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The
stiff breeze coming off the sea seemed to have an ulterior motive
and kept trying to push me from my path, but my course was set - I
was going to have a library membership card irrespective of whether
it wanted me to or not.

In front
of me Rhyl’s long sandy beach stretched into the distance, to my
left the waves resembled never-ending soldiers throwing themselves
at an immovable foe, to my right over the coast road stood wind and
sand-blown houses.

While
growing up in London I’d never breathed the clean, salt-laden air
of a seaside town, just the stench of sewage and too many people
crowded into too little space. I took deep breaths to fill my lungs
with the fresh scent and pondered if I could somehow bottle it and
sell it to the odour-impaired Londoners. A pretty penny could well
be made.

Above,
thick white clouds scurried inland like massive sheep herded toward
their shed. Would it rain? Again? I felt it likely from the past
few days experience. But would it arrive before I gained my library
card? That was the question of utmost importance in my
mind.

I
adjusted my pink parasol so as to fend off the lighter grains of
sand the breeze threw at me. Strangely enough my hair colour
matched it and both Sir Percival, my Aetheric-investigative
companion, and Glenys, our rescued therianthrope (who thankfully
hadn’t turned into an enormous bird of prey since we’d arrived in
Rhyl), commented on the strange optical illusion of my face being
separated from my head when I showed it off to them.

I wasn’t
alone in my early evening walk along the promenade between the sea
and land, and greeted several other walkers, mainly couples, but
with the occasional lone male, with a pleasant ‘Good evening’. They
seemed not to mind that I lacked the Welsh lilting accent, probably
due to the number of visitors from England.

I was
especially pleased that my Aetherically-induced bright pink hair
colour wasn’t commented upon. In point of fact when compared
against the large number of bright hues already present among the
Rhyl townsfolk, of both genders, it was positively pedestrian.
Glenys seemed to have channelled her inner bird and threw herself
wholeheartedly into the fashion and now sported a bright canary
yellow coiffure with brown spots. Sir Percival, on the other hand
was more circumspect, although while we were out walking the town I
could see him noting the various hues that gentlemen sported, and
felt sure he’d soon dip his toes into the style. For many reasons I
was undeniably glad he’d decided to remove his enormous beard and
sport far less hair than previously, as if he decided to colour it
now he’d look almost normal instead of an explosion in a paint
factory.

Ahead of
me I saw a thin lady in a pale green dress and matching parasol
walk out from among the houses, across the road and onto the same
path as I. My heart sped up, was I soon to gain my library
card?

When I
saw her turn and walk in my direction I noted her sedate black hair
and picked up my pace, feeling the stiff breeze pushing my
blue-and-cream striped dress against my legs. A smile grew upon my
face – I felt that this was it, my library membership card was
within reach!

I was
smiling so much that by the time we were but six feet apart my
facial muscles felt like they were beginning to cramp.

The lady
was barely five feet tall, elderly, and thin, almost waif-like. How
she was able to stand against the stiff breeze was a mystery. Her
face was long and showed her years. Her eyes, dark as night, and
matching her hair, looked up at me.

“Why are
you here?” her voice whispered.

I almost
didn’t hear it over the waves washing upon the sandy
shore.

“I wish
to join the library.”

She
looked at me as if she were measuring the weight of my soul. Then
her eyes flicked to something behind me and I turned to see a
couple walking toward us.

“Good
evening,” the brown-suited gentleman said as they drew abreast,
raising his silk-wrapped brown top hat in greeting to reveal his
green hair.

“Good
evening,” I replied.

His
companion, in a pretty cream lace dress, smiled pleasantly at both
of us, her blue parasol a match for her hair, “Lovely
evening.”

“Indeed,
most bracing,” I replied, seemingly for both myself and the elderly
lady.

I turned
back to see the lady’s mouth tightly shut, almost hidden among her
wrinkles, like she’d just sucked a strong lemon. Her suspicious
eyes followed the couple as they walked past us. Why was she doing
that?

She
turned to watch as they walked away. When she judged they were out
of earshot she turned back to me. “Come,” she whispered, and took
my left arm. Even though she resembled an emaciated skeleton her
grip was surprisingly strong.

If it
meant I got my library ticket she could take me
anywhere.

She led me off the path and across the street. Sand was
beginning to drift against the houses facing the sea, and would
soon need a stiff brushing to dislodge it. We headed down a street,
the breeze pushing us, then we turned off along a narrower one. I’d
never been to this part of Rhyl before and hoped I’d manage to find
my way back to the lodgings I shared with Sir Percival and Glenys. I glanced at the lady’s face and saw
her eyes flicking all around as if looking
for possible attackers. Was being a member of the Ladies Library a
dangerous pursuit?

She
stopped us before an anonymous terraced house and glanced all
around before knocking twice sharply on the windowless door, its
aging peeling paint giving no indication of its original colour.
Grey curtains covered the lower windows preventing anyone from
peering inside.

This was
certainly not what I expected a library to look like, nor where I
expected one to be located. I felt the lady’s dark eyes on me and
gave her an encouraging smile. “Charming place,” I
offered.

An
upward twitch of her right eyebrow was her sole
response.

The door
stayed shut.

It was
only with intense mental fortitude that I didn’t ask her what the
devil was going on.

She
glanced all around again and knocked again, three times, but with a
hitch between the second and third.

Before I
knew it she’d hustled me into the dark opening that had suddenly
appeared before us.

Darkness
engulfed me as the door was quickly closed shut behind. I felt the
lady remove her arm from mine leaving me standing alone. Thankfully
my strange Aetheric eyesight, caused by a dangerous concoction
created by Sir Percival, was still working so I saw purple outlines
of several ladies standing in front of me. But they wore strangely
designed goggles over their eyes. As no lights were lit, gas,
lantern, or candle, I figured they somehow enabled them to see in
darkness. I gave no indication that I could see them and said,
“Hello? Where have you gone? What’s going on?” I turned to my left
as if trying to see where the elderly lady had gone, but really
having a darned good look round the dark room.

Why was
joining the Rhyl Ladies Library proving to be such a
chore?
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I turned
fully round in the black room, using my Aetheric sight to note how
many ladies were silently looking at me through the strange
goggles. One sat in an armchair and silently sipped from a cup of
tea. That, as well as the lack of alarms from my strange internal
warning system, indicated that I wasn’t in immediate
danger.

“Hello?
What’s going on?” I tried again, but this time walked forwards with
my arm and parasol waving around in front of me as if trying to not
walk into anything, or anyone.

“She
knows,” a voice came from my left.

I turned
towards whoever it was, waving my parasol in their direction.
“Hello?”

“Uncover
the lanterns, ladies. She can see us, and she’s a dreadful
actress.”

I didn’t
like the idea that they knew I could see them, and the comment
about my lack of acting prowess was most uncalled for.

Slowly,
lanterns had their dark covers lifted and gas lights attached to
the walls were lit. The ladies removed their strange brass goggles,
blinking in the brighter light. I too blinked my eyes as if
recovering my sight from the previous darkness, trying my best to
disguise my possession of Aetheric sight.

“Cup of
tea?” a voice startled me down to my right. I turned to see the
elderly lady smiling up at me. It wasn’t an improvement on her
previously sour face.

“Thank
you, yes.”

“Just be
a minute, dearie.” She slowly walked toward an open doorway from
the room.

“Is this
the Rhyl Ladies Library?” I asked no one in particular.


“Yes.”

I
recognised the voice that was so critical of my acting and turned
towards her, “Why all this–” Not finding the word I waved my hand,
then realised my parasol was still up and quickly furled
it.

She
resembled everyone’s ideal of a mother, flower-pattern dress,
slightly plump, cheery, and grey-haired. “Tomfoolery?” she
suggested with a smile.

It
seemed an apt word, “Indeed. And you are?”

“Megan
Collier, current head librarian.”

“Thank
you, I’m Alice.”

“I’m
afraid to say that it’s due to the Rhyl Ladies Library facing a
downturn in its membership,” she continued.

I
glanced around noting the apparent ages of the various ladies, many
of whom smiled at me and I would’ve liked to converse with more
intimately over an interesting piece of literature, possibly whilst
in bed. Although plenty appeared to be in their middle-ages, or
older. Perhaps age attrition?

She seemed to have read my mind, “Although the membership is
losing members due to natural mortality, something more…
sinister is
occurring.”

Perhaps
Rhyl Ladies Library could do without my membership?

“And
this subterfuge? And strange goggles?” I was sure Sir Percival
would like to get his hands on a pair.


“Esmerelda felt it in her waters.”

I looked
to the front door, but several determined looking ladies bunched
together in front of it.

From my
side the lady continued, “You’ll notice that none of us are
sporting coloured coiffures?”

Now she
mentioned it it did seem unlikely that in a group of Rhyl locals
none had coloured hair. I decided to give her more time while I
decided upon my best exit strategy, “And?”

My
elderly companion entered the room bearing a cup of tea on a
saucer. All the ladies silently watched as she slowly approached
me.

“Here
you are, dear.”

I took
the flower-patterned porcelain cup and saucer from her, “Thank
you.” Taking a guess I asked, “Tell me, are you
Esmerelda?”

Her dark
eyes peered up at me, “Yes, dear?”

“And
what was it you felt in your… waters?”

Her
wrinkled face somehow managed to screw up even more, “Ooh, nasty
things.”

I
glanced towards Megan.

“Tell
her about your crumpets.”


Esmerelda peered up at me again, “You want to know about my
crumpets?”

Hiding a
sigh, I said, “If it will help me make sense of what’s going on
here, yes.”

Her dark
eyes regarded me closely then she nodded to herself and turned to
head back the way she came. She waved a hand at me, “Drink, don’t
let it go cold.”

The
ladies’ eyes followed her as she slowly walked back out of the
room.

I sipped
the tea. It was surprisingly good.

Turning
back to the leader I said, “Anything you wish to tell me before
Esmerelda shows me her crumpets?”

She indicated the wall behind me. I turned to see a
landscape-oriented framed sepia
daguerreotype picture that I’d not seen before as some ladies had
stood in front of it previously. “And?”

“Look at
it carefully.”

Annoyance rose in me. All I wanted was a membership card to
join the Rhyl ladies Library, but I had to do this, and do that,
and now wait to see what an old lady’s
crumpets looked like. “Tell me now, or I shall leave.” I glanced
significantly at the ladies on front of the door, “With no remorse
as to who is injured in my egress.” From the look of several of
them they didn’t seem to mind the idea of tangling with me. Perhaps
if joining the Library panned out in my favour then maybe
later?

I felt
movement next to me. The leader walked past me up to the picture, a
rose-tinged fragrance following close behind. A memory flashed into
my mind, one of my earliest. But over the years the hazy image I
had of the woman, whom I suspected was my mother, had faded into
obscurity.

I took a
breath and centred myself.

At first
sight it seemed an ordinary daguerreotype of several ladies sitting
on a sofa with more standing behind them in a row. But the image
looked to be poorly constructed, with several ladies scrunched up
into the picture at one end. And for some reason horrified fright
was clearly shown in their faces.

“This is
a picture of the founding ladies of the library. Several weeks ago
there were just the five ladies sitting down. The others began to
appear with each decrease in our current membership.”


“Sophie!” sobbed a lady from behind me. I turned to see
others sympathising with a lady with long brown hair at her loss.
My heart went out to her knowing what the loss of a loved one felt
like.

But why
were those in the image looking so frightened?


“Crumpet?” said a voice from my left, interrupting my
thoughts.

As
expected, Esmerelda’s dark eyes looked up to me. In her hands were
two plates with the same pattern as the tea cup I’d only sipped
once from. Three crumpets were on each plate, and seemed to have
letters burned into their tops.

“The
letters correspond to the ladies’ names that are no longer with
us,” informed Megan.

“Are
they dead?” I asked.

“Me
waters!”

“Thank
you, Esmerelda. Apparently her waters say they’re still alive but
kept from us by some arcane means.”

“And the
hair situation?”

“They
had all decided to partake of the current fashion and colour their
hair.”

“But how
are the two linked?”


“Me-!”

“Thank
you,” Megan mercifully interrupted. “Again her waters advise that
the two are linked, and that someone new to the town will be able
to help us.”

“And you
believe that is me?”


“Yes.”

I took a
sip of tea to calm my nerves. Just how was I meant to do that? As
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