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Judy Allen writes, ‘This book was born out of two separate ideas. Some time ago I read about a museum collection that included a witch-bottle, and naturally I wondered if anyone had ever opened it — and, if so, what had happened. I never found out, but I thought perhaps I could guess … Also, I wanted to write a story about a conflict — a kind of duel — but I didn’t want to deal with a straightforward clash between Good and Evil. I wanted to create a situation in which the key character, and I hope also the reader, would be uncertain about which side to take. So for that reason I chose to write not about Good and Evil but about two other — equally powerful — forces. I can’t explain how or why these two ideas came together in my head — I only know that they did, and somehow Lord of the Dance emerged.’

Her Awaiting Developments won the Whitbread Award and the Friends of the Earth Earthworm Award. Author of more than 50 books including The Burning, The Stones of the Moon and The Spring on the Mountain, she also writes for radio.
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INTRODUCTION

Despite all its fantasy elements, this is a book about loneliness and shyness. About someone trying to find his place in the world. About always feeling everyone else has ‘got it right’, whatever ‘it’ is. About always feeling out of things and not knowing what to do about it.

Although the entire story is fiction, including the real world bits, the emotions are somewhat autobiographical – me until my mid-teens. That’s why I needed the central character to be a boy – to distance the story from myself so it didn’t become bogged down in any of my own memories.

When I began thinking about that as a theme I also happened to be reading about yin and yang, the negative and positive forces. So I decided to write about conflict – conflict within the central character and conflict vividly apparent in the fantasy world.

Mythologically and astrologically – though certainly not astronomically – the sun and the moon are opposed. The sun is positive energy; the moon is the negative force. Yang and yin.

I played about with this idea, allowed myself a bit of licence, and decided that in this world of mine the positive energy would be all about action, getting things done, being effective, being daring. The negative would be calm, logical, reasonable – (though those are not the traditional attributes of the watery, emotional moon.)

The central character, Mike, has a younger sister and an older brother. His sister is called Helly, short for Helena – the nearest I could get to Helios, the sun. His elder brother is called Luke, the nearest I could get to Lunar. Not very near, I know, but if no one picks up on it, it really doesn’t matter.

Then there was something else to work out. If mythological, fantastic forces are going to take over a character or a story that begins in the real world, there has to be a trigger. The question is, what wakes them? What focuses them? Why now?

The first time I wrote this book the trigger involved, among other things, an ancient book of spells and a long-buried well, which suddenly opened up in the middle of a construction site. When I wrote this second version (the one you are reading here), though, I wanted something different, something more unusual.

By chance I read a newspaper article about the Pitt Rivers Museum, behind the Oxford University Museum of Natural History. Augustus Pitt Rivers was a nineteenth-century army officer and archaeologist whose collection of artefacts formed the basis of the museum – which has expanded considerably since his day. I had never been there but the newspaper article described some of the contents – archaeological finds and hand-made objects from various cultures, including musical instruments, canoes, ancient toys – and also masks and magical and ritual objects. Among them, donated long after Pitt Rivers’ time, was a sealed bottle with a label warning that it contained a witch, ‘let un out and there be a peck of trouble.’

If someone found such a thing today, and held it in their hands, would they leave it closed? Or open it to see what happened? That could be the trigger.

My plan to go and look at the bottle was disrupted by all kinds of things – work amongst them – but I knew it didn’t matter. If I had been writing a non-fiction book, a visit would have been essential. This was fiction, though, and I could imagine my own bottle. (Although I still want to get to the museum one day – it sounds wonderful – literally full of wonders.)



Judy Allen, 2014


ONE

‘I don’t exist,’ said Mike to his bedroom wall. ‘That’s my problem.’

It had been the same sort of row as always. This time it was set off by a letter from school complaining that he always handed in his homework late, especially maths, history and geography.

‘They don’t remind me,’ Mike had said irritably.

‘They shouldn’t have to remind you,’ his mother had snapped. ‘Why is it always you I have to have a go at?’

At that point, all the others decided to have their say.

Luke – cool, calm Luke, respected and treated as an adult by both their parents – told him it was about time he got himself organized.

Helly – noisy, lively Helly, who could usually make their parents laugh even when she was in trouble – announced that he grumbled too much and grumbling was boring.

His father – poised to go off in the van to collect another load – remarked that it looked to him as though Mike’s best subjects must be shrugging and sulking.

Mike stamped off to his bedroom but, though he made quite a noise about it, none of them took any notice.

‘That’s the answer,’ he said, aloud but softly, lying on his bed now and looking at the ceiling. ‘I don’t exist. That’s why everything I do is wrong but no one bothers to tell me how to do it right. That’s why no one ever tells me anything!’

He didn’t mind too much that Luke always knew what was going on before he did. Luke was older, and also he would be going into the business himself when he left school. But Helly was his own age and yet somehow she was always ahead of him, as well.

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ he’d say, when it turned out that Helly knew all the plans for the family holiday before he did; knew their father had called the police because he’d uncovered a cache of stolen property on a routine house-clearance job; knew their mother was in a bad mood because she’d had to deal with an impatient customer on the phone at the minicab firm. And Helly would say, ‘I thought you knew. How could you not know?’

How could he not know? Why did they always leave him out?

Then he remembered he wasn’t the same age as Helly at all – he was fourteen months older. It was easy to forget. He’d been so young when she was born that he really couldn’t picture a time without her. Also, she’d been taller than him for ages. True she was in a different year at school, but as Mike’s year was split into two groups, so that even his best friend, Lee, was in another room, that had never seemed particularly significant.

Oh well, she seemed the same age. Mike felt himself shrug. He wondered if perhaps he did that more than he realized.

His father called it shrugging and sulking, but those were only the outward signs. Inside he was shouting, ‘Something has to change — someone has to tell me what to do – something has to happen.’ He had shouted this internal shout a thousand times before, but perhaps this time the silent shout was louder, or perhaps it was more intense. Because, after a while, something did happen.



Mike had made himself sit at his desk in front of his history assignment which meant that, by chance, he was in a good position to see it arrive. Not that he took much interest in it, then.

He leant across his deskful of homework and looked down at the street from his window, as he always did when he heard the van draw up outside. He watched his father lift something off the front seat, wrapped in an old blanket, and carry it into the shop below. He couldn’t see what it was, only that it was about a metre square, and heavy.

He was puzzled because usually his father – and Luke, if Luke was helping that day – unloaded the van in the yard at the side. On market days, or car boot sale days, there might not be much, but on a house-clearance day there could be several loads.

Some things would be ready to go on sale in the shop at once; some would be stacked in the storeroom to be repaired or cleaned; some would be piled back into the van to be taken to the scrap metal merchant four blocks away or, more rarely, to the dump.

Straight into the shop through the front door suggested something important.

For a moment he thought about running down to see. Then he decided he couldn’t be bothered and, picking up a purple pen, started drawing loops and swirls on the letter from school.

It was Helly, of course, who showed it to him. Not that he was the first person she thought of. She’d already gone across the road to fetch Lee when she came leaping up the stairs and into his room.

‘Come and see,’ she said, ‘Dad’s found the most brilliant thing ever. Luke says it’s worth a fortune. Dad’d pretty much cleared the whole house and he just went back for a few things and he spotted a cupboard under the window seat and – boom, there it was!’

‘What was?’

Her face was pinker than usual and her hair seemed to be flying out from her head even when she was standing still.

‘Come and see,’ she said again, and she turned and ran down the steep stairs. She didn’t fall, this time, though she quite often did when she was going too fast. Luke said she must be made of vulcanized rubber because she never really hurt herself.

Theirs was a big flat, on two floors. There were three slope-ceilinged bedrooms on the top floor, Mike’s and Helly’s looking out at the front, Luke’s larger room facing the other way. Next floor down was the living room, their parents’ room, and the bathroom and kitchen in the section that jutted out at the back. The shop was on the ground floor, with the door for customers in the centre between the two windows, and the private door to the flat to one side.

When Mike reached the bottom of the stairs he automatically turned into the sitting room, assuming his parents were there waiting to show off their treasure, but it was empty. At the same time he heard Helly’s feet, still running. Down they went, down the stairs to the long narrow entrance passage that led past the inside door of the shop and on to the street door.

When Mike caught up he saw that Lee was patiently waiting for them. Helly went straight to the inside door of the shop and began fiddling with it. Mike glimpsed a key in her hand.

‘Why is the door locked?’ said Mike blankly. ‘If Dad’s in there.’

‘Don’t talk so loudly,’ said Helly. ‘He’s not in there, he and Mum’ve gone down the road to the pub, but I don’t know where Luke is. Let’s not stir Luke up, he’ll come over all bossy.’

She opened the door carefully, slipped inside and switched off the alarm. Lee looked at Mike with his eyebrows at an anxious angle. ‘I didn’t think we were allowed in the shop on our own,’ he whispered.

‘We’re not,’ Mike whispered back. ‘Helly, come out. Dad said he’d kill you if you messed about in there again.’

‘No, he didn’t,’ said Helly. ‘He said I’d get myself killed, that’s different.’

Lee leant forward and peered through the door. It was still daylight outside, but there was so much stuff piled up in the shop, half blocking its windows, that it was always dim in there, especially when, as now, it was closed and the security grilles were in place.

‘What would kill you?’ said Lee nervously, trying to look around without going in.

‘Dad brought in an old camping gas burner a couple of days ago,’ said Mike, ‘with a load of other junk from the back of someone’s garage. She was playing with it and she almost blew herself up.’

‘Not playing,’ said Helly. ‘Testing. And it was useless!’

‘It was very spectacular,’ said Mike.

‘Yes, but camping gas burners aren’t meant to be spectacular,’ said Helly. ‘It’s OK, Lee, the most dangerous thing in here now is a broken rocking chair. You’ll be fine as long as you don’t sit on it.’

Mike frowned to himself. Part of him knew he ought to make Helly come out of the shop. But how? The other part thought he ought to stop being a wimp and go in and look at this thing she was so excited about.

After all, he thought, the only reason they weren’t supposed to go in unsupervized was in case they damaged something. Some of the stuff was junk, but some was worth a bit, and it was all saleable, to someone, somewhere. So that meant if they were careful, and didn’t touch anything, it wouldn’t matter. It was hard to imagine Helly being careful, and not touching things, but still – he followed her in, and Lee followed him.

Mirrors hung on the walls, doubling the size of the room and projecting random splashes of reflected daylight.

A grandfather clock ticked softly.

A large office desk was covered in trays of battered cutlery. A line of pictures leant at an angle underneath. There were lots of chairs – wooden ones stacked in a forest of legs, a small armchair with hats and cushions piled on its seat, the broken rocking chair, and a child’s chair with a wax doll slumped in it staring at the ceiling.

One corner was full of kitchen equipment, another was piled with fenders and fireside tools. There was a plant stand with a flat iron on it, a cot full of secondhand books, a bookcase holding boxes and boxes of antique postcards.

On top of a bureau lay a locked glass case full of rings. One of the rings was open, to show a space behind the jewel just big enough for a snip of hair, a miniature painting – or maybe a few drops of poison.

And right at the back of the shop was Helly, crouching down, dragging something heavy, wrapped in an old blanket, out from under a long-legged coffee table.

She looked up at them and her eyes were startlingly bright in the dim room. ‘Close the door,’ she whispered, ‘in case they come back.’


TWO

Lee closed the door softly, and the room became even gloomier, the mirror lights more ethereal.

Helly pushed the old blanket off on to the floor, uncovering a large box made of dark brown wood, with bands of silvery metal across its top and down its sides. Each of its eight corners was strengthened with a piece of the same metal, and so was the keyhole. It had a metal carrying handle at each side. A small key, black with age, hung on a piece of thin cord, looped round one of the handles.

‘I hope there’s nothing scary inside,’ croaked Lee in a hoarse whisper, as Helly untied the key and slid it into the lock. ‘My brother was playing horror videos last night and I’m still traumatized.’

‘I don’t know why you don’t go out of the room when he does that,’ Mike hissed back, as Helly turned the key, deliberately slowly, ‘or shut your eyes or something.’

‘Not looking’s worse than looking,’ said Lee, as Helly lifted the lid of the box and tipped it back. ‘If I don’t look I imagine hundreds of horrible things. If I do look I only see one horrible thing.’ He shuddered at a sudden memory. ‘Or only one at a time, anyway,’ he added.

Gently, Helly lowered the front of the box, like a drawbridge. Now they could see the big box was just a container for something else – a small glass-fronted cabinet. Despite the poor light in the shadowy room they could see that the top of the cabinet was inlaid with strips of different kinds of wood, and that each of the two glass doors was made of ten little diamond-shaped windows, divided by narrow strips of the same varied woods.

The key in the cabinet door was so tiny and looked so fragile that they all stopped breathing as Helly took hold of it, for fear it would snap in her fingers. But it didn’t, it turned easily, and the doors swung open to show three shelves, each covered with soft green material, each made with specially-shaped holes so that the treasures they held could be slotted safely into them.

There were three eggs – one the size of a goose egg, the other two very slightly smaller. There was a flat piece of black rock, rounded at one end and pointed at the other, with a polished, pitted surface. There was a bottle with a silver lid, a fang as long as a knife blade, a curved claw as big as a man’s thumb and a jagged strip of something that might have been bone. Each item had a yellowish slip of paper underneath, with faded black writing on it.
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