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THE TRAVELLING BAG





PART ONE

‘Tell me, what would you say has been your most – shall we say “intriguing” case, Gilbert?’

Tom Williams and I were sitting over an after-dinner brandy in the small library of our club. It was a dreary London evening, but in here, the fire glowed and the lamps cast circles of tawny light. One or two other members had come and gone but it was the Upper Drawing Room which would be crowded – that and the card rooms. The Great Library was closed while the beautiful old plasterwork, which had been damaged by a leaking roof, was restored.

Tom Williams was a retired bishop, but you would never have known it, for he was without a vestige of the usual smoothness or pomposity too often acquired by his kind and preferred the modest but comfortable surroundings of this club, whose name was not well known, to the grander premises of smart ones. The Tabor was tucked away down a side street of St James’s, unimposing, perhaps even a little shabby. But it was efficiently run and had better food than most clubs – a well-kept secret. Some of its members had names to conjure with but those were accompanied by retiring personalities. There were statesmen, members of the judiciary and high-ranking military men, and they all mingled easily with artists, writers and gentlemen of the turf, and even with someone of my profession, if such it can be called.

I am a psychic private investigator. I studied mathematics and philosophy at Cambridge and followed with a second degree in the natural sciences. But from very early on, my deepest and most compelling interests were the investigation of crime, including the psychology of the criminal, together with the extra-sensory powers of the mind. I am not a spiritualist, nor do I dabble in any form of the occult. I do not tout for clients. I have more work than I can comfortably handle and turn down at least half the requests I receive for my services. People know of me, though I have never advertised.

So it was that, over dinner with Tom Williams, I had been answering some of his questions about both aspects of my work, although he was more intrigued about the investigative side, which was understandable, given his Christian profession. In my view, however, the psychic is only an example of the variety of untapped human potential and has nothing to do with any form of religion. On those matters I stand neutral, a respectful sceptic.

‘Every case has its fascinating aspect,’ I said now, lifting my brandy glass towards the glow of the fire and watching its contents seem to blaze. ‘I would not take one on which did not. They have much in common too, yet each is unique in one way or another and it is that which provides the excitement and the challenge.’

‘Pluck one out.’

It came to me at once, as these things do. A picture formed in my mind of a downtrodden-looking man and then, superimposed upon it, one of a woman, wearing a violet-coloured coat with a fur collar, and a small hat. Her expression was one of pleading and anxiety but there was also a determination in her face and a singleness of purpose. She had appeared in my consulting rooms without appointment, at the end of a bitter January day and, after I had invited her to sit down, she had leaned forwards in the chair opposite to mine. She held, close to her, an old-fashioned travelling bag of brown, cracked and faded leather.

‘I see by the glint in your eye that you have hit upon a case,’ Tom said, smiling.

‘Yes. Perhaps because it is linked closely to this club. One or two things happened within these walls.’

‘Then I will order us another brandy and you will tell me the tale.’

I shook my head. ‘No. There is rather too much for the end of a long, convivial evening and I must be up early tomorrow. Besides, I would like to glance again at my case notes first. Let us meet here in a week’s time.’

Tom agreed, albeit reluctantly, for I had whetted his appetite, he said, and he was impatient to hear the story. We set up our appointment for the following Wednesday, which is generally a quiet evening in the Tabor – possibly because it is the only evening, other than a Sunday, when the roast meat trolley is not wheeled out.

We parted and as soon as I got home, I dimmed the lamps in my quiet sitting room and sat recalling the story clearly, without any need to consult my old case notes. Once I have begun to focus, a single image is usually enough to lead me to the rest, and I had already recalled one that evening.

I would tell my tale as if I were reading aloud from a book. Tom was the best sort of listener, eager, but quiet and attentive and I knew he would not interrupt me until the story was done.

I happened to have some free evenings – a visit to the opera and two dinners had been cancelled. It was the season of infectious coughs and colds in the city and people were inclined to stop at home. I was able to prepare myself well.

This was my story.





One

When Walter Craig was in his first year as a student of medical science, it was already clear that he had a fine mind, a dedication and an application to his work which would see him go far. But even more important, he had a flair, a spark of inventiveness that gave him the ability to make intuitive connections which others did not see. Although these had then to be put to the test, step by careful step, they were almost always proved to be correct and he obtained a first-class degree with the highest possible marks. He went on to begin ground-breaking research into the workings of the central nervous system, which promised to have important application to the treatment of some devastating diseases. Those who began to make practical use of his theoretical work were awestruck that so young a man should be making such discoveries. A brilliant future surely lay ahead of him, together with all the honours and prizes he would naturally attract.

But he was a shy, modest and even rather nervous man who preferred to spend his time in the laboratory, or at his desk, rather than socialising and otherwise putting himself about. It was left to others, then, to promote his discoveries.

He worked hard – too hard. After six years of intensive study he took a bad cold one winter, and the cold developed into pleurisy and then pneumonia. He was desperate to get back to his work but lacked all energy – both physical and mental – to do so, and sank into a lethargy accompanied by a deep depression which lasted many weeks. Before his illness he had been working on a new theory about the make-up of the spinal cord, in terms of electrical impulses travelling between there and the brain. He had some proof of his theories but needed to do many more painstaking experiments and the fact that he was unable to continue was the greatest frustration he could suffer. There seemed to be nothing else of interest in his life, though he enjoyed listening to choral music and went regularly to hear the college choir, in spite of being no sort of religious believer. Yet there was something spiritual about his response to choral singing and indeed, in one sense, to the discoveries he was making in his work.

In so far as people knew Walter Craig at all, they liked him – for what was there to dislike? Certainly his prolonged absence was noticed – no one else burned the lights so late. But it would be too much to say that he was greatly missed.

When he was ready to come back, his doctor recommended that he obtain some help with the routine parts of his research and, after initial reluctance, he agreed. He realised that, as well as receiving assistance, he would be giving someone else valuable experience. He had never been a teacher, and, until he found exactly the right pupil, he said that he did not know whether he would make a good one. He interviewed five potential assistants and rejected all of them. He gave no reasons, beyond saying either that they were ‘not up to it’ or that he would be unable to work with them. And then, the sixth applicant appeared. Silas Webb was just the sort of young man that anyone who knew Craig assumed would be rejected out of hand. He was very handsome, had an almost boyish enthusiasm for medical science, and his knowledge of the area Craig worked in was already good. Webb’s open and engaging manner concealed a certain slyness and he was not universally trusted, though no one ever put a finger upon why.

After a couple of months, one of the professors asked how Webb was getting on. Craig was thoughtful for a moment – he never made quick replies to questions, let alone passed quick judgement.

‘He is sound,’ he said. ‘He is able and willing. I think I can teach him a good deal, if only he will listen and be patient. He has clever ideas of his own but he does not always follow them through and he lacks that painstaking attention to detail which is vital. But he has taken a lot of the routine work off my shoulders, so that I can devote my energies to new ideas. He still needs supervision – I dare not leave him entirely to his own devices. But without him I should be much further behind, thanks to this wretched illness.’

He was still easily exhausted, no longer had the stamina to work late into the night and occasionally had to take a full day off to rest. He had aged. He had a general greyness about him. But he had recovered all his passion for his work and for making discoveries and he was as excited as ever when some experiment ‘came out’ or calculations proved correct.

Several months later, when it seemed that his work was reaching a critical point, he was taken ill again, with a recurrence of the old pattern of fever, deep depression and complete exhaustion, and this time his doctor was cautious in his prognosis. Craig would recover but it would take longer and perhaps the after-effects would be lasting. He might return to his work but it seemed likely that he would be prey to these debilitating attacks for the rest of his life.

For two weeks, Silas Webb carried on working alone, arriving early and leaving late. He used the extra time, he said, to pursue some research of his own.

And then he disappeared. He did not come into the laboratories, the science library or the college office. He left no message and replied to none. After a few days, someone went round to his lodgings. The landlady said that he had gone, although his bill was paid up to the end of the term. His rooms were empty of every trace of him.

Walter Craig was told but he was sunk into a deep lethargy and appeared not to be interested, or to care. He would find another assistant when he returned and he said again that, although he had liked Silas well enough, he did not have the finest of minds, the ultimate spark of genius to reach the heights of scientific discovery. ‘Though with application he might, perhaps, climb half-way.’





Two

It was a full two years before Craig was well enough to be able to come back without the need to take days off for rest. Gradually, he had grown physically stronger and he returned to the work which had been coming tantalisingly close to fruition. But his mental sharpness was blurred beyond repair. As soon as he tried to pick up old threads he found that he no longer made the instinctive connections which had led him so far along new paths. Realist that he was, he decided that he would go step by small step back over everything, until he arrived again at the point where he had had to break off because of his illness. Perhaps new links and ways forward would present themselves as he worked and he would reach his goal by the careful, methodical process of science.

He had not progressed far before he began to discover gaps where he had previously joined threads together. Whole sets of figures and calculations were missing. He came to dead ends, and whereas he knew that he had unquestionably progressed to, let us say, Point Eight, the results now before him came to a full stop at Point Five. Vital sections were missing. Piece by piece, day after day, he retraced his steps, once again working far into the night, but to no avail. The conclusions were always the same. In his wilder moments, when he was completely exhausted, he began to doubt himself, to question whether he had really made the progress he imagined, after all. But, in his right mind, he knew that he had.

Walter Craig was a proud and independent man and it was several days before he took his case to a couple of his seniors, but once he had decided to do so, his resolution was firm. The evidence seemed to him as clear as spring water.

His claim was dismissed out of hand.

‘You were seriously ill, Craig, your memory failed you – through no fault of your own, I stress, no fault of your own. There appear to be some gaps in this work but there is no evidence whatsoever that anything has been tampered with. You say that the only person who had access to it was Dr Webb, but he disappeared over two years ago and has never raised his head here again, though I believe that he was heard of at one of the German universities, doing interesting work. I know nothing more and I would advise you to draw no conclusions and make no accusations. Take time to pursue some other line of research. Then again, there is teaching a-plenty for you. We have a very promising intake of young scientists who would benefit from your guidance.’

Instead, insulted and proud, Craig took up a post in London, less senior than he merited but which gave him, along with a light teaching load, time to pursue his own work.

He had continued in this way for several years, and was apparently content, until he sat down one evening to read the latest issue of an academic quarterly which covered his own general field. He quickly digested two short articles before coming to the principal section of the journal, which always contained a piece of important original research. To achieve publication here represented one of the highest pinnacles of a career. It would usually lead to opportunities for further research, promotion, and even eventual fame and glory. The work of Nobel Prize winners and Fellows of the Royal Society had on occasion been first noticed in the journal.

Craig settled down to read and as he read, he was at first puzzled, but then greatly shocked, to recognise his own work, his own discoveries and applications. All the essentials were set down on these pages – references to tests, calculations and conclusions made and results anticipated, although, naturally, some significant details were omitted. No one was incautious enough to reveal their full hand to the greedy outside world, and those who were legitimately interested in pursuing the matter would go straight to the author of the paper.

He read on, seeing before him the lost links, the statistics which had apparently vanished, the missing pages. The paper used everything he had spent so many years working out and proving. All the conclusions drawn had been enabled by his missing data. He felt nauseated as he re-read and then misery and a deep sense of both failure and betrayal quickly overcame him. He knew what had happened, of course, the moment he read the name of Dr Silas Webb. He also saw, at the same moment, that he could do nothing. There was no point in protesting to the editors of the journal, or even to Webb himself.

He had no proof, it would be his word against that of a man who had been his assistant and gone on to great success. There was nothing unusual about that. The pupil has often outstripped the master, to reverse roles when that master has nothing more to teach.

He set the journal aside and sat, hunched into his chair, brooding. Anger and bitterness burned slowly inside him and he woke the following morning feeling the weight of far more years than were on the calendar, certain that he would now achieve nothing to mark him out from the herd of mediocre men.

He never spoke about the matter. He did not pursue it. And over the course of the next fifteen years, he looked on at the rise of Silas Webb.

They did not meet. Webb now began to move in illustrious circles. The research led to glory, when it was successfully applied in a clinical context, diseases of the central nervous system were targeted and sufferers given new hope, at first gaining relief and short-term improvement, later, complete cures.

Throughout this time, Walter Craig pursued his own work doggedly, though mechanically, and endured rather than enjoyed his obscure life.

Silas Webb became a Fellow of the Royal Society and a knighthood came to him, as well as a large number of honorary degrees from illustrious universities round the world. But he held no university post himself, and seemed not to be pursuing further research. Rumour had it that he was devoting his energies to an important book. He never acknowledged Craig or referred to the time he had spent under his tutelage.

Craig forgot and forgave nothing, only occasionally allowing himself a bitter outburst against his former pupil when he was by himself, during which he sometimes gave voice to wild threats of revenge.

He was too much alone and had too much time for brooding. But during his early years in London, an old acquaintance had put him up for membership of the Tabor Club, thinking that Craig was a stranger in the place and would enjoy meeting others, including, in all probability, members of his own profession. The man acted more in hope than expectation, knowing Walter as he did, but in fact Craig took to the club and enjoyed quiet evenings dining there alone, sitting over a book, or even engaging in conversation, though he was always more of a listener than a talker and many who sat with him over a late drink were given no idea of his occupation. He was generally taken for a retired lawyer.

He came into the club one evening in time to have a drink over the evening paper, and then dine alone. It was a wet London night and a taxi cab had driven hard through a deep kerbside puddle, splashing his trousers. He paused on the first landing to check that his shoes were not also full of water. Just ahead of him, the door to one of the card rooms had been opened, and left for a moment, by a servant carrying in a laden tray. The room glowed like a tableau, lit from within. Six green baize-topped tables were set out, with four players at each, their faces like those in some old Dutch master, shadowed behind but with their features brilliant in the light. As Craig glanced through the open door, he saw that the man at the nearest table, and immediately opposite him, was Silas Webb. He looked sleeker, ruddier, more prosperous and filled-out than when he had last seen him but it was unmistakeably Webb.

The door closed.

Because he had been looking into the dimness of the landing outside, beyond the card room, the man could not have made him out, Craig reasoned, even if he had not been studying his cards.

Craig had never seen him in the club before and he would surely have done so if Webb had been a full member.

As he climbed the final flight of stairs to the small library, he met the senior steward coming down.

‘Good evening, Dr Craig.’

On impulse, Craig stopped him and asked if knew Sir Silas Webb.

‘Indeed, yes. In fact he is in the card room now, guest of Lord Mullivan. I could take any message you may have to him, in the game break.’

Craig shrank back, saying that he had merely wanted to check. ‘An embarrassment, you know, to mistake a man for another. I don’t think I have come across him in the club before.’

‘Sir Silas is a guest and staying with us tonight, as the card gentlemen usually play late. As a matter of fact I will be up in a few minutes, to brush out his room.’

Walter’s face must have registered surprise that the head steward worked as one of the cleaners, because the man smiled.

‘It is not quite what you would understand by “brushing out”, sir. Sir Silas has a fear of moths and at this time of year, moths do tend to be about, as you will know, so he likes to have his room inspected and brushed out thoroughly before he retires. We have several domestic staff off tonight with this wretched influenza, so I am happy to oblige.’ He lowered his voice, looking conspiratorial. ‘With other gentleman, you know, it is spiders.’

A couple of members came up the stairs towards them and the steward hurried away.

In the small library, having ordered his customary dry sherry, Craig concealed himself behind the evening newspaper and thought about what he had been told. Webb had never shown a fear of anything when he had worked as his assistant, though he had had a horror of chalk screeching on blackboard and would wince if he heard it. But he had never complained or suggested that the use of small blackboards for making quick calculations and then erasing them, be abandoned. Perhaps he felt rather more important now, a man who was confident in ordering that his room should be brushed out before he slept in it. Craig would have sympathised with anyone else who suffered from such phobias but he had nothing but bad feeling towards Webb.

Over his dinner, sitting alone at a corner table, he thought about it to the exclusion of anything else, and when he had finished, instead of returning to the library, he took the lift to the club’s top floor, on the west side, in which the dozen guest rooms were situated. All the doors were closed, save for one at the far end, from which light slanted into the corridor and he could hear the soft sound of a brush sweeping slowly to and fro. He looked in and saw the steward patiently moving it up and down the walls, over the furniture and down the curtains. The man glanced up and asked if he could help.

‘I just came up to see if you would very kindly show me a couple of these guest rooms, Mr Potts? I have an old friend coming up to town who might wish to stay a night, but between us, he is quite particular.’

‘You’re welcome to see in here, Dr Craig, I have all but finished, and then I can show you Room Eight, which is vacant tonight, and which has a different aspect. When might your friend wish to stay with us, sir? We do become very busy up to Christmas.’

‘No, no, it would not be before then. Thank you.’

Craig had stepped into the middle of the room which Silas Webb would occupy that night. It was quite large and though the furnishings were old-fashioned, everything was well appointed and comfortable. An overcoat hung behind the door and a pair of shoes was placed in front of the wardrobe. In the bathroom, he noted that a sponge bag was monogrammed, S.W. Otherwise, there was nothing personal save an old leather travelling bag on the luggage stand, resembling a doctor’s Gladstone bag, sturdy and well used.

He suffered the steward to show him round the vacant Room Eight, feigning interest, before he returned to the small library and a glass of brandy. Walter had always avoided thinking about Silas Webb. If he had ever come upon his name in reference to some new honour or award bestowed upon him, he did not allow himself to dwell upon it, knowing that it would only distract him, and embitter him further. He could do nothing, prove nothing. He had much better turn away.

Tonight, however, all the anger and resentment at his own betrayal, and at Silas Webb’s rise to the top of the tree, boiled up inside him. He rang for a second brandy, which was something he rarely did, but he needed to calm himself and stop his hands trembling. His life had been blighted and his career set back, by an illness for which no one was to blame. But Webb had taken advantage of his long absences to steal his ideas, theories, proofs, and to remove any traces of vital individual, and possibly identifiable, links, after he did so. Without conscience he had presented the work and findings as his own and been rewarded and lauded for it. He had risen, unjustifiably and without shame, to the top of his profession, on the back of another man.

Craig had never regarded titles and honours as especially desirable and he did not covet money, but he was proud, proud of his work and what good its applications might do. He was deeply angry that someone he regarded as a lesser man had achieved recognition for it.

It grew late. He heard voices on the staircase. If he went out there now he might encounter Webb and he had no wish for a confrontation. As he drank his brandy slowly, he allowed the hint of a plan that had entered his mind to ripen, and his pangs of conscience to weaken, until there was no longer anything between him and his determination. He decided to return to the Tabor the following evening, in the hope of catching the head steward, but, as he left now, he met the steward crossing the front hall.

‘Goodnight, Dr Craig.’

‘Steward, I know it is late and I am sure that Sir Silas will have retired …’

‘He has not long gone up, sir, but there is still time for me to take a message to him.’

‘No, no, I don’t wish to have him disturbed, the matter is not urgent, but I wonder – how might I discover when he is staying here next?’

‘He is always here as a guest on card nights and you have only to look in the visitor’s book on the porter’s desk to see if he is staying.’

They parted and Craig found a cab to take him home, nursing both his old hatred and a new-found sense of anticipation.





Three

When the card room door had been left open, Silas Webb had, in fact, caught a glimpse of the man standing on the landing outside. He had not caught Walter Craig’s eye but even a second’s glance had shown him a changed man. And yet, he had thought as the door swung to, perhaps not essentially changed after all. He had always judged Webb to be a grey man, somewhat messy and downtrodden in appearance, and as he turned his attention back to the card table it occurred to him that, clever though he was, Craig had always been destined for ultimate failure, a man who slipped down rather than climbed up. Webb had buried his own part in that failure and fall so deeply that now he barely acknowledged it to himself, but seeing Walter Craig after so many years peeled away his defences and he felt naked and altogether ashamed. The feeling lasted only seconds and by the time he had bent his head to his hand of cards, he had crushed it.

But Craig’s face stayed with him, superimposing itself on those of his fellow players in turn, coming between him and his hand, and following him up to his room in the early hours. He cursed the man, but, as he settled to sleep, he had fully restored his image of himself as a success, and one achieved entirely through his own talent and efforts. If he had not picked up and built upon what he had by now convinced himself were the small beginnings made by Craig, nothing more could possibly have come of them. His own rewards were thoroughly justified.

The small dark worm of shame deep inside him squirmed slightly.

But if he met the man again face to face, he decided that he would acknowledge him.





Four

Several weeks passed, during which Walter Craig made preparations. After that, he had only to wait. He visited the Tabor every night, to dine or to spend an evening in the library, occasionally not to stay but to look in the guestbook. He was a patient man and an unobtrusive one and he drew no one’s attention.

On an evening in early December, he saw the notice on the card room door listing the players in a tournament on the following night. He was ready. Nothing had been left to chance. His task had been surprisingly easy, once he had made enquiries and paid a visit to a house in Surrey. He was given careful instructions. Nothing else was needed.

He had anticipated some setback or complication on the night itself, but none had occurred and he began to feel as if his way had been made straight, eased, because he was in the right and his actions justified. Besides, he was merely making a gesture, perhaps a rather foolish one – at worst he was about to play a prank, nothing more. He had never gone in for practical jokes as a boy but on those odd occasions when he had played one and been successful, he had felt a spasm of the purest joy which had borne him up through many wearisome days.

Tonight, as he entered the club and went straight to the side staircase that led to the upper floor and the guest rooms, he was anticipating that same joy, only flavoured now with the exquisite spice of revenge.





PART TWO

Tom Williams had listened intently to my story so far but now I saw that he yawned. The fire had been topped up twice during the previous hour but just then it collapsed into a soft heap of ash. I stood up. ‘Come on, Tom, home time. My Lady Bishop will be wondering.’

‘No!’ he said, ‘You cannot simply leave the story dangling there. I demand to hear the rest.’

‘Indeed you shall, but another night. I am worn out.’

‘Then let it be tomorrow. I will try to exercise my soul in patience until then. But let me have a hint, something to tease me, a titbit to chew on.’

‘I am engaged tomorrow, but the next night, you can give me dinner and then we will retire to this same corner and I will tell the rather unpleasant conclusion to my tale.’





Five

The death of Sir Silas Webb was reported in the newspapers the day after it occurred but although there were fulsome references to his eminence, honours and awards, the circumstances and manner of his demise were not mentioned, other than to say that the coroner had recorded it as having been due to ‘natural causes’.

In fact, Webb had died of heart failure in a guest room at the Tabor Club some time between ten minutes to two, when he was seen going up to bed at the conclusion of a card game, and seven-fifteen the next morning, when the servant went to wake him with tea. On receiving no reply to his knock, the man entered and found Sir Silas’ body on the floor. He was still fully clothed, in dinner dress, though his black tie was undone and hanging loose, as if he had clutched at it desperately to try to get himself more air.

There was a private funeral and a grand memorial service, attended by hundreds of prominent and eminent men, after which the matter, like Sir Silas, rested.

Some three months later I was writing up case notes at the end of the day when there came a soft knock on the door of my consulting room. I was expecting no one. My last client had left at five and it was now gone six. The lamps were lit in the street and the one on my desk shone onto my papers.

I opened the door to a woman of late middle age, dressed in a violet coat with a fur collar, a small violet hat, and neat black buttoned boots. She was carrying a bag.

‘Dr Roper? I am sorry to arrive without warning but I do hope that you might be able to see me.’

I explained that my working day was over and that it was usual for prospective clients to make an appointment in advance, but she looked both distressed and determined.

‘I understand and I have been on the point of telephoning for some days but every time I have almost done so, I have lost my nerve. It was only by acting on impulse and before I could have second thoughts that I managed to come here today.’

The shoulders of her coat were damp with rain, her face was pale and so wretchedly drawn, with the effects of sleeplessness and worry, that I could not find it in myself to send her away. I indicated a chair and she sat on the edge of it, holding the bag closely to her.

‘I am certain that if anyone can help me, if anyone can find out the truth, it is you, Dr Roper.’

‘I am flattered, though you may well be wrong. I must ask how you have heard of me.’

‘Your name is – known. Friends … people in whom I have confided have told me … I have never seen any form of advertisement.’

‘I do not advertise. I have as much work as I can do coming solely from personal recommendation. But – you know who I am. May I please have your name?’

‘Hesther Webb. My husband – my late husband – was Sir Silas Webb. Perhaps you may have heard of him?’

‘I have and please accept my sympathy, Lady Webb.’

She inclined her head slightly.

‘I am not sure how … what …’ She looked down at her hands which were fidgeting with the gloves she had removed. I waited. She looked up at me, pleading in her eyes.

‘Perhaps it would help if I told you how I work?’

‘Thank you. Yes.’ I could barely hear her.

‘It depends on what exactly it is that you want, what the case concerns and how complex. For example, if a member of your family had gone missing …’

‘I need you to find out the truth about my husband’s death. It was decided quickly that he had died of sudden heart failure – you may know that the Coroner set it down as that. But he had no history of heart weakness and he had not been ill recently, in any way. My husband was rarely ill and never seriously so in the fifteen years I knew him.’

‘Nevertheless,’ I said, as gently as I could, ‘it is perfectly possible for the heart to fail without warning and without any apparent history.’

‘But it feels wrong, so very wrong. I am certain that something happened to him, something which caused his unnatural death.’

‘What sort of thing?’

‘That is just the problem, Dr Roper. I have no idea. I am just as sure as I can be that all was not as it seemed.’

‘Are you suggesting that your husband died by – I must speak bluntly – that someone killed him? For that is the only possible explanation for his death, other than natural causes, suicide or accident. Suicide was ruled out, even had he any reason, and so was accident – for example if he had fallen and hit his head – there would have been immediate evidence of that, which would have been picked up by the police and the first examining doctor.’

‘And they found nothing. There were no signs of anything like that having taken place.’

‘If his death was caused by someone else – I speak bluntly again – only in the realms of fiction is it possible to kill another person and leave no trace. Even poison betrays itself. I am sure you have thought about all this, Lady Webb.’

‘I have thought of nothing else, night and day, since my husband died.’

‘Did Sir Silas have any enemies?’

‘Every man who achieves the worldly success and recognition he did must surely attract some dislike … but deadly enemies? No, of course not. No one would have wished him harm, I am quite certain of it.’

‘Then …?’

‘I have nothing to base my suspicions on. No evidence. Nothing other than an inner conviction.’

‘I understand, and our inner convictions are always to be taken seriously, but what would you wish me to do? Others in their official capacity have investigated your husband’s death most thoroughly and I would not dream of casting doubt on the findings of honest professional men.’

‘I have heard that … that you have some remarkable powers. I do not fully understand what they are.’

‘I am not a spiritualist medium, Lady Webb, if that is what you have been told. I do not contact the dead, nor ever claim or pretend that I do. But sometimes I am given a view into the past – in a series of scenes that come to my mind. These are scenes of events that have taken place in the past, sometimes recent, sometimes more distant, but which I can see again. It is not easy to explain – indeed, I do not really understand it myself. I do not mean that I am able to conjure up past events in which we have been involved, in memory. We can all do that. What I see is something I have not experienced myself.’

‘So – you could somehow see what happened to my husband, see it happening? You …’

I raised my hand. ‘I can only try. And often I fail. I offer no guarantees.’

‘But you will try? Please tell me that you will try. Whatever you require, money, yes, of course, I will pay whatever you ask, now.’

‘I do not ask for any payment, Lady Webb. I have the good fortune to be a man of private means. I work because I am sometimes able to help others. I could never be idle. All I need is an object that belonged to your husband and was in some way close to him – a pocket watch, for example. In itself it is unimportant and can do nothing, it simply acts as a focus for my thoughts.’

She lifted her hands from the bag she was holding on her knee. ‘Take this. I had some idea that you would want an item he was attached to and he used it whenever he went away–he had done so since he got it from his father, as a young man. It was still perfectly serviceable, just well-used, he always said, when I tried to persuade him that he needed a new one. He had it with him at the Tabor Club, it contained his night things and so forth, though when found it was empty.’

I took the bag and set it on my desk. It was a brown travelling bag, rather like a doctor’s Gladstone bag, the leather a little cracked, the handles worn and repaired. I looked carefully inside but there was nothing.

‘Might this be useful to you?’

‘It will do perfectly.’

I asked her to return in two days time, at five o’clock. I might have asked her to come back the following day, as I planned to work on the case that night – I always find it best to make an immediate start, if I find that a case is ‘warm’. One of the reasons I do not take on many is that they so often feel quite ‘cold’ to me.

But Sir Silas Webb’s travelling bag was not cold. I had felt a heat around it the instant I touched it, and a charge, as if it gave off some mild static electricity. I do not employ any trickery and there would be no point in stagey effects as I always work alone, in the privacy of my study.

After supper, I placed the travelling bag on the table in front of me and settled back in my chair. The curtains were draw against the night and I had a single lamp switched on in the corner. I silenced the telephone. And then I simply sat still and focused on the bag, not only my gaze but my whole concentration, as if I were directing a beam of light at it. I sometimes wait like this for twenty or thirty minutes without anything happening at all. My energy and concentration are then depleted and I must go away, returning to focus on the object for another session the following day.

Sometimes, the moment I begin again I will feel an immediate connection, though I have no idea why a delay should have been necessary. If I feel nothing this second time, I do not try again – it would be pointless. Occasionally, I know at once that something is going to happen and this was the case when I sat down in front of the travelling bag. I felt a slight tingling in my fingers which quickly extended up my arms. At the same time, my vision, which is normally perfect, became a little cloudy, as if I were looking at the bag through a veil or a fine mist.

I waited quietly and soon this cleared, and at once I seemed to be looking, not directly at the bag itself, but at something in the space just before it. It came closer, it became clearer, and then the bag faded into the background. The room itself seemed to recede. It is like watching an old-fashioned magic lantern show, yet it is both more lucid than that and more lifelike. It seems to surround me and then I know that I am watching not a film or any other sort of performance. I am watching real life. The past is being replayed but I am not part of it, I remain firmly in my own world and place and time.

I was looking into a bedroom in some small hotel – there were no ornaments or any of the other paraphernalia of a lived-in home. It was very neat and tidy and the furniture was simple – a mahogany wardrobe, a table and upright chair, a bed and bedside cabinet. There was a washbasin with mirror above in the far corner, a shelf containing a few of the sort of old books which are often placed in such a room but rarely read – a bible, a London companion, and two or three leather-bound novels by Dickens and Sir Walter Scott. A man’s jacket was hanging up and a pair of shoes was beside the door, waiting to be put out for polishing. The leather travelling bag, the same bag on which my eyes had first focused, was on the bed.

As I watched, the door opened, and a man wearing evening clothes came in. I recognised him, from occasional newspaper photographs, as Sir Silas Webb. He was not tall but he had a pompous way of carrying himself which made him appear so. His face was smooth, and his nose and mouth had a faintly sneering set. His complexion was flushed, as if he had enjoyed several glasses of good port. I watched as he went to the mirror, undid his black tie and took the studs out of his collar. He then went to the travelling bag and put it down on the table. It was at this exact point that there crept over me a sense of claustrophobia, and an increasing fear, which made me sit back in my chair. My heart was beating too fast and sweat beads were forming on my forehead and across the back of my neck, and all of this increased as I watched the man open the travelling bag by the top clasp.

As the two sides spread wide, I caught my breath in horror. Moths had begun to emerge from the bag’s interior, at first one or two small, pale moths and then flights of them, becoming larger and darker, with ugly furred heads and queerly patterned wings, streaked and marked as if with small faces and skulls and tiny glaring eyes. They poured out and as they did so, flew around Silas Webb’s head, pattered against his hands and face. Some of them made for the lamp, while others seemed to flutter about like blind things, as they emerged, rising to the ceiling and touching it before falling down again in the dark corners of the room, onto the top of the wardrobe, but always returning, to fly about the head of the stricken man. He beat his arms madly to try to brush them away, and all the time his face was working with terror, and ghastly pale. I heard him moan, then cry out for help, then scream, I saw him spin round and back, shouting hoarsely now, as the great moths and their soft, powdery bodies and endlessly fluttering, batting wings, seemed to be attacking his very person.

My own throat was dry and the sweat was running down my face. The scene appeared to last for several hours and yet it was over in moments. Webb put his hand up to his breast, his face contorted with pain, and then crashed to the floor. The moths dispersed harmlessly into the folds of the curtains, and now there appeared to be far fewer of them, and they were smaller in size than they had looked when they were pouring out of the travelling bag. Several camouflaged themselves against the wallpaper but then seemed to dissolve into it, until they were all gone and the room was deathly silent and still.

I came to myself as the picture before me shrivelled to a single dot, before disappearing. I do not fall into any sort of ‘trance’ on these occasions, I am fully conscious and awake, but I have been focusing intently on one thing, and when it is no longer there, I have a moment’s disorientation.

What I had just seen was horrible. A man had died of shock – heart failure indeed – because of what was surely some prank, such as schoolboys might play. But schoolboys mean no harm and if such harm as this ever came about as a result of their tricks, they would be appalled.

My concern was that although I now knew what had happened to Sir Silas Webb, I had no idea why or who could have played such a vile game. I also knew that I would almost certainly never find out.

I now had the choice of telling Lady Webb the truth, thereby distressing her beyond measure, to little purpose, or of taking my story to the police. I had friends in the force to whom I could go privately and who knew of my work, but they would be obliged to ask me for evidence and I had none. I could also undertake a wearisome and probably fruitless private investigation.

I decided quickly that I would do none of these things. I would tell Lady Webb that I had discovered enough to be sure that her husband had indeed died of heart failure – ‘natural causes’. It was the plain truth. For my own interest and satisfaction, I intended to do just one more thing, though I was doubtful that it would yield any result.

I wondered, when I was going over the events in my mind late into that night, what had happened to the moths. Surely a great many would have been found by the cleaners. But they would probably have brushed and swept the room even more vigorously than usual, in the light of the sudden death that had occurred there. Moths do not live very long and their fragile bodies would have crumbled into dust.

I half-thought of asking to see into the room that Webb had died in. but what reason could I have given? I had certainly no wish to seem like a ghoul.





Six

I had signalled for more brandy for us both. We needed it. I let the fiery liquid slip down my throat before saying, in as relaxed a manner as I could, ‘And there you have it, Tom. Something and nothing, perhaps. But you asked for my most unusual and intriguing story and, perhaps because we are within the four walls of the club again, that was the one which came to mind immediately.’

‘Horrible,’ Tom said with a shudder, and drinking deeply. ‘What a dastardly, wicked trick to play. I would hope the man has not slept easily in his bed since he learned of its terrible outcome. What did you say to Lady Webb, as a matter of interest?’

‘Exactly as I had decided.’

‘And she accepted it?’

‘She appeared to do so. I have heard nothing from her since.’

‘And what of the travelling bag?’

‘She took it away. I might have suggested that she destroy it, except that she had stressed how devoted her husband had been to it. She clasped it to her and I daresay it has become a “sacred relic” – women tend towards the keeping of these memento mori, you know.’

We left the club to go our separate ways home. Tom thanked me for entertaining him with ‘a most disturbing tale. I wonder how well I shall sleep tonight?’

‘You asked for it, my dear fellow, you asked for it.’

I saw him into a cab but then set off to walk the mile or so to my own house. It was a crisp, starry night and a full moon sailed over the dome of St Paul’s, a thin, sparkling trace of rime around it. The streets were quiet and my mind turned once again to my story.

From what I had heard since, Sir Silas had not been especially likeable but he deserved no less than any other man and I sent up a heartfelt prayer for the peace and rest of his soul. There was nothing more that I could do.





Seven

The Conclusion: Walter Craig’s Story

It is many years since the death of Silas Webb, which gave me no joy or satisfaction, however much I had come to despise the man for having achieved worldly honours and acclaim via the work of another. He had stolen, cheated, lied and dissembled and I had become more and more embittered and resentful. And, alongside those feelings, dark and hot as boiling tar, the desire for personal revenge had swollen, like a monstrous abscess within me, until I could bear it no longer and felt that I must lance it by some violent action.

I had meant to terrify the man, to give him a hellish hour, to leave him an ashen-faced, stuttering wreck, with flayed nerves and a terror of what might be to come. But as God is my witness, I had never meant to harm let alone to kill him. It had never occurred to me that he might drop down dead from overwhelming fear. When I heard that he had died suddenly of heart failure, I was shaken out of myself, appalled, and quite sure of my own guilt, certain that it was my actions that had made his heart stop. I could say nothing to anyone. The Coroner’s verdict had been given and the obsequies performed. Only I knew. Only I knew what Webb had done to me. I would have to carry that secret with me, along with my own guilt, until the end of my days.

I might have prayed that, somehow, I would get my just deserts. I did not, if only because I had no belief in any power to whom I might appeal. My conviction was that I would die, as Webb had died, of a sudden clutching at the heart – but that was a mere superstition. I had no idea how my death would come. And so I carried on my dull and insignificant life, walking in shadow.

I retired from my academic post. I had long since lost my appetite and flair for scientific research but I managed to obtain a commission to write a student textbook. This did well and I embarked upon others. The work was not arduous, only painstaking, and I discovered that I had a natural ability to explain difficult concepts in clear and simple terms, something which gave me a measure of pride, after years of lacking any. I never forgot Silas Webb or what he and I, in our turn, had done to one another, but his name was certainly no longer at the front of my mind.

One evening, I came in late from the library, where I had been working on an index. It was October and my rooms were both chilly and dark, so I hastened to switch on the lamps, put a match to the fire and draw the curtains. As I touched the drape, something fluttered lightly against the back of my hand, the touch so gentle that I barely felt it, and a moth flew out and made straight for a lamp. It was bone-coloured and not large, with faint rusty etchings on its wing tips.

I had never been troubled by fear of moths, or of any other insects. If I was I would never have been able to do what I did to Silas Webb’s travelling bag. I was a man without phobias of any kind. I had never minded small closed spaces, heights, or even my own childhood bedroom, when a small fire glowing in the grate sent monstrous shadows up the walls. I had thought of them as friendly.

The quick flight of the moth gave me a start but then, and for the first time, I felt a slight revulsion. I did not care for the tiny proboscis which jutted from between the pulsating wings. I recoiled from the sound of its pattering on the parchment lamp shade, as the two somehow camouflaged one another.

I did not stay reading the evening paper by the lamp’s light because I was unnerved by the proximity of the moth to my head. I made ready for bed but, as I folded the paper, I caught sight of the date. It set up some echo in my memory, though I could not place it, but I woke in the middle of the night to recall clearly that 24 October had been the date of Silas Webb’s death – a death for which I had surely been responsible.

I reached out to switch on the bedside lamp. I would drink a glass of water before settling back to sleep. All was still. I shrugged off thoughts of the calendar and lay down, but as I did so, something tremulous and feathery settled on my face and rested there.

After that night, what I thought of as ‘the persecution’, continued. I was haunted and pursued by moths evening and night, and in time they became larger. I never knew when they would appear: silent, soft and purposeful, they always caught me by surprise. Days, sometimes a week or two, would go by, until I relaxed and convinced myself that there was nothing strange or menacing about any of it. Just as there are autumn seasons when wasps are rare and others when they are like a biblical plague, so it was with these moths. There was some explanation in nature, to do with ambient temperature, food supply – who knew?

Then, just as I was easy, one would shock me, flying suddenly out of a cupboard, or be at rest, splayed motionless on a curtain or playing dead on my coat sleeve. I battled with them, I sprayed them with poison, and, if I could, I stamped or beat them to death; and with all of this, I became more and more afraid. I ceased to visit the old section of the science library, after one had flown out of a book I opened. At night, I drew my curtains slowly and with a pole. I slept badly, the moths fluttering through my dreams and turning them to nightmares. I felt them settle on my arm or my face in the darkness, and in the end I slept buried beneath the bedclothes, trembling with fear.

Gradually, I became afraid of more and more creatures and of everything furry: birds, rodents, even cats. I could not work. My heart was always racing, my nerves frayed with the effort of remaining alert and afraid.

And so it has been. But now, as I write this, cowering at my desk in the half-dark, I see that it is past ten o’clock on a May evening and I have spent some time looking at the gardens and the freshly leafed and blossoming trees from my window – for I cannot go out. I have been struck by a peculiar paralysis, which clamps down upon me towards the end of every afternoon. It creeps over me like ice, freezing my body slowly. I cannot walk. If I take a chair, I am quickly locked where I sit. My arms become helpless, my head will not turn. I can see and hear and breathe but I cannot utter a sound.

I will be possessed and kept helpless until some point the next morning. I have tried running away from here but the moment I take a step towards the door, the paralysis overcomes me at once. Only if I remain in my rooms am I allowed some remission.

My landlady brings me food and I am able to spend a few hours of each day working at my desk.

And even if I were permitted to escape, where would I go? Where could I flee to, without being hunted down and attacked? I am safest here in my comfortable prison. I would even be quite happy, were it not for the gathering dusk, the waning of the light, the approach of night. Then I must endure the torments he endured, the emergence of the moths from every crack and crevice, from behind the curtains and between their folds, from beneath cushions and below chairs, from the pages of books and from the backs of pictures, from carpet and from rug, giving birth to more and more, from out of the very dust of the air. I am assailed by the rising, teeming, fluttering clouds of them, they alight on me, they catch in my hair and leave their powdery traces on my skin. They are silent and menacing and I am their victim and must endure them. They do not hurt me, they only terrify. Sometimes they smell faintly of dust and decay. They are agile, alert, with glittering pin-pricks of eyes, and yet also dead, desiccated. Sometimes, I fancy that I see the cloudy image of Silas Webb’s face within the pattern of their massed wings and bodies, but that must surely be a fantasy conjured up by my feverish mind and the terror, which is out of all control.

The horror may last an hour or a night, two minutes or two hours. I have no sense of time. It is out of time. I pray to be like Webb, taken by sudden death.

But Silas Webb has his revenge. Mine was so quick, so soon over, but I am his plaything, until he lets me go, on a whim – tomorrow? In a year? In twenty years? Or is this for eternity? I do not know. I only know that the end will not come now, not tonight, not yet. The ice is moving up my body and already I cannot move my legs. Dusk is swallowing up the sky, the rooftops, the trees, the gardens, and very soon I shall become aware of soft wings and bodies, closing in upon me, seething silently among themselves.





BOY NUMBER TWENTY-ONE





CLOTEN HOUSE BLAZE


A seventeenth-century stately home has been left a shell after devastating fire yesterday. The blaze, believed to have been caused by an electrical fault, started in the basement and ripped quickly through the building, which was empty at the time, spreading through the roof voids.

Cloten Hall, which is owned by National Heritage, is closed during the winter months but was due to reopen at Easter. It was acquired for the charity in 1990, after having been in the Dyker-Venn family for nearly 430 years. The family shrank in size to one pair of elderly brothers, Albert and Montague Dyker-Venn, who lived in the house alone until both men died, within a month of one another, in 1990. They had become impoverished, and the house and grounds were in a state of decay and disrepair.

It was in a time-warp,’ a spokesperson said, ‘and in some ways, it was a magical place, where nothing had been modernised, changed, removed or renovated for generations. The gardens were overgrown – it was like somewhere out of a fairy tale.’

When National Heritage acquired the property they took the decision to restore both house and contents, but ‘with the lightest possible hand’. Teams of conservation experts took six years to repair and renovate both the building and ninety-five per cent of its contents, bringing the past back to life and light, without damaging or destroying its most valuable attribute: the atmosphere.

‘We tried to retain the sense of period, and bring out the sense of Cloten as having always been a family home, never any sort of museum and certainly not a rich man’s palace. We had to be more ruthless with the gardens and grounds, which were hopelessly overgrown, with dangerous trees, hidden, overgrown ponds, and crumbling statuary and outbuildings. Quite a lot had to be sacrificed, but garden experts of the period advised on re-design and planting. With the aid of plans and later photographs, all found in the house, it was brought slowly back to life, as it might once have been – though gardens take much longer to develop and mature than buildings. Cloten Hall was unique. None of our properties resemble it at all. It is very sad indeed to see it gutted by fire like this.’

No decision has yet been taken about the future of the building.



There was a photograph on the front page of the newspaper and another inside. Smoke. Flames. Water from the cannons arching up into the night sky, and cascading into the heart of the inferno.

Then, Cloten Hall in the early morning light, an aerial picture looking down into the gutted shell of the interior, like a half-built doll’s house, with walls and floors and half-burned staircases, no roof, cinders for furniture.

I was on the bus going home. I have quite a long journey to work, on two buses with a mile walk at either end. Sometimes I complain, but others have it so much worse and at least I don’t have to travel on the tube. I would find that unbearable. Indeed, I do not think I could do my job at the present place if I had to travel on anything that went underground.

Normally, at this point in my journey, I would turn to the Mind Games page. I am a keen crossword solver, though my record is not one hundred per cent. If quotations or celebrities or classical mythology are involved, I do badly. But I am pleased to say that I have not yet failed to complete a Sudoku successfully. I find it the most satisfying of challenges. The completed grid gives me almost physical pleasure.

Tonight, though, I was preoccupied with the photographs of Cloten Hall, and the account of its burning. I thought about it for the rest of my journey home, and when I arrived, I did nothing but think about it again, not even turning on the lights but simply sitting in my armchair, going over things from so many years ago, letting my unconscious send individual details and snippets of memory, like bubbles, to the surface.

I had no newspaper here but when I turned on my television for the news, there it was, Cloten Hall, charred black and still smoking a little. I turned down the sound. I did not want some reporter giving me the story of the fire, or worse, a potted history of the place. I did not want their mock-solemn face in front of me. What did they know of what it meant to me? How could they possibly care?

Cloten Hall.

I did not eat that night. I went to bed and knew that I would not sleep for hours. I lay on my back, with the light out and the amber street lamp washing over the wardrobe, the bed quilt, the wall behind the bed. My face and hands. It was something like the glow from a dying fire itself.

I asked myself a host of questions. But the only question that mattered was the one to which I knew I could never find the answer.

Had he been there? Was he consumed in the flames, along with the oak and elm, the elaborate mouldings, the magnificent vaulted Long Gallery, the hidden staircase? Or had he left long before, perhaps because he could find no one else, as he once found me?

I dozed, and in my dreams, I saw and heard the crackling of flames. I smelled the smoke and the acrid burning. I saw him, standing in the Long Gallery. And sitting on my own bed, and then lying on the floor beside it, white-faced and frail, tears running down his face.

I saw him and held out my hand to him, and in my dreams, he smiled and stepped out of the fire and reached for the hand, smiling at me. Smiling.





One

‘Mrs Mills?’

The boy Toby Garrett had emerged silently from the shadows of Bell Corridor, thin as a blade and with anxious eyes.

‘Odd boy,’ the headmaster had said more than once.

‘Unhappy boy.’

‘What makes you think that?’

But she had not wanted to go into it, afraid of sounding vague and sentimental, which Royce disliked.

Unhappy boy. Yes.

‘Hello, Toby.’

‘Mrs Mills …’, he scraped his toe backwards and forwards, tracing the curve of a floor tile, head down.

‘Is something wrong?’

‘I like it here.’

She waited.

‘Can I stay?’

She wondered. As far as she knew there had been no talk of Toby’s leaving Hesterly.

‘Can I be a boarding boy? Please. I mean now, today.’

His face puckered.

‘Toby, I have to go to take a class. Will you come and see me at the end of the afternoon, in the Quiet Room?’

‘Can’t you say yes now, please. I want to stay now.’

‘No. Four o’clock, all right?’

She had to turn away from such desperation, such pleading.

He was already waiting for her at the door of the Quiet Room, moving from one foot to the other, his body tuned tight.

‘Can I stay? Have you asked?’

‘It isn’t for me to say, Toby, or not just me. It has to come from your parents, it …’

‘They will say yes. They will … please?’

‘Why is it so urgent?’

And then the story, of vicious rows and rage at home, of screaming and fists beaten against walls and heavy things thrown, of storms of crying and his mother’s bleeding face. The terrifying boom of his father’s fury.

‘I’d be safe here,’ the boy had said.

‘Listen to me, Toby, look at me and please tell me the truth. Does your father – does anyone – hit you?’

He shook his head. ‘They don’t see me,’ he said.

Divorce was nothing out of the ordinary, here as everywhere else, but probably domestic violence was uncommon among the parents – infidelity, boredom, alcohol, even, but not mothers being beaten in front of their thirteen-year-old sons.

‘They will say yes.’

Yes.

A place was found within the week; his things were brought. No one seemed interested in when the boy would be returning home.

What would happen at Christmas?

‘He will go to my brother,’ the father had said. ‘Cousins his age. Or an aunt.’

‘Can’t I stay here at Christmas?’ The boy had been folding his pyjamas carefully, the trousers exactly edge to edge, then lining the edge exactly with that of the pillow.

*

Campion. Houseparents Graham and Mel Taylor. Easy-going. Comfortable. No long dormitories now, bedrooms with four or six boys. Their own duvet covers. Two small posters each. Lockers. Photographs. Parents. Siblings. Dogs. Teddy bears. Lego models.

Toby Garrett had no photographs.

‘Would you like me to find you a poster, Toby? Until you can have your own sent from home maybe?’

‘No, thank you.’

But he had a book of maps and a notebook in which he drew his own, invented countries. He had a second notebook, in which he made lists. Lists of anything. He knew two of the others in the room. They were casually welcoming. The bed next to his was empty.

He slept deeply and silently. Luke Beecham mumbled, David O’Hare turned over and back, over and back. Toby lay still as a log. Safe. It was quite new to him, this feeling of safety, and he trusted it.

‘Who used to be in the other bed?’

‘Jack Murdoch. He left. They moved to somewhere like Africa.’

‘Someone else will come though,’ O’Hare said. ‘The school needs the money.’

The ‘someone’ came three days later. His name was Andreas.

‘Where do you come from?’

‘I don’t know.’

The other two hooted. ‘He doesn’t know where he came from?’, and pushed each other about, laughing false laughter.

‘Leave him alone. He just forgot.’

David O’Hare widened his eyes. Luke rolled his.

‘Toby can tell you where you came from. He’s got maps. He loves maps. He adores maps. Maps are his babies.’

They fell on the floor and rolled about, knees up, shrieking.

Toby turned and looked at the new boy in the next bed.

‘It doesn’t matter if you don’t know.’

Andreas fidgeted with his bedcover, his fingers plucking at the seam.

‘Were they kind where you came from?’

‘Quite kind.’

‘How long were you there?’

‘I don’t know. It felt like a long time. Quite a while?’

His face went strangely blank, as if he had taken his real self off somewhere, his mind and his soul, Toby thought, and just left the body.

After that first night, they were inseparable, somehow even when they were in different classes, playing different games. They separated themselves politely from the rest, did not share time with any of them, only with each other. They were silent together when they worked, chairs next to one another, and they ate in the dining room in the same way. If Toby did not like the meat he passed his to Andreas. Andreas did not drink milk or eat any pudding made with milk. He passed his dish and Toby ate it, as well as his own. They walked outside together, sat against the library wall in the sun and read or pulled up grass stalks and chewed them. Andreas swam like a fish. Toby was afraid of water. Within a month, he had conquered his fear and followed the patient Andreas, doing as he did, learning to float, copying the strokes. Then Andreas arrowed out across the pool, swift and graceful, turned underwater, swam back ahead of everyone, and Toby watched, unsmiling but with his face showing his admiration, his pride, without shame.

At night, they talked quietly, beds pushed closer together so that the other two were not disturbed. Could not overhear.

Their stories were very different, their feelings identical.

Toby lay in bed one night, on his side so that he faced Andreas. Moonlight washed over his face. His hair was thick, wavy and black; his skin was dark olive. His arm was outstretched in the direction of Toby’s bed.

He had been sitting with his mother when she had started to breathe in a strange way and her eyes had looked at him in panic, then they had clouded and he had thought she was not seeing him any more. He had touched her arm and then her face, and spoken to her, told her to listen to him. He had begun to shake her gently.

The maid had come in, looked at the woman in the bed, and started to pull Andreas away from her, gripping his arm so hard that her fingers left marks, and at the same time she had been calling out to his uncle, to anyone in the house.

It had been his uncle who came, taking hold of Andreas, lifting him up and carrying him out of the room. As he was carried away, he thought he saw a bloom of blood spreading across the front of his mother’s nightdress, staining the white cloth red.

‘I kicked,’ he said to Toby, ‘I kicked him hard. I tried to push my fingers into his eyes.’

‘What happened to your mother?’

‘She was dead. They didn’t let me see her again. They wouldn’t let me go back and kiss her.’

‘What about your father?’

‘He died in the war. They said my mother never got over it.’

‘What war?’

But Andreas seemed confused, unsure. Toby was silent, holding deep inside himself a confused ball of bewilderment and pain he did not know how to express. His own mother might die. His father might kill his own mother. He would be alone with his father. Andreas had been sent away but he might be sent back home, and made to stay there.

‘Say a word,’ Andreas said. ‘Only not “sorry”.’

But there was no other word that could be said.

He did not speak about himself, simply because Andreas did not ask him. They shared time, space, silence, and odd games with complicated rules they created, and which had fluid structures, ebbing and flowing.

Toby drew maps and labelled them intricately, and from the maps emerged imaginary countries, kingdoms, islands, cities. Tribes. Communities. Languages.

They read the same books, each beginning one and exchanging when they had finished.

They were quite friendly to other boys but kept a small space between themselves and anyone else, and the other boys stopped noticing and got on with their own lives, sometimes looking, whispering, mostly ignoring, shrugging their shoulders.

But the adults noticed and kept a wary eye, and spoke about it among themselves, and proposed solutions.

‘Solutions to what? It’s a friendship. Two lonely and vulnerable boys.’

‘Such an intense one, and they shut everyone else out. It’s unhealthy.’

‘They’re thirteen years old, for God’s sake!’

‘I might suggest moving them into different rooms in Campion.’

‘Which would be cruel and, in my view, counter-productive.’

‘Move sets?’

‘Don’t do anything at all. Let it work itself out.’

There seemed to be no solution and so the matter was shelved and the boys continued as they were, always together, often silent. They knew, without being able to articulate what they knew, that they had found a solace and a healing and did not question it or look beyond the day, although once, when the summer holidays were mentioned, Andreas simply said, ‘You’ll come with me.’

Toby did not doubt it.

Two weeks before the end of term, Andreas disappeared. He was not in his place next to Toby at lunch. Toby was silent, eyes watching the door, waiting.

The others kept a little apart from him, puzzled, even afraid. No one knew anything.

At eight, they went up to bed. The other two had undressed quickly, turned away, David O’Hare with his head in a book, Luke deep under the duvet.

Andreas’s bed was empty and unmade. It had been pushed into the corner, beneath the window.

‘Goodnight boys, sleep well.’

Lights out.

He wanted to ask but feared the answer. He lay on his back, eyes open, looking at the line of soft light from the corridor, below the door, and the empty space next to him was so deep he might drown in it.

‘Toby?’

He waited.

‘Are you OK?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘I could come and sit on your bed if you wanted. If you can’t go to sleep.’

‘It’s OK, thank you.’

He heard David shift his bedclothes about, then settle down. After that, there was only the light and the space next to him and his own wakefulness.

The term ended.

Toby waited in the entrance hall watching cars arrive, parents emerge, cars load up, people waving, and waving, watched the crowd of boys thin out, shrink to a small pool in the middle of the hall.

He prayed not to be the last and, by two boys, he wasn’t. A blue car with a man he thought he recognised turned in front of the steps.

‘Toby Garrett? Oh, there you are. Your uncle couldn’t come, he’s tied up in meetings, so I’m here. You remember me don’t you?’

There was a hurried conference with two teachers, and the man disappeared and the last other boy left. It was hot.

‘Sorry, had to see your head man, make sure I was all right … you know. You remember me now?’

‘I think so.’

‘Martin Preece … work with your uncle. Live across the other side?’

Toby thought he must know the man, everyone had agreed that he did and that it was all right.

His trunk and bags were loaded into the blue car. Only Mrs Mills stood watching them go, waving, not smiling.

A river ran through the garden of his uncle’s house. Years after, he remembered lying on the grassy bank beside it, trailing his hands under the water, which turned them pale as peeled green sticks, the movement making them wave, frond-like, gently to and fro. He liked to feel the coolness slipping over them.

There was no one else at the house that summer. He decided not to mind. He went with his uncle’s wife into the market town ten miles away and helped carry her shopping, stood beside her when she talked to people, and drank a milk shake in the café while she had coffee. She was kind to him but said very little – he decided it was because she had no children and so did not know how to talk to them. He rarely saw his uncle. He went to London very early, came back late. Once or twice he took Toby out in his car at the weekends, or to swim or to fish, but he hated the thought of the barb hooking itself into the roof of the fish’s mouth, of the way it cheated and deceived the creature, which was only looking for food.

It was hot. He remembered it years afterwards as the time when his skin always felt warm, unless he was dabbling in the river.

He also remembered clearly the first time he saw the other boy. He had been looking down at the frond of bright green weed, like hair waving under the water, feeling the sun on the back of his head. He saw his own reflection, waving slightly too, and then he saw the other one, just behind him. The face was thoughtful, and as if he were far away, and his arms were spread out by his sides. He floated. Toby turned slowly and looked behind him, then above, then at the opposite side of the river. But there was no one. No other boy.

He went down two or three times every day, even when there was rain, and waited, and looked at himself in the clear water as it slid by. Waited. Once, there was a shadow. He thought there was a shadow. Once, he was sure that the other boy’s face and outstretched arms were there, actually there, and yet not visible.

That was all.

It was not a bad summer. The days passed. He made lists of fish, and rivers. He read a lot of the books in his uncle’s den, books he had had as a boy. The Wonder Book of the RAF. A Boy’s Army Adventure. Seb Seamer, Secret Spy. The Wonder Book of Transport. They had more drawings than coloured pictures, and everything was old-fashioned, in a comforting way.

There was only one thing wrong, one thing which soured the summer, and that was the absence of Andreas. He missed him every day. He turned to tell him something, show him something, laugh with him, shove him so that Andreas would shove back and they could have a scramble-fight, walk alongside him, chewing grass blades, hear him breathing close by when he woke in the night. He asked his uncle if Andreas would ever come back but then realised that he had never heard of Andreas.

Something had shrivelled inside him. The space Andreas had occupied was hollow and silent.





Two

‘Is that everybody? I should have twelve boys from Campion, and eight from Cranmer. I’ll count heads as you get onto the coach. Has everyone been to the loo? Because you won’t be able to go for a couple of hours, we’re not stopping at every service station. Right, first pair, up the steps please. One … two … three … careful … seven … Lucas Johnson, are you chewing something?’

Toby waited towards the back. It was the last week in September and as sunny and warm as July. He pictured the stream. His hands trailing in the water.

Where was Andreas now?

‘Come on Toby Garrett, miles away as usual.’

But he looked better for the summer holidays, his skin brown, his face less taut with anxiety. His eyes were always far away. She still worried about the boy.

‘Where is it?’

‘Can’t remember.’

‘Cloten Hall.’

‘House.’

‘Well, anyway.’

‘What is it?’

‘Haven’t a clue but it’s bound to be boring.’

Toby sat next to a boy from Cranmer who had only four fingers on his left hand.

‘I’ve been to this place before.’

‘Is it like a castle?’

‘No.’

‘Did you go with Mrs Mills?’

‘No.’

‘Now, listen up please. I hope you didn’t think you were going to spend the journey chatting about England’s chances against the West Indies and whether the shop will sell sweets.’ Mrs Mills wobbled as the coach veered left.

‘Can everybody hear me?’

‘You should have one of those microphone things like they do on the tourist buses, Mrs Mills.’

‘I should but the school doesn’t run to it so pin back your ears instead. Right … Cloten Hall. Does anybody know when it was built? Not the day or the month or even the year, the century will do. No? Why am I not surprised? Cloten Hall … and by the way, you will be doing a full project on it, including an essay, divided into several parts, so don’t go off into a daydream, you need to remember. Right … In 1760 or thereabouts …’

Toby looked out of the coach window. Fields. Houses. Motorway. Fields. Lanes. Houses. Blue sky. Sun suddenly flashing into his eyes.

Where was Andreas? Had he gone home to his father? Was he in his own country? Whatever country that was, and Toby had never been quite sure. Why had he come and gone so quickly? Did he remember Hesterly? Mrs Mills’s voice in his ears.

Jacobean. Which James was that? Tapestry. The Dyker-Venn family. Royal marriage. The Battle of … House crumbling. Roof fell in. Birds nested. Bats. Dust. Walls breaking down. Thickets. Brambles. Green ponds. A well. The Long Gallery. The same family had owned it for … for …

‘Over three hundred years … but by then …’

Two old men. One old servant. One room. Maybe two. Roof leaking. Damp. Mould even. No electricity. Front door bolted with iron bolts for decades. Horses and servants and dogs and … nobody. No cars. No money. Iron ranges. Iron pans. Iron beds.

The king had slept there. Which king? Why? When?

James.

Jacobean.

Tapestries.

Paintings with mould and cracks and soot congealed. Van Dyke. Horses. Rusting bridles. Rust. Deathwatch beetle. And darkness.

Dark everywhere. Creepers grew up the windows. Even in summer, darkness. Candles. Torches on window ledges, with dead flies and beetles and tarnished silver dishes.

The old men died there.

Preserved. Time warp, like a fairy story. Thickets and thorns grew round. Light coming through the windows, filtered through leaves and branches, green, as if it were under sea.

In spite of themselves, they listened as she wove the magic spell. Which made their first sight of the house a disappointment.

‘You said there was a tent of cobwebs.’

‘Where is all the dust?’

Cloten Hall, rescued just as it was about to crumble and fall, restored, repainted, re-gilded, refurbished. Polished. Clean.

The creeper pulled off the front, the gardens shaven and re-laid.

A tall house, with pointed gables. Stone mullions. It stood at the end of a long drive and looked down on everyone who walked towards it, humbling them. They got into the entrance hall first.

‘You will see how the lower half of the walls are covered in wood panelling. Why do you think that is?’

Above the panelling, dark pictures, men in women’s clothes, women like pantomime dames, skirts like barrels. Small dogs. Horses. Long, long, dark oak tables. High-backed dark oak chairs. Settles. Long, long dark red carpets running through the hall, the first room, the second room.

‘The house was built by a very rich man around the year 1630. Can anyone tell me who was on the throne of this country in 1630?’

Beyond the hall a corridor stretched away. At the end, a tall window. Beneath the window, an oak bench.

A boy was sitting on the bench. Glancing away from the teacher and the fireplace and the rest of the group for a moment only, Toby saw him. He was very still. He had dark hair, worn long with thick curls. Some sort of tunic.

‘Andreas?’

‘Toby Garrett, are you with the rest of us in 1630 or in some other era?’

He mumbled sorry. Turned his head back to the portrait they were looking at. The man who built Cloten Hall. He wore a strange black hat, had cruel, arching eyebrows. Haughty.

When he looked down the corridor again, the boy had gone.

They trailed round. Worksheets were handed out. Toby bent his head over an ancient chest with iron bands. The others were here and there, scribbling, reading questions, asking this and that of Mrs Mills, sketching rough plans.

He edged his way towards the group at the back of the room and concealed himself between two of the boys. Nobody noticed. Mrs Mills turned her back and was pointing something out on the far wall.

He slipped away like a shadow.

There was a staircase, shallow stone steps, curving round. He made no sound.

The house seemed to be empty apart from them.

An open door and then he felt as if he were Jonah inside the whale, the belly of the long gallery. An oak trunk set every few yards against each wall. An oak bench between. The roof was the whale’s ribcage, panelled and carved, and painted white. It ran towards the window at the far end. A high window. The sunlight was like golden sword blades falling onto the floor.

He was there, looking, waiting.

‘Andreas?’

He said nothing. Toby walked very softly, very slowly down the long empty room.

He was Andreas. And yet he was changed. His skin was paler. His hair longer. But he sat in the same calm, still way, waiting. Looking.

‘Is this where you came from? Is this where you’ve been? Is this where you live?’

The other boy smiled.

Toby went closer and made to sit down but at once the boy was up and moving swiftly away, down the gallery.

‘Don’t go. Please. I’ve wanted to see you ever since … Andreas?’

The boy stopped.

‘Why won’t you talk to me?’

The boy turned. They were close enough now.

It might not be Andreas after all. The boy did not speak, did not move, did not smile, as Andreas had. And yet it was Andreas. He knew. He was sure.

‘Toby Garrett?’

Footstep after footstep, coming up the stone stairs.

‘What do you think you’re doing? You know perfectly well that you do not wander off on your own. Now come here, back to the group, and if you do that once more … Now, boys, stand here. Look down. This is one of the finest examples of a Jacobean barrelled ceiling in the country. Isn’t it beautiful? Isn’t it amazing? Look at the way each panel has been plastered and the plaster has been decorated …’

He looked, and as he did so, the boy seemed to dissolve slowly, as if he were made of sherbet, touching the tongue. They went outside, released like birds from a cage, racing about. The dust in the air of the long gallery seethed in the wake of their leaving.

Toby went last. Looked back. Lances of sunlight. Plaster roof moulded like wedding cake.

No boy.

No Andreas.

‘Come back. Please. Come back.’ His whisper ran down the room.

No.

‘Toby Garrett, down here. Now!’

‘When are we going into the dungeons, Mrs Mills?’

‘There aren’t any dungeons, sorry, Adam.’

‘Why not?’

‘This isn’t a castle.’

‘Will we see the ghost?’

‘There aren’t any …’

‘There are, there are, it says here in the booklet, Mrs Mills … it says …’

‘Of course it does. They want people to pay to come and see them. It’s called a sales trick, Joshua. Five more minutes running about then you go back to the coach and get your packed lunches. Toby? Are you all right?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘Well, get up and run about then … we’re going into the kitchens and sculleries next. Have you got your worksheet?’

He sat on a grassy bank and opened his lunch pack. Sam Hilder stood over him.

‘You’re weird, Garrett.’

He could have said that he knew.

‘Sorry.’

‘What for?’

He opened his egg and tomato sandwich and bit into it hard. It was Sam’s finger. The tomato was his blood.

‘What’s wrong with you?’

‘Nothing.’

‘You’re weird.’

Toby sighed and looked round Hilder, to the back of the house that reared up behind him. At one of the top windows he saw a face. A head and shoulders. Pale. Black hair.

It dissolved.

Perhaps he had not seen it.

‘You OK, Tobes?’

David O’Hare was all right. He’d been friendly. Kind. To him. To Andreas.

‘He’s weird.’

‘Piss off Hilder. You stink.’

O’Hare sat beside him on the grass and crunched into his apple. The sun was warm on their faces.

‘There is a ghost,’ David said. ‘A woman. She died of a broken heart. Her husband got killed in the civil war. She glides up the staircase.’

‘I didn’t see her.’

‘Nor did I. Cable’s pretending he did. He said she had blood on the front of her dress where her heart was. Do you believe in them? Ghosts?’

Toby crammed sandwich into his mouth quickly.

Yes. No.

Yes.

‘I’m not sure,’ David O’Hare said, getting up. ‘See you.’

‘See you.’

Where David had flattened the grass down, Andreas sat now. He had no lunch pack. He looked at Toby.

‘Where did you go? Why did you? I wish you hadn’t have gone.’

But the grass sprang back and Andreas was no longer there.

The coach came round to the front at two-thirty.

‘Good,’ David O’Hare said. ‘That was mega boring.’

‘The stables were OK.’

‘There weren’t any horses in them.’

Toby was with Harry Fletcher, five pairs down the queue.

‘Right, single file from here please. You know the drill … stop as you are about to get onto the coach and wait till I’ve counted you before you do.’

Shuffle forwards.

‘One … off you go … two … three … Get a move on, Edward … four …’

Toby looked back at the house. Every window that he could see. One, two, three, four … but there was no one.

Five …

Was the boy Andreas? He was like him. Very like him. But was it him?

‘Seventeen … eighteen … nineteen … twenty … twenty-one … Stop. Isaac Wemyss. Go back. Right. Who was in front of you?’

‘Ben.’

‘Yes. Ben, come back here please. Get off again … just do it, Ben. Thank you. Right, Ben. Twenty. Isaac. Twenty-one.’

‘Are you all right, Mrs Mills?’

‘I am perfectly all right, thank you … but we left with twenty boys and we seem to be returning with twenty-one. Which is not possible.’

‘Mrs Mills?’

‘I’m sorry, Mr Gant, but they’re all going to have to get off again. There can’t possibly be an extra boy.’

‘Better than one less.’

‘I’m not so sure. Everybody, please listen. You are to get off the coach in the same order in which you got on just now … and line up here, as you were. Because I miscounted, George … but better be safe. Right, starting at the back please.’

*

Five minutes.

Ten.

‘Fifteen … sixteen … seventeen … wait, Arthur, wait … right, eighteen, on you get then … nineteen. Twenty. Twenty-one.’ Mrs Mills raised a white face.

In the end, there was nothing for it but for everyone to say that Mrs Mills had had a long, tiring day, perhaps wasn’t feeling herself, and the bus left, with the teacher seated at the front, with a queer, dazed expression. But Toby had known at once. He had not seen Boy Twenty-One, but he had known all the same. He was on the back seat and Andreas was next to him. He did not have to see him. They talked.

They did not have to talk aloud. Their minds became their voices, their thoughts words.

He was still there when they got back to the school, but then, he was not there. There was a space where he had been at Toby’s side. Perhaps that was how it would be again.

But when he woke in the night, he knew that the bed in which Andreas had slept next to him had been put back, and that the boy was in it sleeping. He did not need to reach out, to make sure by touching him. He was just there.

After that, he was always there, in classes, in the dining room, on the playing fields, at prep. It felt safe again.

‘Toby Garrett is a different boy.’

‘He’s working harder.’

‘You find that? I think he’s in a trance half the time.’

‘At least it’s a happier trance.’

‘He’s had a growth spurt.’

‘Parents could do to take a bit more interest.’

It did not matter. He forgot his parents for days at a time. He forgot he had any parents. He was happy. The days passed. The weeks.

It ceased to feel strange that no one else saw the twenty-first boy. It was safer. No one else could take him away.

And then, he went. Like before, but not like that. He was simply there beside him as they walked down New Corridor, and then he was not there.

As he crossed the hall, boys were going out of the front door. He saw Angus, Will Baines, Joseph Needham, Kit Baker, Archie, from the parallel form.

‘Don’t,’ Toby said to him, ‘you’re wrong, you mustn’t go with them. You should stay here. Stay here.’

But he was already climbing onto the coach.

No need to ask where it was taking them.

Toby stood alone in the hall after the coach had driven off and his own class were on their way to the science block. He smelled the diesel that hung on the air, mingling with the smell of wallflowers.

Then he sat on the cold tiles and folded himself up, hunched his back, put his head down. He did not cry. He made no sound at all.

People walked round him.

People stopped.

Someone called his name.

Mrs Mills came after a few minutes, knelt down and talked to him, though he did not speak. He could not. In the end, she helped him up and took him away.





Three

I remember very little about that time. I am told that I did not speak for almost a year. I know I went to a clinic and that various people talked to me and tried to help. I know that I was taken away from Hesterly at the end of that term and was sent to a special school in Wales. I don’t remember very much about what it was like there but I remember purple and grey mountains in the distance and a lake that seemed to stretch forever. I remember that it seemed easiest not to talk. There was nothing to say and I did not have any answers to their questions.

My parents were no longer together and I spent most time with my mother, whose eyes always seemed blank, and who lived as if she were muffled in blankets. I spent a lot of time alone, which I did not mind. I think I was just waiting.

But neither of them came back.

I never went to my uncle’s place again. I was told that he had died and the house was sold.

I suppose the years passed and I grew up.

It is a long time ago. I live alone. I am better that way. My quiet job makes me feel safe, though I find the travelling difficult.

I draw maps. I invent countries and their histories, as I did with Andreas.

I had not thought about any of it for a long time, because I have found it better not to delve into the past. It upsets me.

And then I read in the newspaper about Cloten Hall.

I cannot sleep. I want to know what happened to him, where he was when the fire broke out, if he was saved, if he … if …

I want more than anything to go there and see for myself. I might be able to find him. I might rescue him. He might follow me, as he did onto the coach. The Extra Boy. Boy Twenty-One.





ALICE BAKER





Promises had been made for years that we would not have to put up with our cramped, dingy old offices for much longer but would be moving to new ones ‘any day’. These would be spacious, light, quiet, and airy. We were even shown plans and given a presentation, with photographs, of the sort of building that would house us.

Nothing ever happened. Some people got tired of spending their working days in inadequately lit rooms, with their desks pressed too close to a wall or to that of another person, and they left. But others soon took their places, glad of the jobs, and having been spun stories about how they would only be working in this old building for a short time.

There were twelve of us when the new girl arrived. We had long made a pact that we would never reveal what we were sure was the true situation about the offices. It would be unfair to prick someone’s happy balloon at the start, and besides, what did we actually know? So we smiled and nodded and kept our mouths shut. Otherwise, we were an amiable, easy-going bunch, good about contributing to the pool that provided cake on Friday afternoons and topping it up generously for birthdays. We chatted but not too much, and we never gossiped about one another, though we certainly told the tale about the bosses, and those who worked in the adjacent and upstairs rooms. We always took it in turns to help a new arrival, show them where everything was, teach them the vagaries of the photocopier, and demonstrate the trick of how to turn on the hot tap in the loo.

This season’s new girl was called Alice Baker and she had already arrived when we got into work at nine o’clock. She was alone in the office, standing looking out of the window. When the first three of us piled in through the door, she turned and did not so much look at us as look us over, without any embarrassment. She seemed quite self-possessed – even oddly at home, as though she was perfectly familiar with the room and everything in it – including us.

It was April and the heating had been turned off but the office could still be chilly. Alice Baker wore a neat blue cotton frock, patterned with sprigs of small white flowers. She had neat hair, pulled off her face and coiled at the back. Neat Mary Jane shoes. I noticed straight away how small her feet were. Small feet and small hands.

‘Good morning. I’m starting today.’

Her voice was pleasant, quiet but not whispery, and she had no accent of any sort.

After that, it was introductions, the section manager coming in and briefing her about this and that, which he would already have done when she was hired – but Malcolm liked to show that he was in charge. When he had gone, we told her what we thought she needed to know, said she should ask any of us if she had a problem – and settled down at our desks.

She had been given one at the back, beside the door – not a good place, because there was always a draught as people came and went, and when anyone walked down the corridor the desk shook. But it was the traditional place for a newcomer. If they were lucky, someone would leave and they could move, the place by the door being taken by the next newcomer. None of them dared to complain.

Our lunch hour was from half past twelve and most of us brought in sandwiches and we ate together, turning our chairs round to form a group. Sometimes, one or two people went out, to the Greek Cypriot café in the next street, where they served good soup and a dish of the day, which was almost always moussaka, but the queue was long from noon, and you could waste your break time standing in it.

Alice Baker settled down to work and hardly lifted her head at all that first morning. It was as if she had known everything for months, and had no queries. But three times, she got up and tried to wedge the door so that it stayed properly closed after someone had come through it. The third time, she looked over at Wendy.

‘This is really annoying. Can no one do anything?’

The room went silent for a moment.

‘Not really,’ said Wendy, a girl who had never been disliked by anyone. ‘It’s the door. Everybody’s tried – I’m afraid this ancient building is the real problem.’

‘And two keys are sticking on my machine.’

‘Here, let me …’

Dilys was another helpful one – actually, now I think of it, everybody in the room was like that. We just got on with one another and got on with the work.

I happened to glance as Dilys bent over Alice Baker’s keyboard and as she did so, I saw a strange expression cross her face. It was not dislike but a sort of distaste. But then she went back to fiddling with the keyboard, and by the time she had finished her expression was normal and pleasant again.

‘That’s another thing,’ she said, walking back to her own desk, ‘We’re always being told we’ll be given brand new machines when we move into these amazing new offices. Anyway, that should be OK for now.’

Alice Baker did not say thank you, merely nodded, and I thought her expression was strange, too, mostly because it was not an expression at all. She looked simply blank.

The old-fashioned building had one good feature, a leftover from better days, and that was the tea trolley, which came round every morning at eleven o’clock and every afternoon at three-thirty, laden with cakes, buns and biscuits, as well as drinks. On Alice Baker’s first day, when the bell rang in the corridor, she jumped and asked in quite a panicky voice if that was the fire alarm. She was even standing up, as if she was ready to run. Christine explained, as we all started looking for handbags and purses.

‘And you have to be smart because there’s a queue and all the best cakes will have gone.’

At the end of the afternoon, some people would be straight out of the door, others would linger, chatting and gathering their things before leaving in twos and threes. There was a lift, a creaking lumbering thing whose ropes you could watch as they slid up and down like snakes, and whose light was usually out, so that you went down in pitch darkness, praying it didn’t stop between landings, or plunge to the bottom of the shaft. Not a lot of people used it.

Today, Alice was first to pick up her bag, and go. She did not look or speak to anyone.

‘Probably got a man waiting outside,’ Sandra said.

‘I doubt it.’

‘Why? Anyway, she’s OK, quite nice really. Not easy coming in when we all know each other.’

‘She certainly works hard.’

Jackets went on, scarves round necks, mirrors out to check lipstick and eye shadow.

‘I think we’re all agreed aren’t we? Good new member of the team?’

Dilys, patting powder on her face, tying her silk scarf in a careful knot, did not reply.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘There’s just – something about her.’

We went down the stairs together. I said, ‘I’ve known you get “feelings” about people before. So what was it?’

‘It was when I bent over to help her with the keyboard …’

‘What?’

She stopped and looked as if she was about to say something, but then thought better of it and just ran on ahead of me and out of the front door.

Alice Baker said little, worked hard and left the moment the clock struck five. I think most of us liked her well enough, in so far as we knew her. When it was someone’s birthday, she chipped in willingly for the usual cake and modest present. It was only odd that when Margaret asked when her birthday was, so that she could put her in the calendar, she twice seemed not to hear – at least, she did not volunteer a date. Only Dilys still did not care for her, though she never said anything nasty. But one day, when she and I went down to the bus stop together, I asked her what it was about Alice that she disliked.

‘I don’t dislike her. There’s just something a bit off-putting. Look at that coat in Marshall’s window! Not sure it’s my colour though, but it would suit you.’

‘What do you mean by “off-putting”? Don’t change the subject.’

Dilys looked at me and her expression was – I’m not sure how to describe it exactly, but the word ‘uneasy’ seems to fit.

‘Have you been close to her?’

I said that as my desk was on the other side of the room, I had not, except maybe in the tea trolley queue and even then I didn’t recall it. ‘Why?’

‘I wish that bus would hurry. I’m cold.’

It was not a cold afternoon, so she was clearly just trying to change the subject again. I just stared her out.

‘All right … there’s an odd smell around her.’

‘What, you mean a BO smell?’

‘No. I don’t know what it is but it’s very off-putting. Like I said.’

‘Has anyone else noticed it?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Maybe something on her clothes.’

‘Maybe.’ But she looked doubtful. ‘The smell hovers around her though. Still, I went to the stationary cupboard directly after her yesterday and I didn’t notice anything at all then.’

‘There you are – it was probably something she was wearing one day and not the next. You know how you can get an awful smell from some fabric if it gets even a bit damp.’

‘Thank goodness for that, the bus at last.’

So I let the subject drop when we got to our seats.

The following day, I made it my business to go close to Alice Baker’s desk, putting my hand on the door handle as if to go out, and then hesitating for a moment. I even leaned in slightly, making her glance up. She said nothing, and there was no smell of any kind around her.

And so the office days went on as usual until, one Friday evening a month later, my phone rang just after eight-thirty. It was Brenda, the office coordinator, to say that she felt unwell and had left an important file at work, one that she needed to read and report on by first thing the following Monday. Brenda lived a few streets from me and of course I said that I would fetch it.

‘I’ll leave my set of master keys in the milk box. I don’t want you to come in and catch any germs from me.’

The old building was in a side street near the canal – once, I think there were wharves and warehouses, when the canal had brought barges carrying coal and pig iron and other goods into the heart of the city. They were long gone of course, though further out, where the canal flowed into the country, holiday boats chugged slowly up and down during the spring and summer, but none of these ever came into the city. Why would they? It was dirty and derelict down here, empty apart from a couple of office buildings like ours, and a few cafés and corner shops in the adjacent streets. Rubbish blew up and piled into the gutters, and oil and mud left a slick on the surface of the black canal water. The pubs had long gone.

I had taken Don’s car, and I drove down the narrow street and stopped right outside the front door. The evening was drawing in and the last rays of the sun were setting behind the tower blocks on the skyline. Once, these old black roofs had been the highest in the city.

There was a low-wattage overhead bulb above the front door and another inside the hall, both of which were lit, but otherwise I had to press the switches as I went up. I had never been inside the building after hours, and certainly not alone. There were shadows and dark corners, and I did not attempt to use the black hole of a lift. But I was not alarmed by hearing only my own footsteps going up the stairs, nor by the strange quietness of a building usually full of people.

I reached the first landing. Closed doors on either side. I stopped. I had not heard or seen anything and I was not frightened of being here by myself. But something was troubling me and, after a moment, it began to take over both my mind and body and all of my senses. I felt as if I were dissolving, or perhaps shrivelling. I was not faint or light-headed. I had a feeling that I was decaying. It is the only way I can describe it. I was becoming old and I was dying, slowly. Oxygen was giving out, though I could still just breathe, but when I did, the air smelled noxious. I had a sensation of creeping flesh and of things squirming beneath my feet. Everything was being absorbed into this horrible disintegration – the walls and stairs, the doors and the ceiling, the light fittings, the floor. And my own body. There seemed to be not only no clean air but no hope, no future, nothing joyous or pleasant left in existence. I was becoming mould. I looked at the backs of my hands and they were a greenish-white, with a bloom like the surface of mushrooms which have begun to turn. It was a terrifying, horrible sensation, and I could not get away from it or struggle out of it. How long I stood on the stairs in its grip I do not know – it felt like eternity but I actually think it was only a fleeting second. Time had expanded and contracted and I was totally confused.

And then I came to, like a diver surfacing from black, greasy depths. I was not in the sunlight or the clear crystal air but just where I had been, on the staircase in the empty office block, Brenda’s keys in my hand.

I took a cautious step up, and another. The whole sensation had left me. I felt normal. Solid. Dull. Human.

I was passing our own office, when I hesitated. It should have been in complete darkness but there was a faint glimmer coming from under the door, not so much a light as a phosphorescence, but as I stared, it faded – or rather, it did not exactly fade or grow dimmer. It was simply no longer there.

When I reached the top of the next flight of stairs, I stopped dead. Ahead of me was a short corridor, with management offices on either side, and ending in a blank wall. The wall was not dark, as it should have been, but seemed to be lit from above. And it was not blank. A shadow was visible against it, entirely unmoving, like a cut-out silhouette. Someone was in the building with me. But the shadow did not flicker and the silence was so deep it was as if my ears had been stuffed with felt.

I found Brenda’s office and went in, and I did not turn my back to the door as I looked for the file but went into the empty room sideways, looking behind me.

Nothing happened.

My own footsteps echoed through the building as I ran down the stairs. The gleam under the door of my own office was there again and stronger, a white light with a faintly greenish tinge. And now, there was a faint sound from inside. My mouth went dry. I had no reason to go into the office. I had the file Brenda needed. I could leave the building quickly, lock the door and drive away. I hesitated, bending slightly towards the door. Nothing. The light had gone again. I had imagined all this.

I think of myself as a strong person, and now, perhaps foolishly, I challenged myself to check that there was no one in our own office. I put my hand out and it seemed that before I had even touched the handle, the door fell open suddenly, so that I only just saved myself from falling inwards.

Alice Baker stood there. Her expression was odd, not startled or guilty at being caught where she had no reason or right to be, at this time in the evening, but as I remembered it the day she had arrived – blank. Her eyes were not focused on me, or on anything in the office, nor even on something distant, or in her own thoughts. It was as if they were focused on – nothing at all. She stared at me for a second, and then smiled quite calmly.

‘Hello.’

‘Alice? What are you doing?’

She did not reply. ‘Come on, I’ll let us both out.’

I waited. And as I waited, I felt as if my skin and then my flesh were growing cold and damp: it was like, but not exactly like, having a sweat. I dared not touch any part of me with any other part – put my hand to my brow, for example, because I was sure that if I did I would feel – this is horrible – my flesh flake and crumble away from my bones. A weight seemed to be pressing down on me, growing heavier and heavier, suffocating me. The office had gone. I was standing in darkness. I could sense Alice Baker’s presence but I could not see her. I smelled her though, a smell of mould and rottenness and decay, as if I had stumbled into an ancient cellar.

And then the sensation was gone and I was standing in the office, holding Brenda’s file. From outside, I heard a church clock strike nine.

Alice Baker was no longer there.

The following day, I went in early. I needed to go up the stairs and into our office before the place filled up. I was in there for twenty minutes alone and there was nothing. No smell, no greenish light, no sense of anyone else in the room.

I had taken the file straight to Brenda’s house the previous night, and as I drove home, I felt perfectly normal, though perhaps a little odd, as one feels on waking suddenly from an unpleasant dream. But the sensation faded and by the time I went to bed, it had shredded away and dissolved so that I could barely recall what had happened. If it had happened.

I was at my desk when the others came in. Alice Baker slipped into her place as usual, without speaking to anyone. And that would have been that, had it not been for the tea trolley. Two different women shared the trolley run, and this morning it was Avril, the cheerful, chattier one. The trolley stopped and office doors opened, people fetched purses, there was the usual hum of eleven o’clock and the smell of the tea urn drifting along the corridor. But as I got near, alongside Ann, whose desk was next to mine, there was a shriek and we saw that Avril was standing back, hand on her heart, face white. She was making little soft panicky noises in her throat.

When she had been calmed down and someone was making her a sugary tea, she managed to say that she had bent to pick up a bag of teacakes from the bottom of the trolley, and as she had done so, her hand seemed to go right through it, to a spongy, clinging mass inside. It was slimy, she said, cold and damp and also moving about somehow, like yeast proving or the seething scum on the surface of a stagnant pond. Various helpful explanations were offered. The bag was an old one, which had been overlooked and left there for days. In that case, someone else pointed out, the buns would have been stale and very dry.

Mice had got into the bag. In that case, the buns would have been crumbly, with holes in them. I noticed that Alice was standing to one side and very still, just watching. An accounts clerk was bending over the trolley and lifting up the bag of buns from the bottom. As they came into sight people shrank back slightly, not catching one another’s eye. The bag was opened and the teacakes tipped out. They were fresh, plump, nicely browned on top, with a shiny glaze.

‘There must be another bag down there then.’ The accounts clerk searched all three shelves of the trolley, and then opened the door of the metal cupboard and looked inside. Unopened packs of plastic cups and lids. Bags of plastic spoons. A box of wrapped sugar cubes. Nothing else.

By this time, people were restless. Clearly Avril had had some sort of a ‘turn’ – perhaps she had put her hand on the wet cleaning sponge with which she wiped down. She looked tearful and embarrassed although she was still pale, but she pulled herself together and started to pour out teas.

I hung at the back until everybody else had been served and had gone. Avril looked at me.

‘It’s all right,’ I said, ‘You’re not going mad.’

She was making the trolley ready to take up to the next floor and did not look at me.

‘Something did happen,’ I said.

‘As sure as God is my witness.’ Her voice was a whisper and I think the words were meant as much for herself as for me.

‘Don’t worry about it.’

She nodded, and was off, the trolley wheels screeching down the corridor. I have no idea what she was thinking, or how my words, which were meant as some sort of reassurance, might have been taken.

Alice Baker’s head was bent over her work but as I passed, Dilys glanced up. I shrugged. I had decided not to tell her about my visit to the office the previous night. She could become slightly hysterical and the last thing we needed was an atmosphere of vague panic which would spread like a virus and have a dozen people off sick or even giving in their notice. We were short-staffed as it was. More people would come, once we were in the new building, or so we were told every so often – though I think we had all ceased to believe in that.

It was Esther’s birthday on the Friday after the tea trolley incident, and as was our tradition, we all stopped work at three o’clock to present the cake and give our present – in Esther’s case, a new purse. She cut the cake and the slices were handed out on paper plates. We had been gathered round Esther’s desk – all except for Alice Baker, who carried on working, head down, as if nothing else was happening. She ignored her cake.

I don’t know why it was this particular incident that made Dilys lose her temper and it was rather embarrassing when she marched up to Alice’s desk and said ‘If you don’t want that, someone else will be glad to eat it.’

Alice looked up briefly at Dilys, and down again.

‘Don’t you like us? What have we done to deserve you, sulking in your corner? What is wrong with you?’

I put my hand on Dilys’s arm, and Esther said, ‘Never mind, leave it, just leave it,’ and started to clear up the paper plates. But Dilys went on, her voice rising higher and her face going redder as she laid into Alice about how unfriendly, how peculiar, how downright nasty she was.

‘Why did you come here at all? And anyway, where did you come from? I suppose they got sick of you and made your life so unpleasant you had to leave. What happened?’

Alice simply ignored her and carried on working. Dilys had to give up. It was a miserable half hour, and poor Esther, the birthday girl, was in tears.

I had never heard Alice talk about anything to do with her life – family, home, previous jobs – which was unusual. We all talked a lot about our lives outside the office. Alice Baker had been here for several months now and we none of us knew a thing about her.

I woke in the middle of the next night and for some reason I could not get rid of the unpleasant smells and sensations that seemed to be stirred up around Alice Baker, and the overwhelming sense of decay and death I had when she was near. I lay awake for a long time worrying, but I had no explanation and in the end I put it all down to my nerves. I probably needed a tonic.

A whisper went round a month later that several meetings were being held for managers and departmental heads. People scuttled into rooms which had notices pinned on their doors – CONSULTATION IN PROGRESS.

The usual rumours flew round the building, about redundancies and downsizing, made more alarming because no one in the office had any actual facts.

When we arrived for work the following Friday, there was an envelope on every desk. People picked them up, turned them over. Put them down again. Nobody looked at anyone else. It went very quiet.

Alice Baker said, ‘I know what the letters are about.’

Though we saw that hers was still unopened like the rest.

‘We’re moving to new offices in a month’s time. The building is in Chamberlain Street.’

Dilys shot her a look of dislike. Kathleen muttered to me that somebody had a back door into management. I made a big show of ripping open my envelope and unfolding the letter. It was as she had said and it was rather funny how we all managed to make cheerful, optimistic and surprised remarks about the move and ignore Alice Baker and her prior knowledge. She had her head down working as usual, but when I glanced at her sideways just once, I saw a smile hovering on her lips. I could not work out what it meant but I felt it to be unpleasant.

At the end of that afternoon, Dilys and I were packing our things up when she put a hand on my arm to hold me back. Alice Baker was slipping out ahead of us, on her own as usual.

‘I followed her the other day. She never says anything about herself. We’ve no more idea about her home life or where she lives now than when she arrived.’

‘I suppose we don’t have any right to know, really, do we? I think she’s just one of those very private people.’

‘She is weird.’

We started down the stairs. ‘Listen. I followed her up the street. She turned left at the top and crossed the road.’

‘Oh honestly, Dilys, what were you expecting to find out? That’s stalking.’

‘Of course it isn’t.’

‘Well what were you going to do, get on her bus and off at her stop and walk behind her all the way home?’

‘I didn’t get the chance.’

‘Good’

I did not care for Alice Baker and some peculiar things had happened around her, but I thought all this was quite unnecessary.

‘I didn’t get the chance because she crossed the road, but before she got to the opposite pavement, she disappeared.’

‘What, behind a parked car or a waiting bus or something?’

‘No. She just – wasn’t there any more.’

I almost laughed. I would have laughed, I think, but I saw Dilys’s expression and the laugh did not come. She looked frightened.

‘I mean it,’ she said. ‘I can’t stop thinking about it. I’ve gone over and over what might have happened – I mean, some normal explanation. There’s got to be one, hasn’t there?’

There had, of course, but every one I thought of did not satisfy her, so I made an excuse and said I was going into town, not catching my usual bus.

I did make a doctor’s appointment though, but when I went, everything I had planned to say about nightmares, and hallucinations to do with vile smells and strange lights under the doors of empty rooms and … well, obviously, I could not possibly come out with any of it. Either the doctor would have laughed at me or sent me for psychiatric reports. So I just said I had been feeling a bit overwrought and was sleeping badly. She said I was run-down and recommended a holiday.

And that was that.

The next three weeks were pandemonium. Everything had to be sorted out, rubbish thrown away, necessary paperwork boxed up, our personal desk drawers cleared, things labelled according to a particular system and only that system. There was no time for any daftness or imaginings and Alice Baker worked as hard as the rest of us, though she never chatted. She was very methodical, so we left the labelling system entirely to her and I must say she did it brilliantly. It was uncanny, the way she worked it all out ahead and then just did it, almost as if she had done the whole thing before. She said she understood the layout of the new building and where our section would be and that we would be more open-plan and less a little sealed-off box of our own. She obviously did have access to someone in management and got titbits of information from them, though we never saw her with anyone. But then, she could have been married to the managing director for all we knew.

A few days before we were due to move in, we were all taken on a tour of the new building, section by section. I remember how everyone was rather giggly and fluttering a bit as we walked there in a gang, rather as we had been as children when going to look at ‘big school’. I found myself beside Alice for part of the way. She wore a funny knitted jacket which I thought she must have got in a charity shop because it gave off that not altogether pleasant smell that clothes from those places often do. I was surprised she went to one, to be honest, but then I knew nothing of her personal circumstances. She might have elderly parents or several children to support on her own. I felt rather sad, then, that she did not befriend any of us or join in any of our conversations about home and our family doings. It might have made her seem less odd.

The offices took our breath away. Probably in a year’s time they would have become familiar as our place of everyday work and we would take them for granted, but today, the lightness and brightness of the large rooms, the sense of spaciousness, made us look forward to inhabiting them. I felt a strong sense of release and I realised how long I had worked in the dark, dingy old building and how it must have lowered my spirits, without my even knowing it. Probably all the unpleasantness of the past weeks, all my nightmares and weird imaginings, were a result of a sort of staleness, even a badness, in the cramped rooms, where little daylight ever penetrated.

We worked out the lie of the land in the new place, saw where we would be working and how the new arrangement would apply to each of us. I thought I would not want to be too close to a window, in spite of loving the light airy feel, until someone pointed out that the blinds had not yet been fitted. Nobody was going to have to work in a glare from the sun, and the windows were all double-glazed, to keep out noise and chill. I think every one of us was buoyed up by the visit. We had never really believed the move would happen.

We walked away from the old offices without a backward glance. In my imagination, I bundled together all the unpleasant experiences I had had there in recent weeks, every last thought and sensation and fear and nightmare, and dumped them down the disposal chute. My head felt clear, as if fresh light and air had been let into it. And then, I walked out of the door.

I linked everything that had happened around Alice Baker with the old offices, too. There was nothing very logical about that. It was just that they were so dark and decrepit that they seemed a likely setting for any sort of strangeness. ‘Spooky’ was a word most people had applied to that building at some time or other, though of course we had tried not to talk about it. We had to work there every day.

We were all looking forward to a new start. Yet the moment we had settled in, things got worse. There was a permanent, albeit faint, smell of ancient drains and the closer one got to Alice Baker the stronger the smell, either that one or another, the smell of something that had died a few weeks earlier. I once followed her down the stairs and another bad smell hung about … like rotten eggs. Glances were exchanged but we could not mention it openly, because Alice was always there, head down, working away.

There was a sense of fear too. I began to feel it not just in the office but from the moment I woke, and it increased, until, as I neared the building, I was in a sweat of panic. Several times, I was on the point of fleeing home.

Other people had switched desks or tried to turn their chairs around, and several people who had excellent attendance records had taken sick days.

The terrible sense that the world was decaying around us came and went. Some days were quite normal, the atmosphere was pleasant and fresh. At those times, we all looked out of the big windows frequently, and, if it was not raining, took our breaks outside. Even the waste ground leading down to the canal seemed pleasant.

On one particular day, though, the air inside the office was foul and outside the sky was heavy, with bulbous clouds, tinged yellow. We felt oppressed, and people complained of headaches, as if the barometric pressure had dropped prior to a massive thunderstorm. I kept making typing mistakes, a thing I rarely do. Angela dropped her coffee mug and although the office floor had a rubberised surface, the china still shattered. The photocopier malfunctioned, the lights occasionally flickered, went off and then came on again. There was a peculiar sensation beneath our feet, a warmth, as if the office had underfloor heating. But it did not, and in any case this was August. The warmth seemed to buzz, too, if that does not sound unduly peculiar.

We had a meeting after another week of this sort of thing, and Yvonne and I were nominated to go and see Personnel.

‘Is this an urgent matter? We’re rather busy.’

‘Yes. It is. Very urgent.’

So they slipped us in and we sat in front of a teenager – though of course she could not have been. She listened, and after a while a smirk came over her face.

‘It is actually not funny. It is extremely disturbing. If you had to work in …’

‘Hold on. I’ll have to have a word with Mrs Kirby.’

So we were moved up to the next level. Mrs Kirby did not smirk, she sat, looking down at her desk, listening carefully.

‘Is that all?’ she said.

I had vowed in advance that I would not be flustered, but somehow her tart manner and expression of disapproval made me go red and I stumbled over my words.

‘Well … yes … really … yes. Isn’t it, well, you know, enough?’

She was silent for a moment, looking at me – not at Yvonne, just at me. Yvonne might as well not have been there at all, actually, because she had not spoken, apart from to say ‘Good Morning’, twice.

‘I think the best I can do is let the construction team know.’

‘The …’

‘They’re on hand for another couple of months, in case we have teething troubles in the new building. And there have been some. It’s most likely a drain.’

‘No, you don’t understand … it isn’t there. I mean, it is ONLY there when she is in the office.’

‘Which must mean all of the time … Miss Baker has a spotless attendance record.’

‘Yes, but…’

She stood up. ‘As I say, the team will come and do an assessment. If there is a drain problem, or something like that, I have every confidence that they will locate it.’

‘And if they don’t?’

‘I am quite sure they will.’

And we were out of the door and the door had closed behind us in that single smooth movement at which people in management always seem expert.

We crept back to our office and gave vague replies to all enquiries. But at the end of that afternoon, Deirdre gestured that I should stay behind and then she handed me a business card. It advertised, in quite discreet wording, the services of a Psychic.

‘I think you should go. I know two people who went and she was very accurate about things she couldn’t possibly have known and couldn’t have guessed. I think this whole thing has gone far enough and nobody seems able to provide an explanation. What do you think?’

‘Will you come with me?’

But she said she couldn’t; such things bothered her. So I rang and made an appointment to go alone.

I was quite nervous. The house was ordinary enough, but there was a strange object in the window and the curtains were drawn. At first I thought the woman who opened the door was a lodger or someone of that sort. I don’t know what I expected a psychic to look like, but certainly not like this, with dyed blonde hair, newly set, and a lot of bright lipstick. She wore a fluffy angora jumper and very high heels, and a lot of gold bracelets and pendants.

The room was half-dark. There was a card table at which she sat, having offered me the chair opposite. No crystal balls or anything like that. She had Tarot cards which she shuffled very fast. At first, she just spread them out and looked at them for a while, but then she said I was to ask her one question to get her started. I didn’t know how to put it but eventually I just said, ‘We – the people in my office and myself – we have a colleague who … we want to know if there’s something funny.’

It was not a question and it sounded stupid but she just nodded.

‘Her name? Just her first name.’

‘Alice.’

‘And what is it that seems “funny”?’

The room smelled of candle wax and some sort of incense. It took a bit of getting used to but it didn’t really bother me, and there was nothing unpleasant in the atmosphere. Nothing at all. I started to talk then, even though she hadn’t indicated that I should. I told her about the feelings I had had, the awful sensations of decay and that I was dying, or dissolving. And the smells around Alice Baker, and the oddness.

She sat very still and stared at the cards, and listened. I thought I would have felt foolish but she seemed as if she had heard all this sort of thing before, and worse. She asked where Alice had come from and when, and then about the old offices and the new ones. All the time she was looking at the cards but not touching them.

I told her what I knew. There was a scratching at the door at this point and she got up to open it. A tabby cat came in. I don’t care for cats, or the way they stare, but this one ignored me, got onto the window ledge, and settled down in a patch of sunlight.

‘He knows,’ the psychic said. ‘If he doesn’t like a client, doesn’t like the feel of them, he won’t come near this room. But you’re all right.’

‘It isn’t really me though, is it? I mean, this isn’t about me.’

‘Isn’t it?’

‘You think it’s me? Me and not her? But some of the others

‘I don’t know what to think.’

‘Oh.’

Then she swept up the cards and put them back in a pack. ‘I can’t give you anything. Of course there’s no charge.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, you have come here and you are what I call completely blank. White-out. Nothing. If Alice came to me now, it might be a different story. Shall I tell you what I would do in your shoes?’

‘I wish you would.’

‘Find someone who does places, buildings, ground.’

‘You mean – like a diviner?’

‘Not exactly. Someone who will go round everywhere and see what it says to him – it’s usually a man, in that line, I don’t know why that should be.’

‘Where would I find that sort of person? I don’t know anyone who … well, I came to you because someone recommended you.’

‘They do. Which is always welcome. Personal reference. Yes.’

‘So you don’t know one of these men?’

I noticed that her eyes were startlingly blue, almost artificially blue. Bright, bright blue. They mesmerised me for a few seconds and gave me a strange sensation, of being seen into, and judged but not found wanting. It was almost a comforting feeling.

I left. I would never find the type of person she suggested. It seemed better to let the whole thing drop. And anyway, I knew it was all to do with Alice Baker. Anyone could tell that.

The following week, we were driven mad from the moment we arrived by the noise of pneumatic drills, and then by heavy vehicles grinding slowly past the building before tipping out loads of rubble. Even though the windows were not open it was difficult to concentrate, but eventually Brenda came in and said that this part of the work should be over today or tomorrow. They were starting on the new canteen block, which ought to have been completed at the same time as the rest of the buildings but for some reason had not even been started. Meanwhile, the old offices were being demolished.

‘I’m afraid you’ll have to grin and bear it, but think how nice it will be to have a proper canteen facility, even if we are sharing it with another firm.’

The noise went on until four o’clock and then stopped suddenly, leaving us with a temporary ringing in our ears, and afterwards, a wonderful quietness. The demolition was on the other side, of course. We just heard the thump of the hammer as it swung against a wall, and then a crash and a rumble. But those workmen stopped on the dot of four as well.

‘All right for some.’

‘Well, they’re men aren’t they?’

There were plenty of comments like that.

As I left, I was behind Alice Baker, who held the door for me. She glanced round as she did so, and I was startled to see her face – she looked ill, her complexion ashen and her eyes strangely sunken.

‘Alice – do you feel all right?’

But she had gone.

Nothing happened for the next few days except that Alice looked more ghastly and the smell got worse and the noise from the building sites never stopped. There was also a heatwave around that time, and as the windows did not open, and several of the blinds would not work, we sweltered. In the end, so many people throughout the building complained that they sent workmen round with sheets of brown paper that they taped to the glass. It cut the glare of the sun but it didn’t make the room any cooler.

On my way to the cloakroom, I passed Alice Baker’s desk. She looked even more ill, grey, with huge eyes and as if the skin had been stretched more tightly over the bones of her face. I noticed that she had on a dress with long sleeves and a scarf round her neck.

‘Aren’t you boiling?’

She lifted her head but did not look directly at me. That was always the way.

‘I feel the cold.’

‘So do I. When it is cold. It’s sweltering today, hadn’t you noticed?’ But her head was bent over her work again.

Just after eleven o’clock that morning the noise of the machinery stopped suddenly. Often, one side or the other might go quiet or there would be no lorries for a while, but there had not been a time until now when it all ceased early in the day. It was uncanny. But after looking up, or remarking, we all simply got back on with our work and thought no more about it. Two other things happened. When I went past Alice Baker’s desk at ten to five, it was empty. The chair was tucked in and the surface was cleared. Perhaps she had felt ill and gone home early, but nobody who worked near her had been aware of anything. She must have just slipped out. That was unsurprising. Alice was always very private in her behaviour, but she was also quite a considerate person and if she had been unwell she would not have wanted to make a fuss and disturb the rest of us.

It was still very hot. The whole of the canal site was dry and baking and a hot little wind swirled patches of dust and sand and rattled the stalks of the tall weeds by the fence. The lorries had gone. The demolition site was empty of both machinery and men. The new canteen block was roofless under the sun.

The only explanation I could think of was either that it was too hot to work, the building firm had gone bankrupt, or there was a strike – perhaps because it was too hot to work. Well, we were in the same boat. I had actually felt quite faint and sick in the middle of the day, from the airlessness and heat of our office, but it had not occurred to anyone to walk out. What I actually did, because I had an even bigger workload than usual, and, as Head of Section I couldn’t delegate any of it, was ring Brenda.

‘I agree it was pretty intolerable today. Personnel seem to be powerless as ever.’

‘What I wonder is, can I go in early, get as much done as possible while it’s cool and the sun is on the other side – and then leave earlier?’

‘I would be happy with that,’ Brenda said, ‘but I don’t think it could be extended to everyone else. Still, if you felt sick and as you do have a lot on your plate …’

‘I can be in at six.’

Brenda groaned. ‘Of course the system has changed now. I don’t have a full set of keys any longer, but the night security man is on until seven, he’ll let you in. Make sure you take your identity pass.’

We had certainly come bang up to date at our place.

It was a soft, milky morning, and the streets were cool. I was in the offices by five-thirty. The night security man looked as if I had woken him up, which, if true, was not right at all. It was cool in the building too, cool and quiet. There was an odd sense of tranquillity, which I had never experienced during working hours. I settled down at my desk and in an hour I had done as much as I would normally manage in two, what with interruptions, and the heat and the general coming and going – not to mention the noise outside. There was none of that either. The machinery was still shut down, and the site deserted.

I took a break after another half hour, to stretch and move my neck and shoulders, and then to go to the cloakroom. As I opened the office door onto the corridor I heard footsteps. They were soft and seemed to be the footsteps of someone running, pattering along as a dog patters. I waited but no dog appeared, and nor did any person.

When I came out of the cloakroom, I heard the steps again, but as I stopped, they stopped. And then, at the far end of the corridor, I saw a child. It was a small child, perhaps four or five years old, though it was shadowy and hard to tell if it was a boy or a girl – yet strangely, I knew instinctively that it was a girl; I was quite certain of it. She wore a pale garment, a dress or a nightdress and, at first she stood absolutely still and just looked at me. I shivered, but I was not afraid. I knew that this was not a real child. That was the other certainty. I was looking at a ghost. A real living child could not possibly be in the building alone at this time. But my assurance of her ghostliness had nothing to do with this sort of reasoning. It was just a kind of ‘knowledge’.

I did not know whether to leave or go, move or speak, or stay still. But then the child began to beckon to me, lifting her arm slowly. I was to go to her. I began to walk forwards, without any hesitation, any alarm, but as soon as I moved the child moved, went ahead, still beckoning. I followed her up the stairs, along the corridor past all the closed doors, up the next staircase, and the next. On the top floor there was a single door. ‘FIRE EXIT.’ I knew that it led out onto a balcony, railed in and leading to a fire escape, and was only to be used by those on the top two floors. It had a green light above it and could only be opened by pressing an emergency bell which was beside me on the wall. Once a week the bell was tested, along with all the other fire alarms throughout the building. We knew to put our hands over our ears.

The bell had not sounded and the escape door was closed. There was no one here. The child could not have opened the door without sounding the alarm which was, in any case, at adult not child height. I did not think she could have reached it. I listened. Nothing. No footsteps. Nothing.

I started back down the flights of stairs but again I heard the steps, behind me. I looked back. Waited. Nothing.

I went on. I was not in the least afraid of this small pattering ghost, though I could not imagine why she was haunting the place or where she belonged.

There had not been a building on this part of the site before; it had been waste ground. All the buildings had been on the side of our old offices.

I returned to my desk and settled back to work, only to find that I had run out of typing paper. We kept a small supply of stationery in a cupboard in our office but there were no boxes of paper left. Which meant a trip down to the basement. That room had everything in bulk and, as Head of Section, I held a key.

The night security guard would still be on duty but he was not in his box. It was not quite seven o’clock and presumably he did a last round of the building around now. I wondered if he would see the little girl.

From the ground floor down there were wall lights permanently switched on, and they gave off a rather cold, bluish light. The rest of the building still smelled of new wood, paint and flooring, but down here it smelled of cement dust and staleness. I reached the basement corridor and it hit me like the force from a powerful gust of wind, though everything around me was still. What I felt was a terrible dread and fear, a nightmarish sense that something terrible had happened, or was going to happen. I remembered feeling this weeks before but I had been fine and apparently well-balanced since so I was shocked when my legs almost gave way. But there was no one about, the lights were on, the doors were closed – even the little girl had not pattered all the way down here. And she had not given me the faintest sense of unease.

I did not want to stay down here. I wanted to fly back up to the light and apparent safety of the floors above, but I steeled myself and walked down the corridor to the office supplies room. As I went, I felt as if I were being suffocated or strangled, and an awful coldness came over me. My skin felt damp, and my head was pounding, as if the blood was struggling through the veins.

I needed to tell someone but there was no one to tell. I needed help but help was elsewhere. I stopped, took several shuddering deep breaths and forced myself to the door of the room, key ready, though I had to try two or three times to turn it because I was shaking and my palm was clammy. Why I felt like this I had no idea but now I had a surge of annoyance with my own stupidity and in a moment of strong resolve I turned the key and opened the door. There was no switch, the light came on automatically, and in that light, I saw, and then I screamed and I heard my own screams echoing along the basement corridor, and at last, at last, I also heard the sound of a man’s footsteps, plunging down the stairs.

I stood, my hand up to my mouth, staring at the swinging figure. Alice Baker had hanged herself from the metal girder that ran across the ceiling.

I held onto consciousness until the night security guard reached me and then I lost it and crumpled at his feet.

They talked of sending me into a hospital which, they said, would help me to recover because I would have intensive therapy in ‘a safe environment’. But I felt safe at home. I could not have gone to work: even if I had been capable of doing my job I did not think I could ever enter that building again. But being quiet, sedated just enough to make me relaxed and calm, was right for me. I slept late, I pottered about, I read a lot – gentle, undemanding books. I started knitting again. I looked at magazines. Friends and neighbours and relatives came and brought food and drink and stayed to chat. And Don was lovely to me, though I think he was very glad he did not have to spend the whole day at home. He loved his work, and when he got back he was tired but glad to cook, to chat to me and cheer me up. And so it went on for several months. I was not supposed to talk about anything that had happened, except to the psychiatrist I saw. But she sat and said nothing and frowned and seemed to have no interest in me. She asked me nothing. She made no remarks. She wrote a few notes, but I think I was expected to do all the work while she got paid. I stopped seeing her after a short time. In any case, I knew I didn’t need someone like that. I needed time and space and peace and quiet.

I got all of those things and I began to feel steadier and to be able to work out, bit by bit, what had happened and what had not. Alice Baker had happened. The night I saw her in the old office building had happened. Hadn’t it? Had it? All the things that had surrounded her and emanated from her, those were real enough – all the girls from the office who came to see me confirmed that all right. They had experienced everything and not one was in any doubt.

Two things were troubling, to me and to everyone else. No one had ever seen the ghostly child, or heard her pattering feet. The one person most likely to have done so, the night security guard, denied any sighting of her, or, indeed, any encounter of a supernatural nature, during his time on duty. He left the job shortly after coming to my rescue. But before he went, he absolutely denied that there had been anyone – not Alice Baker, or any other – hanging in the office supplies room. When he found me, almost unconscious, he had glanced into the room, checked and then closed the door. He had assumed that I had just opened it with my key when I had been taken ill. When I came round, not long afterwards, he said that I had been babbling about something, someone, about Alice, about someone swinging from the girder and then about a little child on the top floor, vanishing through the fire escape door. He had realised that I was delirious or in a deranged mental state. He had even gone back and checked in case he found the slightest evidence of someone having been in the office supplies room, or on the top floor … he had found nothing.

There was no body. There had not been a body. No one had hanged themselves, not Alice Baker or any other employee. There had been no small girl. That was the most unlikely thing of all; and no one believed me, even when I described her. The fact that Alice Baker did not come in to work that day, or ever again, did not convince anyone that she had done anything other than walk out without notice.

‘She was always a bit odd.’ That was the general opinion. No one mentioned the things that had surrounded her, the weird smells, the sense that something bad was about to happen. Perhaps people felt they would be associating themselves too closely with my own ‘mental breakdown’ and so they conveniently forgot everything. One or two from the office came to see me but if I mentioned Alice Baker or anything connected with what had happened, I saw their expressions change, and they looked away from me. After a time, they stopped coming.

I felt well again in quite a short time. I was able to live a normal everyday life. But if I thought of returning to work, I was overcome with panic. Don said I should resign, on health grounds. He said I could probably get some sort of pay-off for the shock and distress but I doubted that and I have plenty of pride. I would not have dreamed of asking for a thing.

There was no hurry. Don brings in a good salary and we have no family. I would just look in the local newspaper for something that might suit. It was there that I saw it.

In the midst of seeing the small girl, or not seeing her, and finding Alice Baker hanged, or not finding her, I had completely forgotten about that last day when all the machines and lorries had ground to a halt and all the builders disappeared. Now, I saw on the front page a photograph of the whole site, with people in hard hats and a lot of trenches dug in lines and marked out with posts and tape.

I started to read the article below the picture but as soon as I did, the old sense of dread and horror overwhelmed me, so that I had to throw the paper aside. I sat, shaking, not understanding why it had all returned, why, after so many weeks, I was pushed back into the past, as if I had never felt any better than this. But I had, I had.

When Don came in and saw me he looked distraught. And something else. Just for a moment, he looked annoyed, impatient, as if he were blaming me, infuriated that it had all started up again, just as he believed things had returned to normal. I suppose I didn’t blame him. It must be very wearying, living with someone in this state. He made a pot of tea and brought it in.

‘Anything tempting in the jobs line?’

I think he wanted me to make a bit of an effort by now.

‘One or two,’ I said. He gave me a look, knowing what I actually meant. That I hadn’t even turned to the adverts page. He picked up the paper and started to look at the photograph. I drank my tea. I had my eyes closed.

‘Here, have you seen this?’

He was jabbing the page with his forefinger.

I shook my head. ‘Not really.’

‘Yes you have. Of course you have.’

‘I glanced at the picture … some sort of earthworks going on.’

‘No. It’s a dig, an archaeological dig. It says it has been going on for three weeks and that …’ he mumbled as he went back to the report. I didn’t want to know anything. I was steadier. Calmer. I wanted to stay like that.

‘Read it,’ Don said, holding out the paper.

‘No, I’m really not interested.’

‘All right, I’m going to read it to you.’

“No …” I stood up, and shouted it. ‘NO!’

But he took no notice. He just started to read.


The building works had stopped suddenly that day because the workmen had dug up a large piece of curved stone which, when they looked closely, had some lettering still visible on it. And then, looking into the scoop of the excavator, the operator had seen what he was sure was a human skull. At that point, after a telephone call, they were ordered to stop digging.

Local historians and archivists from the County Records Office have released an initial statement, confirming that it is likely to be the town’s unconsecrated burial ground for those who died by their own hand or in other circumstances where a church burial was denied them. This ground has been known about for many years but several locations were suggested and investigated without success. Paul Thessaly, heading the team, confirms that several things point to this as the correct site: ‘We have already found a number of graves, and although many cannot be identified, several do have still-visible lettering which we have photographed and are trying to decipher and match with any records. This is not easy as the names of those who were buried in unconsecrated ground – and this graveyard was open until the middle of the nineteenth century – were often not recorded.’



Don looked at me. I could not think why this news had put me into such a state of trepidation. I was not troubled by graves and cemeteries, I had no fear of the dead. If I had sat at my desk year after year, on top of a place where the unfortunates who had been cast out of the church had been buried, it was not of any consequence. Sad but not frightening.

‘Shall I go on?’

‘If you want to but…’

Don poured us more tea.

‘I think you’ll find it interesting,’ he said, ‘to say the least.’

And he read that the most recent grave to be excavated contained not one but two skeletons, each one intact. They had been placed side by side with the arm of the larger one laid round that of the smaller, ‘… a woman, and a child, the latter a girl, aged four to five years old. Marks on the neck bones of the woman indicated that she had died by hanging, probably with some sort of heavy buckled belt. No marks were detected on the skeleton of the child.’

The flat covering stone had nothing engraved on it except the worn initials A.B. with a + sign, beside it, indicating the child, whose name had not been recorded.





THE FRONT ROOM





One

They blamed one another for what happened but in fact it all began with Pastor Lewis’s address.

The Irwins were quite regular chapelgoers, though would never have called themselves devout. It had taken them some time to settle, having moved from the Anglo-Catholic parish church to its Evangelical neighbour to non-comformist Baptist then Methodist, before settling on Pastor Lewis’s small building with the corrugated roof, and finding that its particular brand of simple informality suited them best. One Saturday evening a month, there was an ‘in touch’ service, which they had never quite got round to attending, the word in the neighbourhood being that it was reminiscent of spiritualism. ‘Perhaps a step too far?’ Norman said. But there was nothing untoward about Pastor Lewis’s regular Sunday worship.

The address that sparked everything off was given on a dank morning in late October, just before All Souls’ Day. The chapel heaters had been switched on so that the air smelled of burning dust, but any warmth only rayed out in a semi-circle a few feet from the radiators and the fifty-odd worshippers huddled together at the edges of the benches, so as to be closest to them.

The address – Pastor Lewis did not believe in the word ‘sermon’ – was lukewarm to begin with, but within a few minutes had blazed up, so that everyone was touched by its fire and passion. But no one, it transpired later, had been quite so moved that they were spurred into action, like the Irwins.

The text was from Isaiah: ‘… to share your bread with the hungry and bring the homeless poor into your house.’

Pastor Lewis had stuttered a little, and his small eyes had gleamed, as he became more and more aroused by his own exhortations. He was a bald, rather porcine man who hid behind rimless spectacles, but oratory was his strength. People had come, dazed, out of the service and had hurried home, suddenly uncomfortable inside their own skins, heads ringing with the ferocious words.

Nothing was said until Norman Irwin had begun to carve the joint of lamb, with its gleaming, oozing juices. Belinda set down the dishes of vegetables and then looked hard at the table.

‘Plenty,’ she said. ‘We have “Plenty”.’

Their children, Wallace and Fern, caught the solemnity as it brushed past them, and were still. Laurie banged the spoon down on the table of his high chair, with a crack that startled them. They laughed at themselves.

‘Fern, cut up Laurie’s meat for him please and get him started, before he does that again.’ Belinda sat down.

‘Bless, Oh Lord, this food for our use and us for Thy Service. Amen.’

The address had stressed that it was not necessarily a question of going out and actively looking for destitute street sleepers. ‘Those in most need may be close to us, close beside us – closer than we know. Is it a next-door neighbour? Is it the old man picking through his small change in the doorway of the store, before he dares to go in? Is it an old, long-forgotten friend? We must give to those charities which support the oppressed and the homeless of this world but then look closer to ourselves, look in our own streets, our own neighbourhood. In what way can we help? What can we give? What can we share? The food on our table? A place at our fireside? Do not think small, think big, my friends, think …’ He spread his arms wide, ‘think VAST! May God bless you.’ He held up his hands, the fingers stained yellow after forty years of cigarette smoking. (Prayer was said to have caused him to give up, snap, overnight. It was known as the Pastor’s miracle.)

‘Well, of course we give to charity,’ Belinda said. ‘Which is easy.’

‘Is the point of it that it has to be hard? I’m not disagreeing with you, by the way, just wondering aloud.’

‘I think he implied as much.’

Wallace and Fern cleared their plates of what they intended to eat. Wallace stuck his legs out from under the tablecloth and stared at his shoes. They were docile children.

‘We are very fortunate, Norman.’

‘Privileged.’

Belinda, never sure precisely what that meant, speared a slice of carrot. ‘We should definitely give this some thought.’

‘As a substitute for actually doing anything?’

‘Not at all. No, I definitely think we should do something about it.’

‘What about?’ Fern said. Sly little Fern, always listening.

‘Pass your plate please.’

They looked at the front room that same evening. The house was very typical, very straightforward, 1920s. Low front gate. Hedge. Small front garden, small lawn. Birdbath in the centre, which made mowing awkward. Long narrow back garden. Fence. Anyone could have gone round the interior blindfold. Hall. Large front room. Bow window. Back room, knocked out to the terrace with a flat-roof extension, done before the Irwins arrived. Kitchen. Downstairs cloakroom. Three bedrooms. Bathroom. Landing, which caught the afternoon sun. Attic. A neat house. Perfect for them.

‘This is a very nice room, actually.’ Norman said.

‘And underused. Face it, when do we sit in here?’

‘Christmas Day.’

The blue three-piece suite, inherited from Belinda’s parents’ front room, was still like new. They stood, each picturing a slightly different arrangement. A bed here? A modern electric fire? Or a larger radiator? Where would clothes go? Was there room for a desk? Or perhaps just a small table in the window.

‘It is rather dark,’ Belinda said, ‘on this side of the house.’

It was dark now. Norman switched on the overhead light, which threw shadows and somehow made things worse. The room smelled of cold and a lifeless emptiness.

That night they lay side by side, each thinking about the Pastor’s address and the obligation they felt it had placed upon them. The front room. Their thoughts merged into dream states, in which different images swirled, of men sleeping in doorways beside patient dogs, women on park benches, prone bundles of grey clothing, people queuing for night shelters, with years of dirt beneath their fingernails and in the creases of their necks. Wild eyes. Muttering. Shuffling. The smell of stale drink.

The subject was not mentioned again for some days. Once or twice, Belinda stood in the doorway of the front room. Who could actually occupy a space into which the sun never shone? She went to the window. She had never realised how depressing the view was, of a grass rectangle, a stained concrete birdbath and a privet hedge. Who would be happy looking out on those all day?

Besides, there were the children. And she saw them in her mind’s eye, curled up together on the sofa in the family room. They had to think of the children.

*

‘Dear Norman and Belinda,’ Norman read out. They had an agreement that he opened letters addressed to them both.


Well, it is not very warm for the time of year. I had the chiropodist call yesterday. I could manage to get to her office in a taxi but aren’t taxis expensive? Anyway, it’s nice to be done in the privacy of home. I expect the Christmas windows will be filling up before long, it seems to start earlier every year so I will send off my postal orders for the children in good time. I hope we have a mild winter. You don’t want snow at my age. I don’t see many people.

Well, look after yourselves,
 from
 Solange



The children had supper. Baths. Milk. Bed. Belinda had made a large casserole, a portion each and four for freezing. The last of their own potatoes. They didn’t grow very much but always potatoes. So easy. It was Solange, years ago, who had said there was nothing like them, fresh from the ground, straight into the boiling water. But if they were both put in mind of her again now, nothing was said.

The ten o’clock news. Belinda sorted out the children’s socks. Keep. Throw. Keep. Match. Throw. Keep.

Telepathy sparked between them. ‘How long since we went to see her?’

‘Too long.’

‘It’s rather a poisonous letter, actually.’

‘Is it?’

‘Reading between the lines.’

Solange sidled into the room then, Solange who could never be ignored, though they had done their best for six years.

‘I do feel a bit responsible,’ Norman said. ‘She’s well over eighty.’

Norman’s mother had died when he was fifteen and then it had just been Norman and Ralph, his depressed and grieving father. They had both been domestically incompetent, emotionally crippled, and with barely a trace of mutual understanding. The question of affection had never arisen, though if they had been asked, each would have claimed to love the other. They never were asked.

Norman had gone to London, to study law. When he returned at the end of his first term, Solange was already installed, like a replacement cooker, fully connected. She was already quite familiar with the ways of the house. The fact that his father had acquired a mistress who, a few months later, became a wife, did not trouble Norman. Indeed, it was a relief to his own sense of guilt, at having left Ralph alone. So, when he went home he welcomed Solange (who was English, but had had a French grandmother) who in turn welcomed him, though rather more coldly.

After university he went into the law firm with which he had remained, through several takeovers and amalgamations, and his stepmother played little part in his life. It was only after he and Belinda were engaged and he took her to meet them that he began to see the true nature of things. Solange made his father’s life a misery. She treated him like a child or an idiot and always as her inferior. She was rude and overbearing, she took offence at anything, and could turn an innocent remark into a slight, usually provoking a bitter quarrel from which she apparently gained pleasure. She argued, contradicted, blamed and had sudden fits of rage, during which, lacking all grasp of reason or proportion, she lashed out at whoever was nearest, sometimes physically.

When Wallace was born, Belinda refused to allow Solange near him. After Fern came, there was a vicious letter, for no reasons they could fathom, and the rift was complete. They did not visit again. Twice, Ralph managed to come to visit them surreptitiously overnight, though fearful that somehow Solange would learn about it. The second time, Fern had been slightly sick on his shoulder and he had suffered paroxysms of anxiety, until Belinda had sprayed his jacket clean, dried and pressed it. There had been no trace left of any smear or smell but Ralph had left the house turning his neck every few minutes to check on the shoulder.

A month later he was dead. Wallace and Fern were left a hundred pounds each and Norman his father’s car – Solange did not drive. The rest went to her – the rest being eleven thousand pounds and the house, in which she had lived, bitterly and alone ever since. Arthritis clamped down on her joints, isolating her even more, and her own nature did the rest.

‘I can go for days without speaking to a living soul,’ the letters read, ‘I talk to the four walls,’ and ‘my neighbours are not nice people.’

Laurie was born. Belinda returned to teaching art, part time. Fern had intestinal problems and needed a special diet. Solange went to the back of their minds and letters became infrequent.

They stood in the doorway of the front room, in silence. Belinda drew the curtains. Switched on a lamp.

‘Better,’ Norman said. ‘It just needs a brighter bulb.’

‘Get rid of the sofa, the whole room would open out.’

‘And the bureau. I can’t think why we wanted to keep it.’

They inspected the downstairs toilet. ‘Actually,’ Norman said, after tapping walls, going outside and coming back in, ‘it might be simpler than you’d suppose.’ He waved his arms about. Knock down. Partition. Extend. Move that pipe. New floor. Plumbing. ‘A shower would fit in quite neatly.’

‘Shower?’

‘No room for a bath. Absolutely not.’

It took three months and rather more money than they had budgeted, but the result was pleasing. The children bounced on the new bed-settee and switched the radiant fire on and off, before being banned from the front room. Magnolia walls, dusky-pink curtains, darker pink carpet, grey cushions and covers. A new TV. Tea-maker on its own stand. Telephone point. Shower room just across the hall. At the last minute Belinda added a microwave on a special shelf, with a curtained cupboard below for crockery. They looked round and felt pleased.

Solange had not yet been invited.

‘You have to go up there,’ Belinda said. ‘This isn’t something for just a phone call or even a letter.’

‘Me?’

‘Well, she isn’t my stepmother.’

The journey took three and a half hours. The motorways appeared to carry twice the traffic since his last visit. Perhaps it was longer ago than he remembered, after all. But he had time to think about the plan and about how Solange might fit into … where, exactly? Not their household, and certainly not their family. She was to be offered the chance to live her own life, independent of, but sheltered by, them. That sounded right. All the same, the nearer he got to his old home, the more incidents he remembered – the terrible things that had been said, her knack of twisting a happy situation into a miserable one, good intentions into bad. There were reasons why he had not been here since the new estates had been built. Much of the town he knew had gone and a ring road divided the remainder, like a tarmac river. But the house had not changed. The window frames needed replacing, the front door repairing, the gate re-painting. The porch smelled faintly of unemptied dustbins.

Solange had changed. Aged. Pink scalp showed through her now-white hair, like a joint of uncooked pork. She walked with two sticks.

‘Oh, Norman, I’m so pleased to see you, I’m so glad you came. I think about you, all of you, every day. I miss you all every day. I wish I could see the children.’

Where was the old Solange? Age, isolation, illness – perhaps these had worn down the sharp corners, smoothed the rough edges. He slept in his old room, making up the bed himself because she could no longer struggle with it. He dared not ask how she changed her own.

He had brought lamb chops with him, and a lemon tart, vegetables too, in a cold bag, and he cooked them. The hobs were black with grease thick as old tar. When he lit them, acrid smoke poured out so that he had to open the door and both windows. He had brought a bottle of red wine but she said her stomach was ‘beyond drink’. He washed hardened stale food off the cutlery and laid the table.

Pastor Lewis’s address burned in his ears. The hungry. The poor. The homeless. Not quite, but she was old, infirm and lonely. Her daily life was a struggle. He had a pain in his chest, where tears of remorse formed a hard lump.

Solange wept when he talked about it to her. He realised he had never seen her weep before.

‘It’s the answer to a prayer,’ she said, ‘the answer to a prayer, Norman.’

She wanted to be off now, tonight, it was all he could do to rein her in, prevent her from making a start on the packing. They agreed that, for the time being, she would simply close up this house and leave it. In six months, assuming that she had settled and was happy, he would come up again and put it on the market. (‘And of course the money will be yours, yours and Belinda’s and the children’s, in return for taking me in. God bless you.’) But he said that they would not dream of it.

‘It’s the right thing to do,’ he said to Belinda. ‘The right thing.’

They felt good about themselves.

She had said that of course she did not need to see the room, she knew it would be wonderful. It was going to be all she had longed for. But when she did see it for the first time she seemed taken aback.

‘How do we put it to her,’ Belinda had asked, ‘about, you know, “house rules”?’

Their idea was that Solange would share Friday evening supper with them, and Sunday lunch every week, but cater for herself the rest of the time. Belinda was happy to drive her anywhere, in the quest to meet new people and make friends with at least some of them. She had thought vaguely of their chapel, or any other church Solange might prefer, and of the community centre, which offered classes and social groups. And, of course, these new friends must be invited back to her room, whenever it pleased her. She could book taxis to take her out when Belinda was not free. Anything she needed she would be encouraged to suggest – a DVD player, Norman thought, and they had gone out and bought an expensive radio the moment she mentioned having left hers behind.

The children were always to knock if they wanted to visit, ‘Just the same as if she lived in the house next door.’

She arrived on a Friday, ate early supper with them, but then retired to the front room. They heard the radio, then the television. Slow footsteps and the flush of the toilet. The shower defeated her. ‘I have baths,’ she said, ‘I’ve never had a shower in my life.’

Norman explained the workings of the shower patiently, several times, and in the end, Belinda overcame a small reluctance to help Solange into the shower, wash and get out.

‘I don’t know I’m sure. I can’t see that I shall get used to it.’

‘No,’ Belinda said that night, ‘I’m sorry but not our bath, there are already too many of us and also, it’s a question of the stairs.’

Solange made quite a business of crossing the hall on her sticks. Hearing her breathe heavily as she shuffled, Norman had opened the living room door and offered help. She had turned on him a look of hatred, which he felt like an electric shock. She did not speak. He closed the door.

Belinda did not teach on Mondays. She dropped the children at school, tidied the kitchen, put a load of washing on, and gave Laurie his snack before putting him down for his sleep. Then, as usual, she settled down for a coffee and the paper. She had just done so, on this first Monday, when the door opened.

‘Solange! Come in. Is everything all right for you? Would you like some coffee?’

Solange looked slowly round the room, eyes resting on every surface, every object, and then out of the window onto the garden, and then back to Belinda. Hers were odd eyes, pebble-coloured with a needle of yellow at their centre.

Belinda cleared her throat. ‘Do come and sit down.’

‘There’s a nasty draught in that room.’

‘Is there? I’m sorry, Solange. I’ll check your windows and if it isn’t that, Norman will have a look when he gets home.’

‘Nobody comes.’

‘Solange, don’t just stand there – talking of draughts. Come in and have coffee.’

‘I can’t think why you had me here. I sit on my own wondering that.’

‘Well, because …’

‘You never liked me. And there goes that child. Cries a lot doesn’t he, that Laurie.’

‘No more than any other two-year-old. He’s rather a contented little boy, actually.’

‘I hear them clumping up and down right over my head, clump clump, up and down.’

The effort of holding the words back made Belinda’s face burn. ‘Why did you call him Laurie?’

‘Well, it’s Lawrence, really…’

But Solange had turned away, though as she did so, Belinda saw a needle-flash of hatred from the woman’s eyes that seemed to pierce her flesh with a split second of pain.

The door closed.

She decided to say nothing.

That Sunday, family lunch was uneventful, with everyone on their best behaviour until, without warning, Solange leant over Fern.

‘Don’t make that gobbling noise when you’re eating, you disgusting little girl.’

Spittle from the venom with which she spoke caught Fern’s cheek. Fern went white. Wallace ducked, fearing his turn would come next. The air crackled. Only Laurie laughed and laughed and banged his spoon. Solange picked up her knife and fork and went on eating quite calmly.

‘You,’ Belinda said, fighting back either tears or fury, or both. They had put on a TV cartoon for the children, an unprecedented thing on a Sunday, and were upstairs in their bedroom. ‘You. She’s your stepmother.’

‘Yes.’

‘How dare she?’

‘Yes. No, I know. Awful.’

‘I will not have her speak to the children like that, I will not have her correcting them.’

‘Yes. No.’

She sat down on the bed. ‘Fern wasn’t even making a noise when she ate.’

‘No.’

‘This has to stop now.’

‘Yes.’

The following morning, Belinda came in ten minutes earlier than usual from her school and saw that the front room door was ajar. She had wrestled with herself but in the end, wanting peace in the air, had bought Solange a small bunch of flowers.

There was no reply from her tap. She looked in. The room was empty, as was the kitchen, shower and toilet. Solange was slightly deaf, enough not to hear Belinda’s quiet footsteps on the staircase.

She was sitting at the dressing table, whose drawer was hanging open and spilling its contents. She did not turn round, only stared at Belinda’s reflection in the mirror, eyes gleaming.

‘Please do not come into our room when we are out and please do not go through my drawers. I would not dream of doing that to yours. If you want something, ask me.’

As she was speaking, she was aware of an unpleasant smell surrounding Solange. Oh God, not that, please not that.

‘I would like you to go back downstairs.’

Solange did not move. ‘I am not your child to order about. And your child has been in my room, poking and prying.’

‘I am quite sure they have not.’

‘She. The girl.’

‘Fern would never do such a thing.’

‘The little listener. She’s a sly one.’

If she had stayed there Belinda might have hit her, but Solange got up and scuttled off like a rat, without her sticks or, apparently, the need of them.

‘We can’t just throw her out,’ Norman said, twisting his fingers together. ‘Doesn’t it defeat the whole point of …’

‘She is not staying here to pry into my things and malign our children.’

‘I’ll have a word.’

‘A word won’t be of any use, Solange is beyond words. She sits in there. She has made no attempt to socialise. I have offered to take her to all sorts of things, but she says she wouldn’t like the people. She comes into the kitchen unannounced, she …’

‘I said I’d have a word.’

Somehow things were smoothed over, or else brushed under the carpet and never mentioned. Somehow they sat through a Friday-night supper without unpleasantness.

A week later, in the evening, urgent, hysterical crying came from the children’s room. Belinda ran up. Norman switched off the television.

Wallace was sitting up in bed, pale as dough, holding out his arm and making an odd, gulping noise. In the soft flesh above his elbow, teeth marks were swelling into a red weal. As she screamed out for Norman to come, the smell was there again, a little pocket of it in the air above Wallace’s bed, foetid, rancid.

When Belinda flung herself in through the door of the front room, without knocking, she found it dark, but in the orange glow of the street lamp, through a chink in the curtains, she saw Solange in bed, and asleep, snores coming from her half-open mouth. The smell, coming from around her bed, was stronger than ever now.

‘Oh God,’ Belinda said, ‘Oh God.’

‘But where can she go?” Norman stared at the wall, desperate to be anywhere but in his own house, facing his own wife.

It was not quite the answer to a prayer when the front door bell rang, but close to it: Pastor Lewis was on the step, although he was only delivering papers for the next meeting of the chapel council.

He accepted coffee, sat with them at the table, cigarette-stained forefingers in an arch, permanent evidence of his miracle.

‘Evil,’ Belinda said.

‘Now evil is a very strong word.’

‘I can’t think of another, can you?’

‘What you did was a very good thing, a good act,’ he said, ducking and diving. ‘Few would have taken me at my word, or rather, the Lord at his. Few ever do.’

‘But no good deed goes unpunished.’

‘I would never say that, never. That is to be cynical.’

‘If you have no advice, Pastor …’

‘Of course, I see your problem, I do see it.’

‘She has to go,’ Belinda said, looking him in the eyes, ‘it is only a question of where.’

‘And when.’

‘As soon as possible, is the when.’

‘But where, you know.’

‘Back to her own house. Or into a home.’

‘Homes have to be paid for,’ Norman said, uneasy, unhappy.

Belinda stood up and banged her hand hard down on the table, so that the mugs jumped, coffee was spilled, and the door opened on Solange, leaning on her sticks, hair like a half-blown dandelion clock.

Then Pastor Lewis did an unexpected thing. ‘Come, Solange,’ he said leading her from the room. ‘I think you and I should have a talk.’

It was two hours later, when he was running very late for all his evening appointments, that he put his head back round the kitchen door. ‘I think we have an understanding,’ he said, ‘though I’m afraid I got nowhere with the concept of error, let alone wrongdoing. Meanwhile, praise the Lord, I hope you will find that things improve.’

‘Thank you, Pastor,’ Belinda said, though unconvinced. They stood on the step and she lowered her voice. ‘Were you aware of a smell? A very unpleasant smell, in the front room?’

He was fidgeting to get away. ‘No criticism, Belinda, none at all of anyone, but managing that sort of thing gets harder as we grow old. Perhaps, a cleaner once a week? The district nurse would advise.’

Oh God.

*

The children scuttled past the front room now, even Laurie, for the fear was contagious. Wallace’s bites healed, though the bruising took a while to fade. Fern stood close to Belinda if Solange came near.

‘You’re welcome, any of you, at any time. I could teach you to knit, Fern.’

‘I don’t want to knit.’

‘I could teach you to play Racing Demon.’

Fern’s hands tightened round her mother’s arm.

Meeting a neighbour at the gate, Belinda suggested she might like to pop in on Solange, when she herself was teaching. ‘Tuesday mornings and Thursday all day. She would so appreciate some company.’

The neighbour came on the following Thursday, with an offering of cake and a bunch of pinks. She came on the Tuesday, too, though empty-handed. But not again.

‘She won’t want to make a habit of it and then not to be able to stick to that, it can be very disappointing, when there’s an expectation.’

‘There must be someone else.’

But any others there were made excuses, not meeting Belinda’s eye.

‘She’s talked to them – Mrs Baker. Put them off.’

‘Now why would she do that?’

‘The same reason as she won’t come again herself.’

‘And that would be …?’

‘Because Solange is evil.’ Norman raised his eyebrows.

‘They can smell it.’ But Belinda did not actually say that.

Nothing else happened, except that sometimes, as Belinda went across the hall, the door of the front room was opened a chink and then closed quickly. She still came in to eat Sunday lunch with them. Her radio or TV were turned up too loudly. She left the shower running. Laurie ran up to her door and bashed on it with a wooden brick or his tractor and laughed at the rage of words coming from inside. The next time, the door opened very suddenly, and he fell flat, hitting his face, and wailed in pain and outrage. Solange turned on the radio to full volume and ignored him.

‘I cannot stand it. I cannot have her in my house a day longer.’

‘Our house.’

‘Your stepmother.’

‘I’ll have a word.’

‘When? When? You say that, you say it, but you have never had any word, you never see her, you avoid her, anything to save your own skin. WHEN?’

‘When’ was eight o’clock that evening. Solange heard him in silence. He took some time, twisting his hands together, clearing his throat.

‘You do see? That it isn’t working well – I mean, for you. You do understand? We are thinking of you, Solange. So … So, these would seem to be the options. Back to Linden Close. Or … a nice home.’ He said it again, stressing the ‘nice’. ‘There. Or here, where you would still be near to us. Obviously it’s entirely up to you. Obviously.’

Solange leaned forward. ‘Come here, Norman. Come nearer to me.’

He moved nearer, smiling.

She spat in his face.

At three in the morning Belinda came awake like a diver surfacing fast, to a ringing in her ears and a brutal pressure in her chest, and as she awoke fully, the smell was so strong that she gagged. It was slightly different now, a rotten, decaying, almost sweet smell, full of noxious gases.

‘Oh God, Oh God.’

The smell thickened, became a vapour, one that she could see ballooning up from the floor, faintly yellow-green.

They did not sleep again but huddled together, cold and afraid, and in the end they dozed, and slowly became aware that the smell had faded and the vapour thinned away to nothing.

The children had not stirred.

There was no sound from the front room when Belinda went down. There was none at nine ‘o’clock, then ten. Laurie pottered across the hall while she filled the dishwasher.

‘Oh look,’ she heard him say. ‘Oh look.’

Solange was lying on top of the bed covers, fully dressed, her flesh mushroom-coloured, eyes wide open and sightless.





Two

‘You are not to blame,’ Pastor Lewis said several times, after the small, bleak funeral, which was not held in the chapel. Belinda had insisted they go straight to the crematorium. There was something purifying about a fire. She wanted to see it. If she had been brave, she might have asked to go behind the curtain, have them open the metal door and look into the heart of the furnace.

That night she slept better than she had since Solange had taken over the front room. The children’s faces were smoothed of anxiety, their bodies seemed lighter, they skipped about. They ate and ate.

‘What are we going to do with it?’ Norman said.

‘Leave it. Lock the door. I am never going in there again.’

‘Don’t be silly, Belinda.’

‘You do what you like.’

‘Well … let it all settle shall we?’

‘Every morning I woke feeling as if cobwebs clung to my face. Every time I came home … opened the door … I could smell it.’

‘I never really understood,’ Norman said, ‘about the smell.’

‘Then there was something wrong with you.’

But he shook his head. Perhaps now she had gone, things really could go back to where they were, settled, Belinda happy in her routine, the children aware, without being able to express as much, that it was over.

‘Why did she come here?’ Fern asked once.

‘She was very lonely. She was our relation and we wanted to do her a kindness. We thought it was for the best.’

Fern’s small face tightened. For a second, she looked semi-transparent, as if her skin was the white of egg painted over her bones. Wallace never spoke of it. Laurie banged on the front room door occasionally but, getting no reply, wandered away. Soon, he stopped doing it altogether.

The year turned. The street smelled of burning leaves.

*

At the end of October, when the clocks had gone back and it was dark by five, Belinda came home to see a light in the front room – not a bright light, but as if someone had left a side lamp switched on. Perhaps Norman had gone into the front room the previous evening and left it on. But would one of them not have noticed?

She hesitated in the hall, outside the front room. She put her hand on the knob, then whipped it away. The knob felt red-hot. Touching it, it was as if her palm had been branded.

But when she looked at it in the kitchen, nothing showed, skin and flesh were normal. She said nothing to Norman when he came in except, ‘Will you switch off the lamp in the front room?’

He pulled off his coat. ‘You’ve been in there?’

‘No, you must have left it on when you went in last night.’

They looked at one another. She knew what he was going to say and she would not let him say it.

‘Just switch it off. No point in wasting electricity.’

He went into the hall and hung up his coat. She heard him go into the front room.

‘There isn’t a lamp on,’ he said, ‘You must have made a mistake – it was probably the street light, reflecting on the glass.’

‘Oh. Reflecting on the glass. Yes, of course.’

At supper, Wallace pushed his food around his plate but ate nothing. The next morning he had dark circles beneath his eyes. He did not touch his breakfast.

‘Let him stay off. It’s Friday, he’s probably developing a cold. Today at home and then the weekend will see it off.’

The boy lay on the kitchen couch, covered in a blanket. ‘Is Solange coming back here forever?’

Belinda was writing up lesson notes at the table. Outside the sky was sulphurous. A wind had got up.

‘What do you mean? She isn’t coming back here at all. She died, Wallace.’

His small face was peaky pale, eyes large and anxious. ‘She was here in the night.’

‘Of course she wasn’t.’

‘I knew you wouldn’t believe me,’ Wallace said, but then squeezed his eyes tightly shut and would not answer any of her questions.

Several times that night, while a storm broke overhead and his room was vivid with blue-white lightning, Wallace woke crying out with fear and pushing something away from him with raised arms.

‘She did go into his room that time,’ Norman said. ‘He’s remembering that, dreaming about it. These things take a while to fade.’

After Wallace, Fern refused to eat, though she apparently had no nightmares and did not appear ill at first. But then she began to lose weight, so rapidly that her bones gleamed beneath the skin.

‘Bit of a mystery.’ The GP rolled down his sleeves. ‘She’s perfectly sound, everything as it should be, heart, lungs, all that, but I’ll run a couple of tests, cover all bases.’

It was the same with Wallace. All tests were normal.

‘A week in the sun – Madeira, Tenerife, that sort of thing?’ Though he sounded doubtful. But neither of them could take the time out. Only Laurie continued hungry and cheerful.

Wallace woke two or three times every night screaming, and begged not to be left, so that in the end they put a mattress for him on their own bedroom floor. Fern never woke, but had become skeletal. And then the smell came back, filtering rankly into every room, together with a thin pus-coloured smoke that slipped through cracks in the door frames. They choked on it.

‘I can’t live here, I can’t stand it any longer and isn’t that exactly what she wants? So let her have it, let her win.’

‘She?’

‘You know, you’ve always known, for God’s sake.’

‘I don’t understand any of it,’ Norman said. His face looked grey, the whites of his eyes jaundiced.

‘We don’t have to understand, we just have to go.’

‘But why would she want to hurt us? If you’re implying that she is haunting us, why? Besides, it isn’t possible.’

The following week he had to travel to a conference in Newcastle, staying away for two nights. The thought of being alone in the house paralysed Belinda with such fear that she could not swallow her food.

At nine on the first evening, she telephoned but got a voicemail.

‘Please will you come round – or anyway, ring me back? Terrible things are happening here, we are being … we are …’

As she put down the receiver, she heard the door of the front room open and close. She ought to go upstairs to the children but dared not even cross the hall. Footsteps, accompanied by the tap of two sticks, went instead, slowly along, tap-tap, slowly up, bump, bump. If it had not been for the thought of the children she would have lost all courage and cowered alone in the kitchen, but the woman, or the ghost of the woman, whoever was menacing this house and this family, was on her way to them.

Belinda flung open the kitchen door.

‘Get down the stairs, get down, get away from here. What are you trying to do? What do you want from us? What did we ever do but give you a home? Why do you hate us? Why do you want to harm my children?’

The silence was absolute, as if felt had been stuffed and pressed deep in her ears.

‘What do you want?’

The silence thickened. Her limbs, which had seemed immoveable, freed themselves and she flew up the stairs. No one stood in her way. The terrible silence was here too.

She had left the door of her bedroom ajar. The two older children were sleeping there, curled to face one another on their separate small mattresses. They were pale, and stick-thin.

As she backed out of the room, Belinda saw the shadow on the opposite wall. She stopped dead. The shadow shifted very slightly.

‘Get away from here, leave us alone.’ Her voice came out as a strange hiss.

The shadow stirred again, like a tree in the wind, but did not go. The silence was like the silence of deep snow. She could not hear the children breathing. Slowly, the shadow broke up, like a reflection in water hit by a stone, then dissolved and faded, until the wall was blank again.

There had been a faint trace of the old smell but that too had evaporated. She felt calmer, sure that for now, all was well again. Nothing troubled the house. The silence had become simply quietness, through which normal sounds filtered – a car in the street, the water pipes, the boiler firing in the kitchen, Wallace clearing his throat.

It was the noise of the doorbell shrilling that startled her, so that she leapt in fright. She went back to the children but they had not stirred. The bell rang again, for longer.

‘Who is it?’ She did not remove the door chain.

‘Pastor Lewis. I got your message …’

Bitterly cold air streamed in when she opened the door, as if there was a frost.

‘Whatever is it? You look shocked out of your wits Belinda, come into the warm.’ The familiar kitchen, humming quietly, restored her.

‘I’ll make us a drink. Do you prefer tea, Pastor, I can’t remember …?’

‘You sit down, I’ll make us tea. I’m sure I can find everything.’

She was glad to sit.

‘Now tell me what this is about while I do the tea.’

He listened, said nothing, only let the story come out, in broken phrases at first and then in a stream, everything – it astonished her how much she remembered, detail after detail.

He set down the pot and cups.

‘Drink it hot and sweet.’

‘I don’t usually take …’

‘This is not a usual situation.’

Everything that had swirled round her mind, like fragments in a shaken kaleidoscope, began to settle. A picture formed.

‘It sounds like madness.’

‘No, no.’

‘Pastor Lewis, you talked to Solange, you seemed to get on quite well.’

‘I was on my guard, all the same.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m not easily taken in but of course I wanted things to resolve themselves. I wanted her to see some reason.’

‘But she didn’t, did she?’

‘It would appear not.’

‘When she died, I felt as if we had come out into the sunshine after living under a great blackness. I felt light as a feather.’

‘I believe in evil, Belinda … or why would the Lord’s prayer have us ask to be delivered from it? We must believe in it.’

‘Oh I do. She is evil, more so now than when she was alive. There is a pure evil now, isn’t there, she need hold nothing back.’

‘Evil, and the powers of evil, yes. But perhaps not ghosts, Belinda.’

He lifted his cup of tea. And then the sounds came.

First, footsteps ran down the stairs and across the hall. The front door opened, letting in a wild gust of wind. The Pastor’s cup smashed into the saucer, breaking it, sending scalding tea across the table. The front door slammed shut and for a moment the house was absolutely still and silent again, before the crying began from upstairs.

Fern was half awake, sitting up and making a slight moaning sound, but she settled again easily. Wallace was asleep, buried half under the covers, his pale hair sticking out round his head. They both looked thin and still.

‘They’re fine, Belinda, whatever disturbed them – the wind most probably. They’re not harmed. Your nerves are like bare wires.’

‘Why is she doing this? How is she doing it? Look at them. They barely eat, they have no life in them. They go about like flickering candles.’

Pastor Lewis stood looking at the children gravely, his face working, as if he were struggling with something and torn apart.

‘I am not of a church that will perform exorcism,’ he said after a long time, ‘but it may be that we should look into it, in this case.’

A great relief took hold of her.

‘Now you kiss your little ones and tuck them in. It will be morning before you know it.’

She was more grateful to him than she could express, thanking him again and again as she went from the elder two into Laurie’s room.

Her scream stopped Pastor Lewis dead and froze his limbs, froze his nerves and the marrow in his bones. Laurie’s bed was empty.

They raced round the whole house, calling out, but the house did not contain him.

Clever, cunning, Solange had taken the one thing she wanted but which she had, until the last moment, pretended to ignore.

He was never found, nor was any speck of physical evidence, no foot- or finger-print, not the least trace of any human being, other than those of the living family. Pastor Lewis struggled on at the chapel for some weeks before breaking down in both body and mind, and, for all anyone knew, in spirit.

Norman and Belinda moved, though not far away, to a bland box of a house, which was quite new and so held no past or memories. Not that the absence eased them or applied any balm to their hearts.

But Wallace and Fern began to eat again and to grow, to have colour in their cheeks and flesh on their bones. Solange had done with them, playthings and decoys as they had been.
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