen her cry.

Another shudder went through me. Foreboding. A not wholly unpleasant tingle of foreboding.

At last Effie glanced at me and fixed her watery eyes on mine. ‘We must put a stop to them, Brenda,’ she said. ‘They’re up to no good whatsoever.’

I already knew who she was talking about. ‘You daft old mare,’ I cursed her. ‘You went there, didn’t you? By yourself. That’s why you called yourself vain. You went to the Deadly Boutique tonight. For a secret make-over!’

Effie stirred in her armchair. I’d given her the most comfortable seat in the house but I wasn’t sure she deserved it. Sneaking about by herself like that. Investigating things on her own. I thought it was understood by now: we would only investigate these matters together. We needed each other to depend on. We needed back-up.

But then . . . This investigation wasn’t the only thing Effie had planned alone lately. I was reminded, suddenly, of  Manifest Yourself ! and how she had arranged to hold a televised seance and ghost-hunt in her house - all without informing me!

What kind of friend was Effie turning out to be?

I could feel my battered old heart steeling itself against  her. But then I looked at her pouchy, tear-smudged face and relented. Poor old dear. I think she’d realised she’d bitten off more than she could chew. Next time she’d make sure Brenda was with her. No fear.

‘What happened?’ I asked.

Effie gulped. ‘Oh, Brenda. It was awful.’

For a moment I thought she was going to cry again, but she swallowed it down. She was wearing her best woollen suit and had pinned her favourite brooch to the lapel. This added to the pathos somehow, as if she had wanted to look her best even when she arrived at the Deadly Boutique. ‘What did they do to you, Effie?’ I urged.

‘I didn’t give them the chance to do much at all,’ she said. ‘As you can see, they didn’t have time to make me over and do whatever terrible thing they’d planned. I haven’t suddenly shed twenty-five years, like poor old Jessie, thank goodness.’

‘Start at the beginning,’ I told her.

Effie drank the rest of her second medicinal brandy and considered. ‘I didn’t mean to go there. I hadn’t made an appointment or anything. I just took a little wander down the prom this afternoon, before the sea mist came in, and I thought . . . well, it wouldn’t hurt to have a look at the outside of the place. To check in case there was anything suspicious about it. You have to admit, Brenda, we were both pretty intrigued yesterday afternoon, what with Jessie and all. If you’d been out today, you’d have done the same as me . . .’

I harrumphed. ‘I wouldn’t have got myself into trouble. I’d have had more sense than that, I hope.’

‘There was no escaping it!’ Effie gasped. ‘Really! The things they’re up to! It’s wicked. They won’t rest until - until - every woman in town has had a make-over . . . and been put into the Deadly Machine.’

Effie was jumping ahead of herself again. I glugged us out another shot of the old brandy and found that it soon straightened out the narrative.

Effie told me how she had ventured up the shady, cobbled alleyway - almost unwillingly - as if she was acting under some weird influence. That put me in mind of what Jessie had said: that she had been mesmerised by the boutique’s owner. Drawn away from the straight and narrow of her late-afternoon constitutional, Effie had strayed into Frances’s Passage. On the way, she passed a young woman in a plastic mac. She was pulling the collar up round her ears and her rain hat down over her eyes. She was scooting past Effie as if she didn’t want to be observed quitting the Deadly Boutique.

And there was the establishment. The black and gold enamel paint of its elaborate sign still looked wet and fresh. The front windows displayed nothing but an extravagant spray of tropical flowers. Effie peered through the distorting glass and found herself staring at a livid green caterpillar - a disgusting thing - inching its horrid way inside the dewy whorl of a lily. It was munch-munch-munching through the fleshy hood. ‘I’ve never seen such unnatural-looking blooms,’ Effie told me.

It was while she was thus bent over, peeping into the front bay, that the insinuating voice came over her shoulder: ‘If Madam would like to step this way?’

Effie is susceptible to flattery.

That quiet voice went on: ‘It is quite obvious that Madam takes great care with her appearance. Her grooming is immaculate. She looks splendid. However, there is always something that a humble artist, such as myself, can suggest. If Madam would like to step into my boutique . . .’

Listening to all of this, I was wondering if Effie wasn’t building up her part. Immaculate grooming, indeed. Not that it wasn’t true. But trust Effie to feed herself little compliments while she was still supposed to be traumatised.

She turned to see a dapper, quizzical little man standing in the alleyway, blocking her exit. He had thinning, sandy hair, gold-rimmed glasses and a weak chin. His lips, she said, were very wet. He wore a trimly cut suit and a tailor’s tape measure hung round his neck. He looked harmless.

‘I am Mr Danby.’ He smiled, then bowed, which made Effie feel bizarrely powerful. She felt as if she towered above him. ‘Welcome to my Deadly Boutique.’

‘Why “Deadly”?’ Effie found herself asking, as she allowed herself to be propelled into the dim interior.

‘Oh,’ Mr Danby chuckled, ‘a silly whim of mine. It simply describes the effect of the new look we will give you. You will - as the saying has it - “knock ’em dead”.’

Effie was glancing at her new surroundings. It was  certainly elegant and plush, with more of those flowers. The sofas were leopardskin and the walls and floors were carpeted with shaggy black fur. It felt thrillingly decadent. There was, as far as she could tell, none of the usual paraphernalia associated with a beauticians’: no mirrors or sinks, hair-driers or cupboards crammed with powders, paints and unguents.

‘I’m not sure,’ she said, to Mr Danby. ‘I’m not at all sure why I came here. I was intrigued, you see. We met a friend of ours - Jessie - and she’s been a visitor here, at the Deadly Boutique. Your, ehm, treatments, whatever they are, seem to have done her a power of good . . .’

‘Ah.’ Mr Danby was flipping through a book of handwritten notes on the glass-topped counter. ‘Oh, yes. Mrs Sturgeon. I remember. She was one of our very first clients. We did a rather good job on her. I recall being particularly proud of Mrs Jessica Sturgeon.’ He gave an oily laugh - whether at his own cleverness or at poor Jessie’s unfortunate surname Effie couldn’t be sure. ‘I am pleased that Jessie is spreading the word,’ he added. ‘I shall have to arrange a reduction in price for her when she returns tomorrow for her next treatment.’

Effie was surprised. ‘She isn’t finished?’

‘Not quite. She needs a few more sessions so that we can be sure that the work we have begun on her . . . achieves perfection.’ He clasped his tiny, pink hands together and smiled at Effie. ‘Now,’ he said, ‘I think we should stop talking about other people, Ms Jacobs. I think we should  concentrate on you. You have seen what we are capable of here. Just imagine what we could make of you . . .’

Effie paused. She was trembling. ‘Did you notice?’ she whispered. ‘He knew my name. He seemed to know all about me. He knew what I hate about my . . . body, and he also knew what I take a secret, foolish pride in. He was an insinuating little toad. And yet as he spoke to me - in these personal, intimate terms - about my nose and my neck, my complexion, my neat little ears, my legs and my . . . my bust, I felt lulled and drifted off . . . into a trance. I was being hypnotised, Brenda! Right there and then in the Deadly Boutique! That slimy little devil was putting me under!’

 



There were gaps in Effie’s recollection of her bizarre experience at the Deadly Boutique. As she told me the tale, she twisted her face and pulled at her wispy hair with the effort of remembering. Try as she might, she couldn’t fully penetrate the fog in which Mr Danby had ensnared her.

‘It went wrong with me,’ she said. ‘Somehow the hypnotism didn’t work. I came round too soon. I woke up and I was standing inside the machine! It was like a sort of tanning booth - you know the type of thing. But it was different. It wasn’t just lit up inside, it was pulsating, with flashing lights and clouds and—Oh, Brenda. It was like a nightmare. I was standing there swaying and it was like being on drugs or something. I screamed and  screamed, right there inside the Deadly Machine, but nobody came. Nobody would set me free. I felt like I was going to die.’

‘But what is it, Effie? What did it do?’

‘I don’t know! I could feel . . . tiny little hands all over my body, patting and stroking and primping me. They were kneading me and rolling me about like a lump of dough. I screamed and thrashed about, but to no avail. I was being spun round and round . . . and I remember thinking, This is it! I’m being . . . made over!’

I stared at her. She looked exactly the same as she always did. ‘What happened? Why didn’t the process work?’

‘I wasn’t docile and still enough, I suppose,’ she said thoughtfully. ‘That’s why he mesmerises his victims. So they don’t kick about and pummel at the doors in fright at the terrible things that go on inside that machine. Honestly, Brenda, it was like being inside the mind of a maniac!’

‘You kicked your way out?’ I gasped.

‘I never knew I had that kind of strength.’ She seemed rather proud of this. ‘But that’s precisely what I did. I was thrashing about so much that my foot connected with the heavy cubicle door and the thing flew open! And there I was, starkers, toppling out into the middle of this white-tiled, laboratory-type place.’

‘Starkers!’ I cried. ‘He undressed you?’

‘I suppose he must have,’ she said, ‘but there wasn’t time to be embarrassed.’

I was amazed at Effie. Usually she was so prim. But here  she was, relating her terrible nude adventure, barely even raising a blush.

‘Mr Danby wasn’t in the laboratory. That devil hadn’t even stuck around to see how his handiwork turned out. But his helpers were there, his assistants in the beautifying process. They were milling around me, flapping their arms and shrieking. I don’t suppose they’d ever known anyone to stagger prematurely out of the make-over machine before. They squealed and shouted, motioning me to get back into that dizzying deathtrap. But I wasn’t about to take any of their nonsense. I demanded my clothes! I demanded to be set free!’

‘But what did they say? Did they explain themselves?’

Effie frowned, concentrating. ‘My impressions are pretty scrambled, but I don’t think they were even speaking English. They were tiny, like children, in white plastic space-suit things. They were squabbling and gibbering in some sort of foreign language. Nasty-sounding.’ Her eyes widened as she pictured them. ‘They were like little children, but they had awful, withered up ancient faces, like little primates.’

I tried to picture Effie surrounded by these panicked, unpleasant beings, bellowing for her clothes.

‘I grabbed one and twisted its arm, hard and spitefully. Remember that ju-jitsu class I took in the summer? Came in handy. I was so riled, I could have broken the creature’s arms. I must have looked a fearsome sight because they brought my clothes, all neatly folded, and stood back as I  dressed. Then they showed me to the back door and pushed me out into the night, as peremptorily as their master had got me through the front. Evidently they knew that the process had gone wrong, and they wanted me off the premises. I stumbled out into the misty night and found myself in a very ordinary backyard in Frances’s Passage. It took me just minutes to walk through the labyrinth of alleys back to the prom. I came straight here.’ She held out her glass for more brandy. ‘Brenda, can I stay tonight? I keep thinking about that man and his monkey-like women assistants. I fear they’ll come after me in the night.’
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