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For Nick Campbell.




Prologue


Where was Shelley?


Somehow Daniel had forgotten her. She hadn’t come home that night, which was just as well, of course. He’d other things to concentrate on. Other fish to fry.


The apartment was in a godawful state. Candles had dripped on to the carpets. There was blood on the shagpile and sofa. There was the acrid reek of smoke damage. There’d been a little fire some hours before: he’d doused it with tonic water. He’d been drinking all night, and now – in the early hours – he couldn’t quite be sure what was real and what wasn’t.


Ricardo? Had Ricardo been round? That sexy Latino? Daniel shook his head confusedly. Surely not. He wouldn’t have been so stupid as to invite him. He couldn’t have smuggled him in. But how did …


He sat up gradually. It was still dark outside. The clock said five o’clock. An evil hour on a December morning.


Something was very, very wrong. No Shelley. Shelley was gone. She hadn’t even been home. And he felt so strange. Like he’d been on a long run. He was exhausted. He looked down at himself. He was naked and covered in blood, and for a few minutes he was terrified. What had he done to himself?


And then the memories started leaking back.


He moved to the blinds and peered out at the night. Snow was falling. Gently, remorselessly, unexpectedly. He looked down into the street and saw that it was settling. Everything down there looked so smooth already.


He found the grimoire on the sofa. It lay unassumingly on the black leather. Battered and a bit bloody, just like Daniel himself. It was open, quite casually, at a frankly terrifying etching of a demon from hell.


Oh no.


Something stirred. Something murmured and shifted in its sleep inside Daniel’s mind. Like a cat dreaming of shredding its prey, the thing in Daniel’s head flexed its claws. It snickered at Daniel as he became aware of its presence.


What have I let in? he thought. Madly, furiously. He hardly knew what he was thinking.


Then: the ritual. I did the ritual. I tried it out. I invited him … I …


And then he started choking and coughing. Great wheezing gasps doubled him over. It was like he had something caught. Something stuck in his throat. He cried out, retching. His throat was parched. He was thirsty. Yes, thirsty, of course. He’d never been so thirsty in all his life. He had never known anything like this.


In the kitchen alcove, he ransacked the cupboards and fridge. He drank milk straight from the carton. Then tonic that had lost its fizz. There was some soda Shelley had left, and he gagged on its saccharine taste. No. This wasn’t what he needed.


The creature in his head was stirring awake. It was languid and amused. It knew where it was. It stretched and gloried in its liberation. It spoke to Daniel. It told him why he was thirsty. It explained everything. In a voice that was little more than a purr, a voluptuous murmur, it laid down the law to Daniel. It told him how things were going to be.


Daniel bowed his head and listened.


For a few moments he baulked at the things the creature was saying. His human self rebelled against the chocolatey voice in his head. Those deep, gorgeous tones telling him what he must do to survive … he could ignore them, couldn’t he? He could pretend they weren’t there. He was strong-willed. He didn’t mind being thirsty. It surely didn’t have to be that way.


Oh, but it did. The voice gave an oily chuckle.


Daniel had opened the book. He had read aloud the correct words. He had understood the invocation. He had known what it was meant to accomplish. And this was a fate he had brought upon himself.


He should be pleased. He should be astonished. This was promotion, wasn’t it? He was going to be king of the city. He’d be the first of his kind. Prince of New York.


And tonight was when it would all begin.


Come along, Daniel, the voice commanded. It curled around his limbs. It tingled through his nerves. It played about his every fibre so suggestively. So in control of his every move. Come along, Daniel. Let us go together, you and I. While the snow falls and pacifies the city that never sleeps.


Let us glide across the fresh formed drifts. Our feet need hardly touch the ground. You have powers now, Daniel. Powers you don’t yet even know about or understand. But I can show you. I can be your mentor. I can tell you everything you need to know. But first … first we must slake this thirst. We share this intense hunger tonight, and it must be appeased. You are newly formed and you must be blooded. I am very old and I have not feasted for more than a hundred years. Can you imagine what that must feel like?


So tonight … right now … We have hours before the weak December sun comes up over Manhattan island …


All right … all right, thought Daniel, addressing the creature inside his mind. We can go. We can go outside. Just … tell me what to do … Direct me …


I know there is no escape from you.


Good, very good, said the being. You’re correct. You invited me in. There’s no going back now. Now that I’m free. And at last I can see this fabled city. Somewhere that, in life, I often dreamed about visiting … a city of the future, and a great concentration of throbbing life … Tell me, is it really the twenty-first century?


Oh yes, said Daniel. How long have you slept?


Since 1896, said the creature. So you can imagine my plight. My thirst. My desperation. Thank you, my dear, for hosting me. So very kind.


Daniel gasped as he felt the creature writhe with pleasure inside him. He shuddered and gave himself no time to think. He suppressed his thoughts. The creature would hear him. He had, instead, to throw on some warm clothes. He had to brave the early hours outside. Eighth Avenue, Hell’s Kitchen, the meatpacking district. They would find what they were looking for. They were bound to.


Time to go hunting, Daniel, said his mentor. Time for us wolves to go running in the snow.




Chapter One


Just over a month ago …


He stared up at her handiwork and shuddered. It wasn’t the reaction that Shelley had been hoping for.


‘My God. What a horrible old thing. Where did you dig that up?’


Despite herself, Shelley grew flustered in the face of his cool disapproval. ‘Apparently it’s been in storage for years. Down in the basement.’


Her boss sniffed. The sharp noise echoed in the gloomy exhibition hall. ‘Best place for it. Hideous thing. What’s it doing out now?’


Shelley coughed. It had been her idea. It had seemed such a great one at the time. Putting this larger-then-life effigy at the centre of her exhibit.


‘I thought it would work brilliantly, as part of the “Women and Madness” show …’ Her voice trailed off as she watched Daniel peer even more closely at the tall, witchlike figure. What was it made out of? Shelley didn’t even know. Bones and leather, wool and papier mâché. The stringy hair was like dried grasses. The ancient garments were grimy tatters. All Shelley knew was that when she had found the thing, hidden away in a trunk deep beneath the New York Museum of Outsider Art, she had to rescue it. She had to put it on display.


Not it.


Her.


The feeling had been very strong. It was starting to wither slightly now, as Daniel pulled faces. ‘It smells awful as well,’ he said. ‘What is it? Mould? Formaldehyde?’


Shelley found that she was in awe of this effigy, this gigantic doll, no matter what Daniel said. From the very first, she had had a keen sensation that this was an extremely old creation. It had travelled a long way, and the fact that it was still intact was a miracle. To Shelley’s way of thinking, this object needed to be shown prominently in the museum where she worked. ‘Women and Madness’ month seemed to be the perfect slot.


Shelley hadn’t worked for very long here, at the Museum of Outsider Art, tucked away between offices on Lincoln Square. She had been dating her boss, Daniel, for an even shorter time. Well, only a few dates yet. Early days. Technically he was her line manager, which made Shelley feel strangely awkward. Especially at moments like this.


‘I wonder where the dreadful artefact came from in the first place,’ he mused. ‘Was there any paperwork with it?’


‘Scotland, according to the records. One of the islands. She’s some kind of effigy. Probably built to be sacrificed, like a—’


‘Guy Fawkes dummy?’


Daniel was English. Shelley loved his accent. She loved his whole manner, apart from when he was being stiff and slightly pompous, like right now.


‘I think it’s more … pagan than that,’ she whispered.


‘God help us,’ he sighed.


To Shelley, there was something very human about the effigy. The more she studied it, the more anguished its expression seemed. That tattered, faded dress, could it even be a wedding dress? Something about the giant doll made her conjure up terrible images. Burning and sacrifice. When was it from? When had the remote tribes given up their strange festivals and rites?


The yellowed teeth were too real-looking, set inside that twisted mouth, giving the withered turnip skull a slightly mocking, dangerous look.


‘Well, I’d never have dragged it out of cold storage,’ Daniel said. ‘But I guess it’ll make a striking centrepiece for your … um, “Crazy Ladies” display.’


He turned neatly on his heel and clipped away down the corridor, leaving a faint scent of lemon and tea tree aftershave. Funny how offhand he was with her at work, when he could be quite different in their time off. It was as if he was trying especially hard to maintain a professional distance. She’d not figured him out totally yet. He had a certain mystique. But maybe that was just his being English.


Just then, Shelley was joined by Ruthie from the gift shop. Ruthie was covered in junk jewellery, so you could hear her coming from a mile away. She wasn’t the usual kind of person you might see working in a midtown gallery, but the Museum of Outsider Art was a curious sort of place. It was dedicated to the preservation of work by untrained and unheard-of artists from all over the world. Ruthie was similarly inclusive in outlook: warm and loud. She made people feel welcome. She boasted that she had worked in gift shops of every possible kind, the length and breadth of Manhattan Island. This job was her favourite so far, she claimed, because it was the quietest. She thought some of the academic-looking men about the place – especially Daniel – were hot.


Now she was staring at the Scottish Bride, as Shelley was starting to think of the effigy. ‘Jeez. Would you look at her! Are you sure about this, Shelley?’


Earlier this morning it had been quite exciting. When they’d brought the packing crate into the exhibition space it had been unnerving, but tinged with pleasurable anticipation. With Ruthie helping her, Shelley had felt a bit like Howard Carter at the opening of the tomb of King Tut. She saw at once as they hoisted and lifted that her instincts during stocktaking last week had been right. She knew in her gut that this monstrous woman would be a fine centrepiece for the display.


My first exhibit, she reminded herself. With her straw-like hair standing up every which way and her gown hanging in faded tatters over her twiggy limbs. She was holding out a cobwebby bouquet of some kind.


‘No one’s gonna forget seeing her,’ Ruthie said. She was more used to the tamer exhibitions of dumb paintings, needlepoint and weird pottery they showed here. Usually she was politely mystified by the stuff they put so reverentially on the walls. Shelley’s mystery lady was different. It spoke to her somehow …


‘That poor dame,’ she said now. ‘She looks like she’s been through a tough life.’


Later on, that lunch break, Shelley found herself thinking about what Ruthie had said. She’d picked up some soup and a sandwich from a crowded deli and wandered into the park, finding a favourite spot on a bench by the pond. It was chillier, certainly. She was glad she’d brought sweet and sour soup, which she blew on and sipped carefully, watching the ducks. Daniel had been so dismissive of her female effigy. Almost disparaging. Could she really see a man romantically who was inclined to put her work down like that?


Her phone went and she had to juggle her lunch bags as she reached into her jacket pocket. ‘Aunt Liza?’


She wondered if her aunt was in the park this lunchtime. But she tended to walk Rufus later in the afternoon, when the crowds were thinner.


‘I’m downtown, shopping,’ said her aunt. That deep, scratchy voice of hers burst loudly into Shelley’s ear. ‘I’ll pick up anything I think you might like. How’s work?’


Shelley put on a tight, bright voice. ‘The exhibition’s almost done. I can’t wait for you to see it.’


‘Yeah, yeah, sure,’ said her aunt. ‘I’m looking forward to it, honey. Listen, I just wanted to check that you and your new friend are okay for tomorrow night, and my little gathering …’


Shelley cursed herself. She hadn’t reminded Daniel. Somehow she just knew he wasn’t going to be pleased if she badgered him about this. But she wanted him to meet her aunt, and one of these gatherings at Liza’s tiny apartment was the best possible way. There he would see her at her best and most relaxed. Shelley wanted more than anything for him to like her aunt. That was the ultimate test of a boyfriend, she thought. If they didn’t get on with Aunt Liza, then they could forget it. Nine times out of ten. Her aunt’s approval was important to her.


However, she was just a bit worried about what kind of surprise Liza might have laid on for her guests. Daniel was pretty straitlaced. Sometimes Liza’s entertainments could be a little risqué.


‘Sure, we’ll be there,’ she assured her.


‘We can’t miss a Hallowe’en together,’ fretted Aunt Liza. ‘We never have and we never will, right?’


Shelley allayed the old woman’s fears, talking and sipping spicy soup at the same time.


‘Okay, listen, I’m meeting a young man for lunch. My friend from the bookshop, Jack. I gotta go.’


Shelley put her phone away, shaking her head ruefully. Here she was, about to go back to work for the long slog of the afternoon, her desk aswarm with paperwork – to counteract the fun of unpacking the Scottish effigy. And there was her aunt, skipping about merrily in Greenwich Village and having lunch with young men. Shelley sighed.


At least she had Daniel.


The first time Jack had met Liza, he’d thought she looked like someone from a different era. She was old, but had kept herself glamorous. She was in a perfect costume, something preserved from the 1950s.


He had met her at the bookshop where he worked, Fangtasm. He understood she had patronised the place for years, even before it became the specialist mystery / horror / fantasy bookstore that it was today. Way back when, Fangtasm used to be antiquarian, but there was no money in that nowadays. Not according to the owner. Jack wasn’t paid to have an opinion. Secretly he was glad not to be handling old and dirty volumes. He liked the smooth shininess of the new books they stocked. They were colourful and cheery, these gothic romances and cosy mysteries with their embossed spatters of blood and shiny titles.


From the first, Liza had engaged him in conversation. She spoke to him like someone she’d known for years, and at first he wondered if he’d been mistaken for someone else, or if she was crazy.


When he asked her about this later, she told him, ‘You just have one of those faces. Reassuring, you know? Like someone I must’ve thought I’d met before.’


He was a bit affronted by this. One of those faces? Reassuring? He’d rather be bleakly beautiful; strange and savage looking … or even austere, like some of those boys you saw about the Village. Unapproachable and impossibly attractive. This had been very disappointing news from Liza. Still, he guessed there were worse things to be than friendly.


So they talked every time she came by the bookstore. Then she took him to her favourite place for coffee, and told him the story of her life. It was so long and involved it took a whole week of lunch hours, and still Jack didn’t think he was getting the full picture.


Liza had sat bundled up in her ratty fur coat and talked about bringing up her children in the fifties. Living in NYC as a single mom and having small children. Making a living by writing copy. Churning out words and words and pages by the yard: words about anything the customer wanted. Working late into every night. ‘But also, you know, the city was wonderful then. It still is, but it was especially wonderful then. It was like a playground for the kids. All the museums, galleries … I let them go where they wanted. Every day there was something new to see, to find …’


Listening to her, Jack started to see it through her eyes. He realised how jaded he’d become. He was seeing nothing new for himself. He’d lived here most of his adult life. Even on Christopher Street there was nothing he hadn’t seen a thousand times before. This tiny old woman was telling him to get some of that sense of wonder back.


‘Sense of wonder?’ she’d laughed. ‘Nah. Just stop looking so intense, that’ll do. Get out and get laid or something.’


They were on Christopher Street again this lunchtime, at one of the few places open at this hour. After trying out a number of coffee houses, they had settled on a favourite. This one was a bit wholefoody and earnest, but they liked the seclusion of its rooms, populated by many rubber plants and the strange antiques arranged as objets d’art. They liked it best because there was a conservatory out back and they could sit as long as they cared to.


As they sat with huge bowls of cooling milky coffee, Liza was bitching about her workload.


‘My tiny apartment is overrun. I can hardly even get in the door. Galley pages and printers’ proofs and bound proofs everywhere. They’re stacked twenty deep in the hallway. And there’s me throwing a party tomorrow night. What are my guests gonna think? They’ll think I’ve gone feral. I’m like one of those old dames who can’t throw anything out …’


She always complained about her job as a publisher’s reader. To Jack, it sounded wonderful. Certainly better than working a till and stacking shelves and fending off weirdo customers for minimum wage. Liza got to read all day, every day. She could take her work wherever she wanted. She could sit in MoMA or the restaurant at Macy’s or up Dog Hill with Rufus. Jack pictured her there, perched on the edge of a bench with a thick manuscript on her knees, making notes. She was so short her legs would be dangling in free air, and her beagle would be tearing about, delirious with freedom.


She was famous for her caustic reports, typed up fiercely and swiftly and emailed back to publishers at record speed. She was the best reader there was – Jack knew it from bits of insider gossip he had picked up at work subsequent to meeting her and figuring out who she was. When it came to genre stuff – romance, mystery, paranormal – Liza’s taste was queen. All the publishing people worked nearby, on Hudson Street or further uptown – but they’d all visit Fangtasm, and it was from them he learned about the old woman’s reputation. Her instinct for genre. Jack knew that, to the insiders, Liza’s approbation was valued.


Right now she was running through the colourful catalogues for the spring releases and pulling faces. ‘Crap, crap, crap. All terrible. Awful. But you’ll have to stock ’em anyway. This is good. She’s good. Not her best. This is great, too. And this.’


Not that Jack was in any position to act on her advice. He didn’t get to do any stocking or ordering. That was all down to the owner, Mr Grenoble, but Jack liked to think he was in on the skinny from this dumpy old lady. And besides, he took her recommendations for his own reading, which was – if not as vast as Liza’s – still pretty voracious.


Suddenly she stopped flicking through brochures and sighed. ‘Sometimes I get sick of brand-new stuff.’


‘Really? I love it. The thought that these are books only one or two people have read so far … it’s all straight out of someone’s imagination …’


‘Hmmm,’ she said darkly. ‘I prefer things that have stood the test of time, I guess. Let some dust gather. I wish … I wish your shop still sold old stuff …’


‘There are plenty of antiquarian bookshops.’ Though Jack knew full well that many in Manhattan had closed in recent years, probably due to online selling and sites like eBay.


‘I don’t mean the usual old stuff. I mean weird old stuff. Books no one’s ever heard of. Mystery and ghost stories. Black magic. Fairy tales. I dunno. I miss the smell of mildew …’


Jack found himself turning up his nose a bit. Personally, he loved the smell of binder’s glue and the soft new pulpiness of fresh pages.


‘Never mind me,’ Liza said. ‘Season of mists and yellow forgetfulness. The autumn’s in full swing and I’m apt to get nostalgic. I’m a foolish old woman. C’mon. I guess we’d better get up and go. The afternoon’s waiting. I gotta do some shopping for my shindig tomorrow night. You are coming, aren’t you?’


Jack paused. He’d never been to her apartment before. He was picturing a roomful of elderly people, and the look on his face gave him away.


‘Hey, I’ll understand if you say no. It’ll just be a bunch of writers and publishing people. And witches.’ Liza shrugged and grinned at him, shouldering her tapestried velveteen bag, which looked far too full and much too heavy for her.


Jack’s eyes lit up at the mention of writers. ‘And witches? Real ones?’


She tutted. ‘Would I waste my time entertaining fake ones?’ She tossed her head (her perfectly set perm hardly moved) and gave him her card. He glanced at an address on Second Avenue. Somewhere in the Eighties. He guessed it was undesirable: it wasn’t somewhere he had been before. ‘Bring your partner or whatever if you want,’ she added.


Jack shrugged. ‘It’ll just be me, I guess.’ Then he was conscious of sounding a bit doleful about that. He brightened up determinedly. ‘Okay,’ he promised. ‘I’ll come by.’


It was a long time since he’d been the youngest guest at a house party. Ever since he’d left the family home in Carlisle, Pennsylvania. There, he’d always been the baby.


Here, at thirty-one years of age and living in Greenwich Village, Jack felt destined to sit longer on the shelf than any of the paperbacks he went on to spend the afternoon unpacking.




Chapter Two


Daniel was complaining about being rushed. He had been home to his apartment and changed, and now he was out meeting Shelley again. When she saw him loitering about on the corner of 57th and 8th, she knew he was in one of his moods when he was keen to wrangle. He looked gorgeous, though, in a blue Paul Smith suit. Was it weird of her to feel turned on by those greyish streaks in his hair? What was that about?


Shelley had had to get out of town and back again. Back to her rotten one-roomed place at the other end of the tunnel. At home, she had tried on every stitch of clothing she had bought in the last six months, and all of it was wrong. Everything looked awful on her. She took a long hard squint at herself in the blotchy full-length mirror: at the gangly, gawkish body she always thought looked too much like a boy’s. She felt knobbly and awkward in whatever she wore. Her aunt was usually great for raising her spirits, though. ‘Are you kiddin’? Back in the sixties we’d have killed for those long legs, that gamine look of yours. And those huge eyes you got!’


When Shelley looked at herself in the mirror, she always looked a bit too startled, as if she’d had a fright. And her nose was bent – inherited from her dad, as her aunt had pointed out, not her mom. Her straight blond hair fell just anywhere in no kind of style, and she never found the time to sort it out. But it would have to do for tonight. There just wasn’t the time for beautifying herself as well as getting in and out of the city four times a day. Her hair and make-up would have to do, and so would the same pale pink cocktail dress she’d worn for her aunt’s last party. She realised this embarrassing factoid a bit too late, on the subway rattling back into Manhattan. Hopefully no one would notice. She tended to blend into the background at these things anyway.


‘I don’t see why it has to be so early,’ Daniel grumped.


‘Some of my aunt’s friends are elderly people. They don’t like being out late.’


They hurried down the grimy sidewalk just as it was hardening and crisping with frost, and stopped by a deli on 7th to pick up some wine. Daniel spent ages choosing which kind, glaring at labels and aggravating the queue. Shelley hung back, enjoying the wonderful mixed aromas of the Chinese food sizzling on hot plates. As she eyeballed glistening peppers, baby corn, shredded spicy beef, the tangles of squid and octopus legs, her stomach growled at her. If she lived midtown, she’d be in these places all the time. She’d never cook a thing for herself. She’d be bringing back cartons of Chinese food and anything else she could think of. My God, I’d be the size of a house. If I lived somewhere great, I’d end up huge. But she didn’t live anywhere near here, thankfully. So that was some consolation, anyway, for living in a dump. A faraway dump.


‘I had tickets tonight,’ Daniel said, as they hit the cold street again. There was scaffolding up, forcing the busy sidewalk narrower and pushing Shelley and Daniel closer. Great gouts of steam from the subway came billowing out, buffeting the pair of them along. The wind was sharp, catching their breath as they marched against it.


‘You never told me that.’


‘I didn’t want to spoil the evening. You were so set on going to your aunt’s.’


Yeah, but you could still tell me about it, she thought, uncharitably. They were crossing in front of Carnegie Hall. Daniel had an idiotic habit of jumping in front of traffic, leaving Shelley with no choice but to follow after him, yelling apologies at cab drivers and everyone else.


‘We were meant to be going here,’ he said. He was nodding at the posters outside Carnegie Hall. Shelley peered at them. Some kind of fancy recital. A woman with satiny hair and a pained expression was draped all over a cello. Old classical kind of stuff. Nothing Shelley knew about. She looked at Daniel. He was wearing a stoic expression. ‘And you’re sacrificing your pleasure for the sake of my aunt?’ she said. ‘Well, that’s great. She’ll appreciate that.’ Shelley decided she had to show him: she was no pushover. She stalked off ahead, shoes pinching worse than ever, proud that she hadn’t given in to him. It was one of her worst traits. Giving in. Making peace. Anything for an easy life. Her natural impulse was to look at his fake crestfallen expression and tell him: ‘Let’s go to your concert instead. My aunt won’t mind. Let’s go listen to your cello lady.’ But this time she kept her mouth shut. She was determined not to seem as desperate as she most often felt around him.


They crossed the corner of the park, skirting the pond, which was a mistake, since it turned out ice was sheeting on the tarmac. She had to grip his steady arm. ‘My aunt’s really important to me,’ she sighed. ‘She’s all I’ve got in the world, relative-wise.’


‘I know that.’ He patted her bare arm. Why the hell hadn’t she brought a coat? She had rough gooseflesh all over her. The word for that, Aunt Liza – the wordsmith – had once told her, was horribilation. Great. Daniel was stroking her arm as they walked in Central Park and she was horribilating all over. Some romance.


Daniel was going on. He made it seem as if he was wrestling with what he wanted to say. ‘The thing is, Shelley love, you can’t let your aunt go bullying you. You really can’t. I’ve known you for how long now?’


‘Four months,’ she said. She didn’t add how many days and hours on top of that. He’d think that was weird.


‘Well, in that time – and I’m a pretty good judge of character – I’d say you were quite a passive personality, Shelley. A walkover for some people, including your aunt. She just has to crook her little finger and you come running. It’s true, isn’t it? And I think she enjoys this power she has over you.’


‘You’ve never even met her!’


‘I pick up on the signs,’ he said. ‘I’m very sensitive. And I know the signs because – believe it or not – I used to get manipulated like that too. Until I learned to assert myself and my needs above those of other people.’


They fell silent then, walking alongside the darkened zoo. Shelley was vaguely listening for the muffled cries and mutters of the animals beyond the foliage. Settling down for the night in their cages.


‘Who are all these people anyway? That she’s inviting?’


‘Publishing people, mostly,’ Shelley said.


‘Oh, I forgot. She’s some kind of bigwig, isn’t she? Very influential.’


‘Hardly.’ Shelley smiled fondly. ‘She was in advertising once, before I was born. She hated it. For as long as I can remember, all my aunt has ever done is read. That’s her job. Reading novels and telling people what she thinks of them.’


‘Nice work.’


‘You enjoy your work, don’t you?’


He shrugged. ‘I want more, Shelley. I’m quite ambitious, you know.’


‘Are you?’


‘Of course! One has to be! Otherwise … what’s the point? All appetite and longing. Just grubbing about, feeling unfulfilled. We’re simply animals then, aren’t we? Life’s a very superficial thing without ambition, Shelley. You must feel that.’


‘I … guess I do.’


But she didn’t.


They exited the park near the Met. It was still a long walk across several blocks to Aunt Liza’s. Daniel lost his patience with all this traipsing around. The streets this side of town looked rather rough and seamy to him, so he flagged down a cab and wasn’t happy until he was seated in the warmth.


The cabbie tried to talk to them: what a cold night it had turned out to be. Must be the first real night of winter. Happy Hallowe’en, guys.


Daniel ignored him, scowling.


Shelley mulled over what he’d said about ambition. He was showing a whole other side of his personality to her. A harder edge. Even a ruthless edge. But maybe that was good? Maybe that revelation counted as Daniel opening out to her a bit more.


‘You’re late!’ Aunt Liza cried, letting them in. Her hallway was cram-packed with boxes of proofs and stacked novels. Liza hugged her, and barely had time to introduce Daniel before her aunt started rattling on again. ‘I thought you were blowing me out. Everyone’s already in the party mood. You two are gonna have to warm up and get into the swing of things pretty snappy …’ She snatched Daniel’s coat off him and was appalled that her niece wasn’t wearing one.


Shelley loudly admired her aunt’s filmy frock, all swirling Bridget Riley patterns. Daniel politely followed suit, though he thought the small old woman looked peculiar.


‘You know where the drinks are, Shelley. You help yourselves. Don’t mind them, apple-bobbing. I’ve made my famous black toffee? Can you smell it? Yeah, it burned a bit. Look, here’s Rufus to welcome you …’


Her beagle came romping through the press of bodies in the L-shaped living space and stopped still to growl at Shelley’s guest.


‘Daniel, huh?’ Liza smiled. ‘Rufus isn’t so sure about you. He isn’t sure about this one, Shelley. Look at his expression!’


‘It’s me,’ said Daniel, rather embarrassed. ‘I’ve never been very fond of mutts. They don’t like me for some reason.’


‘Don’t call Rufus a mutt!’ Shelley nudged him. ‘You’re making it worse.’


Liza smiled. ‘How strange. Well, never mind. Is this for me? Very kind! Is it fancy?’ She examined the bottle Daniel had handed her. She yanked off the tissue paper, squinting at the label. ‘I can’t drink fancy-schmancy wine, Shelley will tell you. Gimme something cheap I can hold down … Oh, look! Here’s another young person …’


Daniel had been staring about the place – frankly appalled at being surrounded by ancient old hags, most of them quite eccentrically dressed. Freakishly, even. He reminded himself it was Hallowe’en. Presumably they didn’t always look like this.


One whole wall of books in the L-shaped room snagged his attention. They seemed to be well cared for and dusted. They were probably valuable. He could see rare editions of some folklore classics that he was instantly coveting. Some rather arcane texts up there, not a million miles from his own anthropological areas of interest. He wouldn’t have minded a closer look, but the crowd was packed too tightly to squeeze through. His curiosity would have to wait. And then the music went up a notch. Something ghastly from about a century ago … some late-seventies disco thing.


Aunt Liza was steering them towards a bewildered-looking young man. Plumpish and obviously gay, to Daniel’s eyes. Wearing a Baby Dee T-shirt and looking quite out of place. Gulping a Bloody Mary.


‘My other young person,’ Liza was saying. ‘My latest find, Shelley. You’ll like him. Jack is the bookseller I told you about.’


Jack winced. ‘I work the till at a bookstore downtown. I’m hardly a—’


Liza waved his objections away. ‘He shares my passions, Shelley. He and I met a little while ago and got talking about our favourite books and authors and we just clicked. Like that. You know that instant kind of chemistry? Between folk who chime in at the deepest possible level?’


There was a pause then, as Liza looked Shelley and Daniel up and down. ‘Well, perhaps not. Now, I’ve got some little pastry things under the whatchacallit, the broiler, and I’d better attend to them. Can I leave you youngsters to look after yourselves and each other?’


She was off. Daniel rolled his eyes. ‘I wish she wouldn’t call us youngsters.’


‘We are, to her,’ Shelley said. ‘Even you, Daniel, with your sexy silver streaks.’


Daniel flushed with irritation.


‘You’re Shelley,’ said the young man called Jack. ‘Your aunt has told me quite a lot about you.’


‘And you. You’re her new best friend, huh?’ Shelley caught herself sounding just a teensy bit sarcastic. But she had known these faddy friendships of her aunt’s before. When so-and-so who worked at FAO Schwarz or who clipped tickets at the local cinema was all of a sudden the most amazing and fascinating person in all the world. Her aunt called herself a people person – a phrase that never failed to make Shelley wince.


‘Why is there a pole in the middle of your aunt’s living room?’ asked Daniel abruptly.


He was right. There was a shiny metal pole in the middle of the room, connecting floor to ceiling. As they looked, a small space was clearing all around it. The elderly guests were drawing back excitedly.


Shelley looked as puzzled as her boyfriend, until Jack explained: ‘They were erecting it as I arrived. It takes some doing, to get it jammed solid between floor and ceiling.’


‘But what’s it for?’ asked Shelley, fearing the worst.


It turned out that her aunt had found an extra-special novelty for her Hallowe’en party. She had hired a pole dancer, who, it turned out, actually was Polish. Aunt Liza announced this loudly to the assembled company, as if it was the wittiest thing she had ever heard.


Then the woman in question came hurrying out of the bathroom, where she had been changing into a flimsy Arabian Nights-type outfit.


Shelley could feel the mortification spreading over her boyfriend as he stood beside her, watching. She could see that Jack was wanting to burst out laughing at it all, but couldn’t because of the reverent silence that had fallen over the rest of the room. The music changed to some eerie Eastern-style tune. Next thing, the woman was upside down, undulating round the pole, just like the snake out of The Jungle Book.


‘Rita is a sibyl,’ Liza explained. ‘Not only does she perform amazing erotic dances, but she tells the future as well.’


Everyone applauded.


They watched Rita writhe about for a while. Daniel was acutely uncomfortable. The woman was too stockily built to be doing stuff like this, especially upside down. Jack was turning purple with suppressed merriment. Shelley didn’t know where to look.


Then the sibyl spoke. Her accent was pure New Jersey.


‘I am the voice of the future and …’ She stopped abruptly. ‘I can see! I can see what will transpire! Here! In this very apartment! To some of the guests gathered here!’


She had large blue eyes painted over her eyelids, and when she closed her real eyes it was quite effective. But this wasn’t just theatrical fakery, the way she was talking right now. There was a strange, tense atmosphere. Liza was suddenly leaning closer, gripping hold of her niece’s forearm. She was genuinely alarmed, Shelley could tell.


Rita the sibyl spoke again: ‘There is … a very great evil heading this way. Evil like I have never known. An ancient evil. And it will come here. It will grace this very apartment with its presence. You must be so careful! All of you … you must be very, very careful, for it will destroy you if it can …’


With that, the enchantment seemed to leave her and she slithered heavily off the pole and on to the carpet. One of the old men hurried to examine her – he was a medic got up as Boris Karloff for the night. ‘She’s okay. Nothing broken.’


‘Thank God for that,’ Liza snorted. ‘Fancy letting go of the pole like that. That’s the last thing I need in my living room – a New Jersey sibyl with a broken neck.’ She hurried to the old-fashioned music centre and put her party record back on, urging her guests to make light of the pole dancer’s pronouncements. It was just a bit of fun, wasn’t it? Rita always went a bit melodramatic. What she said oughtn’t bring the party down!


Then Liza took Shelley aside. ‘I’ve never seen Rita like that. She’s a great prognosticator. I think maybe she really has seen something dire in the near future.’


Shelley shook her head and tried to laugh it off. She went to see that Daniel was okay. He was sitting on a chairful of coats, still looking mortified. On her way over, Jack smiled and delayed her.


‘This is great,’ he said. ‘I’ve met two of my favourite writers and heard horrible predictions about the future. Are your aunt’s parties always like this?’


Shelley nodded. ‘Always. Who here are your favourite writers?’


He nodded to a lanky, sour-faced woman in a tinsel boa by the venetian blinds. ‘Erica Stott, author of the acclaimed New York Times bestseller Werewolf Hooker series. And Jessica Collings, who did an amazing trilogy set in a parallel universe. But she’s in the bathroom. Throwing up, I’d guess, from the state she was in.’


‘Wow, you really do like the same stuff my aunt likes, don’t you?’


‘I love my spooky mystery series, yeah,’ he nodded. ‘And my paranormal romance. And even some SF and F, so long as there’s lots of hot sex in them.’


They were interrupted then by a loud cry from Daniel. He was yelping furiously. Shelley jumped. She was attuned to his mood so strongly that she dashed over immediately to see what the matter was. He was sucking his fingers and aiming a swift kick at Liza’s Rufus, who went bounding away through the forest of legs.


‘Bit me! Her dog bit me!’ Then he was standing up. ‘C’mon. We’re going to the emergency room. I need a tetanus booster. I’m taking no chances.’


‘But the party’s just starting really …’


Daniel gave Shelley a very level look. He was livid, she could tell. He really was bleeding. She found a handkerchief for him in her bag. It wasn’t very clean. This wasn’t like Rufus, she tried to protest. She hoped he hadn’t hurt the beagle.


‘I’ll do more than kick the mutt if we stay a moment longer.’


They left without saying goodbye to Aunt Liza, or anyone.




Chapter Three


A couple of days after the Hallowe’en party, Liza was still very much on Jack’s mind.


The whole evening had proven far more entertaining than expected. Following the departure of Daniel with Liza’s niece Shelley, things had stepped up a notch. More people had arrived and it all became a lot more raucous. Jack was surprised to see how determined these old folk were to have a good time. He thought it was a shame Shelley had had to leave so early. Later, Liza confided tipsily that she thought her niece was wasting herself on that uptight Englishman.


Now, on Wednesday, Jack was back hard at work, as Mr Grenoble instructed all his staff to make Fangtasm ready for their most important evening event of the year.


There was going to be a book launch for the lauded and prestigious Moira Sable, author of the exceedingly erotic vampire series, Dark Juices. The renowned Ms Sable had chosen Fangtasm as her ideal venue. Mr Grenoble was very flattered and pleased by this. Now he was determined to make everything perfect, and he was prepared to crack the whip to get all hands on deck.


All the shop’s casual staff were drafted in for overtime. Jack found himself doing everything from setting out chairs to folding slivers of smoked salmon on to buckwheat blinis – much too early in the afternoon, he felt. He grumbled about this to Lame Wendy, who was his closest friend on the staff. She was what his mother would call ‘homely’ in looks. She had a squint and a limp and a home-cut hairdo, but she was kind-hearted, loyal, and often agreed with Jack. She too thought that the buckwheat blinis would be all soggy with the crème fraiche and the dill by the time the party began. But Mr Grenoble was flustered and would brook no arguments. He was intent on doing things his way. He had visions of his shop becoming the single most important independent venue for this type of launch.


Jack managed to snatch a break before the author and her entourage arrived. He went to the fancy chocolatier round the corner and ordered himself a minty mocha.


The boy at the counter was the most perfect being Jack had ever seen.


‘Hey,’ he said, and Jack croaked something back at him. When he was younger, Jack seemed to have moments like this on a daily basis. At least now his infatuations were more widely spaced through his week. But this was a biggie.


Ricardo, his name tag said. No mistaking that look he was giving, and yet Jack indeed mistook it at first. He thought Ricardo had noticed something funny about him – a smut on his nose or something weird. And that was why he was giving him a second look. But it wasn’t. Ricardo was giving him a second look because he wanted to. Realising this at last, Jack almost hyperventilated. He took his paper cup to a window seat and concentrated on pretending to watch the crowds swanking by.


He jabbed at his iPhone with trembling fingers. I’m being watched by him, he thought, as his phone connected. By Ricardo. The boy was suddenly nearby, wiping round the surfaces where customers brought their drinks. Jack had to move aside the copy of Title Tattle, the publishing industry insider mag he had just opened up. I’m being cruised! he thought excitedly. By the boy who’s made me the most perfect frothy mocha.


‘Yeah?’ Liza picked up her phone, sounding gruff. Could she still have a hangover, two days after her party? He remembered her doing tequila shots at the breakfast bar in her apartment as he was putting on his coat to leave that night. ‘Whatizzit?’


‘Are you coming to our launch party?’ he asked hurriedly. ‘Remember? Moira Sable? We’re doing her a lavish evening at the shop to celebrate the publication of Bloody Anguish, the next in her vampire series …’


‘Yeah, I know. I’ve read it. Ghastly. What time is this do?’


‘Seven thirty. You’ve got enough time …’


‘Yeah, enough time to throw on some old rags and schlep all the way downtown.’


‘You might meet some interesting people …’ Just as he said this, Jack inadvertently caught the chocolate boy’s eye again. He winced with shame. Being pretty obvious there. Maybe the boy’s eyebrows were too primped. Maybe he looked a bit queeny. Hell, I’m nitpicking. He’s wonderful. ‘Liza? C’mon, it might be fun. We’ve got blinis. And loads of that pink Frizzante stuff Mr Grenoble’s so fond of.’


‘Blinis, huh?’ He could hear her thinking. ‘Well, I’ve eaten nothin’ for days. I’ve been working like a dog. Maybe I should come out. Hmm. I don’t like that Moira Sable, though. She’s a stuck-up bitch.’


‘It doesn’t matter. ’Cause listen, there’s something else I wanna tell you. I found an advert in the trade paper …’


She chuckled. ‘Oh yeah? What’s this, the lonely hearts column?’ She knew that his single status irked him, and had decided to keep on making jokes about it. She saw no harm. ‘Aw, come off it, Jack. Don’t take offence. You’re so young! An amoeba! What do you gotta panic about being alone for? The right boy will come along some day. You don’t gotta to resort to the classifieds …’


He frowned. ‘No, it’s not lonely hearts!’ he burst out. Ricardo looked across the chocolate shop at him, and he could have kicked himself. ‘Listen up. It’s a bookshop. That’s what I found in the classifieds section.’


‘Uh-huh?’ She sounded nonplussed. He had the idea that she was still reading something as she spoke to him.


‘It’s just the kind of bookshop you want, Liza. What you were talking about the other day … old stuff, creepy stuff …’


‘Oh yeah?’


He read her the advert from the back pages of Title Tattle, lowering his voice now, conscious that, even as he served other customers, Ricardo was listening in with keen interest.


‘Vintage and antique books bought and sold. Ghost stories, spook stories, vampire tales. Good prices. Clean copies. Excellent service. Postage to anywhere in the world. Rare and unheard-of tomes. Long-buried horrors and mysteries unearthed especially for you …’


He heard Liza gasp, and was pleased that he’d caught her attention. ‘Where is this place?’ she asked.


‘It’s in England.’


She sighed. ‘I knew it was too good to be true.’


‘But they post to anywhere in the world!’


‘Is there a website?’


‘No! Not even an email address or a phone number! Isn’t that amazing?’


‘Very quaint,’ said Liza drily.


‘But don’t you think it sounds wonderful? Can’t you just imagine the stuff they must have there? Books that no one else even knows about …’


‘Uh-huh.’


He knew she was imagining the aroma of mould and mildew. Paperbacks so old and neglected they’d have to be opened with great care. Calfskin-bound private editions of weirdo texts by depraved aristos … lurid pulp fiction from a more innocent era …


‘There must be an address, at least,’ she said.


He read it out proudly: ‘666 Charing Cross Road, WC2H, London. The United Kingdom. What about that, huh? Classy or what?’


‘We need to find out more,’ she mused.


‘I thought you’d like the sound of it. So anyway, are you coming to this party tonight?’


She thought for a couple of seconds. ‘Go on then. On one condition.’


‘Which is?’


‘You gotta ask the boy you’ve been watching all the way through this conversation. You’ve gotta ask him along too.’


Jack lowered his phone and stared at it. How the hell did she know?


‘I just know. I’m a witch, remember? Second sight and all that. Seriously.’


His eyes widened. When had she told him she was a witch? Maybe when they were completely zonked on punch the other night at hers. He knew she was deep and mysterious under all that brashness. But could she really have powers? He looked across at Ricardo and found him looking straight back. Damn.


‘Okay,’ he told Liza, finishing the call, and taking his life into his hands. He went straight to the counter and asked Ricardo what time he got off work. Something he’d never, ever do, usually. Liza was taking him out of his comfort zone. If Ricardo laughed at him, he could say – there’s a witch on Second Avenue making me do this stuff. It isn’t really me to be forward like this.


But Ricardo smiled – brilliantly – and told him he was just about finished right now, and what did Jack have in mind?


‘Shelley, that effigy of yours is attracting attention from some very strange people.’


This was Daniel on Thursday morning. He was stropping up and down the polished floors of the museum looking peeved. And looking for someone to take it out on. Already he had moved along several viewers of what was fast becoming the most popular exhibit of ‘Women and Madness’ month; indeed in the museum as a whole. He didn’t approve of loiterers. The people he was having to deal with today weren’t ones that Daniel liked the look of at all.


‘That’s what she’s there for, Daniel. She’s very striking. People are struck by her.’


‘Weirdos.’


‘Oh come on. We’re in a Museum of Outsider Art. It’s all about weirdos! We love weirdos and mavericks, remember?’


‘I don’t,’ he said coldly.


They took this out at lunchtime and carried on the conversation in a French-styled coffee bar at the southern entrance to the park. She watched him nibble his way around a macrobiotic starter and fiddle with his elderberry tea bag. He told her how much he’d rather be working right now in a legitimate gallery. One with real art and proper artists. Not somewhere filled with the loony daubs and outpourings of the mentally ill and – worse, the untrained.


‘I hate outsider art, I really do.’


She – who loved it – was shocked. ‘But what are you doing working there? How did you get the job?’


He shrugged easily. ‘I faked it. It was just an interview. You don’t really have to believe in anything you say in those circumstances, do you?’


Shelley went a bit numb at this. She heaped brown sugar into her strong coffee and went to order a muffin. I’m so naïve, she thought miserably. Of course Daniel’s just looking for the next step up on his career ladder. The museum and outsider art mean nothing to him. He’s just a curator with no love for this particular art form. It’s all too messy to him. Too real. Too painful. Of course he wouldn’t like it. Yet as she mulled this over, she also knew that there was more to him that that, whatever he said. He had a passion for strange things, ancient things. He really loved old folklore and mystical, totemic objects. He had amassed quite a collection of curious artefacts and hefty, expensive books on the subject, and she had examined them in his apartment. She knew he wasn’t as superficially cynical as he pretended to be. Deep down, he really cared about something, no matter what he said.


She came back to sit down and looked at him. He was so sharp, so neat. It was so unlikely he should be with her. She still didn’t understand how it had happened. He was even tidy and exact when he was having sex with her. She found herself blushing at the thought, and then she felt ungrateful for feeling that making love with Daniel was just a bit too controlled and pernickety. She felt like one of the machines at his gym …


‘What are you thinking?’ He reached for her hand.


She glanced down quickly. ‘About making love with you,’ she said.


He frowned. ‘Hardly appropriate, Shelley, when we’ve got to return to work any minute. We’ve been chatting here for ages. We’re almost late. We’re out of control.’


She chanced her arm suddenly. ‘Oh, let’s go back to yours, Daniel. Let’s go mad.’


‘What?’ He looked at her, shocked. ‘Go home? In the middle of the day?’


‘We can call in sick. We can say I tripped on the street and banged my head and had concussion. And you can take me home and have your wicked way with me …’


‘Certainly not!’ he gasped. Then he went on to list all the vastly important tasks he had to complete that afternoon. Was she insane? He couldn’t afford to let anything drift – not one single thing. And, frankly, he was appalled that she thought she could. All for the sake of a tawdry afternoon encounter.


‘Tawdry!’ she burst out. ‘I thought it would be romantic.’


His tossed his head. ‘I don’t believe in romance.’ Then he led the way out of the café and back on to noisy, pushy Broadway and up to Lincoln Square. Back to the Museum of Outsider Art, where he was glad not to fit in.


Shelley ambled miserably around her feminist exhibit. She was cheered slightly by the larger than usual crowd assembled, peering at the artefacts and the paintings. Most of them were congregating around her Scottish woman, of course. They were women of various ages, some of them academic-looking, some of them younger, freaky, alternative sorts. Others were more ordinary. One woman was a vagrant and pretty stinky. Daniel wouldn’t be pleased at all by the heterogeneous mix. The women were talking animatedly amongst themselves. Speculating about the tall effigy with her rictus grin and her twiggy fingers and the dark, soulful eyes under that thatch of unruly hair. Who was she? Why was she here? How had she found her way into the New World?


The vagrant woman – swaddled in masses of filthy old clothes, she looked as dreadful as the Scottish Bride herself – had caught hold of Ruthie, Shelley noticed. Ruthie was listening kindly, as she would to anyone, hardly noticing that the filthy old woman was grabbing her arm too hard, making her bracelets jangle. She talked fiercely for a while, punctuating her words with a stabbing finger, and then she was off. It was as if she left a miasma of street dust and bad karma behind her.
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