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Prologue
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Why do people go shopping? Your answer might depend on whether you incline towards philosophy or marketing consultancy. Why do people sell their belongings? Here, your response may vary depending on your perspective on dusting, or your experiences of moving house. A third question, as we’re beginning a trilogy: in what ways do the people and their reasons change when the shop is steeped in magic?

A more interesting question: what sort of person is best suited to working in a shop steeped in magic?

To imagine this particular shop, you need to think of a supermarket, with flickering strip lighting and enormous humming fridges and queues all the way to an overcrowded car park. Now picture the entire monstrosity fizzling into nonexistence and try not to think of it again. Our shop is small and old, and smells like a restaurant where the owner knows you, or a cosy old library, or a hug from a trusted adult when you were seven. Note: this is not necessarily somewhere you consciously decide to visit. Your brain, when it notices you stepping over the threshold, hisses, you won't be staying long, you’re just popping in, you don’t really need anything. All the while, your heart has a feeling you’ll find exactly what you’ve been needing for months. Years. A lifetime.

As established, you might be selling an unwanted item—this is the sort of business where two-way transactions are encouraged, as long as everyone involved has metaphorically and actually washed their hands. In which case, you let the shop door close behind you knowing that you also got what you’ve been needing for months, even if what you’ve been needing is to not own that little vintage ashtray you picked up for pennies and quite liked until you realised it was haunted, or sentient, or vocally judged your smoking habits.

It is a very reasonable assumption that the people who work in our shop must be up to their eyeballs in what’s best referred to, even in polite company, as weird shit. Magic. Death. Magic-and-death. Probably they steal your breath as you say hello and steal your hair as they stand next to you at a cabinet. Your star sign is probably entered into a ledger as soon as you set foot inside, next to your height and the colour of your aura, and on weekends they use your soul energy to keep themselves young, or rich, or free always from insect bites.

Probably.

Or, possibly, they came looking because they were as lost as you were.

Or they needed a job and the hours were good.



2015.



Spring
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Chapter One
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Ariel Scarlet arrived in Southend-on-Sea on a train so early it felt like it was still yesterday. It was a gloomy April and she had left her home in Bath when it was still dark, reaching Essex as dawn gave way to an overcast, chilly morning. Officially, Ariel was in Southend to visit her older brother, a student at one of the local universities. It was unlikely he would be awake to meet her before midday. Not because he was a student, but because Ariel had told him she wouldn’t leave the family home until mid-morning. 

He wasn’t the reason she made the trip across the country.

A cold wind greeted Ariel as she stepped out of Southend Central train station, and she gripped her little shoulder bag instinctively. She was wearing it cross-body, the strap clipped to a belt loop, but checked it was secure every five minutes nevertheless. Her duffel bag, containing clothes and a gift for her brother, was an afterthought slung over one shoulder. She dug a piece of paper from her pocket, crumpled from obsessive re-folding. She reread the address and her scribbled directions for the hundredth time, took a deep breath and strode away from the station, into Southend high street.

Having never visited Southend before—the previous autumn, their father ferried Seb to his student house in a rented van—Ariel’s first impression was of a recently-liberated Soviet state. According to a perfunctory internet search, Southend in its heyday was a busy seaside town, beloved by tourists for its dry climate and proximity to London. 

Now it just needed a good wash.

Concrete buildings looked rather as though they were bleeding their grey into everything else: sky, metal benches, bundled-up commuters. A few planters held depressed shrubs. When Ariel looked upwards, she could see the signage of long-gone businesses painted on shop fronts. They were faded and grimy, like no one wanted to remember that life once thrived here.

Buffeted by wind, Ariel battled down Southend high street towards the seafront, wind whipping through her pixie crop. She could vaguely see the Thames Estuary ahead, and the outline of a theme park and a pier (Seb promised a trip to both) but she focussed on finding the correct side street. Mercifully, when she turned a corner, the wind died down enough for her to consult her notes and triple-check she had the right road. Two doors down, one door down...

She did not need to check the address to know she was at the right place. A small, worn shop front with a large glass window displaying vases and pots full of hyacinths and forget-me-nots, so confidently blue against the dull day that they hurt to look at. The flowers surrounded a cheery kitchen scene; a wooden table and cushioned chairs with patterned tablecloths and gleaming crockery. A handwritten label explained, Table and chairs are self-cleaning. Please enquire for price. Above the window, worn hand-painted signage declared:

Bezzina’s Emporium of Magical Artefacts and Antiquities.

Ariel took a deep breath, touched her shoulder bag once more and pushed the frosted-glass door.

It was locked. 

Ariel blinked and checked her watch. It was gone nine o’clock. The shop, behind the window display, was dark. An old cardboard sign, hanging in the door, read ‘Closed.’ 

There was no visible list of opening times.

Ariel exhaled a soft swear. Why had she assumed they would open at nine? For all her research, Ariel couldn’t find an online presence for Bezzina’s Emporium, not even a clunky online directory listing. There were a few posts on social media by customers, geo-tagging the shop’s location, but the earliest upload Ariel could find was time stamped mid-morning. A nine o’clock opening was her best guess, and it was convenient. She wanted plenty of time to conclude her visit before she met Seb.

Ariel shrugged off her duffel bag, took a plastic bag from a side pocket, and smoothed it out on the pavement. She pulled her jacket hood over her head and sat down carefully on the plastic. She leant against the shop window, duffel pulled against her for warmth. She hadn’t arrived planning to wait, but she had once queued outside of the Pandora shop in Bath before a launch for a new bracelet charm and had learnt the hard way to always carry something to put between your designer jeans and the ground.

Minutes ticked by. Ariel pulled some reading material out of her bag—only some leaflets she picked up last time she was in the pharmacy—but she was too nervous to focus, so she just turned them over in her hands. 

Maybe Bezzina’s Emporium didn’t open on a Monday.

‘All right there, love?’ a man asked. Ariel glanced at him for a split second, long enough to ascertain that he was grizzled, stooped and possibly using the sort of drugs one did not buy from a chemist. 

Statistically, this man wasn’t going to be the thing that killed Ariel.

She stared unblinking at her phone, texting her dad: Don’t forget to take Rocket out, don’t forget she needs half a can of wet food with the biscuits. The old guy muttered to himself and shuffled away.

Maybe Bezzina’s Emporium wouldn’t be able to help her anyway.

Across the road, a woman wearing platform heels and a mini dress stumbled out of a front door. ‘AND DON’T TRY THAT AGAIN!’ she shouted in the general direction of an upstairs window. Ariel watched as the woman lit a cigarette and tottered around the corner. Her retreating figure, adorned with a fluffy black jacket and laddered tights, would have made a brilliant photograph in the grey light.

Maybe, if Bezzina’s Emporium couldn’t help, she would have to find something to think about other than the contents of her shoulder bag.

Ariel was trying to push the thought to the back of her mind when a voice said, ‘Can I help you?’

Ariel pulled off her hood and stood, shaking out pins and needles. The girl in front of her was small and stout, with olive skin and reams of dark hair underneath a cheap woollen beanie. She was around Ariel’s age, fifteen or so, and on one shoulder hung a tote bag depicting an illustrated cat. In one hand was a door key and in the other, a Malorie Blackman paperback.

‘What time do you open?’ Ariel asked.

‘We’re ten until two today.’ 

‘Today? Just today?’

‘It’s the school holidays.’ Ariel waited, but the girl did not elaborate. Instead she unlocked the shop door and flicked a light switch. ‘Would you like a coffee?’
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Chapter Two
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Bezzina’s Emporium of Magical Artefacts and Antiquities was everything like Ariel expected and nothing like Ariel expected. Once, on holiday in Crete, her family stumbled across an antiques shop stuffed full of curiosities stretching back decades if not centuries. It was the sort of place small children shouldn’t enter unless wearing a harness, because every surface contained something breakable: ornaments, vinyl records, glassware. Wallpaper disappeared under pictures or shelving, and there wasn’t a surface without a dozen objects all waiting to be purchased or knocked over. Ariel had loved it even as she was afraid to move too quickly.

Bezzina’s Emporium reminded her of that, except it was more... bizarre. Bizarre was the best word, she decided. As the assistant disappeared into a back room and the bubbling sounds of a kettle floated out, Ariel loitered on an empty rectangle of carpet and felt like she was inside a catacomb, except instead of bones she was surrounded by stuff. She could indeed see ornaments and records and glassware, organised on side tables and shelves, inside cabinets and cases. Neat, joined-up handwriting on little card labels indicated a variety of price ranges. The air smelt of degradable materials when they’ve been degrading quite some time: paper, cotton, wood. But it also smelt like furniture polish and fresh air, like a much airier, larger space. Lamps threw yellow light into every corner, which Ariel was grateful for in the gloom of the day. If you weren’t paying attention, Bezzina’s Emporium could pass as a regular antiques shop.

But Ariel was paying attention, so bizarre was her only adjective. Her gaze snagged on another handwritten sign, attached to a sparkling jewellery cabinet. Top shelf: mundane. Middle shelf: charmed. Bottom shelf: dangerous. Please ask for assistance. Then the clothing rack: Left to right: Vintage: mundane. Vintage: magical. Contemporary: magical. A pink silk dress, in the middle of the rack, smouldered gently. Smoke seemed to touch nothing except for the dress, which was on fire but not disintegrating. Ariel could smell neither smoke nor burning silk. She could hear ticking, quietly beating against the outside sounds of traffic and seagulls. She searched for the source and found it after several seconds of peering through the shop’s collection. Between a sideboard displaying bone china and side table holding a tape recorder, a freestanding dark wood clock kept time perfectly. Ariel squinted at the label: Granddaughter clock, circa 1930s. Haunted.

‘You don’t have to worry about that.’

The shop assistant had returned. Without her coat and jumper, she was bony and sallow and wearing a burgundy pinafore Ariel thought made her look like a grungy primary school teacher. The girl handed Ariel a large mug and pulled a folding chair out from behind the counter. 

‘Would you like to sit?’

Although Ariel had done a yoga routine before she left the house to stop her legs going dead while she spent the morning sitting on several trains, she found her knees were a little weak. Maybe because she’d slept badly the night before—well, worse than normal. A dream about an old tree, of all things, woke her up. She could even smell the dead wood as she hauled herself out of bed and headed downstairs to let Rocket into the garden. But she shook her head at the chair. The assistant wasn’t sitting, so neither would she. Ariel sipped her coffee. It wasn’t burned, which surprised her. It contained oat milk, which surprised her more. She hadn’t asked for it.

‘Thanks.’

‘Welcome.’ The assistant leant against the counter. ‘How can we help you?’

Ariel touched her bag. ‘Are you the only person here?’

‘I am today, yes.’

‘What about Mr... Bezzina?’

The assistant’s eyes, which were dark brown and deep set under eyebrows that needed a good tweeze, darkened further. ‘Bold assumption he’s a mister.’

Fair. Ariel drank some coffee. The assistant kept talking.

‘He is a mister, as it happens. Ernest. He’s on a retreat until tomorrow. I’m holding the fort.’

‘You’re my age,’ Ariel said before she could stop herself.

‘And yet we’ve both managed to arrive here independently and fully dressed.’ The girl’s eyebrows knotted. ‘You’re welcome to return when Ernie’s back.’

‘No, it’s fine.’ Ariel was due to meet Seb soon. She had to get this over with. She reached into her shoulder bag and eased out a velvet case. She placed it on the counter, careful to ensure her coffee was well out of the way, and undid the clasp. Inside nestled a very old, very heavy necklace, glinting in the lamplight.

‘Would you like it valued?’ the assistant asked.

‘No.’ Ariel’s father had it insured and kept in the family safe. Ariel didn’t know its precise monetary value, but knew she would be grounded until graduation if anyone found out she had taken it on a trip across the south of England. University graduation, not secondary school graduation.

‘Is it for sale?’

‘No.’

The assistant waited, arms crossed. She glanced at Ariel’s coffee. Ariel knew she was thinking her hospitality had been a waste of time. But now she was here, Ariel was having trouble forming the words. She looked around the shop as she tried to steady her thoughts, taking in an old camera, a trunk of shoes and a 1970s’ pride flag with singed corners.

‘I need to know if the necklace is cursed. And who cursed it and why. And how to break it.’

The assistant’s eyebrows moved again, but Ariel thought she had her interest. She looked down at the necklace, then produced a small eyeglass from behind the counter.

‘Is it safe to handle?’ she asked, hands hovering over the necklace. ‘We’ve had a few cursed items that can’t come into contact with anything other than air.’

‘You’re fine to touch it.’

For the next five minutes, neither of them spoke. Ariel watched steam rise from their mugs and looked around the shop a little more. She itched to go and inspect the camera she’d noticed, but didn’t want to distract the assistant’s attention from the necklace. 

For her part, the assistant was completely absorbed in her task, turning over the chain and getting so close to the necklace that her nose was almost touching it. Occasionally she would refer to a dogeared sheet of paper. It was handwritten and spidery, but Ariel recognised vocabulary pertaining to jewellery: shape, transparency, species.

Now she was looking at the necklace in the company of a stranger, Ariel could appreciate with fresh eyes why her father kept it locked away. Its chain and casings were gold, with seven pear-shaped gems hanging from the chain in pleasing intervals. A ruby, an emerald, a marcasite, a second emerald, another marcasite, a bloodstone, a third emerald and finally another ruby. The central gems hung a little lower, so the effect when worn was one of a heavy, dark, sparkling collar. At least, Ariel assumed it was. She had never wanted to try it on.

Eventually the assistant tucked away her eyeglass. ‘This necklace is extremely valuable,’ she said, as though she needed to say it for the record. ‘I think it’s magical. I’m almost sure.’

‘Almost?’

‘Curses are hard to pin down. Ernie says it’s because they’re so personal. And as you pointed out, I’m not an expert. Ernie will know for sure what the deal is. Can you come back tomorrow?’

‘I think so. Can you—can you store this here?’ Ariel’s stomach churned at the thought of handing over a family heirloom, but she had made the trip expecting that she would have to. She didn’t want it going to her brother’s shared house if she could help it. Her plan hadn’t been to leave it in the care of someone who hadn’t finished their GCSEs, though.

‘You can put it in our safe yourself and I’ll give you mine and Ernie’s phone numbers,’ the assistant said, clearly sensing Ariel’s hesitance.

‘All right.’

The girl carefully placed the necklace back into its case and handed it back. ‘I’m Sophey, by the way.’

‘Ariel.’

Sophey guided Ariel into a back room, to a large iron safe, and began turning the combination. With the necklace installed alongside some money bags and cardboard boxes, they returned to the shop floor and Sophey produced scrap paper from beneath the counter. She wrote down a set of names and phone numbers and handed it to Ariel, then watched as Ariel wrote her own number. ‘I forgot to ask, what is the nature of the curse? I’ll make a note for Ernie.’

‘It kills all the women in my family before the age of forty.’

With that, Ariel walked back out into the grey. 
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Chapter Three
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The next morning, Ariel got a text from Sophey’s number, at eight o’clock:

Hi Ariel. Ernie’s opening at eight thirty. He’s expecting you. -Sophey

As Ariel had anticipated, Seb was still asleep. His Easter holiday coincided with Ariel’s—even if she hadn’t wanted to visit the local magical antiques shop he’d told her about in phone calls, she would have come up to see him. The previous evening she left him in his shabby living room at ten o’clock, playing cards with flatmates whose names she could not remember. Several glass bottles crowded the kitchen table. While Ariel was in no way allowed to consume alcohol, her presence was apparently enough to warrant an impromptu gathering of Seb’s closest new friends, mostly so she could tell stories about their childhood while they drank cheap mixers. Ariel half-exaggerated her tiredness and retreated upstairs to an air mattress and sleeping bag earlier than she normally would, to call their dad and check on Rocket... and to remind Dad that she’d left three plastic tubs of chilli in the freezer so he wouldn’t die of scurvy while she was away. She hoped the quiet of the evening would let her collect her thoughts. All that happened was that she tried and failed not to fret about the necklace. She wasn’t sure if leaving it at Bezzina’s Emporium was the safest option, after all. She wasn’t sure if going to the shop was the sensible option, after all. Mostly she wasn’t sure if she really wanted to know about the curse, after all.

Her phone vibrated as Seb texted her from downstairs: I checked the front and back doors are locked and told everyone to check their windows are closed/on the latch.

She texted back a thumbs up and a smiley emoji.

When Ariel wasn’t asleep after half an hour, she got up and did a yoga flow routine in her pyjamas and socks. 

When she wasn’t asleep after one hour, she picked up her phone to check her notifications, even though her wellness app told her off for unlocking the phone more than the number of times she had pre-set as acceptable after nine o’clock in the evening.

Not even group messages from her best friends, Chloe and Madge, could lift her mood. They had gone into central Bath for the day and sent multiple selfies of themselves in the changing rooms of various stores, pulling faces while they tried on high heels and cute jackets and the sort of garments Ariel would usually ban them from buying if she had seen them first. She sent back a selfie of her own, in the low light of Seb’s desk lamp, pulling the best grimace she could, and captioned it gone back in time eighty years send help. 

When she was not asleep after two hours and the phone had given up telling her not to look at it, she tried scrolling through her old messages deleting all the crap she didn’t need. She smiled at badly spelt texts from her grandfather, and long family WhatsApp threads from various aunts and uncles. Most of these old messages could be deleted, she decided, except for the ones from her nearest and dearest. Text from the school on a snow day, gone. Text from fashion retailers when her item was about to be delivered, gone. Appointment reminders from the nail bar, gone. Her finger hovered over one long-dormant thread of texts. Grace’s messages. Ariel had last texted in... God, in December. Ariel had messaged ‘Happy Christmas!’ then followed it up a few days later on New Year’s Eve. No response. Their last real text conversation was the previous October, probably around the last time they had spoken in person.

Ariel did not delete the message thread. 

She stared at the posters on Seb’s ceiling until long after she heard him come to bed. When she nodded off, as dawn began to break, she dreamt of old wooden cabinets, all stacked on top of each other. A breeze rattled through the dream, and the cabinets fell in on themselves, burying her. She was trying to figure out why the cabinets smelt like fresh, living wood when someone outside the house slammed a car door and she sat bolt upright.

So when Sophey’s text buzzed on her phone, Ariel was already awake, doing push ups in Seb’s living room amongst last night’s detritus.  

Unwilling to risk a shower in the shared bathroom, she pulled on her clothes, cleaned her teeth and washed her face, then left a note for Seb next to a doodle of a coffee cup: YOU DIDN’T BUY THE RIGHT MILK. BRUNCH?

Statistically, dairy would not be the thing that killed Ariel.

Seb’s student house, thankfully, was a short walk from Southend high street. The wind was still bitter today, but the sky was a clear blue and the shops looked slightly friendlier in sunlight than they did under cloud cover, although the general effect was still of somewhere pigeons came to die. Bezzina’s Emporium of Magical Artefacts and Antiquities looked identical to the previous day, but as she went to push the door, it opened from the inside.

‘Ariel? It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Ernest Bezzina.’ Before Ariel’s eyes had a chance to adjust, before she was quite over the threshold, she was on the receiving end of a firm handshake. 

The man in front of her did not look like an antiques dealer. He was old, which did seem on brand—she couldn’t imagine an antiques dealer under the age of forty—but where she had anticipated red corduroy trousers and polished leather brogues, she got a linen kaftan and sturdy boots. Where she’d imagined a bow tie and halitosis, she got a sprinkling of hand and neck tattoos, and a not unpleasant smell of jasmine. His accent was smoother than Sophey’s—not posh, but with fewer dropped consonants. Ariel wondered where he was from originally. Somewhere that made kaftans.

‘Come in,’ Ernest was saying. ‘We were about to put the kettle on. Coffee?’

‘Okay.’ The shop was no less strange today. In fact, seeing it for a second time highlighted just how utterly weird it was. Somehow, yesterday she had looked right past a framed photograph of the Dalai Lama, whose eyes literally followed her across the room.

‘Sophey!’ Ernest called into the depths of the shop. ‘We are three of us. Now, Ms...’

‘Scarlet.’ 

‘This necklace of yours, Ms Scarlet.’ Ernest motioned to a couple of armchairs Ariel had assumed were for sale, and gestured at her to sit. ‘I’ve had a look.’ He took the necklace case from a neatly pressed trouser pocket and handed it to Ariel. She was glad to feel the weight of it again. 

‘And?’

‘It’s definitely magical.’

Ariel expected him to say something else, but Sophey arrived with a tea tray. Her cardigan was mustard coloured, over the same burgundy pinafore, and Ariel suspected she had knitted it herself. 

‘Apologies I couldn’t be here yesterday—I tend to take Mondays off these days, and Sophey isn’t allowed to work more than a certain number of hours... something to do with child labour laws.’ Ernest’s hazel eyes twinkled. ‘So that’s why you had a bit of a wait. I must say, though,’ he added, ‘you have quite the piece of jewellery. Even if it wasn’t magical, it would be worth more than a lot of our other items.’

‘It’s not mine to sell,’ Ariel said stiffly. Her eyes hurt from lack of sleep, and she could feel a headache creeping into her right temple. She was so tired she could have sworn that the rune-like tattoos on Ernest’s knuckles moved as he poured his tea, but it was just the light. ‘I just want to know about the curse.’

‘Would you mind telling us more about the necklace and its story? Sophey gave me the basics, but it’s helpful to hear the history of an item directly.’

Ariel glanced at Sophey, who was balancing a notebook on her knee, pencil poised. ‘Do you mind?’ Ariel asked. ‘I’d rather you didn’t take minutes.’

Sophey flushed and put the pencil down. ‘Sorry. I’m learning on the job. I was just going to write down anything that might come in useful later.’

‘Then you can write it down later.’

Sophey nodded and fidgeted with a cheap plastic beaded bracelet. Ariel turned to Ernest. ‘The necklace was my mother’s. I was told it’s been passed down in the family since the nineteenth century.’

Ernest nodded. ‘I’m confident it’s early-mid Victorian. The Early Victorian period was...’ He looked at Sophey, who straightened up.

‘1837 to 1860. The death of Prince Albert in 1861 was the start of the Grand Period.’

‘Excellent.’ Sophey beamed and Ariel felt a stab of irritation that even if Sophey wasn’t taking notes, this visit was a teachable moment.

‘I don’t c—that’s not relevant,’ Ariel said. ‘I’m not interested in the antique aspect of it. The story has always been that someone in the family was gifted the necklace by a friend, but the friend had cursed it because of a falling out.’ She sipped coffee. It was as delicious as yesterday’s. ‘Ever since, every woman in the family has died young. No one’s made it past their late thirties. I need you to confirm if that’s really because the necklace is cursed.’

‘I wouldn’t normally ask such personal questions on a first meeting...’ Ernest said. Sophey’s eyebrows moved as though she disagreed. ‘Are you intent on finding out because you think you’ll be next?’ His voice was gentle. Ariel wondered how many people had visited the shop with similar questions. Maybe thousands. Maybe everyone’s family had a curse.

She shifted in her seat. Sophey was looking down at her closed notebook and Ariel wondered if she had been rude, before. She would also have liked something to do with her hands, now she thought about it, so she turned the cup around as she spoke. ‘I’m here because it’s a stupid curse. I want to find out what the deal is and I want to break it.’ Because she was looking at the cup, Ariel couldn’t see Sophey or Ernest’s reaction to her words, but she could imagine them. Her answer was a non-answer, and everyone in the room knew it.

For several long seconds, all Ariel could hear was the ticking of the granddaughter clock, and the outside sounds of the working day. Ernest sipped tea, and Ariel thought that it was the sort of silence she shouldn’t interrupt, like when her father was reading a dusty textbook for a piece of research.

Eventually Ernest set down his teacup. ‘As I said, it is definitely magical. I can feel that a mile off. But curses, well. I decided a long time ago that I wasn’t interested in pursuing the dark or dangerous.’ Ariel thought this was a bit rich coming from a man with neck tattoos, but she nodded.

‘Do you know anyone who can help?’ 

‘Of course. Sophey.’

‘What?’ 

Both girls had spoken at once. Ariel suspected that Sophey’s indignant, irritated expression perfectly mirrored her own. She thought Sophey also looked a little betrayed.

Ernest continued as though they hadn’t spoken. ‘This is the perfect opportunity to learn the industry, Sophey. You can help Ms Scarlet find out if this necklace is cursed or if her family is merely afflicted by bad luck.’

Before either Ariel or Sophey could protest, the door tinged. A woman in her mid-thirties stepped through, carefully manoeuvring a pram containing a blanket-swaddled infant. 

‘Svetlana! Alexei! How are you both?’ Sophey stood immediately, tucking her notebook into her pinafore, no sign on her face that she had just been upset with her boss.

‘We are very well, thank you.’ The woman’s accent was heavily Eastern European. ‘We came to thank you for the teething charm. We are both sleeping much better.’ The baby gurgled in agreement. ‘This is a thank you,’ Svetlana continued. She held out a small piece of sketch paper, placed carefully between cardboard and cellophane. ‘Since you do not charge enough.’

Ernest took the sketch and smiled. ‘You really didn’t have to. Thank you. And thank you, little one,’ he added to the baby. He passed the paper to Sophey and Ariel caught a glimpse of a surprisingly competent pencil illustration of the front of the shop. 

‘Now we are both resting more, I have the energy to draw again,’ Svetlana smiled. ‘I will not forget this.’

Ariel was glad she had not asked for sugar in her coffee. If the atmosphere in here got any more saccharine, she would need dental work.

She waited while the staff exchanged pleasantries with Svetlana and the child for a few more minutes, and was glad when the door closed after them. 

‘Investigating the curse—’ she began. But the door was opening again.

‘Bezzina!’ This customer was the sort of man you saw playing the cheeky, not-totally-bad bad guy in a film. Small and round, with a red face, he reminded Ariel immediately of one of those little Father Christmas baubles. Following behind him was a pre-teen boy, awkward and hunched.

‘Hello,’ Ernest said mildly. ‘How can we help you, sir?’

‘I’m going to sue.’ 

‘For what?’ Ernest asked.

‘For what? For selling me a dangerous object.’ From his coat he produced a small, clothbound book. ‘This thing gave my son nightmares! And this girl—’ he jabbed a finger in Sophey’s direction, ‘sold me it under false pretences.’

Sophey stood taller, which was not remotely tall, and said firmly, ‘You asked me if we had anything your son might like and after browsing my suggestions, you decided on this. I read you the label.’

‘The label?’ the man blinked. The boy, presumably the traumatised son, was flushed pink with his hands deep in his pockets, staring at the floor.

‘The same information is printed on your receipt. It’s also written up on the wall.’ Sophey pointed. Ariel followed her finger and indeed, on the wall above the till was a computer-typed sign in bold:

Bezzina’s Emporium of Magical Artefacts and Antiquities bears no responsibility for any unpleasant or unsettling experiences induced by our products, as the origin and intended effects of each product is clearly indicated on the label.

You have thirty days to return anything, unused, with the receipt and in the correct packaging, as long as it is not damaged. This does not impact your statutory rights.

‘My rights have been impacted!’

Sophey blinked several times and took a deep breath, like she had rehearsed this. ‘Sir, you asked for something exciting for your son’s birthday. You told me he likes fantasy novels. You chose to purchase this copy of Percy Jackson and the Lightning Thief. I explained to you, as did the label, that this particular copy is multisensory. You read a few paragraphs, remember, and you nearly vomited at the sensation of falling from the St Louis arch.’

‘That’s one thing. My son has had screaming nightmares from reading the scenes set in hell!’

‘The label did warn you. As did I, when you told me he was only twelve. You insisted he was mature for his age and had already read a mundane copy several times. I distinctly remember you saying, “he won’t find it scary, he’s not a girl.”’

The man puffed up. Ariel realised that, like Sophey, she was bristling. The child, now blushing down to his neck, risked a glance at his father, and then at Ernest and Sophey. Ernest watched the scene with a slight crease in his forehead but did not move to intervene.

‘You’re within your thirty days, so we’re happy to refund you,’ Sophey suggested, ‘although the product has clearly been used.’

‘Dad, I don’t mind,’ mumbled the boy. ‘I knew it was going to be scarier than my other copy of the book. The normal book isn’t that scary,’ he said seriously to Sophey. ‘I love the whole series.’

Sophey smiled. ‘So do I.’

The child smiled back, standing upright for the first time. ‘Have you read the other books he wrote?’

‘I love them!’ Sophey looked as though she wanted to say more, but glanced at the father. He was turning puce.

‘Fine. Fine. I won’t be coming back here, and I’ll be leaving you a bad review. Come on, Jameson.’

The man strode away as fast as he entered. Jameson took a last look around and ducked his shoulders apologetically, shutting the door gently behind him.

Sophey and Ernest turned to each other. ‘Well handled,’ Ernest said. ‘Calm, professional...’

‘I’ve been practising reciting the returns policy,’ Sophey said. She was a little pink in the face herself, her hands clasped into fists. ‘I did do my best to show him it wasn’t a soft little gift.’

‘You did everything correctly. Ah, Ms Scarlet, thank you for waiting in the corner there.’

‘Welcome to a normal day,’ Sophey said lightly. ‘Where were we?’

‘Finding out about the curse,’ Ariel said. She was still unconvinced that the person to help her uncover the mystery of her family’s cursed necklace was a teenage girl, but she was willing to take what she could get. ‘When do we start?’

‘I have this afternoon off. There are a few things it would be useful to have a look through before we meet, so I can get some notes down. Do you have a family tree I can look at?’

‘No.’

Sophey looked disappointed. ‘Um, the first thing I thought we could do is check who in your family is most likely to have been cursed versus who might have died from natural causes. And a family tree would help find out who was the first cursed person. Do you know if the curse impacts women who married into the family? That might be important.’

Ariel felt stupid. Why hadn’t she thought of that? ‘I have a few names in my recent family. I wouldn’t know how to research anyone from a long time ago.’ Sophey handed Ariel her notebook and pencil, and Ariel printed the names she knew: her grandma’s, her Aunt Katie’s, her second-or-third cousin, Jenna. Her mother’s. ‘Our—the surname is McLean. The surname of the side of the family... with the curse.’

‘This is a good start. I have some ideas we could look into. I can meet you any time after one?’

‘I’m meeting my brother for brunch,’ Ariel said, ‘but I’ll text you when I know I can get away.’
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As she found her way to the café Seb had texted her to meet at, Ariel considered not messaging Sophey. She didn’t want to waste hours of her precious few days with her brother. And it probably would be a waste of both their time. Sophey wouldn’t really have a clue who to ask or what to research to find out about the necklace, any more than Ariel had. She was just a teenager with an interesting part time job. Ariel must have been preoccupied, because Seb put down his fork during their meal and said, ‘Ariel. What’s up?’

Seb Scarlet was taller than his little sister, but not by much. He was politer than his little sister, by quite a lot. Otherwise the only important difference between the two of them was that, being four years older, he had more memories of their mother. He never made a big deal out of it, though.

‘Nothing,’ she said immediately. ‘Nothing’s up. Except this café’s interior design. You know I don’t trust places that put photographs of food on their menu.’ 

‘And yet you are eating,’ Seb said drily. He opened his mouth to say something, but changed his mind and closed it again. He picked his fork back up. ‘How’s Dad?’ he asked.

‘He’s fine. Conference in Swindon today until Thursday. Rocket’s going to have to stay with Grandpa and Uncle James, God help all of them. Then Dad’s up in Manchester again for another conference in a few weeks’ time. He’s talking about hosting Grandpa and Uncle James for Christmas.’

‘Really? After last year?’ Seb grinned. ‘Are Uncle Chris and Aunt June coming with the girls?’ 

‘Maybe. They might be taking Em and Lottie to Hong Kong for the holidays to see Aunt June’s parents.’

Uncle Chris met Aunt June on a trip to Hong Kong in the nineteen eighties. Several thousand air miles, two weddings on two continents and Grandpa making some very awkward mispronunciations in Cantonese later, Chris and June lived in Bath but spent most holidays with June’s family in Hong Kong. Em and Lottie regaled the McLean cousin group chat with anecdotes about aeroplane food and baggage allowance on a regular basis, and Seb and Ariel missed them when they were away. ‘Do you want another coffee?’ Seb asked.

‘No thanks. This one tastes of sadness.’

When she suggested brunch to her brother, Ariel pictured somewhere pretty and wallpapered, offering shakshuka in ceramic pans and pancakes served with dinky jugs of syrup, possibly overlooking the beach. Instead he’d suggested this greasy spoon—sorry, a pie and mash shop—in another of Southend high street’s side roads. Seb tried to convince her to try pie and mash—‘it’s the food of the gods, I promise,’—but Ariel did not know what liquor was in a culinary context and did not want to find out. The café was cosy enough, she supposed, if you liked metal chairs and assumed that only accepting cash was a practical decision and had absolutely nothing to do with tax dodging. 

‘Ariel. I didn’t expect you to love it here but I didn’t expect you to turn your nose up at everything.’ Seb frowned into his own mug. Ariel wasn’t sure if by here he meant the café or here the town of Southend-on-Sea. ‘You’ve been weird ever since you arrived at the house yesterday.’ Here as in Southend, then.

‘I am not turning my nose up. I’m just tired from the journey. I hate the London Underground.’ Ariel looked over at the other customers to avoid her brother’s eye. Several pensioners worked their way through plates of pies, while small children slurped fizzy drinks as their mothers nursed mugs of tea. There were more tracksuit bottoms in this room than Ariel had ever seen outside of a gym. She looked back at Seb. ‘Tell me how your course is going.’

Seb gave her a look that meant he knew she was changing the subject but was happy to indulge her. ‘The course is going fine. I passed first semester. I like Southend a lot. Actually... there might be a job here for me over the summer.’

‘You won’t come back home?’ Ariel put down her fork. ‘Why not? There are jobs in Bath.’

‘I know. But this is a paid internship with a local start up, and it
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