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    Chapter One
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    The old temple priest stooped and slowly filled the metal lily-pad dishes with milk. As he did, sacred rats came scurrying from the shadows to drink. They were, he believed, reborn people. He chuckled as they ran over his feet and he dropped a handful of sweetmeats on the floor. He nodded to the statue of the many-armed god before him, touched the purple mark on his forehead, then crouched down on his crooked heels.




    He thought how pretty the big, flat dishes looked – each was a white moon with twenty dark grey rats around it, sipping at the milk. The rats looked like furry petals, their pink tails flitting about like fronds in the wind.




    He glanced through the temple’s pillars to the sunny street outside. Three pony dealers were quarrelling over some money and, nearby, children were chattering noisily as they watched some piglets snuffling in the gutter. Women in saris stood gossiping as they drew water from a stone well, and nearby a camel groaned as it was loaded. A beggar sat cross-legged playing a flute through his nose. A holy cow whisked flies with its tail and surveyed the scene.




    Behind the cow was a rickety wooden paan stall. Here, a man with a pinched rat-like face, a big moustache and a purple turban dismounted his horse.




    Straightening his silk coat, he stood impatiently, tapping the dusty road with a moccasined foot. The paan seller sprinkled some brown betel-nut powder on to a green betel leaf. He added grated coconut and aniseed, and squeezed some red sticky syrup on top. Then he rolled it all up and finally offered the breath freshener up to his customer. Without acknowledging him, the smart man took it and put it in his mouth. He dropped a few coins at the stallholder’s feet and, chewing, mounted his horse again.




    As the paan seller turned, an incredible thing happened. There was a BOOM, and the horse and its rider vanished into thin air.




    The man fell on his knees in fear.




    In the temple, the priest waggled his head from side to side. Then he bowed to the rats before him, put his hands together and said a prayer.




    

       

    




    Chapter Two
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    Molly Moon hooked her bony arms over the high back of a green velvet sofa and cupped her face in her hands. She looked out of the high window in front of her at the garden of Briersville Park. The striped lawn stretched away into the distance where pet llamas grazed and a herd of animal-shaped bushes sat in the morning fog. A kangaroo, a rhino, a bear, a horse and scores of other topiary-hedge animals stood or reclined on the misty grass, menacingly, as if waiting for some magic to bring them to life.




    And moving in between the beasts, as though searching for a key in the dew, was a woman in a grey cloak. From behind she looked hunched and sad, which made Molly sigh, because she knew the woman was indeed sad.




    Molly hadn’t known her mother for long. Until a month ago Molly had been an orphan, thinking that her parents were dead. Then she had discovered that she had a mother and father. You would think that a mother who’d found her lost child after eleven years would be ecstatically happy, and that is exactly what Molly expected her mother to be. But Molly’s mother was not happy. Instead of being pleased, all she could think about was the past and how much had been stolen from her.




    It was true that she had been robbed.




    For Lucy Logan had been hypnotized, put in a deep trance and controlled for eleven years by her own twin brother, the very brilliant hypnotist Cornelius Logan. Cornelius had stolen Lucy Logan’s daughter, Molly, and put her in a nasty orphanage.




    It was Molly who saved Lucy’s life. Molly herself released her mother, Lucy, from all Cornelius’s hypnotic commands, because Molly, although only eleven, was a master hypnotist.




    Yes, that is a very important point. Molly was a master hypnotist.




    Molly hadn’t always known that she was a hypnotist. In fact, her first inkling of it had been when she was ten. But she’d learned fast. So far she’d used her hypnotic skills for herself and against people with bad intentions. Now she wanted to use them for something different.




    She looked sideways at the wings of the giant building she was in. Briersville Park was massive. Molly wanted to turn part of it into a hypnotic hospital – a place where people with problems could come to be cured. Whether their problem was a fear of heights or spiders or an addiction to doughnuts, Molly’s hypnotic hospital would sort them out. Molly looked at Lucy. She found it hard to believe that this woman was a world-class hypnotist. She seemed so limp and useless. Maybe she would even have to be her first patient.




    Molly couldn’t understand Lucy. She would have thought she should be full of joy. Not only had she been reunited with Molly, she was also about to meet her long-lost husband again, for this was another thing Molly had brought about. Molly had discovered who Lucy’s husband (and Molly’s father) was. His name was Primo Cell. He had also been hypnotized and controlled by Cornelius Logan for eleven years.




    At this point you may be wondering how a girl, even a master hypnotist like Molly, could ever challenge such a brilliantly accomplished adult hypnotist as Cornelius Logan. Well, master hypnotists have the power to make the world stand still. Molly possessed this gift. And in a hypnotic world-stopping battle, she had been able to overcome Cornelius and convince him he was a lamb.




    All that had happened in the last chapter of Molly’s life – a chapter that Molly was still spinning from. Molly watched her mother stop beside two bushes in the shape of bushbabies. Lucy stroked one and sadly put her hand on the other as if it was a gravestone of a person she had loved. Molly sighed. Her mother was so full of regret, it was taking over her life.




    Molly picked up a silver-framed photograph from the glass side table and lay down on the floor to look at it. The orphans she had grown up with waved happily from the picture. It had been taken at Christmas. Molly herself smiled out from the picture too, her curly hair looking crazier than ever, blowing in the wind, her nose its potato self, her closely set green eyes laughing. They were still enjoying themselves in warm Los Angeles in America, while Molly was here, far away from them, in cold Briersville, with her sad mother.




    Molly chewed the inside of her cheek. Lucy Logan slopping around the house, depressed, in her dressing gown, was beginning to get on her nerves. Her mother’s black mood hung in the air like an infectious flu, waiting to be caught. In fact, Molly was already going down with it. She too had begun to turn over and over again in her mind the idea that her own life could have been so much better if it hadn’t been for that revolting man Cornelius.




    There was something else too. Molly shivered. She fingered the time-stopping crystal that hung like a huge diamond round her neck. She felt apprehensive, as if something weird was about to happen. Perhaps it was just this odd situation she was in with her mother that was making her uneasy.




    Molly put two fingers in her mouth and whistled. A second later she heard the scrape of claws on polished oak floorboards as Petula, her black pug, came skidding into the room. With a flying leap she landed on Molly’s stomach, dropped a stone that she’d been sucking and began licking Molly’s neck. Petula always made Molly feel whole. She loved her so much that, provided Petula was there, Molly felt everything was all right.




    ‘Training for the circus now? Next time, how about a somersault?’ Molly squeezed Petula and rubbed her side vigorously.




    ‘Oooh, you’re a good girl. Yes, you are!’ Petula licked Molly’s nose. ‘Yes, you are.’ Molly hugged Petula.




    Then, getting up, she carried her over to the window. Pointing at Lucy Logan she confided, ‘Look at her, Petula. I’ve never seen anyone so miserable. Here we are, in this beautiful house, which is all hers now, with gardens and fields and horses and everything we need and we’ve got our whole lives in front of us to enjoy and she’s like that. Why can’t she get over the past? It’s starting to make me feel bad. What shall we do?’ Petula barked. ‘Sometimes I feel like hypnotizing her to cheer her up, but I can’t hypnotize my own mother, Petula, can I?’ Petula licked her lips. Molly clapped. ‘You’ve got it, Petula! Maybe she’s not eating properly.’




    Petula made a whining noise, as if to agree that this was exactly the problem and so, deciding that a good breakfast was what her mother needed, Molly left the drawing room. Together they passed along the Bonsai-Tree Passage where, in every alcove along the wall, four-hundred-year-old potted miniature Japanese trees stood on elegant tables. Side by side they descended the grand stone Time Staircase, where hundreds of clocks hung ticking cacophonously on the walls.




    The window of the staircase was extra tall and January light flooded in. Molly cupped her hand to her forehead as she squinted at the drive outside. A white wheelbarrow that read along its side was standing on the gravel. One of the Greenfingers workers was there, in his unmistakable yellow company overall, unpacking a bag of shears and tools. The yellow men, as Molly thought of them, were always about, since at Briersville Park there were so many topiary animals to clip and shape, and so many lawns and flower beds to see to. Molly knew most of the gardeners by name but not this elderly man. He was new. She admired his purple turban, his large moustache and his funny shoes.




    [image: ]




    Petula barked.




    ‘All right – all right – I’m coming.’ Molly straddled the banister and slid all the way down to the bottom of the stairs, testing the echo as she went.




    ‘Pe-tuuuu-la.’




    ‘Pe-tuuuu-la. Pe-tuuuu-la . . .’ the echo swirled about her.




    Her ancestor, the original great hypnotist, Dr Cornelius Logan, smiled down from his portrait. Molly picked up three pebbles that Petula had found in the rock garden, tried to juggle them, dropped them, and then made her way across the grand hall and down to the kitchen.




    Petula let Molly go on. She stopped in the hall and sniffed the air. There were strange scents about. Exotic smells. They were coming from the new garden man. She wasn’t sure that she trusted him. Under the pepper and spices, he smelt nervous. She’d already tried to communicate her worries to Molly, but with no success. Molly had interpreted her barks and lip-licking as a message that she ought to hurry up and do some cooking.




    Petula decided to sit in her basket under the stairs and guard the front door.




    She hopped into it, tossed her toy mouse out and picked up her special stone to suck. Then, finding the cushion too lumpy, she circled five times to flatten it just the way that she liked it.




    Finally she sat down to have a good think.




    The man outside might be a threat to Molly, she thought. And if he was dangerous, who would protect Molly? The woman was no help. The woman reminded Petula of a Labrador she’d once seen who’d fallen into a river and half drowned.




    Petula sucked her stone. She’d found it in the big room upstairs, under the bed. It was one of those special stones, like the one that Molly wore around her neck. She knew that Molly could make time stand still when she was holding her special stone. She wondered whether she might be able to do that too. She’d really be able to protect Molly if she could.




    Petula had already mastered rudimentary hypnotism. She’d hypnotized some pet mice in Los Angeles. She’d also watched and felt how Molly made time stand still and she didn’t think it seemed too difficult. Now, with the suspicious man outside, Petula deemed it her duty to test her skills.




    And so, sucking her crystal stone, she began to concentrate.




    She stared at her toy mouse as if she was trying to hypnotize it. At once, the warm fusion feeling, the feeling that always went with hypnotism, started to tingle in her paws. But Petula knew this wasn’t the right sensation. When Molly hypnotized the world to stand still, there was always a chilly feeling in the air. Petula stared at the mouse so hard that her big eyes began to water.




    Nothing happened. But Petula wasn’t put off. She was a very patient creature. She tried again.




    And then it began. The tip of her tail started to grow cold. Petula’s ears gave an involuntary twitch. The coldness was now creeping, very slowly, towards her back legs, as though her tail was turning into an icicle. At the same time, it felt as though someone was sprinkling icy water on her fur. Petula kept her eyes fixed on the toy mouse. Now the stone in her mouth was becoming cold. It was making her teeth ache. And yet the clocks in the hall were still ticking. Petula drove her gaze into the red mouse. Her mouth felt like the inside of a freezer – so cold it was almost hot. But still the clocks ticked on.




    Then the smell of frying sausages drifted up from downstairs, curling around Petula’s nose. She dropped the stone on her cushion and wiped her jaw with her front paw. Stopping time was obviously a little more difficult than she had thought.




    She aimed her front legs out of her basket and let them skid forwards as she stretched and yawned. She’d pop downstairs for a bit of sausage, she decided, and continue with her time-stopping practice a little later.




    Cornelius Logan had lived in the house before Molly moved in. He had no interest in cooking, he always employed a chef and he was mean. The kitchen, as a result, had never had money spent on it. Its cooker was a heavy, oily Aga with blackened iron plates to cook on and two rusty ovens to bake in. Its porcelain sink was chipped and its humming, rattling fridge looked and sounded as if it belonged in a museum. Copper pots hung from the ceiling like a multitude of metal fruits, ripe, dust-bloomed and ready to be plucked.




    It was certainly no spaceship kitchen, but it was always warm and cosy, and Molly loved it.




    She opened the garden door. After fifteen minutes of tomatoes in the oven and sausages in a pan it was time to scramble the eggs. Molly laid the table and called her mother inside.




    ‘Muuuuuum,’ she shouted outside, into the cold morning air. Mum . . . That word always sounded odd to Molly when it came out of her mouth.




    ‘Luuuuuucy. Breakfast,’ she yelled.




    Petula appeared and trotted outside. The sausages, she realized, were far too hot to eat now. She’d come back when they’d cooled down.




    Five minutes later, with the room full of smoke because Molly had burned the toast, Lucy was sitting at the table. She was wearing a cloak and, underneath it, her nightie. On her sockless feet she wore a pair of dewy trainers. A magnificent plate of steaming breakfast lay in front of her. And yet Lucy’s sky-blue eyes didn’t show any appreciation of it. A small fleeting smile flickered on her lips, but then her depressed expression returned.




    ‘Would you like some ketchup?’ asked Molly, as she bit into a ketchup sandwich – her favourite thing to eat. Lucy shook her head and put a tiny piece of toast up to her mouth. The tomato on it slipped off and landed in her lap, but Lucy didn’t seem to notice. She chewed a mouthful of toast for what seemed like twenty chews, her eyes following a crack on the ceiling.




    ‘You’re not feeling very well, are you?’ Molly ventured. ‘Why don’t you have some of this?’ Molly picked up her glass of concentrated orange squash. ‘It’s just liquid sugar really, with a bit of a kick. It’ll really perk you up. It’s my number-one drink.’ Lucy shook her head. ‘You know, if you eat some breakfast, it will make you stronger and things won’t seem so bad,’ Molly coaxed. Lucy sniffed and wiped her nose and, as if this gesture was a trigger, Molly found a part of herself beginning to feel cross. Things won’t seem so bad? Lucy wasn’t the only person round here whose life had been tampered with. Molly wasn’t complaining. She was moving on. Grasping the world by the horns and moving on. Why couldn’t Lucy do the same? Wasn’t Molly enough to make her feel happy? Maybe her daughter didn’t mean that much to her. Sadness suddenly rained down and drenched Molly too. This was terrible. Here she was with her mother – a person she should feel completely happy and comfortable with – and instead she felt as if she was with a weird stranger whose mood was like a storm on the horizon, just about to break. Molly wished Lucy would break and let all her sadness out of her.




    Molly stared at her mother’s plate. The two of them sat staring at Lucy’s scrambled eggs.




    Then, thankfully, Molly’s senses snapped to.




    Molly knew from experience that the more a person thought a certain way, the more that way of thinking would become a habit.




    Molly wouldn’t be dragged down by her mother’s blackness like this.




    ‘Lucy, you’ve got to pull yourself together,’ she said suddenly, feeling more like a mother than a daughter. ‘What are you going to do – be miserable for the rest of your life? And I’m sorry to bring this up, but you’re not exactly much fun for me and Petula. I mean, Petula now avoids you because you always do a sort of sad moan when you stroke her . . . and I . . . well, I just can’t handle it. You should be feeling good. Primo is coming tomorrow. He knows exactly how you feel. I mean, Cornelius took years of bis life away too, so you can talk to him about it. And Forest’s coming, remember. He’ll help you feel better.’




    Molly watched as her mother took a sip of tea and dribbled it down her chin. How, she thought, could a person do that? Then she noticed ketchup smeared all down the front of her own sweatshirt. But dribbling tea was a bit different. It was as if the shock of being woken up from the hypnotic trance had made her mother faulty. It was as if her batteries weren’t working properly.




    Then Molly felt bad. Her mother wasn’t a machine. What was she doing relating her to a machine? Her mother was a living, breathing, broken person. It was too much to bear.




    Molly got up. She must get some air and get away for a bit. This fog of Lucy’s was suffocating. She couldn’t wait for Rocky to arrive. He’d help her feel better.




    ‘I’m just going outside to talk to the new gardener,’ she said awkwardly. ‘I’ll see you later.’




    Upstairs, Molly went to the porch and opened the front door. Petula stood on the other side of the gravelled drive next to the turbaned gardener who was stroking her. Molly smiled, because it was a relief to see someone normal, someone who liked animals, doing something friendly.




    But then a very peculiar and frightening thing happened. There was a loud BOOM and Petula and the man vanished into thin air.




    

       

    




    Chapter Three
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    ‘So let’s go over this one more time.’ Primo Cell stood to the side of the library fidgeting with the cuffs of his tailored blue shirt, trying to be business-like but finding his usual powers of deduction flummoxed. ‘Petula was on the drive and . . .’ He twisted round, his leather-soled shoe pirouetting on the Persian rug. ‘You’re certain it was Petula? I mean, it might have been another dog.’




    ‘Yeah, man, that’s right,’ enthused Forest, shaking his shag of grey dreadlocks. Forest was an ageing Los Angelean hippy who’d travelled the world. He’d lived with Eskimos and bushmen, Chinese monks and Indian saddhus. Now he lived in Los Angeles, where he grew vegetables, kept chickens and ate a lot of tofued turnips. ‘Sometimes our memories play tricks on us,’ he said, adjusting his bottle-glass spectacles. ‘It might have been a different hound or even been the guy’s rucksack.’ Forest had odd habits and sometimes he talked rubbish. Molly listened to him now. ‘Or maybe it was a big bag of dog biscuits with a picture of a pug on the front.’




    ‘No.’ Molly stabbed at the fire with a poker as she remembered the horrible moment. ‘It was definitely Petula. She looked me right in the eye and wagged her tail just before he took her. If only she wasn’t so friendly . . . If only she’d run away from him or bitten him . . .’




    ‘Why don’t we telephone the gardening company and find out who the gardener was?’ suggested Forest.




    ‘I already have,’ said Molly. ‘None of their workers were in yesterday. That man was a fraud. Oh, I hope Petula’s all right.’ Rocky, Molly’s best friend, stood beside her. He gently patted her shoulder.




    Rocky Scarlet had grown up in the orphanage with Molly – he’d shared a cot with her when they were babies and he knew her better than anyone. He was also an accomplished hypnotist, though nowhere near as good as Molly. His skill was ‘voice-only hypnosis’. He had a lovely voice.




    ‘We’ll find her, Molly. It’ll just take time. I wouldn’t be surprised if we get a blackmail call. Whoever he is probably just wants something. He’s just a low-down dirty dognapper, I expect.’




    Molly looked at Rocky’s face. It was a rich deep black because he’d spent so much time in the Los Angeles sunshine. And his smiling eyes were always reassuring, even though this time Molly wasn’t put at ease.




    Rocky went over to the desk and sat down. He picked up a biro and, humming, began doodling on the back of his hand. He drew Petula and a clock. As far as he could see, they just had to wait. He was calm, patient and logical and was sure that Petula’s disappearance would be explained.




    Molly slapped her jeans, slumped back in the sofa and hugged her knobbly knees.




    ‘I don’t see how it could have happened. How does a person just disappear like that? I would have felt it if the man made the world stop.’




    ‘Yeah, you would have got that chill vibe,’ agreed Forest from his cross-legged yoga position on the armchair. ‘You were wearin’ your time-stop crystal, weren’t you?’




    Molly pulled her crystal on its chain out from under her shirt.




    Forest poked at the hole in the toe of his orange socks for inspiration. ‘What do you think, Primo? Rocky and me here, well we ain’t hypnotic world-stopping experts like you and Molly. Do you think the guy in the turban made the world stand still without Molly feelin’ it? I mean, she could have been lookin’ up that path with Petula waggin’ her tail and, BAM, suddenly he could have stopped time and frozen Molly stiff as an icicle. An’ then whoever that dude was, he just picked up Petula and walked away. Once he was far away, he started the world again. Well, of course, to Molly, because she was frozen, she wouldn’t have seen how he took Petula; it would have looked as if they’d gone in a puff of smoke.’




    Primo shook his head and picked up a china elephant from the mantelpiece.




    ‘I don’t like it,’ he said, as if speaking to the small sculpture. ‘I don’t like it at all. Theoretically it shouldn’t happen. If one hypnotist hypnotizes the world to stand still, other hypnotists wearing their crystals feel it and should be able to resist the freeze. And what was the BOOM sound that Molly heard?’




    ‘Maybe,’ sighed Forest, lying on the floor and putting his ankles around his ears, ‘maybe the gardener was standing on a ley line or something. I mean, you got those way-out druid stone circles in this country, and energy lines are awesome here . . . hmmm . . .’ Forest drifted off into his thoughts.




    Rocky ignored Forest and instead approached Molly to study her crystal.




    ‘This is the original crystal, isn’t it?’




    ‘Yes, look it’s got that icy-looking bit. And I wear it all the time. Even if someone wanted to swap it while I was asleep they couldn’t. I’d wake up. Especially recently. I haven’t been able to sleep very well.’ Molly dropped her voice. ‘Rocky, it’s been like a tomb here, and Lucy’s been walking around like a . . . like a mummy.’ Molly couldn’t help smiling. Rocky laughed. After all, Lucy was a mummy – Molly’s.




    Primo wandered over to the window and looked out at a thin fair-haired man who was kicking his legs up and running around the lawn leaping over croquet hoops.




    ‘I’d better go out and rescue Lucy before Cornelius starts bleating at her. And in case you’re wondering, Lucy’s got nothing to do with Petula’s disappearance. I know it. I’ve talked to her. Lucy is only half here, it seems, but she’s not under anyone’s spell, hypnotized. She’s just wretched and traumatized from what’s happened. Poor Lucy. I think I can help her climb out of her misery.’ Primo watched Cornelius on his hands and knees nibbling the grass. ‘It’s amazing how that lamb man out there was once so powerful. I can still hardly believe that he once hypnotized me to want to be president of America for him. And I would have been too, if you, Molly, hadn’t saved me.’




    Primo smiled at his daughter.




    Primo and Molly had decided to start by pretending that they weren’t father and daughter. After all, if you haven’t belonged to a father ever and suddenly one turns up, you don’t really want to keep jumping up hugging them, shouting, ‘Daddy’. You want to get to know them first. So Molly called him Primo. She liked him. He was positive.




    ‘I’m going to go out and have a walk with Lucy,’ he said, rubbing his hands together, trying to look as though everything was under control and he was looking forward to it. ‘See you later. We’ll sort out all these problems. It’ll be fine, don’t you worry.’ He winked and, making the sort of gee-up, encouraging noise that people make to horses, left the room.




    ‘Just zoning into the Here and Now,’ said Forest, shutting his eyes and beginning to meditate.




    Molly and Rocky walked along the upstairs passage to the stairwell of clocks. The domed ceiling echoed with their tickings.




    ‘I don’t like the idea that there’s someone out there who can pull the wool over our eyes like this,’ Molly said as they descended.




    ‘You’d better watch out, Molly,’ said Rocky and pursed his lips. ‘Be on your guard.’




    Rocky never exaggerated. He was also hard to panic. So getting a warning like this from him made Molly shudder. She gripped his arm.




    ‘Let’s stick together.’




    ‘Well, you’re going to have to wait for me here; I’m going to the loo.’




    ‘But how long are you going to be?’




    ‘Oh, three hours?’




    ‘Ro-cky . . .’




    The cloakroom door creaked shut. A huge black spider scuttled across the floor.




    Molly stood in the front hall picking the dried ketchup off her T-shirt. It was a strange place. The walls were covered with animal trophies. Their glassy eyes stared down at her. And mixed among the heads were antique garden shears – another collection of the mad Cornelius Logan’s. A man obsessed with control – controlling people through hypnotism – he’d also created the topiary animal bushes all over his estate.




    As she waited for Rocky, Molly walked around the hall table inspecting some iridescent peacock feathers that stood in a vase. At every corner of the table a different group of animals glared down at her as if she was responsible for their deaths. In a horrible skip Molly’s mind suddenly imagined Petula’s head stuffed and staring down, stiff with rigor mortis. She felt faint.




    Molly remembered some old wives’ tale that peacock feathers in a house brought bad luck. So, seizing the whole bunch, she pulled them out of their pot and marched for the front door and flung it open.




    Cold air flooded inside. Molly stepped out into the morning sunshine and down the front steps of the house.




    A distant lawnmower droned as it dealt with the winter grass. Light bounced off the place where Molly had last seen Petula, and then, as she walked across the circle of gravel, past the bush sculpture of a flying magpie, a cloud cast a giant shadow over the grounds of Briersville Park.




    Something blue flickered in the periphery of Molly’s vision. She turned quickly, but there was nothing there. It must have been a bird, or the shadow of a bird. Or maybe it was that turbaned dognapper. Molly quickly twisted around. If he was loitering nearby, she’d catch him creeping up on her. The white columns on the front portico of the house stood like guards and the windows were like watchmen, but Molly knew that out here she was as vulnerable as Petula had been.




    Again a blue shadow flickered to her left. Molly didn’t turn this time. She tried to see what it was without moving. It hovered, then disappeared. Thirty seconds later it appeared to her right. Was it a ghost? A poltergeist was a ghost that was able to move things. Had a poltergeist moved Petula? Molly was determined to find out. Although she was filthy scared, she let the shadow flicker to the left, then again to the right. She stood stock-still. Once more it was there – closer, and then again on the right of her, closer still. Nearer and nearer it got. Right . . . left . . . right . . . There it was to the left . . . the right . . . the left. Left, right, left. Her eyes swung from side to side. Molly was so intent upon winkling out the truth that she didn’t feel herself falling. Falling into a hypnotic trap.




    When the purple-turbaned man was finally standing in front of her she just gazed straight into his dark eyes. She didn’t question his attire: the indigo outfit he had on, tied at the waist with a silken cummerbund and flaring down dress-like to below his knees, the tight white leggings that he wore underneath or the scooped and pointed red moccasins on his feet. She simply drank in his appearance, as calmly as if looking at a picture in a book. She registered the handlebar moustache that swooped up on either side of his dry, wrinkled face, all whiskery below his ears. She noted his crooked orange teeth, and that he was chewing something. She observed the golden chain that hung around his neck with three crystals hanging there: a clear, a green and a red crystal.




    Then she heard his rusty voice. ‘You, Miss Moon, are now in a light trance. You will do as I say, and come with me.’ Molly relaxed completely, dropped her peacock feathers and stood still and silent in a hypnotic daze.




    The next thing she knew, the elderly man took her by the arm, there was a distant BOOM and the world around her became a complete blur. Colours rushed past her, then all around her. Even the colours under her feet changed from ochres to browns to yellows to greens to sparkling blues. It was like travelling through a kaleidoscope of colour and, as they moved through it, a cool wind brushed Molly’s skin and the noise of the lawnmower was replaced by a different sort of humming, a constant noise but of varying volumes and qualities. One moment it sounded like a thunderstorm, the next second like pattering rain and birdsong. And then, all of a sudden, the blurred world became solid again. The ground beneath Molly’s feet was a firm green and the sky above, hyacinth blue. The world stopped spinning.




    Molly’s mind took a few moments to settle. Although she was still in a hypnotic daze, she could understand that the world about her had changed. They weren’t in new surroundings; Briersville Park was still there, in all its majesty. But the season was different. Instead of winter, as it had been moments before, it was summer. There were huge flower beds to the left and right of her, blooming with roses. There were no topiary-bush animals to be seen. What was more, instead of a car parked in the driveway, there was a carriage, with a dappled horse harnessed to it and an old-fashioned groom standing beside the horse. A gardener in woollen shirt and trousers and a brown leather apron was on his hands and knees with a trowel in his hand. A large pile of weeds lay on the ground beside him and the remains of a half-eaten pork pie.




    ‘Damn, wrong time again,’ muttered Molly’s stony-faced escort, looking at a slim silver gadget in his hand. In her hypnotized state, Molly supposed that this device was designed to help him time travel, for time travel, she saw, was exactly what they had just done.




    ‘Excuse me, can I help you?’ said the gardener. He frowned and lurched to his feet, straightening his cap.




    The turbaned man took Molly by the arm and began striding towards a small arbour of trees from where a burst of laughter rang out.




    ‘Oi!’ shouted the gardener, but the moustached man ignored him. ‘You can’t just walk in ‘ere. This is private property.’




    Molly’s companion’s pace quickened and he pulled her along. The gardener threw down his hoe and began to run after them.




    We’ll never get away from that long-legged gardener, Molly found herself calmly thinking. And then, just as they passed the first tree, the turbaned man consulted his silver device. He turned a dial and flicked a switch. Then he pressed his foot on Molly’s and clasped the green crystal around his neck.




    In a moment the world transformed into a blur of colour. When the world became solid again Molly could see beyond the tree that the gardener was no longer chasing them. He was once more on his knees hoeing his weeds. But only a few weeds lay beside him. What was more, the pork pie sat untouched, wrapped in a piece of yellow greaseproof paper. Molly’s escort had taken them back in time.




    ‘Wha – ar – wa – haaa?’ Molly tried with all her will to ask why the man had taken her. But her tongue refused to work properly. The man ignored her.




    Behind the trees was a grass clearing, and there, on a rug, was a very strange sight. Children dressed in Victorian clothes were playing and laughing. Two girls in pink petticoated dresses sat beside a porcelain tea set, and two boys in tweed breeches and waistcoats were hitting a hoop backwards and forwards to each other with sticks. In the girls’ perambulator sat a doll in a frilly bonnet. And then Molly noticed that it wasn’t a doll at all. As if in some ridiculous dream, Petula, dressed in a frock and with a silly hat on her head, sat panting under the canopy of the pram.




    

       

    




    Chapter Four
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    As soon as Petula smelt Molly, she tried to jump out of the perambulator and, irritated by whoever the new, distracting arrival was, the young girls turned around. One of them appeared horrified by the apparition of Molly and the turbaned man. The other looked delighted.




    ‘What funny clothes you have on! Have you come from a fancy-dress party?’




    The two boys were now staring too.




    Molly knew that it was her jeans and T-shirt with a silhouette of a dancing mouse on it that must look odd to them. In the way that a person completely accepts strange things that happen in dreams, she had already unflinchingly accepted that she was standing in a different time to her own. She was breathing in nineteenth-century air.




    The part of her that normally would have run forwards and rescued Petula was rigid and hypnotized. Molly instead found herself musing, Petula is trying to jump out of that pram, oh, and the old man is walking towards her. He’s picked up a purple capsule from the ground and has slipped it into his pocket. That purple thing has led us here. It must send signals to his silver machine. Then she thought, Those girls are small but their screams are very loud. The man doesn’t seem to mind being hit by that boy’s stick. Or maybe he does – he’s pushed the boy over and winded him. And now the man is bringing Petula over here, and he’s taking that dress and bonnet off her.




    At this point the children were making so much noise that they attracted the attention of the gardener. As he rushed into the arbour the turbaned man gave him an angry stare and, with the aid of the clear crystal hanging around his neck, he did something Molly was very familiar with: he froze the world.




    Immediately the world was set completely still. It wasn’t icy, but it was cool and Molly felt the familiar cold fusion feeling that went with time stopping, pulsing through her veins. With Petula under one arm and holding Molly’s shoulder, the man sent warmth into Molly to ensure that she was still able to move.




    He kept Petula frozen as she was easier to handle this way. Then he led Molly away from the chaotic scene, leaving the shouting people behind them, now silent, stuck in their positions like giant human ice lollies – the boys with raised sticks, the girls with open, wailing mouths, their faces wet with tears, and the gardener on one leg as he sped into the clearing.




    They walked towards the cabriolet with its motionless horse and groom. Once there, the man gestured to Molly to climb up into the driving seat and he passed her the still Petula. In her trance Molly calmly calculated that when he let go of her arm she must focus upon her own time-stop crystal and resist the frozen world, so that her body didn’t stiffen and become still like everybody else’s. This she did. She noticed that her kidnapper looked impressed.




    Once he was up with her he took the whip in his hand and unfroze the world. With a crack, he brought the horse to its senses and they were off. Petula barked. The cabriolet’s wheels lurched on the gravel and the knickerbockered groom looked up in surprise. Before he could prevent it, his carriage was away.




    The horse cantered, whinnying, up the drive, leaving another bellowing man behind.




    Molly’s captor didn’t look back. Breathing heavily, he wiped sweat from his wrinkly forehead and began muttering loudly. ‘Yes, he’ll be impressed by the dog . . . it’s one of those strange Chinese dogs. I’ve done it all right for once.’




    Molly didn’t know what he was talking about, but in her trance she didn’t care.




    As they sped along, she recognized where they were heading. They were on the road to Briersville. Of course, it wasn’t the tarmac road she was used to but a rough country lane with daisies growing along the middle of it in a long grassy tuft. Half a mile on they came to a cart pulled by an ox. The cabriolet had to stop while the ox cart slowly pulled up on the verge to let them overtake. For a moment it was quiet, except for a lark singing in the air above. And then Molly heard the juddering beat of hoofs on the road behind. The man looked back to see the angry gardener and groom galloping fast towards them. Cursing, he leaped haphazardly on to the horse that pulled their carriage and forced it to trot on past the ox cart. Now the chasing riders were only yards away. Molly’s kidnapper once more froze the world.




    Since his body was in contact with the horse beneath him, the creature continue to move forwards and away. Molly had focused her mind, so she kept moving too. Gripping Petula, she glanced behind her and looked with calm interest at their pursuers. They were brilliant statues of charging horsemen on their steeds. Even the dust kicked up by the animals’ hoofs was stuck, motionless, in a still cloud.




    She watched the elderly man bobbing about in front of her as he rode the horse that pulled the cabriolet and she was struck by how remarkably dextrous and nimble he was for his age. And the frozen nineteenth-century world passed by. Molly no longer felt like questioning him. She smiled as if her changed surroundings were just a delightful show for her entertainment. Sweet guitar music could have been playing, the way she smiled.




    A motionless woman dressed in a long brown dress drew up water from a well. They overtook a scruffy young boy who drove a gaggle of geese along the ditch. All were still as sculptures.




    As they reached the outskirts of Briersville, Molly looked up to the hilltop where the orphanage she had grown up in would be. That very building stood all grey and sad-looking, exposed to the elements. She wondered whether it had been an orphanage in 1850, 1860, 1870 – whenever it was now.




    Her captor drove the horse on into Briersville. They passed the town hall, with its pepper-pot roof. Everywhere was stock-still. The women wore long bustled dresses and hats. The men’s headwear ranged from top hats to caps to floppy woollen hoods. The turbaned man urged the horse on, ignoring its alarm at the immobile world. Grumbling to himself, he weaved the cabriolet through the obstacle course of horse-drawn carriages and wagons.




    A busy market was taking place in a side street. There were cake stalls, bread stands and cages full of live chickens that could be bought and slaughtered on the spot. A meaty-faced butcher held a chicken in position on a chopping board, his other hand raised with a cleaver ready. Petula’s sensitive nose picked up the scents in the air, of blood and drains and beer and baking and straw and animals and smoke, and she tried to understand why everything smelt so different.




    Finally they arrived on the other side of the town, near the common. Molly’s kidnapper dismounted and let the world move again. Dishevelled from his ride, exhausted from the effort of freezing time and impatient, he beckoned for Molly and Petula to get down. He held his hand out. In it was another metallic purple capsule that he’d removed from the side of his silver gadget.




    ‘Swallow this,’ he ordered, his words spiced with a strong Indian accent. Molly paused, tried to refuse and then did as she was told. The metal pill felt uncomfortable as it made its way down her throat. The man consulted his device, which had a flashing dial on it and a keyboard. He squinted at the tiny buttons and, with a pin from his turban, began tapping in numbers. Molly watched. Finally he pressed a silver button and took her hand.
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