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[definition] Strange /stre[image: Images]n(d)[image: Images]/


Adjective: strange




	
1. Unusual or surprising; difficult to understand or explain.





Comparative adjective: stranger; superlative adjective: strangest


Synonyms: Odd, curious, peculiar, funny, bizarre, weird, uncanny, queer, unexpected, unfamiliar, abnormal, atypical, anomalous, different, out of the ordinary, out of the way, extraordinary, remarkable, puzzling, mystifying, mysterious, perplexing, baffling, unaccountable, inexplicable, incongruous, uncommon, irregular, singular, deviant, aberrant, freak, freakish, surreal, alien.







PROLOGUE


It was too late.


Even with her quick legs and knowledge of the land.


For in her terror she had forgotten the traps hereabouts.


Struck dumb by what she had just witnessed, full of fear and scented with death, she made off with the speed of a hare darting through roots, skipping over rocks and stumps, ducking under branches gaining good ground until, with a clink and a snap, she was finally snared. The rusted iron teeth cut just above her ankle.


It was her strangled yelp of agony that finally gave her away.


‘Oh God,’ she thought. ‘Please save us.’


She had met him so briefly. It was not fair.


Her lungs let go the beginnings of a moan, as the rustle of leaves betrayed their nearness.


Within moments they were upon her.


Despite the fullness of the moon, the light did not make it beneath the trees. She could see only their outlines, but that was enough to discern who they were.


The three of them were approaching. Two at the front, panting hard, one, stouter and further back, leaning his hands on his knees.


The tallest wasted no time and marched over the bracken towards her. A low hollow laugh penetrated the trees. In it, she heard his intent.


Her heart was beating so quickly it made her vision pulse. Panic pulled in a deep breath. ‘Please no, I saw nothing,’ she sent her plea whispering through the air to them.


Though she had.


And they knew it.


The question was what they would do about it now.


The short fat man caught up, huffing and puffing, cursing in the darkness. Aled, from the stables. As he turned she made out his greasy profile. A jovial man, full in the cheek and throat and gut. But greedy. His flaw to all who knew him. Easy swayed and easy paid.


‘Black Anne,’ he said, his voice heavy, as if he were passing judgement. ‘He’d have you conjure demons then? Is that it? To fetch familiars, send for the fairies to find the mound? For the treasure. To keep to yourself? We brought him back to work for us. What he finds is ours. He should have said so.’


Her eyes darted between the three. Too many.


‘He told us that, you see,’ he said again. ‘That you are helping, plotting against us. To keep it.’


A midnight breeze fluttered through the uppermost branches of the trees, parting them briefly so that the moonlight pierced the tiny clearing. In that moment she saw the glint of the blade in the tall man’s hand.


‘No. He would not say that,’ she said fiercely and scrambled back, away from them, ignoring the pain at her leg, the warm wetness creeping down her foot. Into the mossy earth, her fingers clawed and burrowed, trying for purchase on a root or branch to lever herself back. Away. But all she met were leaves and soil, and the heavy smell of the damp night.


She tried again, bolder this time, ‘’Tis not true.’ But her face did not convey such faith. Fear was contorting her features, mounting her eyes up high on her head.


A small delicate sob came out of her and suddenly she appeared to the others fragile and weak. The man with the scabbard paused and cast his eyes at his friend, the thinnest of the three, whose face was still in shadow.


But Anne glimpsed the high cheeks and beaked nose, and knew the gentleman there. Immediately she understood it was only he of the three who might show mercy.


‘Sir,’ she said. ‘Please. Let me help you.’ And she tried to frame her trembling lips into a fair smile.


But the thin one shook his head slowly. ‘Do not try,’ he said at last. ‘Like your mother before. That foul creature glammered my father.’ And he unsheathed his weapon and eyed the forest as if the mention of her mother made him uncertain, hesitant, though she was nowhere near. ‘Four month he ails at his bed,’ he said over his shoulder in Aled’s direction. ‘For some slight, years since passed. Sickens fast.’ His lips hardened into a line. ‘But you, oh Anne, will cease those witch ways now. You, Black Anne, will not glammer me.’


He took a step forward. A decision had been made. They all knew it.


The lord’s sure resolve was making ripples in the air.


In the distance a fox shrieked, a slow strangling noise.


It is an omen, thought Anne. And she was right. Desperate and full of hot fear she tried once more to pull away, but the trap kept her near, biting through skin and tissue to the bone.


‘So strange,’ said the thin man, the lord, ‘though there be darkness only, I still see the whites of her eyes. Shows she is an unnatural beast caught in a snare.’ The thought of her an animal, made him rattle out a laugh. The noise further thrilled him. Bolstered him.


He made for her.


The fat one, Aled, gasped when he understood his employer’s intention. ‘Enough, surely, my lord?’ he said, to stay him.


But the Lord of the Manor didn’t care. His blood was pulsing.


He stepped up so she would be able to see the smile on his face.


Then he put the sword through.




CHAPTER ONE


‘Portrait of a beauty queen.’ The music was thumping and Sam was following Madonna’s instructions with fervour, clearly quite the superstar.


‘Yes, that’s who you are,’ I mouthed as he did a spin then pirouetted off the dance floor to throw some shapes at a rather hot-looking Audrey, our resident protestor. And when I say ‘hot’ I do not mean sexy hot. More cardiac-arrest hot. In fact, Audrey wasn’t really allowed to be on the premises at all. We’d only overlooked the current injunction as it was a very special occasion – the launch of our spankingly brilliant new website, complete with matching social media, and the newly updated Ursula Cadence wing of the amazing Essex Witch Museum. Well, that’s how I had bigged it up on the DIY promotional literature I’d disseminated around the village. Lots of adjectives and hyperbole.


I bet Audrey was spitting feathers.


Usually Sam gave the old girl a wide berth, but the booze had uninhibited him tonight in a rather spectacular manner. His tie was off and wrapped around his head like a bandana, and he’d let the buttons on his shirt fall open way past the nipples, though I wasn’t sure if he was totally conscious of that. A lunatic grin had been plastered over his face since he’d hit the dance floor at 8 o’clock when the one and only Adder’s Fork mobile disco – ‘The Royles’ – named after its duo of DJs Roy and Les, had kicked off the festivities. I’d honestly never seen him in such high spirits. Which was a shame because he was undoubtedly about to get a right mouthful off of Audrey. The relaunch pretty much stood for everything she hated.


Oh well.


I managed to get halfway across the dance floor, thought better of it and instead craned my neck to see what kind of reaction Sam was getting. On closer inspection however, Audrey looked all right. Clearly, she’d been enjoying the free prosecco. Her red nose had deepened in shade and the rest of her face had taken on a hectic flush. The old girl had even relaxed her brows and let her mouth fall into a neutral line. It was the closest I’d ever seen her come to smiling.


Audrey wasn’t the only one enjoying the free prosecco. The whole marquee was full of loud, shouty, sweating locals who had become extremely benevolent, one might even go so far as to use the term ‘enthusiastic’, about the relaunch of our little museum.


It was funny – the place was full of sigils, spells, grimoires and enchanted talismans, yet none exerted such magical powers of attraction as the two little words I’d added to the invitation: ‘free bar’.


The only person who hadn’t had a single sip yet was me.


It was blimmin’ unheard of.


I’d held off until I’d got the welcome/opening speeches over and done with. Now that they were well and truly in the bag I thought it about time I got myself stuck in. Drawing a determined breath down into my stomach I headed out of the throng, passing old Bob Acton from the farm next door, vogueing with serious intent (there but for the grace of God etc.). I’d noted his pitchfork leaning against the marquee earlier. It was nothing to worry about. Our neighbour was an old-style farmer: pitchforks were to Bob Acton what buckets were to Bronson, and this season’s turquoise sandals were to my good lady self. Molly, Bob’s daughter, told me it was like his security blanket. Bless him.


I popped out of the dance-floor scrum and hit a queue of Adder’s Forkers chatting at the aforesaid free bar. It was brilliant – there were absolutely loads of them here tonight. All full of bonhomie and happy to slap us on the back, shake hands or offer us drinks (knowingly pointless). Which was a turn-up for the books and very different to the reception my grandfather Septimus had got when he opened the place over sixty years back. Though, I thought, he’d be delighted if he could see the numbers here tonight: both inside the marquee and out in the museum grounds. A sizable portion of villagers, well-wishers and nosy parkers were taking the opportunity to stroll around the place in the warm evening air. Even more had actually gone inside the Essex Witch Museum to have a gander. Tonight’s admission fee had also been waived. I had been on my best behaviour and shown God-knows-how many visitors around explaining the exhibits and roughly outlining our mission statement and aims in an attempt to foster community bonds and engender outreach which according to Sam was vital for a ‘sustainable future’. Personally, I thought the alcohol policy would be working the miracles in that department tonight, and as the numbers in the marquee attested, it didn’t look like I was wrong.


This was costing me a bloody fortune.


Still, I was sure it would reap benefits.


I waved at Vanessa, one of the local girls who worked some days at the museum and who I’d hired to help out with tonight’s bar. She nodded and handed over a couple of glasses of prosecco. Briefly, I considered grabbing another flute for Sam, but one glance told me he was now the Adder’s Fork ‘Dancing Queen’, young and sweet, only thirty-two or thereabouts. What the boy lacked in precision he was certainly making up for in enthusiasm and as such was surrounded by a gang of seventeen-year-olds, who were finding his unique Abba moves exceedingly amusing. When I say ‘gang’ I might add that I use that word in an Adder’s Fork context, which has more to do with Gang Shows and ‘riding along on the crest of a wave’ than inner city deprivation and grime, or dub-step or whatever their Leytonstone equivalents were getting down to these days. I mean, there were two girls here in Girl Guide uniforms and they didn’t even care. When they walked in, out of my mouth popped the word ‘strippergrams’ but Sam pointed out they were barely in their teens and I was pretty sure that was a bridge too far. Even in Essex.


It occurred to me that maybe I should attempt to salvage the swaying curator’s dignity but, I thought he looked happy and probably wouldn’t remember too much detail and anyway, it was rammed and becoming so unpleasantly hot inside the marquee that my mascara was melting. A girl has priorities, you know.


I left Sam to it and went outside for some fresh air taking the extra prosecco for Bronson, our stalwart caretaker.


We weren’t too far off mid-summer and though it was nine, the sun was only just dipping behind Puck Hill in the west. The grounds of the Witch Museum were looking very festive in the gloaming, even if I did say so myself. We’d spent hours getting ready, stringing pretty Chinese lanterns and fairy lights over everything. Vanessa and I had blown up at least a hundred balloons each, which we’d attached to the climbing frame and swings in the new ‘children’s area’. Beyond them were the beginnings of a Garden of Remembrance for those who lost their lives to the witch hunts. It was early days yet, though Bronson and I had managed to clear the space and dig some flower beds. I’d ordered seven large stones which I was thinking of getting engraved with the names of the lost, although there were so many in Essex, it was going to take a very long time and a hell of a lot of money. And a lot more stones. If indeed we could ever find out all the names. Sam said only the court prosecutions were recorded. Those that didn’t survive the tests simply slipped from history.


I needed to find a stone mason at some point.


Till that was sorted, we were going to have those little plaques on the benches in the garden, like you see in parks. Between the seats we’d shoved in solar path lights, which having soaked up all the energy they needed, now illuminated the lavender bushes and double bloom peonies in whites, reds and pinks. I’d also planted lilac catmint and roses – different varieties for different reasons. Some for their smell – tea, honey, peach. Some for their colour and shape. In the middle of all of this was the beautiful but rather cumbersomely named Ethel-Rose Rose, or as most of the locals called it – the Ethel Rose. For it was a very special hybrid, more luscious and creamy than all the other flowers, created for and named after my very own grandmother. How nice is that?


Entwined with the sexy evening scent of jasmine, the fragrant damask of the roses carried all the way over to the new picnic area, where a rosy glow from the setting sun was perfectly complementing another dozen Chinese lanterns. You’d never guess they’d been a job lot from the Pound Shop. The whole area was full of people chatting and laughing amongst the trestle tables. Fairy lights hung low over them, twinkling like a tiny galaxy of constellations. It all looked magical. As did the centrepiece of the grounds, the star of the night as it were, my very own small and imperfectly formed museum. We’d had it whitewashed so tonight it gleamed above us inspecting the proceedings like a wise owl. Often, I found it brought to mind a skull, but we had strung bunting over its façade for the launch and this gave the impression of lightly fluttering pink and blue feathers. The large arched windows on the first floor looked just like eyes. As I weaved between the candlelit tables I knew the giant bird was watching me. At least if felt that way. Had done since it came into my possession. Or I had come into its. Hard to tell which sometimes.


Bronson’s craggy face flickered in the candlelight. He’d removed the yellow sou’wester that was perpetually glued to his head. I’d never seen him without it till tonight. Underneath where it used to sit was a thick thatch of healthy white hairs each making its own decision about which way it wanted to point. Boris Johnson, eat your heart out. Never really a man of many words, it pleased me to see him chatting to another couple with great animation.


He broke off when I reached the table’s edge, raised his fingers in a vague salute and sent me his big shaggy moustached smile. There was a strong possibility he was enjoying the evening.


I lifted the glass. ‘Prosecco, Bronson?’


He declined with a shake of his head and held up a silver tankard. ‘You won’t be offended that I brought my own.’ It was a statement. Considering we’d only gotten to know each other over the last five or six months, the man knew me quite well.


‘More for me,’ I said and let my gaze cross the table to the old people sitting opposite.


The bloke, in creamy linen trousers I recognised, as Edward de Vere. Everyone knew him – the owner of Howlet Manor, a stately home to the north of the village. He saw me and began struggling to his feet.


‘No, no,’ I said. ‘Please. We don’t stand on ceremony here.’ I slipped my bum along the bench next to Bronson’s.


‘Quite,’ mumbled de Vere, relieved, I think, also to be able to sit down again. He was very wrinkly with fragile papery skin that needed a damn strong moisturiser. However, there existed still a decisive accent to all his movements, probably wrought from military training. When he was settled he stuck out his chest, crossed his arms over it. His natty sports blazer contained an almost-portly form. It had a satin handkerchief in its breast pocket, a matching tie. Atop Mr de Vere’s head was an elegant Panama hat that I suspected had probably been imported from Ecuador. It was battered, but looked very high quality. Underneath it the hair was tamer than Bronson’s but the same colour, and slicked into a more conventional short back and sides.


‘You haven’t met Mr de Vere,’ said Bronson, nodding in his direction. ‘This is Rosie,’ he told the old guy. ‘She’s the proud owner of the museum. Septimus’s granddaughter.’


I wasn’t proud. Not really. Tonight was the closest I’d come to it so far, but in essence the whole thing was really just about trying to make a silk purse out of a pig’s ear. When I’d inherited the museum earlier in the year, my first instinct had been to take the money and run, but with one thing and another I just hadn’t managed it yet. If I didn’t know better I would say the museum itself had somehow managed to chuck a number of obstacles in my way – several rambunctious escapades, a couple of tasty mysteries, a little bit of a windfall and the curator, Sam, who I loved or loathed depending on how friendly, sexy or irritating he was being at the time. Recently I’d come to the decision that, as house prices in the South East were going bonkers, it was probably worth my while sitting on the property for a bit. While I waited for the optimum selling point I had decided to invest lightly but strategically so that in the meantime the place might generate some profit. Hence the children’s playground, picnic area, relaunch et al.


‘Ah, yes. Of course,’ said Mr de Vere, retraining his eyes on my face. ‘You know you do look so very much like your grandmother.’ I was surprised by the tone of his voice, I think all of us were – it sounded almost wistful.


Bronson smiled and nodded in agreement. The woman next to Mr de Vere fidgeted.


‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘I’ve seen the portrait you painted of the family. It’s in the upstairs living room. Takes pride of place over the fire. You convey Ethel-Rose very vividly and with some skill, so I’ll take that as a compliment.’ I was sure he was being oily but I took the flattery where I could get it these days. Plus, Ethel-Rose had been a beauty indeed. Long dark hair, Liz-Taylor black, beautiful shining eyes, with long lashes, possibly falsies. Not false boobs though. I don’t think they had them back then in 1952. That was when the picture had been painted. She’d disappeared the year after. It was another mystery I intended to crack at some point. And I also envisioned having a chat with Mr de Vere about it some time so this introduction was timely. Couldn’t be tonight though. There was too much else going on.


‘Yes, she was ravishing,’ he said with a sigh. Was I hearing right or was that wistful back again? ‘And do call me Edward.’


‘Thanks, I shall.’ The statement came out sounding unintentionally posh. I let my hand fall from his clasp. It was picked up at once in an altogether more clammy embrace. Strong, long fingers closed hard over my knuckles.


‘Araminta,’ declared its owner, shaking my arm up and down roughly. The woman sitting next to Edward was about the same height as he though broad. Not broader. But wide and stodgy. Despite the warmth of the evening she still had a cotton anorak done up to her cheeks. ‘I’m his daughter.’ She rolled her eyes at Edward as if he’d done something stupid.


‘Nice to meet you, Araminta. What a lovely name.’ And what massive hands you’ve got, I thought but didn’t say. Definitely the outdoors type.


‘His blasted fault,’ she cocked her head in her father’s direction. ‘All airs and graces.’


‘Oh come now, Minty,’ Edward motioned for her to leave my hand alone, which pleased me as all the yanking was hurting my arm socket. The woman was a couple of decades older than me but clearly strong as an ox. ‘It’s an elegant name. Protection and prayer, I believe.’


Araminta snorted. Not like a horse. It was a sound that I could imagine coming out of a rutting boar – all sinusitis and raw tonsils, with a baseline of rage. I think it surprised her too because she said, ‘’Scuse me,’ and fluttered her big hand to her throat. ‘Had one too many sherries.’ Then she recovered herself and slapped her dad on the back, possibly a little too hard. ‘Well, come along then Padre, time we got you off to bed.’


Edward’s mouth twitched like he was about to protest, but he quickly dropped his eyes to the table and nodded. ‘Well, yes, I suppose it is getting on and we can have a nightcap back at the house, can’t we Mints?’ Despite his commanding presence, I felt a bit sorry for him. ‘Come and have a cup of tea sometime, Rosie.’


Ooh an invitation to the Manor House. Perfect. ‘Rather,’ I said, realising it sounded either like Penelope Keith or like I was taking the mickey. ‘I mean, tops. Yes, I will.’


‘Splendid,’ said Edward and gave me a wrinkly smile. ‘Any excuse for a jammy dodger. And doughnuts too. Do you like doughnuts?’


‘Fresh cream cakes are my favourite, to be honest. But I’ll always go for a doughnut if it’s on offer.’


‘In that case I’ll get Collins to order some in.’


‘Collins?’


Araminta broke in. ‘We manage our affairs perfectly well between the two of us,’ she said with her chin high. ‘But we have a housekeeper, Collins, who comes up and helps out during the week.’


‘And a cleaner and agency gardeners. But they’re part-time,’ said Edward. ‘Not really staff as such.’


Blimey, I thought. They had more than us and we were a commercial property.


‘What about éclairs?’ said Edward. ‘I’m very fond of éclairs.’


‘Yes, happy to do éclairs too,’ I said.


‘Wonderful.’ Edward’s eyes twinkled. ‘Now, the old place is just up by the Seven Stars inn. Our road’s directly opposite the car park. You can’t miss it. Anytime you fancy …’


Edward’s daughter did the snorty-sounding noise again. ‘Really, you old goat. Stop flirting with the ladies,’ she said and made a big thing of grimacing at us all. ‘At his age!’


I was guessing Araminta was rather headstrong: she had a silver-grey Farrah Fawcett haircut that was Camilla Parker-Bowles in length. It didn’t suit her face which was not long and horsey, but fat and squat. The effect of the mini-Farrah amplified the broadness of her features. I absolutely understood she would have to have a mighty strong will to resist the efforts of the hairdressing fraternity over the decades – undoubtedly, they’d be desperate to update that look. But, fair play, Araminta had succeeded. She was stubborn for sure.


‘Well, it was nice to see you tonight, Miss Minty. Edward,’ Bronson said and shook the old man’s hand. ‘Don’t leave it so long.’


‘I shan’t Bronson, indeed. You must come up for tea or dinner sometime too. You know, Araminta is a fine cook. Does everything. You should try her Beef Wellington. Cuts the joints herself. Grows the herbs. Everything. Fine woman I produced there, what ho!’ he said and winked.


Araminta made a sort of gurning face at Bronson, who managed to repress a squirm and cast his eyes at the ground and said, ‘Oh indeed.’


Goodness, was Edward trying to set him up? I hoped not. I imagined being pursued by Araminta might be something akin to being chased by a double wardrobe on legs.


‘Well,’ said Edward, oblivious to my friend’s discomfort. ‘Might potter down and take a look at that Remembrance Garden sometime. See if I’ve got some cuttings you might like.’


‘That would be a treat.’ Bronson nodded, easier now.


Araminta was standing up, hoisting her skirts and straddling the bench. I copped an eyeful of large navy-blue knickers, and averted my gaze while she stooped behind her father, stuck her hands under his armpits and, with another boar-like grunt, lifted him into a standing position. Edward gave a little groan as he landed on his feet again, then put his hand on Araminta’s sturdy shoulder so he too could raise his feet over the bench.


I made to get up and help, but Bronson stayed me: shaking his head minutely – stay put. Then he hopped round to help the old bloke himself. Edward de Vere was a proud man, then. Possibly sexist. Certainly old-fashioned. Which meant sexist anyway.


The three of them had just about managed to extract themselves from the trestle and bench when they were intercepted by a middle-aged woman with long red hair piled high in an updo and gold hoops in her ears.


Araminta sucked her lips into a tense little hole, but Edward was pleased to see the newcomer. ‘Hello Carmen,’ he said with warmth and kissed her on the cheek.


Whilst Araminta’s style had come out of what must have been her seventies heyday, this Carmen’s was inspired by fashions a good 150 years earlier. Evidently, she was a graduate from the Pre-Raphaelite school of fashion. Several wraps were draped over a dark silk dress: she was festooned with necklaces and bangles that made little tinkling sounds as she moved and prompted me to think about visiting the loo.


‘You look well, Edward,’ she said and laughed flirtatiously. ‘Save the last dance for me?’


Edward enjoyed the idea for a moment then said, with regret, ‘Oh, I’m afraid you’re too late my dear. We’re just leaving. Minty needs to get back, don’t you dearest?’


‘Sorry Carmen,’ his daughter told the woman, her face now more jubilant than remorseful. ‘It’s nothing personal. Padre has to get home. It’s way past his bedtime.’


But Carmen had just spotted me. Her eyes ignited with interest. ‘Of course,’ she said, with great sincerity, patting Minty’s hand. ‘Completely understandable. I’ll see you at our next critique, Edward.’ Then she stepped aside to let them pass.


Bronson went to see them off the premises, leaving the stranger alone with me.


‘Rosie Strange, I believe,’ she said and parked her ample behind on the bench opposite. I felt my half of the trestle table rise out of the ground and leant back a little to even out the weight distribution. It’d be a PR disaster if I ended up catapulting over the heads of the gathered revellers. ‘So nice to meet you at last.’ Carmen extended long manicured nails.


Her voice was rich and trilled like she was singing. She was very pale, but not unhealthy-looking. Probably a natural redhead. Delicate. Though when I felt the skin around her hands it was hard and calloused. An odd combination.


‘Nice to meet you too,’ I said, doing a cracking job of impersonating the hostess-with-the-mostess. ‘Carmen is it?’


‘It is.’ Her eyes glittered in the candlelight. She’d done well with the brown eyeliner and dotted some green sparkling dust over the lids. ‘Carmen Constable.’


‘Oh,’ I said, ‘as in …?’


‘Yes,’ she replied. ‘Appropriate really as since we’ve moved here, not a stone’s throw from Constable Country as it were, I’ve been stirred to take up my oils once again. Watercolours sometimes too. Such an inspirational landscape, don’t you think?’


I was glad she’d interrupted before I mentioned The Fuzz, and regarded the landscape in front of me – the museum and the line of pines that bordered it, now happily decked with Chinese lanterns and lights and people. ‘Er, I suppose so.’


Carmen leant forwards and lowered her voice. ‘I’ve not been here long.’ She sent me a conspiratorial wink. ‘I understand we’re both relative newcomers. Takes a while for the village to accept you, I hear.’


I sent a micro-glance at the gathered crowd. Seemed all right to me. Although we’d had that break-in a few months back. However, the burglars hadn’t taken anything. In fact they’d left a whole lot of flowers instead.


‘Only eight months,’ Carmen was saying. ‘Though Edward de Vere has been very friendly. And the Patels. He’s taken over the surgery in Snakehouse Rise. Dilpreet Patel and I regularly go up to Howlet Manor for drawing sessions.’ She twirled the beads around her neck and stared. At me.


‘Oh, right,’ I said, gathering from her waiting gaze that I needed to say something more. ‘My family have lived here for a long time. Since the First World War, I think. On my dad’s side,’ I added.


‘Yes, I know, but you’ve not been here long have you? You, Rosie Strange.’


I wasn’t sure what she was getting at? Was she after some rookie camaraderie or something?


The Carmen woman took a moment to appraise me then smiled with purpose. ‘I mean, you’re not an Essex Girl?’


Something fizzed in my head. ‘Yes, I am actually. Moved to Leytonstone when I was fourteen, I’m still very proud of the county? Aren’t you?’


There must have been a note of defiance in my voice because Carmen’s smile slid off her cheeks. ‘I just meant, that you seem …’


‘Seem what?’ I clenched my fists in anticipation of the onslaught of stereotypical ‘joshing’. Which plastic attribute was she going to throw at me now? Promiscuous? Thick? Perhaps common? She sounded quite posh after all.


‘There’s something more, I don’t know, metropolitan about you,’ she finished. ‘You don’t seem very … country.’


‘I’m not thick,’ I said before I could stop myself. ‘We come in all different shapes and sizes.’


‘Yes,’ she said vaguely, gave me the once-over and continued. ‘I was talking to Sam back in January. He didn’t mention you.’


Mm. Was she now? He hadn’t told me about that. ‘I’ve been popping down at weekends and for bits and bobs whenever I’ve had time off, but I’ve just taken a sabbatical from work, so I can get to grips with the place.’ And maybe do some tinkering on its charming curator.


‘Oh really,’ said Carmen eager to find out more. ‘What’s work?’


‘Benefit Fraud,’ I told her.


Plucked eyebrows rose sharply. ‘Oh,’ she said and floundered. I waited for her to talk, as she seemed quite good at it, and spool out something predictable about my job choice. But she didn’t and when I didn’t say anything either her hand reached into a little beaded bag and pulled out a tin of ready-rolled cigarettes. She lit one and laughed at nothing. ‘Right. I imagine you’re used to that being a bit of a conversation stopper.’


‘No?’ I said. ‘Why?’


‘Oh.’ She waved the cigarette around. ‘You know.’ Then she blew out a plume of smoke. ‘Well, you must be relieved to have some time off from work.’


‘Not relieved as such.’ I shook my head. ‘I like my job.’


She laughed, but her eyes were nervy. ‘It’s ironic though, isn’t it? Considering …’


‘Considering what?’ I was suitably perplexed by her stream-of-consciousness gabbling.


‘Considering this,’ she said and gestured about the garden, finally poking her hand at the museum.


I scrunched my face. My expression must have demonstrated my confusion because she clarified with a smile. ‘Benefit Fraud. You’re a modern-day witchfinder.’


That stopped me. ‘What?’ I said. ‘No. It’s different. I don’t make the rules. I enforce them.’


‘Yes,’ Carmen said, unconvinced, though a cloud of uncertainty had begun to pass over her. ‘I just meant that, you know bullies …’ she petered out and coughed. ‘Anyway, the Witch Museum. It looks good.’


I was still rather shocked by the ridiculous comparison, but I was a good host and was prepared to rise above it, so moved on quickly and said, ‘Thank you, but yes, there’s a lot to get sorted out. I wanted to make a start on the garden.’ I bowed my head in the direction of the circle of benches and the Ethel Rose.


Witchfinder indeed!


‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘Lovely idea. I hear you’re looking for a stone mason?’


‘That’s right,’ I told her, guessing she’d got that from Sam.


‘Well,’ she said and laid a calloused hand on her chest. ‘I do the odd bit of sculpture.’


‘Really?’ I said, thinking that was more likely to be a conversation stopper if you asked me. I hoped her hands were a hell of a lot more subtle than her mouth.


Witchfinder indeed!


Not that I cared. What nonsense. Such a stupid observation. Completely, almost completely, well nearly totally without foundation. Nearly. Almost. Mostly.


‘Yes, I’m an artist,’ Carmen went on. ‘It was a hobby of mine for a long time, though I did do a Fine Art degree.’ Nothing short of a locomotive engine ploughing into the party could stop Carmen’s conversation, I thought. ‘But since I sold the house in Clapham and moved to Adder’s Fork I’ve been able to go mortgage-free and give up the day job. Art teacher,’ she added. ‘So much bureaucracy …’


My nostrils flared unintentionally as I repressed some left-over anger that had reduced into a yawn. The woman was boring as well as rude. And idiotic. I mean – a witchfinder. What a load of rubbish, I thought and finally pushed it to the back of my mind.


‘Most people,’ Carmen was saying, ‘think it’s a dream, but the paperwork is a full-time job in itself. Kills inspiration. Encourages homogeneity …’


Perhaps Sam needed that rescue operation now.


‘Yes,’ Carmen went on, doubling her chin as she sucked in the smoke. She wasn’t very overweight, but probably exceeded her BMI. She was fighting a battle though, you could tell. As my mum would say, ‘Fat wanted her’.


‘I never realised how much the old place was worth.’ She blew smoke out of the side of her mouth, which made her look a little bit Mae West and quite perky. ‘It wasn’t anything to look at, as such. Detached though and in London, well, the prices are preposterous now …’


I nodded and finished my prosecco while Carmen expunged her guilt about making a mint, buying some place in the village for peanuts and going mad on the renovation/demolition. Over her shoulder I could see a few people swirling glasses and having a good time. I recognised Steve and his partner Nicky, from the local shop-cum-newsagents-cum-dry-cleaners-cum-post-office talking with Karen, the local rev. Just behind them Bob Acton’s middle-aged recently divorced daughter, Molly, was conducting some kind of jig with Terry Bridgewater, part of an old Adder’s Fork family who lived by the church in the village. Molly was forty-five, only twelve years older than me, but had fully embraced middle age. Her hair was cropped short and grey and she had dangly earrings and a peasanty-style smock top on. Scary. Terry’s twenty-something son, Tony, or Tone, as he preferred to be known as, was standing next to the pair of them, looking away and simultaneously mortified. There was no one in the near vicinity who would understand eye-blinking Morse code – S.O.S. Where was my friend Cerise when I needed her? I was wondering if I should text Sam and see if he could rescue me when I heard Carmen say, ‘I thought you might like to look at it. After all, it probably belonged to your grandparents. Or your great-aunt.’


That got my attention. ‘What?’


‘The cottage. On Hollypot Lane. Sam said it used to belong to your family. I believe your grandparents lived there with your great-aunt Rozalie. At least I found her name on some of the old deeds. And before that it was your grandmother’s parents – Fred and Anne Romanov. Romantic name.’


‘Really?’ I tried to remind myself of the family tree: at the top were Frederick and Anne Romanov. They were the dad and mum of George and Ethel-Rose. Rozalie Romanov was Fred’s older sister, wasn’t she? I asked myself and answered with a nod. ‘Yes,’ I said out loud.


‘Great,’ said Carmen, taking my affirmation as an acceptance of her invitation. ‘Because there’s something I’d like you to see. How about lunch on Sunday? My boyfriend, Florian, will be down too so you’ll get to meet him. Bring Sam.’


‘Er, yes, I think we’re free …’ it depended if Vanessa or her mum, Trace, could sit on the till.


‘Great. It’s a date.’


‘Um,’ I said. Lunch would be at least two hours. And there was going to be a man called Florian there too. My stomach began to sink. On the other hand, I’d get to see the house where Septimus, my benefactor and barely known grandfather, husband of Ethel-Rose, had lived. That might contribute to a greater understanding of what was now my new, potentially life-long, study of the family. I didn’t know much about them to be honest, though the little I’d learnt had started to exert a strange fascination over me.


My dad was the complete opposite though. He’d never been big on our ancestral history. Plus, he had grave reservations about me getting involved with the family business which he’d spent most of his adult life distancing himself from. He’d even made up some excuse not to come to the relaunch. Mum had sided with him too, which was unusual, but there you go. Parents are weird – we all know that.


At least they’d sent a card. A big A4 cardboard effort with a cartoon of a boy in a mortarboard and graduation gown. It said ‘Wishing You Every Success’ on the front. It was the thought that counted. Though talk about mixed messages.


‘Oooohhhhh there you are, babe!’ a shrill and utterly penetrating cackle cut through my thoughts and stopped Carmen’s manicured monologue mid-sentence.


I didn’t need to turn to find out who it was. I’d recognise that voice anywhere.


Sure enough, at the end of the table was a woman dressed in what might have been mistaken for a collection of colourful rags, but was in fact a designer evening dress, full of feathers and beads that hung in strands off some kind of body stocking/boob tube affair. A Victorian Mahogany tan had been dabbed on for the occasion and a smattering of blonde extensions enhanced the loose beehive that perched on her head.


Auntie Babs unloaded a very fuzzy but happy-looking Sam onto the bench I was sitting on.


‘Go awn,’ she said to Sam, ‘shove up to Rosie.’ Then she sent me a very very theatrical wink.


Part of me cringed. Another part thought ‘oh goodie’ as I felt Sam’s thigh line up against mine. The curator of the Essex Witch Museum was a very attractive man, to my mind. Though if I’d met him in a club I wouldn’t have gone for him at all. Not at first. However, he was quite fit, with a good set of muscles, had all his own teeth and amazing eyes – brown with hints of amber. Yes really. But there was also something borderline posh about him and he was wedded to his work, a PhD he was writing here, using the resources of the Witch Museum. Also, on first impressions I had thought that he was a bit sheltered. Ironic really, as he knew a heck of a lot about some really hardcore nasty stuff that made me queasy. Anyway, he wasn’t posh either. Just well-spoken and academic. A bit nerdy. Quite sweet. A little on the sexy side. Good bum. And since the weather had got warmer I’d noticed some adorable freckles across the bridge of his nose. When he smiled his mouth pulled slightly to the left. Sometimes it made me catch my breath.


So why hadn’t I gone for him? Well, it was complicated. There had been a fair bit of dancing around at one time, but nothing had happened. So I’d accepted a date with a policeman, Jason, who we’d met on an investigation in London. It hadn’t worked out and he’d gone back to his ex-fiancée. Since then Sam had been most comforting and supportive. So much so that I’d decided to do the sabbatical thing and come down here to sort out the museum.


It was difficult. We really liked each other but now we were practically living with each other we’d entered into some kind of stalemate. I mean, what if something did happen to move the relationship on? That would change things massively. And what if things didn’t work out? What if we ended up hating each other? What if he ended up leaving?


That would be too much to bear.


I couldn’t chance it.


It was mega-frustrating.


However, there was nothing wrong with a little bit of a flirt now and then. Just to keep your oar in, so to speak.


And let a bit of steam out of the pressure cooker.


I necked the dregs of my prosecco. ‘Oh look – I’m empty,’ I said and glanced meaningfully at Carmen.


‘Oh, I’ll get another. I’m a bit parched too.’ She stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray and made to get up.


Auntie Babs, always quick on the uptake, clocked the disproportionate weight balance and immediately went and plonked herself next to Carmen to avoid the bench upending.


Oblivious to all this Carmen picked up my glass and said, ‘I’ll get four.’ Then disappeared into the crowd. Maybe she was all right after all.


‘Fancy a voddy, while you’re waiting, love?’ Auntie Babs hoisted a bottle out of her bag and cracked open a can of diet coke. ‘Wasn’t sure if it was a free bar. You can never tell with some people.’


‘Have you met me?’ I said as she filled her glass.


She nodded. ‘Heavy on the spirit, light on the mixer. Just how you like it. Your mum’s the same.’


‘Where’s mine?’ Sam whined and hicced at the same time. His hair was all mussed up. Sweat had wetted his forehead which had, in turn, wetted his hair and made it flop down at the front like some member of an indie boy band. I quite liked it.


‘I think you’ve had enough don’t you, young man?’ Babs warned. But her voice lacked conviction.


‘Am I hearing this right?’ Sam was outraged. ‘The Gin Queen of High Wigchuff and her niece are preaching to me about drinking? Come on.’


‘It’s not gin, it’s vodka,’ said Babs firmly. ‘All right then,’ and she winked at me. ‘Heavy on the mixer, lighter on the clean.’


‘Too right.’ Sam nodded his head in an exaggerated fashion. ‘That’s great,’ he said and hicced again, then nudged me. ‘Makes me almost feel like one of the family.’ He sank a cheesy smile. Before his eyes crossed, I noticed, despite the droopy lids he looked kind of slinky. That, I suspected, was probably more to do with the effect of four pints of prosecco and a vodka chaser than thoughts of amour.


‘Ooh,’ said Babs surveying us both. ‘Have you two …?’


‘What?’ Sam and I both said at the same time.


Oh no, I thought. She’s going to be really unsubtle.


‘Watched When Harry Met Sally?’


‘Not yet,’ I cut in.


Auntie Babs assessed us, then cocked her head to one side and squinted at me. ‘Before you do, Rosie love, come over to the salon, and I’ll do you a vajazzle.’


‘What’s a vajazzle?’ said Sam.


‘A dance,’ I quickly misinformed him.


‘Oh yeah,’ he said and grinned. ‘I’m in the mood for that. Show me how to now.’ Then he picked up my hand and pulled me to my feet.


I glanced at Auntie Babs to see if she minded me leaving her on her own. Though I knew she’d be off chatting up the Forkers before long.


‘Go on,’ she said. ‘Go and give him a spin. Maybe it’ll end up in a test drive.’


I rolled my eyes. ‘As a brick, Auntie Babs.’ But she didn’t hear.


‘Yes, come on.’ Sam yanked my hand about.


By the time we reached the dance floor the DJ had decided to ‘slow things down a little’.


Roy, or was it Les, was instructing the ‘gents’ to ‘find the one you’ve got your eye on and get them on the floor’. My irritation at the sexism was only softened by the fact they’d chosen one of my all-time favourites.


As Al Green professed his love, Les dimmed the lights and Sam fell into me. I felt his hands slip down to my waist and I put mine up around his neck and leaned into him. ‘Let’s Stay Together’ was so fitting for our curious coupling. For I wanted to stay together with Sam more than I wanted to be with him. How odd was that?


Tonight was just a fun flirtation. Things needed to stay like that for the time being, so we could make the museum work. But then after that, who knew.


‘I love this one,’ I murmured.


‘Rosie,’ Sam whispered in my ear. I could feel his hips just above mine, syncing into the rhythm.


Despite my firm resolve, a sudden unbidden feeling of optimism filled my abdomen, giving rise to several ‘maybes’.


Every time I repressed my feelings, all he had to do was touch me and everything puffed up again. Pathetic.


‘Yes, Sam?’ I buried my head deeper into his chest and tightened my grip.


‘I think I …’ His breath was hot against my neck.


‘Go on,’ I urged. ‘What do you think?’ Then I held my breath.


His hands gripped my waist. I heard him swallow. Then he said, ‘I really like vajazzling.’


I was working out what to make of that when the music abruptly ended, and the marquee was filled with the discordant sound of a needle skidding across the record.


A commotion had started up to my right. In fact all the dancers had stopped and turned towards the entrance.


Sam and I followed suit and saw, in the shadows just outside the tent, the silhouetted form of Farmer Acton. His chest was heaving and he had his pitchfork back.


As he stepped into the whirling lights of the disco it was evident there was something gravely wrong. His mouth was open and his eyes so wide that even from this distance you could see the whites.


Sam’s hand wavered on the small of my back and then dropped. I was in half a mind to grab his clammy paw and plonk it back on my hip but I too was keen to know what was going on with old Bob Acton.


A certain stillness had infected the tent.


All eyes were fixed upon the farmer.


Acton took another step forward then raised his pitchfork in the air. ‘Quick!’ he yelled with urgency. ‘They’re trying to roll the Blackly Be.’


Around me there was a collective in-take of breath so synchronised I thought for a second all oxygen might get sucked from the tent. I needn’t have worried – a millisecond later I was shoved out the way as a horde of Adder’s Forkers stampeded from the room.




CHAPTER TWO


By the time I had caught up with the mob they had settled in the car-park-cum-beer garden of the Seven Stars, one of the two Adder’s Fork pubs.


The main part of the village was formed by the joining of two Y-shapes. The bottom Y was inverted, its left ‘leg’ forming Hobleythick Lane. That was the road which led, eventually to the Witch Museum and then on to the Actons’ farm. The right was formed by Elmwood Avenue, which pottered out of the village in a curling south-westerly direction alongside fields and past a narrow byroad, Savage Lane, where a long-abandoned building stood, or tried to. The local kids referred to it as ‘The Cannibal House’. I had yet to find out why. Where both Y trunks met was the High Road, the main artery of the village, home to the old post office now news agents/village shop/dry cleaners/grocers/offy and coffee shop.


A couple of large cottages were dotted about on either side and a children’s play area to the east which backed onto the lower of two large woodlands – Mab and then Silva Wood. Opposite the play area, handily for parents, was the other Adder’s Fork pub, the Highwayman, named, as legend had it, after Jack Good, who was rumoured to drink there on his way back from stick-ups and came to a bad end when he got his head shot off. Allegedly.


At the top of the High Road the two upper legs of the Y comprised Rectory Road on the right, which funnily enough on one side passed the church, rectory and village school, now a residential house that belonged to some commuters. The north-westerly prong formed the border of the de Vere family estate. This was called Mentorn Road, although it was commonly referred to as Hangman’s Hill. About a quarter of the way up you could find the private drive through which you accessed Howlet Manor. Almost opposite the drive, where the village gallows once stood, was the Seven Stars public house and it was here, in the car park that I finally caught up with my launch party guests.


They were gathered in a loose circle, all facing the same direction and gurning at something or other. It was difficult to see from the back of the crowd.


My heel had been broken in the crush out of the marquee and although Sam had said he’d follow the herd and report back, as he could not even manage to walk in a straight line I decided to take a bullet for the team and had consequently speed-hobbled my way here as fast as my beleaguered strappy sandals would take me.


Whatever was going on was generating a lot of argy bargy. Reluctant as always to settle for second-best viewing position when there was potential gossip to be had, I elbowed my way down to the front where a workman was sitting on the gravelled floor rubbing his head. He had come to rest beside the large boulder that has stood in the entrance to the Seven Stars for as long as I’d been in Adder’s Fork and probably quite a few centuries more.


Oh yes, I thought, remembering what Sam had once informed/lectured me about it – this was the so-called ‘Blackly Be’ boulder. I couldn’t recall exactly what the story was but I think it had something to do with a witch. After all – this was Adder’s Fork, home of the Witch Museum, in Essex, formerly known as Witch County. You couldn’t swing a black cat without hitting some old witch legend or other.


Another man, skinnier than his floored co-worker, wearing a similarly emblazoned high vis vest and helmet, was holding his phone in front of him as if it might have been a shield. I wasn’t sure if he was threatening to use it or hoping to frighten people, which was a bit odd really. Adder’s Fork might be a slightly cut off rural community, but we were no Amazonian tribe paralysed by the sight of the ‘strange new gods in their tiny talking boxes’.


The whole scene was well confusing, truth to be told.


Beyond the boulder a regular open-top truck still had its engine going. It was the kind of vehicle you see carrying around bits of large equipment – cement mixers, traffic cones, signs – that sort of thing. A rope had been strung from it and fastened around the Blackly Be. There was evidence that digging had taken place at the base – namely mounds of earth and another guy holding a spade. No flies on me. A number of angry villagers were shouting and jabbing the spade bloke in the chest. He was doing a good impression of looking reasonable in the face of a (literally) pitchfork-waving mob.


An old man sitting at a nearby table who I hadn’t noticed before, began shouting and waving an aluminium crutch around. Half the crowd swivelled their eyes over.


‘That’s Granddad,’ said a voice beside me that I immediately recognised as Vanessa’s, the bar staff for the night and hired help at the museum.Fresh as a daisy at nineteen, she was pretty-ish. Tall with long straight blonde hair and a great figure that ended in weirdly sturdy ankles. She had gapped front teeth which I found quite endearing.


‘Your granddad?’ I asked.


Vanessa shook her head and let several strands of hair unloose themselves to fall over her shoulders. ‘No. Everyone in the village calls him Granddad. I don’t know why. He’s a hundred or something.’ She nodded.


‘Oh, right.’ I snapped my head back at her. ‘Hang on – you’re meant to be on the bar.’


She smiled revealing the cheeky gap. ‘Oh, your Auntie Babs said she’d hold the fort.’


‘Oh my God,’ I said and blanched.


Vanessa nodded at the truck. ‘Yep, it’s a bad move.’


I was going to ask her why she’d let Babs have the keys to the kingdom, so to speak, but she tutted loudly, ‘Granddad remembers the last time they tried to move it, you see.’ And she put a serious face on.


‘Moved what?’


‘The Blackly Be,’ she said with an expression that suggested I was being a total plank. ‘That’s why we’re here, Rosie. To stop all hell breaking loose again.’


‘Again?’ I said. ‘What happened last time?’


Vanessa was looking over my shoulder at the boulder. I turned round and saw that the Granddad bloke had managed to haul himself over and was now using his crutch as a makeshift baseball bat, swinging for the guy in the high vis with the phone.


A group of drinkers by the pub entrance were encouraging him on.


The barmaid bit her lip. ‘Go on, Granddad,’ she called. ‘It’s not right. Bob said the brewery that owns The Stars has sold half the car park. Developers want to build new homes on it.’


It didn’t look big enough to house more than maybe four semis, which was surely not enough for all this fuss. When I expressed that to Vanessa she grimaced. ‘Rumours are that the council have sold them some of the common land.’ She pointed over the fence that separated the pub boundary from the shadowy pasture. ‘That’ll be a chunk out of Silva Wood I expect,’ she said. ‘They won’t like that.’


‘Why are the builders starting work now?’ I asked. ‘It’s the evening.’


Vanessa shrugged. ‘I dunno. Maybe they thought they’d do the deed at night when there was no one around.’


‘But it’s in the car park of a pub!’ I said.


She sighed. ‘Don’t ask me. Maybe they’re just thick.’


‘Mmm,’ I agreed, and was going to ask about relationships with the council’s planning committee when I spotted a villager with bleach-blonde hair in a rather striking red kimono dress. She had separated from our mob, and with a battle cry suddenly launched herself onto the boulder, arms and legs spread-eagled.


There was a general muttering. Some of the front line took a step forwards, starting to envelop the boulder and its assailants on either side. A bunch of the young lads, who had come out from The Stars to see what all the commotion was, began grumbling all at once. One by one they downed their drinks and rolled their sleeves up.


Oh dear, I thought, as someone at the back of our mob shouted ‘fight!’


I felt a pressure behind my back as the pack started to stir and it was at that very point that the wail of a police siren cut through the night air.


Instead of continuing the pincer movement forwards, collectively the mob (including me) said ‘Oooh’ and faltered.


On sight of the approaching panda car the boys from the pub executed a swift u-turn, collected their pints from the table and legged it inside. Only Granddad continued bashing his crutch, possibly too deaf to heed the blues and twos.


The car bibbed as it swung into the car park and we obediently parted to make way for the agents of law and order, or at least to avoid being run over by them. When he finally registered the cops, Granddad made a big thing of clutching his heart and threw himself, gently, onto the floor with a few groans about his ‘ticker’, which in my expert opinion clearly lacked conviction and did not present legitimate evidence of any pre-diagnosed medical condition.


One of the policemen made straight for the boulder. The other headed towards us, his arms already sweeping back and forth in a ‘shooing’ gesture.


‘Nothing to see here,’ he said, though there blatantly was. ‘Please disperse.’


There was more localised mumbling, then the group began to scatter.


Me and Vanessa gave each other a silent nod and seized the opportunity to slip off into the night.


I left Vanessa at the bottom of the High Road. She lived on a new(ish) road that came off Hollypot Lane. It was a housing development that had been built after the war. Optimistically named ‘Gay Bowers’, I was puzzled as to why this didn’t raise a chuckle in the locality. It must have been too familiar. I imagined the address might be a bit of a sore point for school kids having their friends over to tea. If any children lived there. It wasn’t a big road.


I took a right into Hobleythick Lane. The museum was about halfway down, but it was a nice mild evening. Okay for a walk.


I was about fifteen minutes in when I had to take my sandals off. There was one big blister on my left foot and another two on the right where the leather had been rubbing against my flesh. They were really killing me. So much so, I realised there was nothing for it but to sit down and rub a dock leaf on the red bits.


To be honest, the rest was very welcome: I’d been on my feet since about 7 a.m. and hadn’t sat down for more than ten minutes at a time. The grass under my feet felt refreshingly cool, vaguely moist but prickly like a mild exfoliating scrub. It was such a relief to have the sandals off that I took a second under the big summer moon to enjoy the feeling and nab a quick lie down.


Up above you could see stars. A lot of them. More than you could ever imagine seeing on a clear night up town. Because the moon was out too I got a good view of the road, the trees and hedgerow. There was no one about. I repeat – no one. The lane was completely deserted. It was weird. But not creepy. Which was also weird. I mean I wouldn’t lie down on the side of the road back home. Well, not usually. There were instances of course when it had occurred – hen parties, divorce parties, some heavy nights out with the girls. But anyway this wasn’t one of them. It was completely different.


The irony that I was back in Essex at the Witch Museum was not lost on me as I sat there on the grassy verge beneath the branches of a spreading elm. When I had first set eyes on the museum that Granddad Septimus had left me, I had not been impressed at all. The whole place had been broken down and dust-filled – a lost cause. I never thought that months later I’d be living in it. You couldn’t make it up.


At work we did a test once. My personality type came in as an ‘actualiser’ which meant if I wanted something I’d go and get it or do it or eat it or buy it or wear it or catch it or, infrequently, snog it. Which was making me wonder if actually, maybe, possibly I did want to be here after all. Or, at least, a large part of me, maybe a subconscious section, did.


The idea was semi-surprising, but then again, this whole year had been about discovering things that I had never known existed. And some family secrets too.


The moon was almost directly above me as I listened in on the crickets doing their squeaky chirpy thing in the field behind.


It was so quiet.


Vastly different to the roaring London with its 24-hour policing, diverse tongues, constant traffic, etc. I wondered how my great grandparents, Frederick and Anne Romanov, had felt when they relocated to the village.


Bronson had told me they’d also come from the East End where Frederick made a living as a bookbinder. Anne had worked in the office of his family business, a cigar factory. According to the caretaker, Fred didn’t have much to do with it on account of his weak lungs so it was run by his father and elder brother Mischa, or Mickey as he preferred to be called. The factory however did provide my great Granddad with dividends which meant he and Anne could be relatively comfortable. Nonetheless it was indeed relative. Living conditions in the East End a hundred years ago left a lot to be desired. The couple got by okay until they had their first son, who developed Fred’s lung condition, probably asthma but then undiagnosed. Originally intended to be Georg, the registrar added an extra ‘e’ anglicising the Romanov’s son, much to Anne’s relief. Though he was a solid, happy little boy, his health took a turn for the worse after the first Zeppelin bombing of the war. So Fred made the decision to take his family away from the Smoke and try his luck in the country.
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