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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A desert place.

        Cornish mizzle noticeable in its absence.

      

      

      It began late one night on a Cornish moor with the arrival of three witches. There should have been four witches, but they all agreed with Shakespeare that three was the perfect number for a coven, and anyway, the fourth had to take her daughter to a gymnastics competition in Truro on that particular night, so that was that.

      It was the kind of moonlit night, peculiar to the far west of England, where the air, usually whipped into a frenzy by Atlantic breezes, felt soft and warm to the senses, as if it had been blessed by the gentle touch of feathers – possibly goose, but most likely angel. The innocent inhabitants of the west Cornish moorland village of Zennor, tucked under their eiderdowns in pretty granite cottages, slept as soundly as babes while moonshadows threw images of long-forgotten giants across a patchwork of fields older than Time herself, and a slinking fox paused to take a moment to acknowledge the white flash of a barn owl as it floated by. And all the while there was a feeling – a primeval ‘knowing’ – that on that night, in that fragmented moment of time, any creature who happened to step into the stillness of Zennor Moor, would no longer be living within the realm of the mortal earth, but somehow outside of it, caught in a gateway of consciousness, a passing place. And into this world entered three witches.

      They met at midnight at Witches’ Rock, and after a quick vape and a bit of a chant, they descended from the moor towards the sea, one behind the other, draped in velvet cloaks and singing a mermaid’s song, each carrying a small offering. The front witch, shorter than the other two, carried a wax figure held at arm’s length (to a passerby it would have looked as though she was carrying something pungent to the dustbin), while the second held a small goldfish bowl close to her chest. The third witch, a tall lady whose long copper curls escaped from the hood of her cloak, held a well-thumbed and well-known paperback book in her hands.

      Proper job.

      Stone stile after stone stile they crossed, until at the very moment the full moon rose above the church steeple like a holy halo, the three witches reached Zennor church. The door was ajar a fraction, tempting them to come inside. A large candle sent out a beacon of light, and the witches floated down the aisle towards it until they reached the crossing point where they turned right. The candle itself sat inside a small metal fire pit placed on a trestle table within the south transept, and in front of the table stood a figure draped in thick black robes representative of the ways of the old kirk, his arms folded like a sleeping vampire.

      ‘I am Kharon,’ he pronounced, ‘Ferryman of the Dead.’

      He lowered his hood and gestured towards a lone wooden chair that rested its back against the damp church wall. The ancient oak chair had the memory of a mermaid carved into its side, her beautiful shape almost imperceptible now, the poor love having suffered the caresses of centuries of strangers – pilgrims who had come to pay homage to her legendary beauty and immense power. By the time the witches looked upon her, three centuries after her creation, the Mermaid of Zennor had slowly, and perhaps purposefully, retreated ever deeper into the wood.

      The offerings were placed on the chair.

      ‘We are gathered together,’ said Kharon, whose voice dripped with a menacing mash-up of malignance and reverence (albeit with a Cornish twang), ‘to beckon forth the maid of the sea. To ask her to act however she sees fit on those who would create chaos where there is calm, and on those who – and perhaps it might be the same people or person – steal the very bread from the mouths of those who have so little to give. Rise up! Rise up! Oh, maid of the sea…’

      ‘Rise up! Rise up!’ repeated the witches, with the tall one, Huldra, adding under her breath, ‘Unless you’ve got something better to do, obviously,’ leading the middle-sized one, Artemis, to chuckle.

      Lord Kharon took up the goldfish bowl and, after filling it with holy water at the font, returned to the mermaid and began to swish exaggerated circles on the horizontal plane.

      ‘Mermaid of Zennor,’ began Lord Kharon, the water still swishing, ‘we call upon you this night to leave your home of wood and to sing. Sing, I bid you! Sing to the gods of the sea and flick your tail and flail your arms and set in motion a rising tide the likes of which Cornwall has never seen. Let Kraken and Neptune be your guides in the creation of a storm of such magnitude that it will be writ as legend. And let the storm be on the very night that The Great Pretender (also known as Jim Bradshaw),’ he added under his breath, ‘is abroad. Let his skin crawl with welts, his guts wrench with pestilence and his soul be tormented with the self-doubt and deep and lasting depression of the truly unworthy. Basically, do your worst unto this man, this total and complete…’ Kharon paused to find exactly the right word, ‘arsehole.’

      The bowl was placed on the chair with a flourish of ceremonial splendour.

      ‘Bathsheba,’ rang out Kharon’s voice, ever deeper. ‘You have the dolly and pin with you?’

      ‘I have,’ said Artemis, stepping forwards and handing over a crochet hook and a naked Ken doll from the Barbie franchise.

      ‘Oh, oh, oh,’ Kharon cried out while stabbing at Ken with the crochet hook in a wild frenzy, ‘let the pains of a thousand pricks’—Huldra began to giggle at this—‘wake you this night from the undeserved sleep of the selfish sociopath! Suffer unto you such a deep and desperate agony that you will fall into a kind of ’—Kharon stopped to think for a moment—‘a kind of wild, feverish madness…’

      With a smile of satisfaction, the punctured Ken was placed on the mermaid’s chair and leant against the goldfish bowl, on account of being far too dismembered to stand up.

      ‘And finally,’ said Kharon, looking at Huldra. ‘I see you have in your hands our sacred tome, Hicksmill Polyphant and the Giants of Wrath.’

      Bathsheba snatched the book from Huldra’s hand and said, ‘We have it here, oh Kharon.’

      ‘And the firelighter?’

      ‘Sellotaped to the book, oh master.’

      The firelighter was placed in the bowl on the trestle table, set alight using the candle, and Kharon, entering into a mini fit of sorts – eyes rolling, limbs twitching, voice babbling – tore page after page out of the little book and dropped it into the fire, leading their corner of the church to become much brighter, and somewhat smokier. ‘Here is our finest offering, oh mighty and powerful mermaid,’ he cried. ‘We offer this great work up to you as a gift and beg that a solution to my predicament be found with great haste … or at the very least by this Wednesday.’ He turned to Bathsheba. ‘Has the great Baphomet agreed our visit?’

      ‘He has, and all is ready,’ said Bathsheba, who flashed a self-satisfied glance of pure smugness in the direction of her fellow witches.

      ‘In that case, raise your hoods, ladies,’ said Kharon, ‘and let us leave the mermaid in peace to carry out her important work.’

      ‘But wait a minute!’ shouted out Artemis, her confused gaze following the swish of capes down the aisle as Kharon and Bathsheba scurried off. ‘When shall we three meet again?’

      Kharon threw a questioning glance at Bathsheba, who already had her hand on the doorknob.

      ‘Tinner’s Arms, Sunday night?’ she said.

      ‘Ideal,’ said Artemis.

      Huldra, however, glancing around at the detritus, added, ‘And who’s going to clean this mess up? Us two again, I suppose?’

      ‘Correct answer,’ said Bathsheba, pushing Kharon out of the door. ‘Kharon and I need to go to see the Baphomet now, in order to … well, to seal the ceremony. Your presence will not be required.’

      Hoods were raised and the door was slammed shut, leaving behind a bewildered Huldra and a pragmatic Artemis who was already pouring the holy water from the bowl over the dying embers of the book.

      ‘Twenty quid says she’ll be making a tincture to cure cystitis before the week is out,’ said Artemis. But Huldra could add no opinion of her own because the church door suddenly swung open, the lights went on and a high-pitched male voice with a German accent shouted out, ‘Vat the hell iz going on in here?’

      Huldra made an eek face at Artemis, who in turn nodded towards the vestry, and the pair of witches were dashing out of the vestry door before the shouty man had reached the end of the aisle. While Huldra’s long, yoga-toned legs easily carried her along the coffin path like a thoroughbred on steroids, Artemis with her shorter legs lagged behind, her cape snagging on brambles while the moon shone down on them like a prison spotlight out of the darkness of the night. The intruder chased them for the length of three fields, shouting out, ‘And don’t think I don’t recognise you, Kerensa Nightshade! I’ll be speaking to your brother about this, and that so-called pastor! I know what you’re all up to!’

      Like a retreating Viking pausing to throw a spear in the direction of her pursuer, Huldra (aka Kerensa Nightshade), stopped to throw the only weapon available to her in her assailant’s direction.

      ‘Franz Fischer of Zennor Moor,’ she shouted out. ‘I bestow upon thee the deadly wrath of the wrecker’s curse!’ Then she turned on her heel and continued to run.

      ‘What does that mean?’ asked Artemis, the curse having flown over her head as she stumbled along the path towards Huldra.

      ‘It means, drop dead, you silly old fart,’ said Huldra, laughing. ‘But I was only joking. Don’t worry, it won’t happen.’

      Unbeknownst to Huldra, however, the silly old fart did indeed drop dead that very night, right then and there on the coffin path, and out at sea a large fishtail flashed in the moonlight and an enticing, somewhat eerie song echoed across the moor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          TWO WEEKS LATER

          Donna

        

      

    

    
      It’s 6pm on Saturday 26th October. Uncle Jago is sitting next to me in our VW campervan as we dash along the Cornish moorland lanes between Penzance on the south coast, and St Ives on the north. Jago is singing his heart out, throwing his voice towards the dying embers of the sun that’s casting a warming glow across the cold blue sea. My sister, Lamorna, who is sitting cross-legged in the back of the van while accompanying him on the ukulele, has just informed him that the Mermaid of Zennor can hear every word and will appreciate the tune. He’s singing ‘Cornwall My Home’, his favourite.

      ‘And no one will ever move me from this land, until the Lord calls me to sit at His hand. For this is my Eden, and I’m not alone, for this is my Cornwall, and this is my home… All together now!’

      ‘…And this is my Cornwall,’ we all sing, ‘And this is my home…’

      We lengthen the word ‘home’ to finish the song with a suitably emotional crescendo. A tear comes to my eye. I blink it back, quickly.

      All is going fairly well for the Nightshades these days. The roof at Penberth Manor, our ancestral home, is fixed, and the family bank account, thanks to a sizable lottery win, isn’t in the red. The only fly in the ointment is that Aunty Donna (who shares a name with me due to the fact that all first-born women in our family are called ‘Belladonna’ and who was released from prison earlier this year thanks to a little business we had with the Home Secretary) is now back in prison somewhere in the Pacific Ocean because she took herself to Bora Bora on retreat a few weeks back and got caught up with the wrong crowd (there’s never a right one with Aunty Donna). But more of that anon, because Jago is talking.

      ‘Just look at the colour of that!’ he says, gesturing westerly towards the sea. The sky has taken on the kind of orange-red hue that hordes of artists flock to this part of the world to capture on canvas.

      ‘Lovely,’ I say, smiling.

      ‘Lovely,’ says Lamorna, who starts playing the opening bars of ‘What a Wonderful World’.

      We’re headed to the town of St Ives, a place of cobbled alleyways, artists, ice creams and seagulls; seagulls who seek out Cornish pasties like they’re hunting down their next line of crack. It is a place where multiple beaches formed of crushed white seashells and golden granite catch the shimmering light of the sea, the shimmers subsequently thrown around the town like a bouncing ball that is impossible to catch. But tonight, we’re not here for sun, sea or the ice cream. There’s a party going down at the Tate Gallery St Ives – a glitzy book launch being thrown by an old pal of Jago’s, who in the past few years, has become incredibly successful, if success is to be measured by a multi-million-pound publishing deal and global notoriety. We’re collecting Aunt Kerensa on the way. She’s Aunty Donna’s twin sister (and polar opposite) and is waiting for us at the Tinner’s Arms, Zennor. Zennor is a hamlet village on the moor, a stone’s throw from the sea, and is known for links with literature (DH Lawrence) and occultism (a strange chap called Crowley). But back to Uncle Jago.

      It’s a busy time for my uncle as he’s off to Bora Bora tomorrow on a mercy mission to rescue Aunty Donna. Jago never usually ventures further east than Penzance, but as he said, family is family – even Aunty Donna. He packed his rucksack last night, which is very light because Jago feels that the only items a man needs to have with him when travelling are handkerchiefs (seven), smalls (two pairs – wash one, wear one), a spare shirt (ditto), a bow tie (one never knows when a society function might pop up) a toothbrush, a comb, and a book, which on this instance is Brave New World. Jago feels that a long flight is the perfect time to return to Aldous Huxley’s (ahead-of-its-time) warning that we are all sleepwalking towards being controlled by technology. When I mentioned that I’d be perfectly happy for the day to arrive when I’m told exactly what to do by technology because I reckon technology will do a better job of decision-making than I will (I’ve made some notoriously bad decisions in my life) he told me to ‘stop being a drama queen’ and subsequently whipped my backside with the coronation tea towel he was using to dry the pots.

      Now the book launch isn’t technically a ‘launch’ as the book isn’t out until 1st November. Tonight is all about whipping up an anticipatory frenzy, according to Uncle Jago. It’s being hosted by local superstar, Henry Dubois, an internationally renowned author of young adult fantasy novels, namely the Hicksmill Polyphant and the Giants of Wrath series. The release of the third and final instalment called It Starts at The End is what tonight is all about. It isn’t widely known (in fact, no one knows but us) that Henry always sends the first draft of his latest novel to Jago for a proofread, who then passes the manuscript on to Lamorna. I reckon that through her line-edits my sister can take credit for at least fifty percent of the increasingly complicated plotlines, not to mention the development of the character arcs.

      The sun sets. More scenery passes. Lamorna reaches the final bars of ‘What a Wonderful World’ as we pull into the car park at the Tinner’s Arms. Jago passes me a bucket of flowers from the back. I have a weekly flower order with the proprietor for which we provide him a large bucket of mixed home-grown flowers from our flower farm. One of the bar staff arranges them into pretty posies for the tables.

      ‘Wasson,’ says Ruan, the bar manager.

      ‘Wasson,’ I say, placing the bucket on the bar. My eyes take a while to adjust to the light. It’s a dark pub. Atmospheric. All granite walls, deep fireplaces and an ancient slate floor walked on by pirates and wreckers.

      ‘Seen Kerensa anywhere?’ I ask, looking around.

      Ruan nods towards a corner.

      I turn my head and there she is, Aunt Kerensa, with her long red hair and wearing a black and white striped top. She’s a Belisha beacon lighting the way to peacefulness on life’s dark road of despair. At least, she used to be peaceful, back when she was a practising Buddhist-cum-shaman and yogini, but I’m not sure what this recent ‘coven’ business is all about. She’s deep in conversation with a woman I don’t know and is looking pensive.

      ‘Hi,’ I say, moseying up and smiling warmly.

      ‘Hi?’ she repeats, looking up at me with a moment’s confusion as if I’m a stranger. The cogs of her mind click into place. She turns to the lady and says, ‘I have to go. This is my niece, Donna Nightshade. And this,’ she adds without an ounce of irony, ‘is Artemis the Benevolent.’

      ‘Right. Hi,’ I say. We nod and smile out our appropriate ‘hellos’. ‘Sorry to break up the party but are you ready to go?’

      Kerensa grabs her bag – a macramé number – kisses the woman on each cheek and heads towards the door, throwing back a few comforting words as the daylight from the opening door catches her hair like a halo.

      ‘Try not to worry, my lovely,’ she says to Artemis. ‘The poor man no doubt had other medical issues and it was probably all my fault. I won’t mention your involvement, you know, if it comes to it…’

      Leaving her parting words floating in the air, waiting to be absorbed into the brain of Artemis – who looks a little sickly – Kerensa walks out to the van.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Who’s the “poor man” you were talking about?’ I ask as we head off down the narrow coast road towards St Ives. Jago has decamped to the back with Lamorna.

      ‘Oh, just someone from Zennor,’ she says. ‘I doubt you knew him. Franz Fischer?’

      ‘Knew? You mean he’s⁠—’

      ‘Dead,’ pipes up Jago from the back.

      ‘As a doornail,’ says Lamorna. ‘That’s from Dickens, by the way.’

      ‘He had a cardiac arrest,’ says Kerensa. ‘And it happened just there…’ Kerensa points out of the window towards a patchwork of pasture fields that lead down to the sea. ‘On the coffin path.’

      ‘Decent enough chap,’ says Jago, ‘if a bit intense. German. He’s a friend of Henry’s through the neighbourhood watch committee. Former spy, I think. Artist-type. Henry’s been lumbered with sorting out his house and what little money he had. Franz gave him power of attorney a couple of years back. Henry spent the whole day yesterday at Fischer’s house sorting through his odds and ends.’

      ‘What will happen to the house now?’ asks Lamorna.

      ‘There’s a nephew in Munich. He gets the lot. It’s such a shame because Franz had finally got himself a nice little display at the Tate, and then … poof! Dead!’

      ‘And when you said that it was all your fault…’ I take my eyes off the road to glance at Kerensa. ‘What did you mean by that?’

      Kerensa sighs. ‘I suppose I mean that I possibly killed him. By mistake, obviously,’ she adds quickly.

      ‘And how did you kill him, exactly?’

      ‘The usual. I cursed him.’

      Lamorna puts down her ukulele. ‘Not with our family curse?’ she says.

      I look at Lamorna in the rear-view mirror. Our eyes meet and we exchange a silent but unified response of: Aunt Kerensa? Curse someone? Has the world gone completely mad?’

      ‘Yes, I’m afraid so,’ confirms Kerensa. ‘I got caught up in the moment. He was chasing us, you see – Artemis and me. It was late and he thought we were up to no good, which we were, so⁠—’

      ‘He took his neighbourhood watch duties very seriously,’ chimes in Jago.

      ‘So, my automatic response,’ continues Kerensa, ‘when the chips were down and he started chasing us down the path, was to throw a curse his way. I regret it, of course, but I am a Nightshade, after all.’

      ‘Quite right,’ offers Jago. ‘Nightshade first, Buddhist second.’ He follows on with, ‘I suppose it doesn’t matter how much meditation one does, if one’s back is to the wall, one is always going to revert to type.’

      ‘I suppose so,’ says Kerensa wistfully.

      Lamorna and I exchange yet another questioning glance in the mirror.

      ‘But … why was he chasing you?’ asks Lamorna.

      Kerensa looks at her nails. ‘It was the night of our last coven meeting. We’d had a bit of a shindig in Zennor church…’

      ‘Pagans in a church?’ says Lamorna. ‘But aren’t you a shaman, Aunty?’

      ‘Well, yes. But I’m exploring alternative concepts at the moment.’

      ‘Or going through the menopause, more like,’ murmurs Jago.

      ‘But why?’ I say, getting back to the point. ‘Why were you having a shindig in the church?’

      ‘Because that’s where the Mermaid of Zennor lives,’ says Kerensa.

      ‘I thought she was in the sea?’ says Lamorna.

      ‘But her spirit is in the chair and the chair is in the church,’ explains Kerensa.

      ‘That’s not as idiotic as it seems,’ offers Jago. ‘After all, when one considers the Greeks⁠—’

      Right. Time to get to grips with this.

      ‘And why was this Franz fella chasing you?’ I ask.

      ‘I’m not sure, exactly,’ says Kerensa, her face scrunched. ‘Perhaps he wasn’t happy with what we were doing in the church.’

      ‘Which was?’

      Kerensa shrugs. ‘Just a bit of witchy stuff. Nothing too bad. In fact’—she looks left towards the sea—‘we should have stood our ground – against Franz, I mean – but we legged it when he started to chase us. It was like when a cat instinctively makes a run for it when a dog starts to chase. If it stood its ground and hissed, the dog would stop chasing. I should have done the same. Kharon says that mortals can become troublesome when faced with fifth dimensional activity. They start to oppress those that are more enlightened.’

      ‘Just look at what happened in the seventeenth century,’ offers Jago. ‘Ducking stools and whatnot!’

      ‘Exactly, brother,’ says Kerensa, and I can’t decide if she’s referring to Jago in a familial way or as a Bolshevik. ‘Anyhow, he started chasing us down the coffin path, and once the hare starts running … well, you’re back to the cat analogy again. Or is it a metaphor? No matter. The problem was that Artemis’s cloak was getting caught up in the brambles and she was falling behind – she’s not the gazelle she used to be – so I had no choice but to stop him as best I could. All I had left was the family curse.’

      ‘Which, you might remember, has been proven to be genuinely deadly for generations past,’ I say, disapproval dripping from my every word.

      Kerensa looks at her hands. I slow the van and hug a Cornish hedge to allow the Coaster, an open-top bus, to pass.

      ‘I might remind you, Donna Nightshade,’ says Kerensa, ‘that I’m the only member of this family to have never used the curse – until now.’

      ‘Except for me,’ offers Lamorna.

      ‘And me,’ says Jago.

      ‘I think you’ll find that you have,’ I say, glancing quickly but pointedly at Kerensa.

      ‘When?’

      I allow her to stew on her thoughts a moment until she adds the caveat of, ‘Well, that one occasion last year doesn’t count. That woman was a total nutcase. What was she called, again? Susan?’

      ‘We called her Cat,’ says Lamorna. ‘But her real name was Susan. She died in that skirmish with Jase Clarkson off the Scillies last year.’

      ‘After you cursed her,’ offers Jago. ‘You wrote her name in blood in Donna’s book.’

      Kerensa looks up, finally. There’s a not-before seen defiance to her demeanour. ‘My sister wouldn’t chide me,’ she says. ‘She’d be happy that I stopped the brute.’

      ‘Franz was hardly a brute,’ says Jago. ‘But it’s not like anyone will ever know that you cursed him,’ he adds quickly, ‘so no harm done. The beauty of the curse is that no court in the land could ever prove it works. You’ll be fine.’

      ‘Except that your friend, Artemis, presumably knows,’ says Lamorna.

      ‘Oh, she won’t talk,’ says Kerensa.

      ‘Not now she’s seen the power of the curse first hand,’ says Jago.

      Lamorna picks up her guitar and begins gently to pluck out the relaxing melody of ‘Cavatina’. She’s doing what the youngest person in every family across the globe does to relieve family tension in times like these: she tries to change the subject. She fails. I have more.

      ‘And why is Artemis worried about it?’

      ‘Oh, because the police have been at his house,’ says Kerensa.

      ‘That’s standard procedure for a death with no family members, I should think.’

      ‘Yes, but it was the men wearing the hazmat suits going into the house that worried her.’

      ‘Hazmat suits?’ says Lamorna. ‘Are they those things scientists wear to avoid catching the latest deadly virus?’

      ‘That’s correct,’ says Jago, adding, ‘but he was always a bit odd, Franz was. God only knows what dubious business he was involved in. I think I’d wear a hazmat suit if I had to root around his house too.’

      ‘Well, I for one can’t wait for the book launch,’ Lamorna says brightly. ‘Who else will be there, Uncle? Anyone we know?’

      ‘Oh, everyone and no one for the main event, shouldn’t wonder,’ says Jago. ‘But there’s only a select few invited to the after-party.’

      ‘And are we going to the after-party?’ she asks.

      ‘Not all of us,’ says Jago. ‘Just Donna and me.’

      ‘That’s unfair. Why Donna?’ asks Lamorna, pouting her bottom lip in the direction of the rear-view mirror.

      ‘Because Aunty Donna was invited,’ I say, ‘but she’s not here so I thought I’d take her ticket, as we have the same name.’

      ‘And Henry may well turn her away, yet. He can be a funny chap sometimes.’

      ‘Funny, as in, ha ha?’ asks Lamorna.

      ‘No, funny as in grumpy,’ says Jago.

      Kerensa turns in her seat to face Lamorna. ‘Don’t sweat it, dear heart,’ she says. ‘Henry Dubois is a boring old soak. Come to the beach with me and we’ll open a bottle of vino and have a good old sing song!’

      Lamorna’s pout morphs into a smile.

      ‘Odd business, though, this after-party malarky,’ offers Jago, thoughtfully. ‘There are about a dozen of us going. All locals. When I asked Henry what the point of a party after a party was, he said, “Pressing business, old boy. Pressing business.” I thought you and Kerensa might wait for us on the beach. Henry is very down about Franz. Perhaps it has something to do with that.’

      ‘You can definitely count me out, then,’ says Kerensa.

      ‘And who’s Karen?’ I ask, my mind refusing to move on from the Franz Fischer incident. Lamorna returns to Cavatina.

      ‘Sorry, who?’ says Kerensa.

      ‘You mentioned some woman called Karen. Something about mortals and … fifth dimensional activity?’

      Kerensa has a think. ‘Oh, you mean Kharon, with an H after the K. He’s the leader of the coven.’

      ‘He?’

      ‘There have been male witches for millennia,’ scolds Kerensa.

      ‘Kharon … also known as the Ferryman of the Dead,’ says Jago, flatly.

      Silence.

      ‘In Greek mythology,’ he explains.

      ‘Cool name,’ says Lamorna. ‘Remind me, Uncle, what did he do, this Lord Kharon?’

      Jago begins to ramble on like Stephen Fry on steroids and I press a little harder on the accelerator.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Donna

        

      

    

    
      ‘I’ve never been to a swanky after-party before,’ I say to Uncle Jago as we stand together in the gallery’s café. ‘Or a big fancy author party, come to that. Amazing that Henry managed to persuade the Tate to let him have it here.’

      ‘Ah, well. You see that woman over there in the silk kaftan?’ says Uncle Jago, nodding towards a very pretty woman who is greeting people at the door. ‘She’s the director of the gallery, Tamara Jones. She also happens to be Henry’s sister-in-law – widowed.’

      ‘Handy,’ I say.

      ‘Isn’t it?’ agrees Jago.

      ‘It’s all been a damp squib so far, though, don’t you think? I’m pretty sure that authors are supposed to at least look as though they’re having a good time at their own event.’

      ‘Lord, no!’ says Jago, helping himself to two glasses of champagne from the bar. ‘It’s always best for really serious authors to maintain a sense of aloof mystique. Although, I admit, Henry has perhaps gone a little far on that front tonight. Perhaps it’s because of this thing with Franz, or maybe his gout is playing up.’

      But I’m getting ahead of myself.
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        * * *

      

      We arrived at the Tate to the sounds of the Fisherman’s Friends choir singing sea shanties on the amphitheatre steps at the entrance.

      So far, so Cornish.

      The whole place was packed with journalists; few countries had failed to send a representative. Well-behaved school kids cherry-picked from local schools handed out drinks and chocolate truffles. When I asked Jago if he knew why no celebrities had been invited, he said, ‘The book is the star, dear girl. It requires no additional gilding to help it to sell.’

      Henry was scheduled to make a speech at 8pm, leaving us with plenty of time to wander around the gallery, a glass of champagne in one hand and a napkin in the other, the napkin on account of the canapés, as well as the chocolate truffles, that just kept coming.

      The art, I confess, was not to my taste. When it comes to modern art it strikes me that a canvas covered in red paint is simply a canvas covered in red paint, not an exploration of life and death. I am of the strong opinion that there are a bunch of artists in Soho having a right laugh at our expense while saying things like, ‘I can’t believe they fell for it again, Tristan!’

      Uncle Jago and Lamorna pawed over the art all evening. Poor Aunt Kerensa, however, was trapped on the balcony in the atrium deep in conversation with a man wearing a black cape. I guessed that they were probably debating Christianity verses Buddhism/Shamanism/Paganism (or whatever my aunt is into this week), and that was a conversation I had no intention of muscling in on, which was why I wandered lonely as a cloud, eating egg vol-au-vents and chocolate truffles, the dark chocolate and avocado one being a particular novelty to me. After what seemed an eternity at the dullest party in the history of book launch parties, Henry took to the podium to address the crowd, framed by huge banners suspended from the ceiling on which was printed the book cover. Images of illustrations from the book began to scroll on the vast white wall behind him as a kind of light show.

      ‘Good evening,’ he began. ‘Thank you all for coming. I hope you’ve enjoyed the food and the wonderful setting. The book is released on November 1st and I hope it will live up to the hype. In any case, it’s too late to do anything about it now. I’m afraid I’m feeling far too under the weather to be able to honour the Q&A we had planned, but do enjoy the rest of your evening. Goodnight.’

      And that was it.

      The journalists looked at each other in confusion. The publicist (Lucy) said, ‘But, wouldn’t you like to tell us a little something about the book, Henry? Give us a teaser, perhaps? It’s already a global bestseller and it’s not even out yet. I’m sure the audience is dying to know a little about⁠—’

      Henry interrupted with a definite, ‘Sorry, but no.’

      He took out a handkerchief and mopped his brow, which was beaded with sweat, and added, ‘But please do enjoy the food and drink that’s being sent round and do buy a book on your way out. My local bookshop, the St Ives Bookseller, have kindly supplied the first two books in the trilogy this evening.’

      Henry turned to step off the podium just as a man shouted out, ‘Why don’t you tell us about your involvement with the dark web, Mr Dubois! Where are the forty-nine quarks?’

      Which was odd.

      A kerfuffle of angry journalists, eager to get a private word with Henry, followed his escape from the podium but he’d disappeared through a door behind the bar. The publicist flushed the colour of my deepest rose and began reassuring journalists that she would speak to the man himself and try to persuade him to change his mind about the interview. Pencils were sharpened and the bloodhounds scented what was in the wind. Eager to get out of Dodge, I decided to take a slow mosey up the stairs to the café on level three, which is where the after-party was to be held. I showed my ticket to a bored security guy waiting in the void by the stairs and the lift. He offered it only the merest glance before waving me through. Things chirped up a little when, on my way up, I stumbled upon a previously unseen gallery space: Gallery Four. The lights came on as I entered. Someone had left a toolbox inside the doorway, which I tripped over.

      The room, roughly forty-foot square with no windows and painted white – pretty much your box-standard gallery space but smaller – was empty apart from one significant art installation dominating the space. The installation was called Beep Beep! Wile E. Coyote and the anti-hero complex. Why do we all want Road Runner Dead? Simple in its conception, a set of balance scales sat on top of a chest-high, one square foot, white plastic plinth. Suspended on one side of the scale was a small weight and on the other was not bird seed, as I expected, but a box of cappuccino chocolate truffles made by a St Ives based company called The Chocolate Pot. A neon arrow with bird fud written on it hung from the ceiling, pointing to the chocolates. Hoisted above the pedestal by means of a small crane and pulley system was a boulder; small but real, by the looks of things. How on earth did they get it up here?

      Beyond the pedestal was a very large cartoon painting of a desert landscape copied from the Road Runner cartoons. Various gadgets including a bowling pin, a boxing glove on a spring and a trolley on rails with a sack of potatoes sitting on it were placed between the backdrop painting and the pedestal. The sack of potatoes was connected by rope to the pulley system holding the boulder in place. I guessed that the following chain reaction would take place should anyone decide to eat one of the chocolates and tip the scale:

      Road Runner stops in his tracks, lured by the bird fud (chocolate truffles in this case). He eats.

      The scale tips towards the weight.

      The tipping of the scale knocks over the bowling pin that’s resting against it.

      The bowling pin will fall against the first of five large metal dominoes.

      The final domino will fall against a small mechanism which will become dislodged.

      A pin will fall out of the mechanism that will release the boxing glove on a spring. The glove will punch forwards with sufficient force to push the trolley out of the way.

      The bag of potatoes that was resting on the edge of the trolley will fall, pulling on the rope attached to it. (The potatoes are starting to look manky.)

      Given my detailed knowledge of Road Runner cartoons, the weight of the potatoes pulling on the rope attached to the pulley system will cause the boulder to fall on Road Runner, who is eating the truffles, somehow oblivious to the carnage around him.

      After many long years, Road Runner will be dead. As a doornail. Just like Franz Fischer.

      As with all the apparatuses made by Wile E. Coyote to get his bird, this contraption is, in my opinion, flawed. For a start, I would have called the installation Accident Waiting to Happen, but then I’m no artist. I stood and stared a while, wondering if it is intended as a morality tale visualised in artwork, or if it’s just a bit of a laugh put together by someone who had the benefit of too much time on their hands and an arts grant. The massive canvas providing a backdrop to the installation, done in cartoon-style depicting the Arizona desert, was titled, Had It Coming and was painted by the late departed Franz Fischer, no less.

      Oh, the irony.

      Flawed or not, I smiled to myself on leaving the gallery at the realisation that it was the only work of art all evening that had interested me. I am, as Jago would say, an art heathen.

      Despite the detour, I was the first of the after-party guests to arrive at the café on the top floor. That’s the problem with large parties in prestigious art galleries: you just cannot get people to leave.

      But leave they did, and now I’m standing next to Jago at an even more awkward social gathering than the book launch, wondering why this particular handful of people has been singled out.

      Jago leans in to whisper in my ear. ‘You missed the briefing downstairs,’ he says. ‘Turns out this party is a bit of a lock-in. The gallery staff and security have all been sent home to save costs. We’re only to leave the café to go to the loo, apparently – and only on this floor, mind you. The rest of the gallery has had the alarm activated for security.’

      Great. I can’t even slip out early.

      Reading my mind, Jago adds, ‘Lamorna and Kerensa skipped out of the gallery just as the main doors were being locked and bolted. They’re going to grab Lamorna’s ukelele, a few blankets, and a bottle of wine from the van. They said something about setting up a twilight camp on Porthmeor Beach. Bet you wish you hadn’t taken Aunty Donna’s ticket now, eh? Oh, and Henry didn’t seem overly impressed that I’ve given you the ticket, but then he doesn’t seem impressed by anything this evening. Something on his mind, I reckon.’

      Champagne is being handed around by a young man who I know well: Noah Jenkins. He’s an art student who also fixes computers as a side hustle. He’s my go-to technician for laptop support. Tamara, the woman in the glorious silk kaftan, is helping him. All but one of the remaining guests have gathered by a picture window that dominates the café, making small talk while looking out towards the dimly lit beach and beyond to the black void of sea. The man who sits alone is a dour man called Mr Jim Bradshaw, a local entrepreneur. I deliver a vegetable box to him every couple of weeks. He’s sitting by the bar knocking back the champagne and alternating between looking at his phone and scowling towards a corner of the café where there is a glass office. The great man himself, Henry, is sitting at a desk in the office going through some papers. He will come out to address us in a moment, according to his publicist and PA, Lucy, who is looking decidedly flushed and really quite unwell.

      Jago and I join the other guests in their occupation of staring out of the window. A group of around thirty people has joined my aunt and sister on the beach. A fire has been lit. I watch on, envious of their freedom. Two men approach the group carrying plastic bags and waving bottles in the air. That’ll be the journalists cutting their losses and having a sing song with Lamorna and Kerensa, no doubt. Lucky journalists.

      ‘You would be the fourth – or is it fifth? – young lady to have taken on the role of Henry’s PA in the last couple of years?’ asks Jago of Lucy who appears by his side looking awkward and worried.

      She’s the sixth in two years, apparently.

      ‘Thrown in at the deep end,’ she says.

      ‘Pay well, does he?’ asks Jago.

      Lucy blushes. ‘I’m working for free, Mr Nightshade. I wrote to Henry to ask if he would allow me to do some work experience. It’s so difficult to get a decent job in publishing or marketing without it. I was grateful he took me on.’

      ‘Course he did. The tight so and so,’ murmurs Jago in my direction.

      Lucy downs a glass of champagne and starts talking about herself in detail like it’s a counselling session. Jago has that effect on people. We discover that she’s from Edinburgh and studied classics at St Andrews University.

      Five minutes in, Jago says, ‘If you take my advice, you’ll get yourself out of this publicity career malarky and find yourself a nice wealthy husband.’

      I kick Jago in the shin, but he has more to offer.

      ‘He might not be the love of your life – it sounds very much as though that ship has sailed – but do find a young (or older) man, who isn’t good-looking enough to repeatedly cheat on you – men do that kind of thing quite regularly, you know. Wild oats, and all that.’

      ‘And women do too, uncle,’ I offer.

      ‘Well, yes, but the point is that a woman needs to have the upper hand on that score, and the only way she’ll achieve it is if she’s the better-looking of the two. Get him to set you up in a nice place in the Cotswolds, or maybe Northumbria; it’s cheaper up there. Do you mind a spot of wind?’

      ‘Uncle, I really think⁠—’

      ‘Oh, I see it all the time with modern young women. They start climbing the greasy pole, work their backsides off during their twenties and early thirties, and just when they’re ‘almost’ there (where ever “there” is) they realise that it’s now or never on the baby front and subsequently have a child, then they have to throw the child into nursery in order to pay the exorbitant mortgage they’ve taken on, only to take the little blighter out of nursery and jack in the job because they feel too guilty. Then the debt comes.’

      ‘Not always⁠—’

      ‘Perhaps not, but often,’ he says, patting Lucy on the arm. ‘Some can juggle it, but those ones don’t mind not raising their own children. Lucy wouldn’t be that way, I can tell. Good hips. No, take my advice: get off the treadmill now while you’re young and pretty. Find a job that you can do from home that will make you the same, if not more, money. But don’t get into the detective business!’ he says, eyes wide, looking from Lucy to me and back again. ‘It’s not worked well for my niece here.’ Another look in my direction. ‘She hasn’t quite caught the slippery salmon either, so no children yet. Tick tock, tick tock, although that time spent in the clink didn’t help on that score. Other than that, though, she couldn’t be happier … could you, Donna?’

      ‘Er, no?’ I answer. And I couldn’t, but then I inherited a medieval manor house when I was eighteen and won a quarter of a million on the lottery last year so…

      He’s right about that slippery salmon, though. I wonder what Joe Enys is doing these days. Time to change the subject.

      ‘What’s this second shindig all about, then?’ I ask Lucy.

      Lucy shrugs and says, ‘All I know is that he sent me a list of names and said that I was to arrange an after-party in the upstairs café because he wanted to speak to everyone in private.’

      Jago lowers his voice and leans in. ‘I know them all, of course, this crowd, and let’s just say they’re all a bit dour.’ He grabs a bottle of Moët from the bar and fills Lucy’s glass. ‘Want to know the low-down on the guests?’ he asks.

      Lucy glances over her shoulder towards the door. I’m not sure if she’s looking out for the gossip police, but there’s no one there so she nods, smiling.

      ‘Right then, let’s start with the mad vicar…’
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        * * *

      

      The man in the black cloak who was talking to Kerensa earlier is the first to be singled out by Jago, and he likes to be referred to as the Pastor of Zennor. Jago doesn’t know his real name.

      ‘I’m pretty sure he’s never been ordained by any organised religion,’ says Jago. ‘He’s from up county somewhere. Bodmin, maybe? Migrated down our way a couple of years ago and moved into a converted chapel just outside Zennor. He rents it from the dour chap over there, Bradshaw. From what I can tell it’s a remote, somewhat ungodly place. About a year ago he started to tell anyone who would listen to his ramblings in the Tinner’s Arms (quiz night is his favourite) that he’d been visited by the devil while walking on the coffin path.’ He looks at me. ‘That’s where Kerensa, well, you know…’

      I do know.

      ‘Coffin path?’ repeats Lucy, eyes wide.

      ‘It’s the path between St Ives and Zennor. Back in the old days, you see, the path would have linked all the little hamlets in the area with the church, and the coffins would be carried along it – from house to church – through the pasture fields. They even put convenient slabs of granite next to the stiles on the stone walls to rest the coffins on a moment. Heavy things, coffins.’

      Lucy smiles. ‘Not sinister, then?’

      ‘Not at all. Although Henry was telling me that your man in black over there thinks the coffin path is an energy line for the devil to travel along, or something like that. He started passing himself off as a man of the cloth once he moved into the chapel.’ Jago edges closer to Lucy and whispers, ‘Henry believes him to be a bit of a barmpot. Makes himself out to be a classics scholar, but when I tried to engage him in a debate about the clash of the Titans, he started banging on about the acting prowess of Lawrence Olivier! Most odd.’

      The conversation continues. It seems that the lady with frizzy brown hair (age fifty? Fifty-five?) wearing black tights, chunky boots, and a dress from Seasalt, is the owner of an artisan chocolate company called The Chocolate Pot. Her name is Anabelle Rowe. She’s been single for about ten years (Jago is certainly thorough) and she supplied the delicious truffles we’ve been eating all evening. She used to be a children’s author but gave up when she didn’t make it to the big time.

      ‘Few do, of course,’ says Jago, adding, ‘Very talented woman, nonetheless. Degree in maths from Cambridge. Spent some time in West Africa a couple of years ago on one of those volunteer programmes. Then she moved on to South America and learnt how to make chocolates the proper way.’ He pops a truffle in his mouth. ‘And you can tell. These things are irresistible.’

      Jago proceeds to discuss the man standing next to Anabelle, a prominent physicist who is a Cambridge don called Dr Peter Ashcroft. Divorced, he’s dressed in tweeds, has a hoity-toity air of self-importance about him and will not enter into a discussion about science with anyone who might hold an alternative point of view regarding the origin of the universe (that would be Jago, then).

      ‘I’m surprised he’s here,’ says Jago. ‘Henry can’t stand the man. They had an almighty row in the Tinner’s Arms a little while ago. Speaking of men Henry doesn’t get along with, he can’t abide that chap, either.’ Jago nods towards Mr Bradshaw then leans in closer to describe Bradshaw to Lucy as an entrepreneur who is known to play dirty. He owns several amusement arcades and betting shops in the area, including the ones in St Ives. All but Noah, the barman, despise him, and that’s only because Noah works for Bradshaw in the amusement arcade, manning the change kiosk. Jago concludes his summation of Bradshaw by saying that he intends to close the amusements and establish some kind of gentleman’s club of dubious repute.’

      ‘A gentleman’s club in St Ives?’ I say. ‘Never!’

      ‘He wasn’t invited to the main event downstairs,’ says Jago. ‘Just here for this charade. I’m not surprised he’s sitting alone. This lot are not at all happy about the so-called club, hence why they’re blackballing him. Skin of a rhino, that one.’

      Noah, Jago explains, still sotto voce, has recently been benefitting from the patronage of Henry. This came about because Noah, an art student, fixed Henry’s computer one time and they got talking. Henry, on a whim, decided to help Noah to get on in the art world by sponsoring him in the creation of an art installation. Henry subsequently persuaded Tamara, his sister-in-law, to display the installation at the Tate.

      ‘I’ve not seen it,’ says Jago, ‘but it’s got something to do with Wile E. Coyote. It’s a Rube Goldberg machine, according to Henry.’

      ‘A Rube what?’ I ask.

      ‘Rube Goldberg, named after the chap who came up with the idea. It’s not really a machine,’ explains Jago. ‘It’s a contraption that generates a
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