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Strange /streɪn(d)ʒ/


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


The door banged.


This time it didn’t stay shut.


Nor was there the turn of the metallic key or the clunk of the padlock dropping back on its chain and knocking against the wood.


A shard of light slanted across the floor. Not much. If he’d have been at school and Mrs Green had told him to measure it, he reckoned it would only be up to two centimetres on his wooden ruler. Maybe even less – millimetres.


The Boy let a breath of frustration escape his lips. What wouldn’t he give to be back at school? Instead of here in the dark. It wasn’t fair. Even though The Washing Up Man brought him sweets and chocolate and jam sandwiches and a drink which tasted like Tizer but had a medicine in it, he knew he shouldn’t stay.


Despite his years, The Boy had an understanding that his stepdad would be worried about him. Not necessarily out of affection, but he’d be aware of the stares of the neighbours and the judgement in their eyes if The Boy wasn’t seen at home. Indeed, when Brian sobered up, after his latest four-day binge, and realised The Boy wasn’t there, then The Boy would be in trouble, heaps of it, when he got home.


Brian’s anger scared him. Though it was less frightening than The Washing Up Man. His stepdad’s fury was physical – a couple of slaps here and there and it was over and done. You just had to grit your teeth, fingers crossed they didn’t get smashed, and put up with it.


But The Washing Up Man was way different. He didn’t show his anger out front, but it was there. You could feel the heat of it coming off him, bubbling under the surface like a volcano. Almost ready to blow. Sure, The Washing Up Man acted nice to The Boy, but there was something that was not okay: The Boy had complained to The Man that he needed to go home, that his stepdad, Brian, would blow a gasket. Not that he was sure what a ‘gasket’ was, but he’d heard Brian say it often enough and knew it warned of violence. But The Washing Up Man had kept him. Told The Boy that he couldn’t leave until he had played with his brother. But so far this brother hadn’t come.


The Boy had persisted though and mentioned it again last night. ‘I ought to get off now. Dad will be wondering …’


The word ‘Dad’ had sounded peculiar on The Boy’s tongue. He had never used that term for Brian before, but it sounded more convincing. And, so as to be polite, like his mum used to instruct him, The Boy thanked The Man for the game and he thanked The Man for the sweets and thanked The Man for having him and he told The Man that he would definitely come back to play with his brother. Probably tomorrow. He promised. Honest.


But The Washing Up Man said, ‘Just one more day.’


And click-clunked the door outside.


And locked him in.


With the cake and red drink that was tasty but made him sleep.


So this morning when The Man came with Kellogg’s and milk and the drink and then, later with the burger and coke, The Boy pretended to eat them but he didn’t really. He went and buried the food in a hole under the mattress at the side of the room. And left only crumbs on the plates.


Which meant now he wasn’t tired.


He pretended he was.


And crawled under the dirty sheet.


And, although his tummy rumbled, The Boy could feel that his sacrifice was paying off: he was staying awake.


As the light outside dimmed, The Man came back to collect his plates.


The Boy heard the dragging slouchy footsteps cross the floor. They stopped near his corner. The Man’s breaths carried on, heavy and hard.


Underneath the sheet The Boy tried not to move.


The Man grunted, satisfied, turned and picked up the plates. Then he went out the door. But this time The Man did not lock it.


Slowly The Boy got up and padded over, putting his eye to the gap. The outside made him blink. He had been so long in the darkness that even the dull white-clouded sky hurt his head at the front.


There was no one there in the yard.


The Man had gone inside.


The Boy took a breath and moved the door. It creaked. Whoops.


Better go now, he thought. Before he hears me or remembers the lock.


And so gently, gently, quietly, quietly The Boy squeezed out into the yard and skipped down towards the field at the end.


It didn’t take him long to slip through the hedge and then he was running, fast, over the stiff grass, joyful in his freedom.


There were trees up ahead. He knew them.


But – a shout. From behind him. ‘Hey you!’


The Man was running, chasing after him.


But The Boy was lighter, quicker and he knew this place.


‘Come back!’ yelled The Man, gaining ground.


The Boy made it into the shade of the trees. A few more metres and he would be lost in the thicket. A few more leaps …


And then he was inside the snug darkness of the wood.


He crouched down and slunk through the twigs and bracken. The Boy didn’t care about the scratches on his legs or the bashes on his knees. On and on he went trying to find a place to hide.


Behind him he could hear The Man, and his loud breaths, stopping, calling his name, asking him to go back, but The Boy would not. The Boy knew it wasn’t the right thing to do.


And soon The Man’s shouts grew fainter. He was losing him. Only a little further now and The Boy would be free.


Free, he thought and let himself enjoy the word for a bit. Free, he smiled and allowed himself to stretch and stand up and jog a few paces on.


Ah, ha! Here he was. Nearly at the edge.


But as he was thinking this, something hefty hit him. It was sharp, and metal, and came into the back of his head. The impact sent him spinning unsteadily. He staggered on a few more paces. The sounds of the wood were lost, muffled in the undergrowth, drowned out by the silent scream inside his brain. The dizziness unrelenting, disorientating, buckled his legs and he hit the ground.


The Man was near and The Boy knew it. He crawled like a soldier through the scrub, twisting, turning, elbowing his way under the bushes.


Another crack.


Beneath him.


Not in him this time.


The forest floor was giving way.


He felt for a moment as if he were flying, then he landed with a thud.


The world spun briefly and finally calmed. There was no pain, only that in his skull which had come before.


Underneath the tips of his fingers The Boy could feel mulch and dead leaves, and when he breathed through his nose there came the dark smell of the soil and its woody tendrils.


Everything was brown.


Ah yes, he thought. One of our traps.


Good. I am here.


And through slitty eyes he realised he was in a hollow with walls of smooth mud. His friends had often covered it with sticks and leaves and twigs, hoping to catch a poacher or a crocodile or something infinitely more interesting. Now it had caught him. But The Boy was glad.


He wriggled out of the light coming down between the tree branches and scrambled underneath where the hairy roots grew together in a strange earthy lace. This was the Root Cave, the most excellent and secret place for hide and seek.


And it was working. It was hiding him good and proper: because The Boy could hear The Man swearing.


‘I can see you,’ The Man called, breathless and panting. ‘I can see you now. Come out. Don’t make me come and get you.’


The Boy pressed himself up against the side of the Root Cave knowing The Man was fibbing. If he could see him, he would have come and got him. Which meant all The Boy had to do was be quiet and try not to fall asleep in the thickening gloom.


But The Boy was tired and his head hurt.


And just as he was about to drift off he heard a woman’s voice, unfamiliar, but soft and kind. She was near him in the dark.


‘Where are you?’ she said. ‘Tell us where you are.’





CHAPTER ONE


I am looking into those dark, dark eyes and wondering if they might conceal the secrets of the universe. So old, so deep, so velvety. Soft? No. There is hardness there. Around the pupil a green ring is tinged with gold. Its edges have the look of exquisite tracery, an intricate pattern, hardening larva. Something wants to spill out of them. Fire burns there.


And then he touches my hand.


I feel it like a trail of sparks across the skin.


And gasp with pleasure.


And he says …


And he says, ‘How much is it to get in?’


Then withdraws his hand and coughs. ‘You all right?’


‘Er, yes. Sorry, I was thinking about something,’ I said.


Goodness knew how that vision had managed to wriggle its way into my thoughts.


‘Yes.’ The customer grinned displaying strong white teeth with a pair of sharp canines. ‘I could see that.’


Stop it, I cautioned my naughty imagination. Still thyself, damn harlot brain. There are certain limitations to customer service that must respectfully be observed. Imaginary shagging was probably one of them.


But then again, this bloke was exceptionally endowed in the handsome department and, to be honest, I’d been a bit bored in the ticket kiosk.


‘It’s Rosie, isn’t it?’ he said, leaning onto the counter. A musky aftershave pooled in the air. It smelt of antique leather and classical music. Beyond that, a rich coconutty perfume, that must have been radiating from his hair, as black as midnight and shining like the moon. Soft and thick. Something to hold on to … Stop that.


‘Rosie, yes,’ I managed, grateful Auntie Babs had done me a spray tan at the weekend.


The bloke nodded, then dazzled me with an ultra-bright, honest-to-God super-sly sizzlingly sensual, smile. And I was visited by a series of images – wind picking up in the north, the boom of a cannon, hard-tipped boots, feathers stroking my skin, a haven of shadows concealing lovers’ sultry embraces.


Jeez. What was the matter with me? Usually I could command these sorts of impulses, but my imagination had gone all loopy, hijacked my mind and slung me over the back of its horse so it could gallop off and do its worst.


‘Oooohhh,’ I said as I framed his features into context: clean-shaven, pale-skinned, silk shirt, stiff double-breasted military coat. Ting! The bell in my head finally rang. ‘Oh, yes! It’s Dorcus, isn’t it?’


Now I’d got his name I was surprised at myself for not recognising him immediately. Really really. Because he was dead fit and sexy. Although, to be honest, the last time we’d met, or I thought we might have met, I’d been in a forest tripping off my nut with belladonna poisoning, convinced that this slightly gothy but definitely fit-looking bloke was a vampire, or possibly a stag, potentially a shape-shifting goat-footed god with powers over the forces of nature and the underworld.


If indeed he had been there at all and wasn’t a symptom of the atropine ingestion.


I used to be a Benefit Fraud inspector.


In an attempt to repress this sudden unbidden release of lust, I directed my internal focus to the next job I had on my list, once the museum was shut – cleaning the men’s toilets. Not a chore I would be relishing.


The prospect of such life-enriching activity worked my ardour down for a moment, which was long enough for Dorcus to lift his face, and let his hair fall away to reveal those slanting cheekbones, and say, ‘You remembered! I wasn’t sure if you would. The last time we met, it was er …’ His smile lit up my ticket booth (not a euphemism. Well, maybe. A bit).


I didn’t want to come out and ask him if he was referring to the goat-foot god episode for obvious reasons, so I went with a neutral, ‘How could I forget?’ Plus, he’d also found my phone in a graveyard during a storm on a previous occasion when we had been investigating reanimated stone knights, so there was a possibility he might have been referring to that.


My life one year ago = simple, despite numerous attempts by persons living in or around Leytonstone to claim unsanctionable benefits.


My life now = complex. The role of proprietor of the Essex Witch Museum brought along much weirdery. If that wasn’t a word before I arrived in Adder’s Fork, it was now.


It had its perks, though. I was looking at one. ‘Of course, I remember you.’ I decided to avoid all reference to drugs, embalmed knights and poison and keep it light. ‘You found my phone. Thanks again for that!’


‘Correct,’ he said and spread his lips so I could see his strong teeth. The action unleashed a flush of hot chemicals into the pit of my stomach.


‘Are you still staying in Damebury?’ he asked.


‘No,’ I said, and pointed to the ceiling of the ticket office. ‘I live above the museum. There’s an apartment.’


‘Oh, I thought that you maybe … oh it doesn’t matter. Well, that must be very convenient.’ Dorcus straightened up and took a step towards the ‘Abandon Hope’ door.


‘Are you still staying in Damebury?’ I tried to keep my gaze away from his chest.


‘No.’ His eyes were hypnotic. ‘My place,’ he shrugged. ‘It got, er, disrupted.’


I nodded. I’d had that before. ‘Flat share?’


‘Sort of. Other people moved in and it became too noisy.’


‘I hear you,’ I said. ‘That would annoy me.’


The corners of his mouth tucked up. Adorable. Actually no, I corrected myself, this man wasn’t adorable, that was the totally wrong word for Dorcus. He was powerful and attractive, not adorable and cute.


‘I’ve not gone far,’ he was saying. ‘Rented a place just up the road, in the village of Haven. Do you know it?’


‘Not really,’ I said, doing my best to be agreeable and conversational. ‘Heard of it. Never been there. Properties are quite cheap. Thought it must be a dump.’


‘Well, there are some very nice bits to it,’ he said and stepped back. ‘I’ll show you around if you fancy it?’


Blimey.


Really?


Was this pale-skinned lothario fluttering his eyes at me?


I did fancy it. ‘Maybe,’ I said, wondering (very briefly) if this might contravene any unknown rules about mixing with visitors.


Dorcus fished something out of his breast pocket. ‘Here’s my card,’ he said and slid it across the brass counter with his index finger. ‘My mobile’s on it. Text me, then I’ll have your number.’


The little cardboard rectangle was inscribed with gold lettering and a picture of a feathered quill. ‘Dorcus Beval, Writer, Archaeologist, Historian’. Underneath was his mobile number. Nothing else. No email or address. It was immaculate apart from the top left corner which was curling back to reveal gold underneath. I rubbed it but the card’s surface was even, not flawed.


‘It’s a trompe l’oeil,’ Dorcus grinned.


‘A what?’


‘A trick. Optical illusion. Makes it look 3D.’


‘Oh right,’ I said and grinned. ‘Clever.’ But I wasn’t really interested in that part of it. ‘What do you write about?’


‘This and that. I’m involved in military history.’ His eyebrows lifted. The skin on his forehead remained smooth like marble.


I felt the impulse to put my fingers there and feel it to make sure it wasn’t cold. With great effort I resisted and said, ‘Fascinating,’ which was a lie.


‘Yes,’ he brightened. ‘This area of Essex has seen quite a lot of action in that regard. The Battle of Assundan for instance, in 1016, you know,’ he looked at me with expectation, ‘King Canute? Mentioned in the Knýtlinga saga: “brown was the flesh of bodies / served to the blood-bird in the slaughter—”’


Oh God, I thought. ‘Yes, well Dorcus,’ I interjected, heading off the Boy’s Own concise history of East Sax’s bestest bash-ups. He was fit, but he weren’t that fit. ‘I have to tell you. Time isn’t quite on your side. If you want to be admitted into the museum, then you should go in now. We close in an hour.’


An older couple, to whom I’d sold tickets but half an hour ago, emerged into the lobby looking flustered. I waved at them pleasantly but they scowled and scuttled out the front door. Some people don’t get that the stuff in here is genuinely disturbing. I don’t know what they imagine might be in a witch museum, but the history of witches in Essex ain’t all ruby slippers and green face-paint.


‘Oh right.’ Dorcus took a deep breath and turned his head away from the door through which the visitors had charged. ‘Yes. Sorry, forgot myself.’ He looked embarrassed though didn’t flush.


‘Or you could come back another day and I could show you round?’ I said to compensate. Nothing wrong with a little one-to-one customer service, was there? According to Sam, I needed to work on my personal skills. There had been some negative reviews on Tripadvisor. Personally, I thought it was more likely to be Vanessa’s mum, Trace. She didn’t suffer fools gladly and, I can tell you, a lot of them turned up at the Witch Museum.


Dorcus puffed out his oh-so-manly chest. ‘That’d be great.’


‘I have to man the ticket booth this arvo. Can’t take you around myself. There’s no one else available. But another time …?’


He sort of chuckled and began, ‘That sounds like an offer I can’t refuse …’


A clatter of Cuban heels and some muffled cussing summoned our attention to the porch and in bundled my curator, shaking raindrops from his hair and a broken umbrella with baboons printed across it.


‘Bloody hell!’ Sam tried to collapse the spines. ‘It’s cats and dogs out there and this brolly from the Pound Shop is useless.’


‘Can’t think why,’ I muttered.


‘You bought it!’


‘Pay peanuts, get monkeys.’ I gestured to the print and laughed at my excellent joke.


‘Exactly!’


‘Why you blaming me?’ I said. ‘You’re the one who borrowed it.’


‘I would have liked to have borrowed a better––’


‘Or, as you didn’t actually ask me, then I think that might constitute half-inching my umbrella.’


‘Half-inching?’


‘Pinching.’ I rolled my eyes. Posh blokes – honestly.


‘Okay, then I would have liked to have half-inched a better-quality waterproofing device which worked on more than just one outing.’


‘I always lose umbrellas. That’s why I buy the cheapos.’ I was tiring of this conversation. ‘And denim jackets, black cardigans, sunglasses. Always the same. Now stop sniping and let me introduce you to Dorcus.’


I gestured to the ledge of the counter, where the dark one had been standing, and leaning and lingering, and smiling and … but there was no one there. The ‘Abandon Hope’ door was swinging very slightly so I guessed he must have gone through. ‘Oh bugger. You scared him, Sam.’


‘Who?’ he said, squelching his way to the ticket booth. ‘Scared someone into the Witch Museum. That’s a new one.’


I concurred. ‘Dorcus. He was just here. I met him in Damebury. After you bashed your head on that tombstone and went all weird.’


He smelt of damp and hair product. ‘I didn’t go weird. I was considering the possibilities of life after death and the non-linear potential of time.’


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Weird. Anyway, don’t start harking on about that old chestnut now.’


‘What particular chestnut are you referring to here?’


‘The ghost chestnut. There was that name on the tombstone – same as yours, then we went to the pub and you were going on about the possibility that you’d seen a ghost on the film talking to me – remember?’


Sam leant on the counter. He was taller than me by about half a foot, so I had to look up at him. Sometimes I liked this. Sometimes I didn’t. Today I was favouring the latter. ‘Yes, yes. Of course I remember.’


‘We both know very well just how many strange tricks the mind can play,’ I told him. ‘Not on purpose necessarily but because it thinks it’s doing you a favour. Like with Mary at La Fleur and her sight condition – her brain thought it was helping her out, filling in the blanks her eyes couldn’t see. But it wasn’t, right?’


‘And yet it was. It is possible for there to be two truths in play at the same time …’


I ignored him because he had a point. ‘Other times it’s been about denial – we know it’s easier for folks to think witches did it than admit they might have a murderer in their midst. Other times it’s just bizarre – remember when Matilda said she’d seen the White Lady do a poo in her garden?’


‘Yes, well she was a child of only seven then and that was more likely to do with an over-active imagination and all the hysteria occurring in the village at that time.’


I agreed with him privately but couldn’t be bothered to say so. ‘Anyway,’ I carried on, driving the point home. ‘I’m basically reminding you that the mind is a remarkable thing. The lengths it will go to keep the body alive and functioning are extraordinary. Self-preservation is an exceptionally powerful impulse.’ I’d just been reading about it in a magazine at my Auntie Bab’s salon. There had been an article about some bloke who got his leg stuck under a rock and had to eat it off or something.


My curator nodded. ‘I’ll not disagree with you there, but the film …’


‘Monty said the film was inconclusive,’ I said, marvelling at how I was coming across as ultra-rational. Almost as logical as the curator himself.


‘Yes, I know.’ He blinked. Deep within his eyes golden flints began to whirl and shine, catching the light of his excitement. Sometimes Sam’s intellectual curiosity was so intense it made him glow like a Chernobyl engineer. ‘Our dear friend’s inconclusion,’ he said, ‘is therefore open-ended. This means there are several possibilities demanding serious consideration. Shall I list them?’


I was unable to stifle a yawn. ‘No, you’re all right.’


‘You know, for aeons, people believed that if a ghost was present it turned flames blue.’


I thought about gas, then the oven, then wondered what we were having for dinner. I didn’t want pasta again. All Sam’s meals were so predictable. Maybe I could do a green curry and try to keep it low fat with some seafood. Or perhaps we should just throw caution to the wind and eat at the Stars. After all, it was probably wise for us to turn in early. We had a big day tomorrow. Montgomery Walker, the agent from the Occult Bureau in MI5 or 6 or 7 or whatever, Monty, who called upon our services quite regularly now, had decided to take us in hand and sort us out a bit. Unofficially, though somehow using official resources. In the morning we were off to a secret location in Middlesex where we were to undertake some basic training. I was looking forward to it.


‘Rosie! Rosie, pay attention!’


‘What?’ I’d forgotten he was here.


‘You said “prawns”.’


‘No, I didn’t.’


‘Yes you did. And, more to the point, you started this.’


‘I didn’t do that either.’


‘Yes you did – you said I went all “weird”.’


‘Oh yeah,’ I said. ‘I did. Fair cop.’


‘Now listen, talking of serious consideration, which I was, before you tactfully zoned out, I’d like you to come into the office?’


‘Okay. Don’t forget we’ve got that training tomorrow.’


‘I haven’t, but I want to discuss something I just heard: there’s witchcraft abroad.’


I groaned.


‘Witchcraft-slash-Satanism,’ Sam finished and looked on with a similar expression of expectation as Dorcus had just used. Like he wanted me to jump up and down or something.


This time I supplied a fitting response. ‘Oh here we go … wonder what that’s covering up then? Teenagers frightening the locals? Waitresses executing their dastardly machinations? Hunters lopping off animal heads for interior designers?’ We were both very familiar with elements of ‘witchcraft’ being used to mask and camouflage other insalubrious goings on. The world wasn’t done with scapegoating poor women despite, or maybe in spite of, the Enlightenment, education, technological progress, Brexit …


‘Not sure what’s behind it,’ he said. ‘Seems to have started recently.’


‘Who told you? Monty? Did he get out his tom toms and send smoke signals through the secret MI5 grapevine?’ I punctuated my question with a snigger.


‘Will you stop mixing your metaphors? That was a sentence worthy of George Bush. But no. Nothing like that.’ Sam screwed his face and rubbed his hand through his hair. It was a habit. But this time his fingers came out quickly: he had recently submitted to my Auntie Bab’s nifty snippers. She had cut him a style that worked well on his auburn locks. Textured with a bit of a quiff at the front. Not bad at all.


‘Steve had a Haven parish magazine in the shop,’ he said, inspecting his fingers which had dislodged something from his hair that he appeared to find surprising. ‘He showed me.’ Sam waved his other hand, which I now saw contained a pale-green-coloured leaflet. From this distance it looked like someone had photocopied pages and stapled it together by hand. Totally old skool.


‘Hang on, did you say the Haven parish magazine? Funny,’ I said. ‘That’s where Dorcus has moved to.’ I pointed to the ‘Abandon Hope’ door. ‘The bloke who’s just gone in. I think.’ Or transformed into a bat and flown out of here.


Don’t be silly Rosie, I told myself.


That was another thing that had changed since I had landed in this little corner of Essex – my imagination had stretched and grown with staggering speed. It must be all the fresh air.


‘Oh, all right,’ Sam said. He was vague and partially absent – his mind already turning over the news about Haven. ‘Well,’ he pushed through the ‘Staff Only’ door into the ticket office, then opened the next one which led into our office/diner/kitchenette and disappeared. ‘See if you can find him in there.’ The door closed. His voice muffled. ‘The fellow might have heard a thing or two about it. Then shut up shop.’


It irked me to follow commands from blokes. Especially when they were, if not on equal footing, then due to me being the owner and he being the curator, certainly command-able (if that was another word). However, Sam did, as blimmin’ usual, have a point. Dorcus could well have picked up some important intel regarding the shenanigans going down in his village. He would probably be more familiar with the layout of the area too. Which would be helpful. If we needed to investigate. Plus really, I wasn’t too put out about sloping into the museum in pursuit of a tall dark stranger. Well, not that he was a stranger any more. We were on first name turns and that made us acquaintances. It was a step in the right direction.


I took his business card out of my pocket and looked once more at the corner, designed as if it were turned back. A trompe l’oeil. Strange. I found it a tad fussy. Dorcus must be the type of bloke who liked little details. And then suddenly there I was again wondering what he was like, what kind of things he did to pass his day. I’d have to try and keep a lid on this. My imagination will be the death of me, I thought as I entered the ‘Abandon Hope’ door.


But there were those who would counter it was actually quite the opposite.





CHAPTER TWO


No longer in the presence of an attractive man, I found it much easier to keep my thoughts clean as I hummed my way through the Witch Museum. The engraving of the Judas Cradle on our ‘Instruments of Torture’ wall always helped in this regard, it being literally sphincter-splittingly alarming. Seriously, the bloke who came up with that device should have been locked up. Allegedly it was one Ippolito Marsili, who thought that it was a humane, yes humane, alternative to smashing up bones and burning flesh. Fifteenth-century Italians did my head in sometimes.


I pounded past the pyramid with speed. As always, it was a relief to get round the corner to the Blackly Be display, with our freshly moulded Black Anne – a much-wronged local lass tried for witchcraft in 1621. Her mortal remains were buried outside by our memorial garden, along with those of Bartholomew Elke, who we learnt through various tests, was actually her dad. That investigation had been quite a mammoth one for us. Reaped all sorts of surprises, including the fact that the aforementioned Black Anne Hewghes had actually been black. Yep. Who’d’ve thought. Anyway, this was why we now had a new model of her. To reflect that. It was much needed. Pricey, though. Sam had been too busy with the rest of the exhibit, so I had been charged with getting the waxwork of Anne sorted. Turns out Madame Tussauds are well expensive. But they did a damn fine job.


I muttered a greeting to the tableau in which a local nobleman consulted a very lifelike Anne. On the table in front of her was spread a map, some alchemical instruments and a compass. If you asked me, which no one did these days, the scene looked intriguing and it was, for sure, one mega-interesting story. If you hit a button located at the side of the exhibit, the lights would go on and you would be treated to an audio of our friend, Carmen, recounting the tale of Anne, Bartholomew and the Howlett hoard. That’s treasure to you and me. I’d also decided to do something with smell to make it a little more immersive. So now we had a diffuser that worked with mossy earth, cedarwood and frankincense. It emitted bursts of the different fragrances throughout the day. The designer had told me that smell was one of the most powerful senses. It touched parts of your psyche that nothing else did. They actually called it ‘psychic’. To say that I totally dig that now is something of an understatement. Anyway, apparently each perfume we selected was designed to touch something deep inside your brain – memories or experiences – walking through woods and forests, picnics. Mossy earth and cedarwood reminded me of the Sitting Pool in Adder’s Fork, a strange, fairy-like dell where time stood still. Sometimes. As well as memories the smells conjured wishes – frankincense was packed full of spice and wonder. It was a fragrance that touched your heart and filled it with optimism and joy. Well, that’s what it said on the label. Cool, right?


But there was so much more to tell of this legendary Adder’s Fork tale – we were currently awaiting the trial of the current Lord and Lady of the Manor, descendants of those who murdered Anne Hewghes. And they’d also tried to kill me. I know. It is, as our European relatives say, ‘compliqué’. For my mother’s story was wound up with it too. And my grandmother’s. The whole episode had caused a sensation locally and nationally. And personally.


However, never one to look a gift horse in the mouth, I could see that it presented a good opportunity for us at the Witch Museum. Obvs, because part of it was autobiographical, I had dibs on the story. And I was definitely going to large it up here and make the most of my connection. But we had to go to court first. So we’d put a sign up explaining some of that and adding ‘Watch This Space’. Which we meant literally – we’d already cleared out another exhibit to make room for a ‘De Vere’ tableau. That bloke was going to get his comeuppance very publicly indeed.


I walked on, trying to shake all these thoughts from my head. If I didn’t, I’d never sleep.


The more ‘standard’ museum sections were always a joy to meander around. The next room displayed various items used in folk medicine. It was light and airy on account of the large skylights. In the corner our little waxwork hedgewitch cackled in her rocking chair, keeping an eye on anyone who might want to half-inch the exhibits. I usually found Hecate, our museum cat, curled up in her lap, but she was absent today. As was Dorcus.


‘Is there anybody there?’ I called out and unexpectedly felt a shudder run down my spine. The air-con must still be on.


There was no answer so I turned out the lights.


Before turning back I carried out a quick check on the talks area. Sometimes you found lurkers there having a sit and a chat, occasionally chomping a packed lunch. But it was quiet and dark. I shut the door and trundled through to the Hall of Divination, one of my favourite places in the museum and definitely one of the lightest. Instead of rebuilding part of the leaky roof in the Cadence wing, we’d gone for more skylights down the middle. As a whole cartload of magic mirrors adorned the walls, it meant that when the sun was out this was one of the brightest, most dazzling spots in Essex. Of course, the upshot of that was that we had to rotate the exhibits on a regular basis to prevent sun damage and fading, but that wasn’t difficult.


Divination was one of the most amply supplied areas in terms of artefacts. Every culture across the globe had a different method of telling the future. We were proud of our collection, which illustrated everything from Abacomancy – the interpretation of patterns of dust or dirt or sand which some of the county’s ‘sea-witches’ used to have a pop at – to Zygomancy, which is prophecy with weights. Not the gym kind but pendulums and stones and that. One of the villagers had recently donated such an item. It was polished well and had a leather braid threaded through a natural hole. Martin, the donor, told Sam that his grandma used to use it to predict the future. She’d hold it up and then ask it a question. If it moved to the left, the answer was yes. If it moved to the right, then that was a definite no-no. I thought this was brilliant and began to look for stones with holes in that we could clean up, thread with string and then flog in the gift shop (ticket office) for twenty quid or something like that. But Sam said ‘no’ and that it was unethical.


Sometimes he was a bit of a killjoy.


Anyway, it wasn’t the collection or the light that drew me to the Hall of Divination. It was the fact that we’d recently popped a few of my family’s bits and bobs into the collection. Namely, my mother’s tarot cards. One pack figured quite centrally. They were steeped in a new kind of knowledge for me, as she’d sketched them in the journal I’d found. It was hard to look at them, fanned into a semi-circle, knowing what I did now. But at other times the awareness that she had handled each one, the fact that her DNA was on them, well, it made me feel closer to her. That was priceless really, as I had no real memories to go on – she’d died when I was only weeks old. And when I say ‘died’ I also mean was possibly murdered.


But that was another story.


My grandmother’s personal items were exhibited in here too. The fortune-telling cup she had received from her aunt was presented and labelled meticulously in the Methods of Western Divination section. Though Sam said that my grandfather told him Ethel-Rose used any old cup. Any old cup however would not wow the visitors. This one had symbols and signs etched inside it which bestowed an air of mystique.


It comforted me to know that people were looking at these items, intrigued, fascinated, respectful.


I still had boxes and boxes of Celeste and Ethel-Rose’s belongings to go through up in the loft so there was a possibility I might find more artefacts to extend the collection. Plus, we’d also uncovered a few more of my Great-Aunt Rozalie’s bit and pieces. Carmen had found her witch bottle and hamsa buried under the floorboards of her cottage. We’d arranged them in one of the vitrines in ‘Magic’.


Here, in ‘Divination’, were laid out a selection of oddly shaped rune stones that I discovered in a hat box inscribed with Rozalie’s initials. Sam thought they might have been handmade. Perhaps by her, perhaps by someone else who she knew. They were shiny and smooth like pebbles but some of them had been carved. Beside them were two of her astrological charts and a little black scrying mirror made of obsidian.


Further along we had a pair of dowsing rods that once belonged to my grandfather, Septimus. Sam told me he hadn’t been convinced by the methodology despite uncovering several water sources about the village.


It was nice to have them here – these fragments of my family’s past, these people who I had never known but was now becoming more familiar with.


I realised I was staring at a shamanic headdress from Iceland. How had I ended up here? These days I always seemed to be setting off in one direction and ending up somewhere completely different. It was the story of my new life. I shook my head – the headdress was lopsided. Opening the case, I took it out and stroked the feathers and tiny teeth embedded into its headbands. The piece really was intricate and quite, quite amazing. I think my grandfather acquired it before he died. Sam said it reminded him of something that happened back in the war. I rearranged it next to a drum and shut the case.


There, everything was fine again. Time to switch off the Divination lights and move on to ‘Necromancy’ (communicating with the Dearly Departed).


I had every intention of passing through briefly just to see if Dorcus was lurking. Somehow I thought he might find this section more compelling – don’t ask me why – it was a hunch. However, it was empty. Talking of hunches, as I passed a rather unflattering illustration of the Witch of Endor, I thought I saw something move in the neighbouring vitrine. When I approached and peered down into the display, everything was perfectly still. It must have been my imagination. Although the Ouija board’s planchette had been jogged off-centre. The heart-shaped pointer was quite a pretty item, I’d always thought. ‘Hello’ and ‘Goodbye’ were carved above and below the ‘eye’. It was, however, signalling towards ‘YES’ now.


‘Is there anyone there?’ I called out and then giggled.


The planchette didn’t move.


Nobody of living breathing flesh in the vicinity, for sure. Not that I could see anyway.


I decided to check in our new cinema area. We’d roped it off due to the fact it wasn’t finished yet but some people ignored the KEEP OUT sign. I wanted to change it to DANGER. Sam got stroppy and insisted it was too melodramatic and might frighten visitors. So I was like – ‘Have you noticed where we work?’ He won the argument anyway.


Unfortunately, the contracted workmen who, to be frank, seemed to spend most of their time in the kitchenette making tea, had been called back to another job. One that had previously ‘fallen through’. Their wording didn’t inspire much confidence. They had promised to return in the new year. That was fine by us – the Christmas holidays were coming up, and that was always a very busy time. That and Halloween.


To stop me whining, Sam hung a sign on one of the blue display boards from the Talks Area. It read ‘No Entry – Work under Construction. Exciting new feature coming soon!’ We argued over the exclamation mark, but I won that round.


I didn’t know Dorcus well enough to guess whether he was the type to flout instructions, so I poked my head in just in case.


There wasn’t much apart from an assortment of planks, two metal workbenches, various builders’ tools and a vacuum cleaner which I had been looking for, for over a week. I wasn’t a domestic goddess in that regard. But nor was Sam. Luckily Trace managed to put the duster about a bit when it wasn’t busy. If we did all right over the Christmas period then we might be able to employ a cleaner. Sam had suggested we got a volunteer to do it, but funnily enough scrubbing public toilets does not come up high on the list of responsibilities people are prepared to do for free.


I gave the cinema space a quick sniff to see if there was a whiff of any expensive aftershave in the vicinity, but just got damp and stale air.


He wasn’t in the Ursula Cadence wing either. Just Ursula brewing her cures and humming in the glow of the artificial fire. I went over and switched her off.


‘Nighty night, Ursey. You take care, all right?’


Sometimes I wondered if I’d ever hear an answer in the darkness.


But I hadn’t.


Not at that point.


It hadn’t spoken to me yet.





CHAPTER THREE


So, Mr Tall-Dark-Fit-But-Possibly-Boring was not in the building. Perhaps he’d slipped out whilst I was looking for him. I felt a snag of disappointment.


Switching the ‘Open’ sign to ‘Closed’, I proceeded to lock the front door. Not because we had any bother with people breaking in and stealing stuff. It was more about them breaking in and leaving things for us: strange floral bouquets, weird coded messages, meat with teeth in it or artefacts like corn dollies and such that they wanted to get rid of. All part of the colourful tapestry that was life at the Witch Museum. I was learning, adapting, becoming comfortable with it all. It was amazing really: a year ago I’d never heard of the place. Now look at me.


Sam was hunched over his laptop on our long dining table when I reached the office. There was a fresh cup of tea at the place opposite.


‘At last,’ he said, as I sat down. ‘So – skinned cats.’


‘Couldn’t manage a whole one, thanks.’ I glanced at the kitchen. ‘Though I am definitely getting peckish.’


Sam ignored me.


‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘That was a dad joke.’


His eyebrows rose. I knew what he was thinking.


‘No, not one of my dad’s.’ I added a reference to my current fixation – ‘whoever he is’ – and continued, ‘It was a “generic dad” joke.’


Sam’s lips wrinkled. He looked like he was smelling something bad.


I shut up.


‘There’s been two. So far.’ He stretched his shoulders and straightened into his chair then returned his eyes to the laptop.


I picked up the tea and sipped it. Yum, strong and dark. Just the way I liked my … stop that … like nothing. I snapped my thoughts back to skinned cats. ‘Why would anyone want to do that to a pussycat?


‘I doubt it’s about the cat. Not with the way the body was positioned. Whoever did it expected a reaction.’


‘What’s that? Disgust?’


‘Certainly revulsion. And they would have known they’d provoke extreme feelings. Especially when you hear about the site where one of them was found,’ he said and looked over, waiting for me to ask where that was.


I didn’t, not just yet. I returned his gaze and wondered if he was as tall as Dorcus. I hadn’t seen them together but I was thinking now that the darker man might have an advantage over him in the height department. Sam was somewhere around six feet. Although maybe Dorcus looked bigger because of the hats he wore. He had such a firmly established style – sort of Byron-meets-Edwardian sea captain. I liked that. On the other hand, Sam’s mode of dress was kind of haphazard. Schizophrenic some might say. At times he’d look cool in T-shirt and jeans. But the next day he’d go all preppy with chinos, shirt and formal jacket. Neither was unappealing. Especially when you could see under those clothes a well-worked-out body with toned muscles and a six-pack. Which was pretty amazing as he spent a lot of time at the desk upstairs. I had seen him creep off from time to time for a gym-and-swim in Chelmsford, but mostly I think he kept in shape running in the woods. He didn’t tell me what he did when he crept out of the museum in the morning and some evenings, but he had jogging bottoms on and trainers. It was his private time. And I had no desire to ask. I liked that we still didn’t know everything about each other. It kept things exciting.


He was still looking at me.


‘What?’


‘Considering the context,’ he repeated, a verbal nudge.


‘Oh yes. Okay, what’s the context?’


‘Interesting you should ask,’ he said, satisfied, ready to unfurl his knowledge like a flag. ‘Right, well, yes – the first one was nailed to St Olave’s.’


‘Ooh,’ I said. ‘A church door. That’s a statement and a half. What’s it all about? What does it mean?’


Sam’s eyes didn’t leave the screen. ‘As far as I’m aware there’s not a phrasebook or manual on how to decode symbolic gestures with skinned cats.’


‘Really? Someone’s missing a trick. There’s a certain kind of person who would buy it.’ I meant it.


‘Well, us for a start,’ he said and smiled wryly. Then he folded his arms and sat back. ‘Let’s see – there’s a lot of elements here. Church for one. What does it symbolise?’


‘Establishment. Christianity. God. Christmas. Baby Jesus, choir boys, paedophilia …’ I tried to conjure more associations, but my family had never been particularly religious. At least, the side that had brought me up and posed as my mum and dad for thirty-odd years. ‘Um, that’s all I can manage – I’m spent.’


Sam was happy to expand. ‘Yes, well to many other people the church also represents sanctity, tradition, love, benevolence and spirituality, peace. I’d say the act of nailing poor skinless Kitty to the door is certainly indicative of violence, anger. And you could be right about it signifying the establishment too. In which case the act also poses a challenge to the status quo. It’s provocative and sacrilegious. Designed to shock and horrify. Not to mention desecrate …’


‘Deconsecration,’ I said. ‘Such a powerful word. Reminds me of The Omen.’


‘Actually,’ Sam said. I could feel a lecture coming on. ‘I think the correct term in this instance would be desecration.’


‘What’s the difference?’


‘Deconsecration is about the process of removing blessing from a church or sacred site because it is going to be used for something else – another function.’


‘Like flats?’ I said and rolled my eyes. Everywhere in South Essex was being flogged off to developers eager to cram as many people as possible into tiny tiny spaces – sectioned-off parts of churches, shops, post offices, community centres, garages, ruins, bakeries, pillar boxes, manholes – you name it. If you could squeeze, push or coax someone into it then some fat cat called John was going to shamelessly do just that. And make their victim pay excessively for the privilege too. Oh God, and there were so many cowboy builders out there. None of them gave a toss about the neighbourhoods and communities that they affected, impacted, inconvenienced, ruined. Because really they were all, ‘I’m all right, John/Jack.’ My Auntie Babs had had to deal with a couple lately – they’d ‘accidentally’ demolished her garden wall while she’d been on holiday, ‘accidentally’ killed the birds nesting in the ivy there and ‘accidentally’ built their roof on it, which was basically a land grab. She’d consulted solicitors but they’d told her to let it go. Even though she was in the right and would probably win her case in court. It was likely to cost her about £10K and the developers could appeal to the Home Office and they’d overturn the decision as there was a shortage of homes in the South East. You can’t win, can you. Then, as a parting gift, they cut off her electricity and smashed their equipment into the side of her house. When Babs filmed this for the insurers, the yee-haws came over and intimidated her. Some blokes do that, I’ve found. When they know they’re in the wrong. They loom over you and shout and use their larger physicality to make you back down. Not all of them, but certainly those cretins did. Luckily Babs has friends like Ray Boundersby who paid them a visit to see if they still needed their kneecaps, or could he perhaps develop them?


‘Like flats,’ confirmed Sam and brought me back to the subject at hand. Which was good because whenever I thought about those builders my anger began to build. I didn’t want to be angry all the time. Too exhausting. ‘Desecration,’ he confirmed, ‘is an act that deprives a place of sanctity. It is contemptuous. Destructive.’


‘So someone’s angry?’ I said, thinking about developers.


‘I’d say.’ Sam nodded. ‘Or perhaps they have an issue with the church. Or want to appear as if they do.’


‘Mmmm,’ I said. Thinking it over. Sam was right. One had to be so careful when assuming motivations. We’d learnt over the year, that things were never exactly what they appeared to be. ‘So where’s the second cat?’ I asked.

OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml






Contents





		About the Author



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Contents



		Prologue



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen



		Chapter Fourteen



		Chapter Fifteen



		Chapter Sixteen



		Chapter Seventeen



		Chapter Eighteen



		Chapter Nineteen



		Chapter Twenty



		Chapter Twenty-One



		Chapter Twenty-Two



		Chapter Twenty-Three



		Chapter Twenty-Four



		Chapter Twenty-Five



		Chapter Twenty-Six



		Chapter Twenty-Seven



		Chapter Twenty-Eight



		Chapter Twenty-Nine



		Chapter Thirty



		Chapter Thirty-One



		Chapter Thirty-Two



		Chapter Thirty-Three



		Chapter Thirty-Four



		Chapter Thirty-Five



		Chapter Thirty-Six



		Chapter Thirty-Seven



		Chapter Thirty-Eight



		Acknowledgements



		Copyright















		i



		ii



		iii



		v



		vi



		vii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375













OEBPS/images/9781786075499_FC.jpg
OOOOOOOO





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
STRANGE
TRICKS

SYD MOORE

9
S
=
=





