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PART ONE - Summer


1

The house was frightening – all the more terrifying because it had not seemed so during the viewing; nor in the frequent visits prior to today. Not even five minutes ago. Just now. Suddenly.

Leah Strike shivered in the warm summer sunshine and felt her skin prickle beneath the cotton dress she was wearing. Goose pimples triggered off a shudder, and for one awful fleeting moment she experienced an urge to turn and flee. Anywhere. Then, with an effort, she got herself under control.

The feeling had not gone away. It was still lurking in the dark recesses of her mind, but it was uneasiness now rather than terror. A kind of inexplicable revulsion.

She thought she was going to be sick, then that she would faint. She sat down on the low brick wall, leaning forward until the sensation passed. But when it did, she was still left with a nagging sense of foreboding, almost afraid to look again at the house across the street.

Tall and fair-haired, she could have been attractive but for her stubborn resistance to the use of cosmetics. At thirty-five, there were lines on her face that could have been camouflaged, and a visit to the hairdresser’s would have put some life into the long strands that straggled about her neckline. Even a smile would have helped, but she rarely smiled because life had become drudgery, a boring routine of cooking, cleaning and washing for a husband and three children. The dutiful but meaningless role in a humdrum existence had left its mark upon her.

She squinted in the bright afternoon sunlight and forced herself to look across at the house again. It was partly hidden behind the tall removal van parked outside. Number Thirteen, it had to be unlucky – she had not thought of it until now. She shivered once more. It was a typical south London terraced house, no different from the fifty or so others which lined both sides of the road; the same as those in the next street and the one adjoining that. Soundly but unimaginatively built prior to the war to meet the demand of a population explosion, they had cost £750 in 1935, £125,000 in 1989. Identical boxes, they had no room for extensions except the addition of bow windows, stone cladding and anything else which might put their owners one up over their neighbours in their own estimation. Outside, they each had a pocket handkerchief of a garden, a shrub outside the front door. Claustrophobic, drab; it depended upon your expectations of life, she thought. It was basically somewhere to live. Property values were escalating so she kept telling herself that it was a good investment and in a year or two they would be moving on. John had assured her of that. In the meantime, she had to convince herself that it was trendy.

The house in Chiswick had been much the same only more modern; cramped, but light and airy. At least she had looked out on a playground with its untidy grass and strewn litter. Unsightly but not creepy.

Leah would have been happy to have stayed there for another year or two but that had not been possible. They had had no choice but to move once the bank promoted John; the promotion was costly when they weighed the mortgage repayments here against the increase in salary. John had said they must look to the future, and maybe he even believed it himself. Being an accountant at a larger branch was a status symbol. Or, at least, he pretended it was because nobody else would even notice; London banks were big and impersonal, not like provincial ones where you could establish a reputation on the golf course or in the country club. And the bank had not even given him the day off to move house; that responsibility had been left to Leah. So she passed the buck to the removers and let them get on with it. If anything was in the wrong place then John would have to move it later, and serve him damned well right, she thought.

She felt better now, eased herself off the wall and stood up. The house didn’t look anything more than just dull; nothing wrong that a coat of paint wouldn’t put right. It had all been in her mind, she decided, with the stress, the upheaval and a kind of wanting to reject this new home. She ought to go inside and see what the children were up to.

Sarah was moving things around in her new bedroom, a determined expression on her freckled face. She was mature for her thirteen years, had bought her first bra a fortnight ago and was proud of it. Leah noticed that her daughter had put on some mascara, and some lipstick that was a shade too dark and made her look precocious. But she wasn’t going to start that row all over again, not now, anyway. John had said she could wear make-up because most of the girls at school did and it was wrong to try and make your own child different. Leah considered girls grew up too fast these days and looked older than they really were. Which was why a lot of them got into trouble. She experienced a feeling of guilt, one which she had not been able to rid herself of and never would. Because she had got pregnant out of wedlock, and one day she would have to tell her own daughter. And it was no good blaming John; it took two to make a baby.

‘You okay, Sarah?’ Leah sounded tired, strained, as if she was saying something for the sake of it.

‘I’m fine, Mother.’

‘Where are the boys?’

‘Probably in the garden.’

God, the garden was a like a tip. Leah stood looking at it through the open French window. Twenty metres by ten, at a guess; one would have thought that the previous owners could have taken the trouble to keep it tidy. Sam was playing football amidst the debris and weeds, kicking that new plastic ball which he had bought out of his pocket money. It bounced back off the rickety fence and the nine-year-old drove it back hard, rattling a panel of so-called peep-proof. Little Ben gurgled his delight and ran after the ball, but Sam beat him to it and whacked it against the dilapidated shed. Ben screeched his frustration.

‘Sam!’ Leah’s shout sounded shrill, almost hysterical.

‘What, Mum?’ Sam picked up the ball and held it clear of his younger brother’s outstretched hands.

‘Let Ben play as well, Sam.’

‘I am.’

‘No you’re not. You’re making sure he doesn’t get the ball.’

Ben screamed his rage, jumped and fell over, then began to cry.

‘You’d better come inside, both of you.’ Oh, Christ, they were going to start squabbling again. Maybe it would have been better to have left them out here after all. ‘The men have nearly finished. I’ll start getting some tea.’

‘I’m not hungry, Mum.’

Leah sighed. Any excuse not to stop playing. ‘There’s a fish and chip shop in the next street. Maybe we’ll have chips for tea.’

‘Oooh, yes!’ Sam’s mood changed. ‘I’ll have fishcakes, please, Mum.’

‘All right, in about twenty minutes.’ Even Ben had stopped crying after she’d taken the easy way out. ‘Now go and get cleaned up, Sam, you’re filthy. And I’m going to give Ben a wash, too. Then we’ll see about chips.’

And if John wanted any when he came home he could fetch his own.

Ben’s enthusiasm for chips ended after the first half-dozen or so when he threw one across the table at Sam.

‘Stop it, Ben!’ Leah tried not to shout and resisted the urge to slap the three-year-old when he deliberately dropped the next two on to the floor. He was overtired but probably wouldn’t sleep in his new surroundings, and would end up in bed between John and herself. And would probably wet the bed into the bargain. ‘Ben, why don’t you play with your Lego?’

‘Don’t want to.’ Which was just as well because Leah could not remember in which carton she had packed it.

‘All right, you can get down. And no fighting. Do you hear that, Sam?’

The boys were getting on her nerves. Since school finished a week ago they had done nothing but quarrel and fight. Sam should have known better, he was becoming a bully.

‘Okay, Mum.’

‘Any fighting and it’s straight up to bed, both of you. D’you hear?’

They nodded, but she knew it wouldn’t make any difference. Sending them up to bed was not the solution because they would continue their quarrelling upstairs.

Sarah was still in her bedroom, probably sticking posters of pop groups all over the walls with Blu-tack. And anything would be an improvement on the existing interior decorations, Leah decided. The Graftons must have lived like pigs; they had obviously been quite happy to let the place fall into a state of disrepair all around them. Which was why John had been able to knock the estate agents down a thousand. She was glad she had never met the previous occupants of Number Thirteen.

The boys were back outside playing football, and for once Sam seemed quite happy to allow Ben to kick the ball. Apart from their ages the two might have been mistaken for identical twins. Both had John’s olive skin and dark curly hair, even the makings of his strong lithe physique. Handsome like their father, and doubtless they would pull the girls just like he did, she reflected wryly.

She heard a vehicle in the street outside and went to the window. A bright red Suzuki four-wheel drive, gleaming with its latest coat of turtle wax, scintillated in the late evening sun as the driver expertly reversed into a small space, edged it to within an inch of the green Golf parked behind, and switched off the engine. John was home.

‘Hi.’ John Strike stood surveying the row of unpacked tea chests and cartons in the hall. ‘Everything go all right?’

‘I suppose so.’ She sensed a criticism because the containers had not been emptied and their contents put away. ‘I wouldn’t know, because you supervised our last move.’

‘It’s bound to be chaotic for a day or two.’ He looked around for somewhere to deposit the waxed Barbour jacket which hung limply on his arm, and draped it over one of the boxes. ‘God, the traffic! That’s the first and last time I go to work in the jeep. I wouldn’t have done today except that I’d’ve had to go all the way over to Chiswick this evening to fetch it. What’s to eat?’

‘Fish and chips,’ she answered, ‘and they’re ready and waiting for you at the shop in the next street.’

Outside in the garden, Sam and Ben were just beginning another quarrel.

* * *

Thankfully the children were all asleep. Leah had checked on them one last time before she and John turned in. Sarah’s room resembled a record shop, posters of The Police and Michael Jackson hiding the frayed and grubby wallpaper. Sam had begun putting up his soccer stars, mostly centre spreads torn from football magazines. Tomorrow Leah would have to find something to paste up for Ben so that he did not feel deprived. She gently closed the door of the small end bedroom and tiptoed away.

John was already in bed, sitting up reading a copy of Today, immersed in his favourite feature article about some man who had made a million from nothing, a fellow who kept a jeep parked outside his house, polished it every weekend and went to the office in a thornproof jacket, rain or shine. And wore green wellies in winter. And if you hadn’t made your first million and just worked in a bank you did exactly the same. He was like a bloody child with his fantasies.

She pretended not to notice his erection as she pulled back the duvet, slid in beside him and turned to face the other way. Surely this was one night on which she might be spared!

She tensed as his slender fingertips began to stroke her buttocks, easing up her nylon nightdress. She experienced the same feeling of guilt that she had had earlier, because Sarah was growing up and soon she would have to warn her not to do what she had done – and that made her a hypocrite.

In a way it was worse with the light off. She was lying on the back seat of John’s old Cortina thirteen years ago. She had not lost her virginity until after her twenty-first birthday, and even then it had scared her to hell. All right, she was old-fashioned, everybody slept around these days. Except her. She had only let John because all the girls were after him, and if she wouldn’t there were plenty who would. Strangely, she had enjoyed that first time and had been almost willing the second.

She’d insisted he used a condom every time but, all the same, periods were a relief, a nightmare if they were a couple of days late. It had taken her two months to become really passionate and make it to an orgasm. She’d got an engagement ring off him and provisionally fixed a wedding date six months hence. And then disaster had struck.

It was just like tonight, in the dark with John desperate to push into her. God, she had been a damn fool letting him have it without a Durex. His glib tongue had worked on her soft warm lower regions until she would have agreed to anything, and then he had convinced her that as her period had only finished a couple of days ago it would be safe without a condom.

She had moaned as his naked hardness slid right into her and started to thrust. No, John, please! Oh, yes. I want you to. She hadn’t had any choice. She’d been writhing and pushing at him as he started to orgasm. Just like tonight.

And she had known right away that she was going to be pregnant, lying there in the darkness with his sperm warm inside her, convincing herself that she could feel a baby moving in her womb. At least that couldn’t happen tonight, she thought thankfully.

That was when she heard Ben start to scream. In one panic-stricken moment she uncoupled and groped for the light pull. Smoothing her nightdress down, she ran for the door, with the warm wet patch seeming to scald her fingers. And then her guilt was replaced by fear, that same gut-wrenching terror that had almost made her faint out in the street a few hours ago. The scream started to rise in her throat.

Ben was out on the landing, standing there in his sweat-creased red and white Arsenal pyjamas, his eyes closed as if he was still asleep, his features a ghastly greyish colour that might herald a sudden bilious attack. But his black curly hair should have been lying flat, damp with fevered sweat. Instead it stood upright, stiff and straight, like a blighted cornfield.

She was already reaching out for him when John caught her arm and pulled her back. ‘Don’t touch him!’ His voice was tinged with fear, the fingers that clutched her shook uncontrollably.

She just stood there helplessly, seeing the child’s expression of rigid terror, the lips moving, mumbling; dribbling saliva. And then Ben’s eyes flickered open, and roved around but appeared not to see his parents. He screamed a second time, and that was when Leah grabbed him and pulled him to her.

‘He’s had a nightmare,’ John muttered.

‘What is it, my darling?’ Leah picked the boy up and cradled him to her as he began to cry. ‘Tell Mummy what the matter is.’

Ben’s expression was vacant, puzzled. He was afraid but unable to explain the reason for his fear. Babbling incoherently, he pointed back towards the open door of his bedroom, struggling in case they tried to return him to his bed.

‘He’d better sleep with us.’ Leah began to carry her son into their own bedroom. She heard her husband check the child’s room, then come back.

‘Well, there’s nothing in there.’ There was no mistaking the relief in his voice.

‘Why, did you expect there to be?’ Leah snapped as she laid Ben in the middle of the bed and began to smooth his hair back into place. There was a vestige of colour returning to his cheeks and he had stopped crying.

‘No, of course not.’ John’s tone lacked conviction. ‘I just thought that … well, something very ordinary can frighten a child in the dark. It’s the strange surroundings that are responsible; they’ve given him a nightmare and made him sleepwalk. Maybe we ought to get some sleeping mixture from the doctor tomorrow. Nothing to worry about, it happens to kids.’

Leah put the light out and held Ben close against her until she heard his breathing steady and become rhythmic. They should have had him in their bed in the first place, she thought. It would have spared the child and her an unnecessary trauma.

She was aware that she was lying on a damp patch, but to have moved might have awoken Ben again.
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It was a long time before Leah drifted into an uneasy sleep, in a cramped position on the edge of the bed with Ben’s tiny fingers clutching her nightdress into a ball. And then she was awake again.

Her immediate realization was one of acute bodily discomfort. Not just the stiffness brought on by her posture; a burning desire to go to the toilet. A glance at the bedside radio alarm clock showed her that it was just after three o’clock. There was no way she would be able to hold out until it was time to get up.

Gently she loosened Ben’s grip and eased herself out of bed. There was no need to switch on the light; she groped her way out on to the landing, then had to pause to remember where the bathroom was situated. The floorboards creaked beneath her bare feet. On her way back to the bedroom, she noticed a light shining beneath the door of Sarah’s room.

Her surprise turned to apprehension; perhaps Sarah was poorly. Or else Ben’s screams had alarmed her. Leah glanced at Sam’s door and was relieved to see that his room was in darkness. She moved towards the lighted door and stood listening. Silence, except for a roaring in her own ears. She grasped the handle, depressed it slowly and pushed the door open a few centimetres.

Sarah was lying in bed amidst a rumple of sheets and blankets, the result of a fevered tossing and turning, perhaps. Eyes closed, her features pallid, she certainly did not look well. Leah stepped inside and moved towards the bed, hand outstretched as her maternal instinct prompted her to feel at her daughter’s forehead, anticipating an unnatural warmth that indicated a high temperature. A bout of summer flu, possibly, or a bilious attack.

Sarah’s eyes opened wide in an expression of fear, and she cringed back into the pillow. Then she gasped her relief aloud as she recognized her mother.

‘Sarah … are you all right?’

‘Yes, Mother.’ The eyes roved round the room. ‘I’m fine, thanks.’

‘You don’t look it.’

‘I’m okay!’ She was irritated, churlish, now.

‘Then why have you got your light on?’

‘I … I couldn’t sleep. I’ve been reading. Fell asleep.’ A lie, Leah realized; Sarah had never been a good liar.

Leah looked around, there was no sign of a book or a magazine. ‘All right, go back to sleep. I’ll put the light out for you.’

‘No!’ the girl shrieked, coming up into a sitting position, and there was no mistaking the sheer terror in those wide blue eyes.

‘Whatever’s the matter?’ Leah seated herself on the edge of the bed, guiltily crossing her hands over that small patch of dampness on her negligee. ‘You’re frightened and upset, love. Come on, you can tell me.’

‘I’m all right.’ She hesitated, and then, ‘What’s the matter with Ben?’

‘He had a nightmare. Sleepwalked. I suppose he’s disturbed by his new surroundings … like you are!’

‘I’m not!’

Oh, God, teenage pride and stubbornness didn’t help. ‘Then you won’t mind if I put the light off?’

‘No … please!’

Leah took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. Strewth, there wasn’t room for any more in the parental bed! Maybe she could sleep with Sarah; it would be a bit of a squash, but no worse than having Ben in between John and herself. But the suggestion would be rejected, there was no doubt about that. ‘All right, leave your light on, then. Call me if you want me.’

Leah let herself out, leaving the door ajar behind her. And as she crossed the landing that fleeting terror which she had experienced earlier threatened to return; an inexplicable childish fear of things that lurked in the darkness and might leap out at her at any second. But it had passed by the time she squeezed herself back into bed alongside Ben’s sleeping form.

And she understood why Sarah had been afraid.

 

John Strike caught the tube at Balham underground. The carriages were packed with early-morning workers. He carried his Barbour over his arm, realizing he should have left it at home because the weathermen were forecasting the heatwave would continue until the weekend at least. It was a kind of uniform, a hallmark, of those trying to create an image of rural life in the metropolis – and it spread like some contagious disease. A man standing in the aisle was even wearing his coat, his face shiny with sweat, a folded copy of the Financial Times clutched in the same hand that gripped the safety rail. It was a game that everybody was playing.

John alighted at Tottenham Court Road and walked the rest of the way to the bank. The traffic was at a standstill. There was an ambulance caught up in the jam, its blue lights flashing. Coming or going? He wondered. A traffic accident or a heart attack? Life or death was a common occurrence in the city, you just minded your own business like everybody else because it was none of your concern.

He still felt heady over his promotion to accountant in the large branch. It was an admin job – a staff of forty-two did all the running about, he just took the responsibility for their balls-ups – with a rostrum to work at, an elevated lookout post, in fact. His authorized signature verified everything that everybody placed in his in tray. If everything went okay, that was fine; if it didn’t, he got his arse kicked. He was a paid whipping boy, the managers stooge.

Mostly the staff were girls in their mid to late twenties, working for pin money to buy things for themselves whilst their husbands paid the mortgage. It was a cushy job until they either got tired of the daily routine or else became pregnant. The men had more at stake: promotion if they played their cards right and their faces fitted. The late entrants, the ex-university ones, were the worst, John decided. Too bloody clever by half for their own good, brilliant when it came to theories and systems, but give them a mundane routine task to do and they took the rest of the day to cock it up.

Periodically his glance strayed towards the door of the manager’s office. He was relieved to find it still closed. Kenton was a nasty bastard and the staff were scared of him. A small, thickset, balding man, he had a permanent supercilious leer on his face as if to say, I’m the manager, I’m God, and don’t you forget it. He was sarcastic, and if anyone crossed him he got them moved and demoted. Power, that was his thing in life. He created a sense of unease even when he was shut in his room granting overdrafts to customers.

John found his gaze straying to the number three cashier on the counter. She had short dark hair, a shapely figure and a split skirt that rode up and revealed an area of bare thigh every time she bent over to take money out of her reserve till drawer. Her nameplate stated that she was Ruth Ford and she wore a wedding ring. Which didn’t mean a lot these days. He found himself watching her idly, and it was some time before he realized that she had given him an erection.

And going home on the tube that evening his thoughts strayed to her again.

 

Leah had a headache, one of those that began with a nagging ache behind the eyes and became progressively worse as the day wore on. She prayed it wouldn’t turn into a migraine. She had not had one for over a year now. Tiredness, that was the cause, without a doubt, after a sleepless night and all that fuss with the children. Well, you had to get the first night in a new house over; it was over now, and that was that.

She had spent the morning unpacking the boxes in the hallway, finding a place to put everything. Doubtless it would all have to be moved again, but at least she had got it out of the way. The empty cartons were in the skip outside, along with a lot of other rubbish. She thought a skip was a bit unnecessary, a special refuse collection could have been arranged easily enough. But John had insisted on ordering a skip; he had almost made an issue of it. Well, if he wanted one that badly she wasn’t going to involve herself in a heated row over it.

She came to the conclusion, somewhat reluctantly, that the house could be made really nice. At some stage, definitely not during the Graftons’ time, extensive alterations had been made to the interior. Two front rooms had been knocked into one, and the kitchen had been extended to incorporate a dining area. There were patio doors that once probably looked out on a neatly planted rear garden with a lawn and rose bushes. The framework was all there; it could be restored with a few coats of paint, and a weekend in the garden, which John would put down to grass, naturally. Somewhere for Sam and Ben to play football and scuff the turf bare. A place to fight and quarrel.

Sam had already made friends with the boy two houses away and had gone round there to play. With any luck he would stay to tea. Ben was upstairs sleeping off his disturbed night, and Sarah was up in her room finishing a painting which she had begun weeks ago: a watercolour of their former house in Chiswick. Was it nostalgia, Leah wondered, or maybe even homesickness? Anyway, for Leah it was a period of unprecedented peace and quiet during the summer holidays, and it might not occur again.

She was tempted to go up to the bedroom and lie down for an hour. Maybe she would, but first she ought to wash up the breakfast things and prepare a meal for this evening. John certainly would not appreciate a second successive visit to the chippie. A salad, a pizza out of the freezer, she decided. Something nice and refreshing, and easy. But first the dishes.

As she ran the taps and squirted washing-up liquid into the water, she wondered why whoever had altered the kitchen had not moved the sink beneath the window. It seemed the obvious and easiest course, certainly more pleasant for the housewife lumbered with the irksome daily task of washing crockery. Admittedly, one only looked out on to the fence, but that was preferable to staring at a blank emulsioned wall. She could put a bird table out there and watch the sparse population of city birds feeding during the winter months; anything to break the monotony.

She tried not to think about last night but it was inevitable. Not Ben. Nor Sarah. Just nightmares brought on by childish fears. John dominated her thoughts. God, he disgusted her at times. She wondered if all men were like that; she didn’t know because she had never been with anybody else. Not seriously, anyway. All he wanted was sex and more sex. She only let him have his way because if she didn’t he would get it somewhere else, she had no doubt about that. Sometimes she wondered if he did anyway. It wouldn’t be the first time. She screwed with him for the children’s sake, convincing herself she was some kind of martyr. Marital sex to promote family harmony. But there were limits, Jesus Christ, there were!

She would never forget that occasion when he bought a Polaroid camera. He said it was to take snaps of the kids with, and, fair enough, he had done just that. In the beginning.

Sarah was eight at the time, so that was five years ago. They were on holiday in North Wales, staying in a rented cottage, and the relaxed atmosphere even made Leah feel like sex. The kids were asleep in bed and she and John were engaged in a lengthy session. Strewth, she had even taken the initiative and kissed him where he liked being kissed most of all, so she had really been turned on. But that rare moment of passion came to an abrupt end when her husband reached under the bed and produced his Polaroid already loaded for action.

She was aghast. He wanted her to lie there with her legs lewdly spread and let him take a close-up picture inside her thighs. Not only that, he asked her to hold her lower lips open for him! And, to make matters worse, he presumed that the idea would excite her: I’ll snap yours and you snap mine – like dirty little schoolkids playing with one another behind the coal bunker during break time. Leah flatly refused and pulled the sheets right up to hide her body, and that ruined the rest of the holiday.

So now he just took her when the urge was upon him, which was most nights. And when he didn’t, she would worry in case he was getting a bit on the side. She sighed. When the children were grown up she would probably leave him. Right now it was a reassuring thought. She began washing plates and stacking them in the rack on the draining board.

Suddenly she stiffened and felt her breathing quicken, her pulses speed up. The instant hot flush turned icy cold and goose pimpled her skin. Her vision swam so that the scratched and faded paintwork of the wall above the sink misted.

She clutched the edge of the working surface. She had to hold on to it or she would have fallen. Her dry mouth wanted to scream but her vocal chords refused to function. Inexplicable escalating terror froze her.

Somebody was watching her.

She knew the feeling but it had never been as strong, as frightening, as this. It was like when she used to sunbathe on the lawn at home in her mid-teens, clad in only a bikini, and she knew darned well that Mr Moore next door was lustfully spying on her, peeping through the privet hedge. Only this was a thousand times worse.

Somebody was out there in the garden watching her. Moving her head barely an inch, she strained her eyes until they hurt. Her vision was distorted because sweat was running into them and stinging her. The mass of debris and weeds was not enough to hide anybody; unless they were skulking in the shed. No, they couldn’t be there because it was locked. The lock was rusted; John said he would have to force it and fit a new one.

Where, then?

Don’t move, don’t let them know that you know, she told herself. She was shaking and her legs felt as if they would buckle under her and throw her to the floor. A plate slid in the rack, clinked against another, tilted at a precarious angle, and threatened to domino the rest.

Her body was taut, so tight it might split open. She felt an urge to flee straight back through the hall and out into the street, slam the door behind her and leave the children at the mercy of …

I can’t remain like this forever, she thought. But I don’t want to see.

If whoever it was wasn’t out in the garden, then they had to be … in here. Because there wasn’t anywhere else.

She heard a movement, a kind of shuffling noise like somebody sliding a bare foot along the tiled floor of the kitchen. She was incapable of movement. Holding on to the unit top for dear life, taking a deep breath, she knew that the hidden watcher was directly behind her. Less than a metre away. Any second a hand might stretch out, touch her.

She could hear the intruder breathing, snuffling breaths through nostrils clogged with mucus. Another slithering step. He must be right behind her now. Bracing herself, she tried to force a scream through constricted lungs. And then the plates fell, clattering and crashing, tumbling out of the rack and sliding, avalanching on to the floor. Shattering and smashing, they broke the spell that had held her rigid and helpless.

Leah got her scream out at last, a piercing shriek as she turned and crunched a shard of crockery beneath a sandalled foot. Slipping, almost falling, she threw up a hand to protect herself.

And that started Ben screaming, too. Standing there, wearing just the bottom half of his Arsenal pyjamas which he had wet during his daytime sleep, he began yelling hysterically, eyes wide with shock and fear.

Amidst the debris of a smashed dinner service, mother and son clung to each other, sobbing uncontrollably as stark terror subsided into blessed relief. Shaking as they embraced, they murmured incoherent reassurances until finally Leah carried her son back upstairs and lay down on the bed alongside him.

But she still trembled because she knew it had been something more than just Ben standing there behind her in the kitchen. Somebody else had been watching her. Just as they had yesterday afternoon when she stood across the road watching the house. They had been out there on the darkened landing last night, too. And in Sarah’s room.

Somebody or something sinister.
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John Strike was tense behind the wheel of the Morris Minor. He slowed to 25 mph and changed down to second. Nervousness that bordered on fear made him sweat profusely. Watching the narrow one-track road ahead of him, he kept to the near side so that the overhanging foliage of the high straggling hedge brushed the side of the car. Hawthorn branches whipped the windscreen as though trying to urge him on, angry with his slow speed.

He had always had a lurking terror of side roads; no vision, miles of narrow bends, no warning of approaching vehicles. Already he had had to back up for a tractor and trailer, reversing a couple of hundred metres until he came to a gateway, wheels spinning in the soft grass. But tractors were only a nuisance, they travelled slowly. With a car coming at speed in the opposite direction, he would have no chance. There was loose gravel everywhere, the remnants of frost grit spread by locals from the intermittent piles dumped by the council in winter. If he braked hard he would skid. With luck it would be no more than a crunched wing, a time-wasting nuisance, with each driver paying for his own damage because neither wanted to lose his no-claims bonus.

This was one facet of rural life which lost its appeal, he’d found. Living out in the sticks sounded idyllic until you experienced the drawbacks. Clumps of nettles and cow parsley grew densely on the high banks, narrowing the highway still further.

He was going somewhere; he could not remember where, only that he wanted to emerge from these dangerous side roads on to the main road; to join speeding cars and heavy goods vehicles, nose to bumper. At least the dangers were there to be seen. Danger lurked everywhere, but you lived with it, with everyday hazards. Oh, God Almighty, how much further?

The surface was breaking up. There were deep potholes filled with water from that heavy shower this morning. The old bull-nosed Morris bumped its way over them, the chassis creaking its protests. Down to 15 mph now, the car was trying to straddle a miniature ravine in the tarmac, the off side wheels sliding down into it and sending up a spray of muddy rainwater.

John’s mouth was dry and he felt a headache coming on. His shirt clung damply to his body and he felt slightly sick. Jesus, this stretch of so-called road had to come out somewhere before long … unless he came to a dead end and had to travel all the way back again. To where? Just concentrate on your driving, he told himself.

And then he saw the car coming towards him. In a split second that became an eternity, every detail clearly burned on his tortured brain as though with a smouldering branding iron: a light blue Ford Escort, ravaged by rust, with only half a front number plate remaining and hanging at an angle; a silly green sticker on the windscreen revealing the driver’s name – Mick; a doll swinging crazily in the rear window like a hanged murderer kicking his last; a face staring at him through the glass, with brown hair and boyish features that were contorting into an expression of horror and disbelief. The driver mouthed his terror in mute exhortations and curses. Fucking hell!

John was braking, slewing. Gravel pinged on the bodywork like a hail of enemy machine gun bullets. Ploughing into the bank sideways on, the seatbelt contracted on his chest like a sledgehammer blow; pinioned, trapped, he waited for the impact. And waited.

Metal buckling, glass showering, all was opaqueness. Then he was able to see. Staring, he waited for his numbed brain to comprehend. Waited until he was able to scream.

The other driver had not been wearing a safety belt, or he would not have been thrown forward. The front of the Escort had disintegrated. The rusty metalwork was compressed against the buckled near side of the Morris, its windscreen entangled with the framework of John’s car so that the youth’s head protruded through a jagged hole and hung there inside the Morris.

John stared into the terrified blood-washed features only a metre away; the other driver was not even struggling, suspended by a jagged piece of glass embedded firmly in his neck. His throat was gashed, pumping blood with force; drowning the screams. He was dying.

Blood sprayed, a crimson fountain that bathed John Strike and saturated his sweaty shirt. He screamed, struggled to free himself of his belt, and tried to depress the release catch with slippery fingers. The ragged glass was cutting into the youth’s neck, guillotining him with the weight of the hanging body, slicing through flesh, grating on bone.

And then John Strike was free, panicking as he struggled to force the door open. It was embedded in the soft earth; there was just a gap which he might be able to squeeze through. He tore his clothes, but didn’t care. His trousers caught on the window winder and ripped. Blood was washing over him all the time.

Falling clear, he crawled away, aware for the first time that both engines were still running, with a steady tickover. The fuel might ignite, explode. Run, he thought, you can’t do anything to help him.

Kneeling there in the road, he saw the youth’s eyes fixed on him, as if pleading, Don’t leave me, you bastard!

John wrenched his gaze away and almost vomited. He knew the youth was done for, beyond help. All the same, he had to get help, an ambulance to remove the corpse … Suddenly he stopped and began examining his own body. Oh, God, I must be hurt!

There was blood all over him; his shirt and torn trousers were soaked and it was drying on his skin in the warm sunshine. He looked for wounds but it was impossible to find any in this mess, trying to tell himself that the blood had all come from that poor sod in the Escort, and half believing it. He had bruises everywhere; they would come out later. Stumbling away, he was still conscious of the steady drip-drip of blood in the crushed cars.

Dazed, not knowing where to go, he just followed the narrow lane, bend after bend. The high hedges made it impossible to see any landmarks. Surely there were farms around, he thought. There weren’t, just gateways and empty fields. Breathless, he had to stop and rest. There was no hurry, he told himself. That fellow would be dead by now. Scared, he listened in case a vehicle came hurtling round one of the bends; there was nowhere to get out of its path.

His watch was gone and there was no way of telling the time. The sun was high in the sky. It had been like that for hours, just as if time had stopped. Stumbling along, he fought against the urge to lie down and sleep. Exhausted, he fell once and had difficulty in getting back on to his feet. He had lost all sense of direction, but if he kept going he would reach somewhere.

Some time later, hours, it seemed like days, weeks, he rounded yet another bend and recoiled in horror at the scene which greeted him. Shying away from it, he covered his eyes with his hands in an attempt to shut it out, but even then he saw it in his twisted and tortured mind.

The heap of mangled metal was barely recognizable as the remnants of a Morris Minor and a Ford Escort. Scrap. The engines had cut out, perhaps because they had used up all the fuel. Everything was just as he had left it. No, not quite.

The broken windscreen had cut right through the youth’s neck and his head had fallen inside the Morris, rolled like a ball, and somehow found its way out through the partly open door, then come to rest on the road. Upright, it was like a roadman standing up in a deep hole he had dug and looking out. Eyes wide and staring, it accused him: You abandoned me, you bastard, and left me to die!

The blood had dried and it was difficult at a glance to tell it from the rust. There was a smell which he did not recognize but knew was the stench of death. John stood there, aware of the total silence, a kind of finality about it. He’s dead, and you’re not going anywhere.

There was no escape. Whichever way he walked, however far, this road would bring him back here. It was just him and that decapitated bloody corpse. He moved back and sat down on the bank.

Later, much later, he heard the drone of an approaching vehicle. Comprehension was difficult. He thought at first it might be the buzzing in his ears, or a bee hunting pollen amidst the dense cow parsley. No, it was a car all right, coming this way. Louder by the second, full revs and not slowing on the bends, it was gathering speed all the time.

Hope turned to stark terror and had him trying to climb the high bank. The grass was wet and his feet slipped. Sliding back, he twisted his ankle. Lying on the frost-ravaged tarmac, he dragged himself along, a wounded crab stranded on a beach and trying to reach the receding tide. Cursing because the wrecked cars blocked his progress and there was no way past them, he beat at them with his blood-encrusted fists so that they reverberated. Sobbing his frustration, he was forced to look at that severed head again. It had turned round and was watching him with its wide dead eyes, mocking him. There’s no escape. Like before!

The oncoming car was deafening now, just one bend away. Bracing himself, he screamed.

And he was still screaming when Leah shook him awake.

‘Wake up!’ There was alarm in her tone. ‘Are you all right, John?’

‘Uh?’ He was aware of the darkened room, his wife’s voice.

‘You’ve had a nightmare.’ She was whispering, afraid that perhaps it was too late and the children had already been woken up.

No, he knew it was too real for a dream. Smoothing his hands over his naked body, he found it slippery with sweat. Or blood. His mouth was dry. There was a sour taste on his palate and a smell that lingered in his nostrils. The stench of death; he thought he could even detect the odour of scorched tyres. He was trying to get everything together but it would not come, because there was no escape whichever way you went. You always arrived back at the accident.

Leah tugged the light pull and the blinding glare made him cover his eyes. No, I don’t want to look!

She nearly said, You’re as bad as the kids, but checked herself just in time. He’d had a bad one, there was no doubt about that, and he wasn’t out of it yet.

‘What happened?’ she asked.

‘I …’ He stopped. God, he didn’t want to think about it, couldn’t go through it all again. ‘Nothing really,’ he said lamely.

‘Shall I go and make a cup of tea?’

‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘Just put the light out.’

Back in darkness, neither of them talked. He could feel Leah trembling with him. Hell, it was as bad now as it had been in the dream. It was a dream, it had to be, or he would not be here in his own bed now. He felt his body, just to be sure. It was aching; maybe there were bruises. His head was the worst, with his temples pounding. There were some aspirins downstairs, he remembered.

He waited for Leah’s breathing to become heavy and regular; he did not want any more questions. Sliding out of bed, he was aware how his legs shook.

Just a bad dream, he told himself, like the ones he used to get as a kid when he was sickening for something. Only much worse. He wondered what had brought it on. He’d never had a Morris Minor, and the only time he had driven around narrow lanes was when they had holidayed in Devon and Cornwall, and spent half the time sitting in a traffic jam because a coach was blocking the route. But it didn’t have to happen in a country lane: you could have a head-on anywhere!

Oh, God!

You’re getting paranoid, he thought. No, just logical. A main road, speeding traffic, a lorry coming towards you overtaking and misjudging. Or a wet road, that same lorry jackknifing.

Stop it!

Five thousand a year killed on the roads – the luck of the draw. You didn’t have to go far; he had read somewhere that statistics proved the majority of fatal accidents occurred on short journeys.

Out on the landing, he closed the bedroom door behind him and leaned up against the wall. He felt faint. Maybe he would give up driving and sell the jeep, he thought. They didn’t really need it except to stand outside in the road as a status symbol. They could go on holiday by coach.

The luck of the draw again. That news feature on the television last week came back to him with frightening clarity in the darkness of the landing. A coach carrying fifty-four passengers … a tanker careering across the central reservation of the M6 … a head-on … seventeen killed, twenty-four injured.

He almost screamed again.

The feeling of faintness receded. He walked unsteadily towards the top of the stairs, then stopped again.

There was a light showing beneath Sarah’s bedroom door. She was either reading late or ill. He’d better check.

The girl’s eyes opened the moment he looked into the room, fixing him with a curious, half-frightened stare. She said in a low voice, ‘You don’t look well, Dad.’

‘A headache.’ He leaned up against the doorpost. ‘What are you doing with your light on at this hour?’

‘Mother said I could sleep with it on. Ask her if you don’t believe me.’ Stubborn defiance; she wasn’t going to put the light off.

‘All right.’ I’m not going to ask if you’ve had nightmares, he thought. I don’t want to know. He stepped back outside and closed the door.

The aspirins tasted as sour as his palate and his head throbbed viciously in the glare of the fluorescent light in the kitchen. He went back upstairs. Leah was asleep, thank God.

He could not shake off the dream. The details didn’t matter, a fellow he’d never seen before and didn’t give a shit about. People were killed on the roads every day, and as long as it wasn’t somebody you knew, it didn’t matter. Just statistics. But it could be you.

Lying there, still trembling, he was back behind the wheel; the jeep this time. He had a kind of compulsion to drive. He’d keep out of the narrow lanes and off the motorways. London, then; traffic lights on red, a triple line of cars easing forward on amber, surging on green. Somebody was jumping the lights. A police car, an ambulance, maybe a drunk or an armed raiders’ getaway car. No chance!

John jumped, the way people do when they fall down a flight of stairs in a dream. Except that he wasn’t dreaming, he was fully awake.

He licked his lips and felt how his breathing had become shallow; each breath was a conscious effort. Sleep was out of the question.

He tried to think of other things. That cashier at the bank, Ruth Ford. He couldn’t even make an erection now.

Maybe it was a premonition, a glimpse into the future. This is how you’re going to die, John Strike. Death was a certainty; you accepted the inevitable but hoped it wouldn’t be tomorrow, next week, next year, but in old age, senility, when you didn’t know anything about it, or if you did you wouldn’t care because there was nothing left for you in life.

Perhaps he was ill, mentally, and stress was bringing on a nervous breakdown. He did not really believe that because he had never let it get to him. Moving house, then. Whatever the reason, it put him back on the road. Now it was a suburban street, with cars parked on either side. He was driving slowly, down to 15 mph in case one of them suddenly pulled out in front of him, checking each to see if there was a driver behind the wheel. Too late!

There was a darting figure. He had not seen the ball bounce into the road in front of the boy. Standing on the brakes, the tyres squealing, he felt just a faint bump, and then a wheel went over something. Jumping out, he rushed to the lifeless bleeding form, treading on the red football cap that matched the blood in the road. Sobbing, he turned the boy’s body over. Seeing the face, recognizing it in spite of the disfiguration, he screamed hysterically.

Because it was Ben.

Afraid to sleep, John Strike was still awake when the first grey fingers of dawn slid into the bedroom.

And whatever it was that was the matter with him, he knew it was bad.
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The Cellar Wine Bar was crowded by five-thirty. Office workers were seeking a brief relaxation before returning home, managing directors were finishing a long luncheon meeting with customers, or a farewell drink with a colleague who would be moving on to another firm on Monday morning. Friday evenings were always busy, and there was an atmosphere of exuberance, almost sheer relief at having completed yet another week of routine stress.

John Strike was in no hurry to leave the bank. Most of the female staff had left half an hour before. Kenton was in his room with the door closed, a squat silhouette through the opaque glass, busily writing at his desk; it might have been notes on overdrafts to be typed up and filed away on Monday, or even personal letters. Nobody knew the workings of that inner sanctum except the manager himself, and nobody was really interested.

There was an atmosphere of tranquillity in the main office after the bustle of a busy day, with waste paper bins overflowing, ledgers untidily stacked on the shelves – the hallmark of a workforce eager to be gone from this humdrum place. They worked five days in order to enjoy two; there was nothing to be gained by lingering here. Unless they had a reason. Which John Strike had.

He busied himself sorting out his pending file of letters awaiting replies and some diary cards for next week. Killing time, he was trying to seem busy in case Kenton emerged from his office. The manager liked the staff to be away by five, not for their benefit but because they might book overtime if they worked later and that reduced the branch’s annual profits. An accountant was not eligible for overtime; it was considered beneath his status, and his salary was supposed to compensate for unsocial hours, anyway. Nevertheless, John needed a reason to be here after five if the boss queried it.

Five-fifteen. John shuffled the last of a pile of letters and placed them neatly in the wire basket, then capped his pen. It was less than ten minutes’ walk to the Cellar. He had timed it just right. One quick phone call; he watched the outline of the bank manager as he waited for the phone to ring at the other end. The bald head was bowed, the podgy hand still scribbled. There were a few moments of tension for John, a sense of guilt. But he was back under control when Leah answered.

‘Hi, love.’ He tried to sound a trifle piqued, the hard-done-by chief clerk who had had an inconvenience imposed upon him by the boss at the last moment. ‘Afraid I’ll be a bit late back tonight. Dinner with a customer.’ Lowering his voice, he prayed that Kenton would not decide to come out just at this moment. ‘Got it dropped on me, you know how it is.’

‘What time shall I expect you home?’ There was neither disappointment nor suspicion in her voice; it was just a routine question.

‘Can’t really say. Might be latish, midnight even. You can never gauge a business meeting. Don’t wait up for me.’

‘That’s fine.’

‘Everybody okay?’

‘Yes. Sam’s with those kids down the road. Sarah’s painting. Ben’s a bit restless, might be sickening for something. Nothing serious, I don’t expect.’

‘See you later, then.’ He dropped the phone back and had to check the urge to grab his Barbour and rush from the office. Everything had worked out; he had an alibi and a date. He was slightly nervous, but that was all part of it.

All kinds of fears plagued him on the short walk to the wine bar. Ruth might not be there; she might have had second thoughts and decided not to turn up. Or somebody from the office might be in there and see them together. Forget it, play it as it comes, he told himself. She’ll be there, and, anyway, hundreds of office workers have a drink together on a Friday before going home.

She was there, all right, sitting at a corner table, looking strikingly lovely in the dim light. He collected two glasses of house red from the bar and joined her.

The initial awkwardness was only to be expected on such a meeting between accountant and cashier. John wondered if his invitation to join him at the Cellar had been understood or naively misinterpreted. He’d had to play it cautiously, he was in a position of trust and authority. One brief chat when she brought some documents for him to sign, had been time enough in which to learn that Ruth’s husband was away on a company course for three weeks, weekends included. She had agreed readily enough to meet John after work, but he was still testing the water. He left it until they were on their second glass.

‘Fancy something to eat? There’s a good Indian not far from here.’

‘Suits me,’ she smiled, but even then he did not know for sure. ‘What time do you have to be home?’

‘When it suits me,’ he replied, and she laughed.

They were halfway through their meal, before she volunteered any information about her husband.

‘Keith’s a workaholic.’ There was bitterness, resentment in her tone now. ‘Married to his job and his company car. Away all week, then spends the weekends trying to catch up on a mountain of paperwork. The only time he breaks off is either to eat or to watch the football on telly. But I’ve got used to it over the years. Sometimes I go out with my friend Jenny, but really it’s a bore and a waste of time being married. I’ve thought of leaving him but I suppose I’m just too lazy. One day, perhaps.’

The signs were good. And he was not altogether surprised when she declined coffee at the table and suggested that they went back to her place and had some there.

Ruth’s house was similar to the Strikes’, only smaller – one room at the front, the dining room and kitchen combined at the back. But there was something more homely about it, John decided. Cosy, that was it. It wasn’t … eerie. A stark contrast to Number Thirteen. It was the first time he had been able to relax since moving house. And that awful nightmare and its subsequent phobia were almost forgotten. Almost but not quite.

Her lips were upturned to meet his when he leaned across the sofa to kiss her. He felt her body tremble slightly against his own and their tongues touched. She had not misunderstood him, after all.

‘Your wife will be worried about where you’ve got to.’ He wondered if she was calling time: a kiss and a cuddle, that’s all you’re getting, John Strike. Thanks for the evening, I’ve enjoyed it.

‘She’s not expecting me until I arrive,’ he laughed. He was not ready to discuss Leah yet. It was early days.

Ruth kissed him again and he knew then that everything was going to work out.

His heart beat wildly as he stroked a breast through her dress and she pressed herself up against him, crushed her lips on his and moaned softly as he began to unfasten her buttons. Then, suddenly, she freed herself and whispered, ‘We’d be more comfortable upstairs.’

The marital bedroom – a double bed with a duvet, a bow window, a chest of drawers that might have come from a second-hand furniture dealer’s. Again it was cosy; he wished that he could stay the night.

Ruth was in the bathroom. She was certainly taking her time, he thought. He undressed, folded his clothes on the bedside chair and slid under the duvet. This delay was disquieting; he had lost his arousal. Then he heard her bare feet padding swiftly across the landing.

She was wearing a long nightdress and seemed nervous now, checking that the curtains were closed. A moment of indecision, and then she slid into bed to join him, kissing him. He thought that she would have reached for the light pull had he not been pinioning her on the pillows.

She let him pull her nightdress up over her head and he feasted his gaze on beautiful small breasts, the pink nipples firmly erect. Throwing back the cover, he saw her lithe body with its flat stomach, her thighs pressed closely together deliberately obstructing his view of her lower regions.

‘I’m afraid I’m terribly inhibited,’ she whispered, her eyes closed. ‘It’s the way I was brought up.’

Her words had his erection back to full stretch. This was so much more erotic than some floosie flaunting herself at him, lewdly spreading her legs and inviting him to look. She was sexy in her own way and … loving. This realization came as a shock, one that both thrilled and worried him. Then he noticed the scar.

At first he thought it was the mark of an adolescent appendix operation, but it was too high, too long. He stared in curiosity until he heard her say, ‘I got that in a road accident when I was nineteen.’

His brain whirled, his vision misted. He felt himself tautening and became slightly faint. Oh, God, no!

‘I’m afraid it’s rather unsightly.’ Ruth was blushing, self-conscious. ‘Keith says it’s off-putting.’

‘No, it isn’t.’ He had to force the words, fighting to dispel that inexplicable phobia which was starting to stir like some frightening revolting serpent in the dark caverns of his mind. ‘I … I think it’s … rather erotic.’ Then he was kissing her neck, flicking at her nipples with his tongue, tracing a path downwards, leaving a trail of saliva glistening on the soft skin of her pulsing body. Circling her navel, he was going on downwards. And her thighs began to open in readiness for him.

Her dark pubic hair was closely trimmed so that the pink warm flesh amidst it stood out starkly, inviting him to kiss its softness. She shuddered and started to writhe, and he tasted her sweetness, smelled the fragrance of her body and knew that he could wait no longer.

The bed groaned beneath their coupled bodies and Ruth’s inhibitions were gone. Pushing at him, claiming him, encircling him with her long legs in case he might try to withdraw from her, she cried her pleasure aloud as her orgasm mounted, urging him on and on. And as they exploded into ecstasy he heard her whisper, ‘Oh, I love you, John.’

They lay embraced for some time afterwards, two people in a world where husbands and wives did not exist, kissing tenderly now that the fires of passion had died down to glowing embers.

‘I must get home.’ He was reaching for his clothes.

She was close to tears. ‘Do you have to go?’

‘Afraid so.’ He pulled his shirt over his head. ‘But I’ll be back.’

‘When?’

‘As soon as possible. One night next week, probably. See you at the office on Monday.’ He kissed her, went downstairs and let himself out into the street with cars parked on either side, the orange streetlights glinting on their metalwork. It might have been his street, the house he had left, Number Thirteen. Much of a muchness. But it wasn’t the same. People were different. And houses, too. He shivered, wishing for more reasons than one that he did not have to go home.

 

John Strike paused at the end of Schooner Street and hung back, a guilty child who had played truant all day and was afraid to return home and face the interrogation that was bound to ensue. Where have you been? What have you been doing all this time?

Infidelity was nothing new to him – one-night stands he had forgotten by the following morning. No strings attached, no involvements. He had thought tonight would be like that; it could be if he didn’t make another move. But he would, because a physical relationship had suddenly become much more. Oh, God, you’re tired, you don’t have to make a decision tonight, he told himself. Put it off, procrastinate. But it won’t go away.

Suddenly the warm summer night had chilled and he shrugged himself into his Barbour. It was as if the warmth and tranquillity ended here at the top of his own street, that Number Thirteen breathed cold hostility at him.

He walked down the opposite pavement with slow, dragging steps, counting the houses because it was too dark to read the numbers on the front doors. 7 … 9 … 11 … 13. Stopping, he cringed before it.

Windows that were dark eyeless sockets picked him out of the gloom, glowered malevolently at him. The doorway was a wide toothless mouth emitting fetid odours. He smelled them, recoiled from them. It was a house of brooding evil that spawned terrible nightmares.

Which, he knew, was too bloody silly for words. He gave a low laugh that came out like a whimper and began to cross the road. His legs felt weak; a thought crossed his mind that he might not make it. But he did. Standing in the porch, he fumbled for his keys. The Chubb for the lower security lock, the Yale to open the door. It creaked a kind of warning growl.

The feeling of guilt was strong now, like in his teenage days when he had stayed out late with a girl and his parents were lying listening for him. A flood of lights heralded their anger, the questions, the accusations. Where have you been till now? The pubs close at eleven. Once he had hidden his briefs deep in the dustbin in case his mother checked them for stains. The fear now was as it had been then. Only worse.

Maybe Leah was asleep. He did not need an excuse, he had made it hours ago. If you wanted promotion, a better standard of living, then you had to be prepared to work unsocial hours. He didn’t have to explain in detail, banking was veiled in secrecy. He almost kicked off his shoes and left them down in the hallway. But he didn’t because that was only pandering to his guilt.

Walking on the balls of his feet, he tested each stair in case it creaked. For the sake of the sleeping children. Realizing that he was still wearing his waxed jacket when he reached the landing, he stood there, listening to the beating of his own heart. He was so cold, his teeth were chattering like castanets.

It was as though time had stopped and he was suspended in a dark void. As if this house was waiting for something to happen.

The scream shattered the awful stillness. It came from nowhere and was everywhere, a piercing infantile shrieking that had him reeling back, clutching at his ears in a vain attempt to shut it out, a sound that embodied pain and terror. And somewhere in the darkness he heard a rush of bare feet.

Blinding light dazzled him, people seemed to be rushing in every direction. Leah pushed past him, ignoring him. Sarah, eyes wide with terror, was standing in the lighted doorway of her bedroom. Sam peeped round his door, frightened to come out and ready to slam it shut if necessary.

John was a helpless spectator, wanting to help but powerless to do so, terrified of what might have happened.

Leah was back on the landing, Ben in her arms. The child’s hair was wet, as though it had just been washed, his pyjamas a clinging wet suit where he had urinated in his terror. He was clutching his mother, crying.

‘So you’re back, creeping about in the middle of the night!’ There was both scorn and suspicion in Leah’s expression, then she dismissed her husband with obvious contempt. ‘Come on, my darling.’ She kissed Ben and carried him into the parental bedroom. ‘Tell Mummy what happened.’

John followed, pulling off his Barbour, dragging it along with him. Standing just inside the bedroom door, he watched his wife peel off Ben’s soaking trousers and pull him into bed with her. Maternal reassurance stemmed the tears, and Ben buried his face in her bosom. She was saying words that John did not catch; they would not have registered in his confused mind anyway.

He undressed, left his clothes where they fell and slunk into bed. Leah had her son, she did not need him. But he wished she would put the light out.

Ben was asleep in her arms. He watched her laying him gently in the bed between them, covering him.

‘He’s had another nightmare,’ she said. ‘Sleepwalked again. Or rather, sleepran. If I hadn’t dashed out the moment I heard him start to scream he would have gone headlong down the stairs. Right past you!’

John swallowed. ‘I wonder what’s bothering him.’

‘Whatever it is, he’s having some very nasty nightmares. I got this one out of him.’

‘Oh?’ I don’t want to hear, don’t tell me.

‘He dreamed that he got knocked down in the road. That you ran over him in the jeep!’
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Leah was relieved when it was Monday morning again. The weekend had been dreadful, claustrophobic and overpowering. Nothing specific, just the atmosphere that was partly due to the children’s obvious disturbance by the move to this depressing house. And John.

She tried to convince herself that he had been drinking heavily on Friday night. Certainly she had smelled alcohol on his breath, but she sensed a deeper reason. Another woman. It had happened before. She had closed her eyes to it and pretended that it had not happened. But this time it had affected him badly, from the way he tried to keep out of her way. His guilt created tension.

He had busied himself clearing the garden for most of Saturday, wheeling barrowloads of rubbish out to the skip at the front. He had certainly tidied up the small patch of land that backed on to the house and even started to make a border along the fence. Then he had gone down to the shops and returned with bunches of dried herbs which he had hung in the kitchen. She wasn’t impressed; the leaves would drop off and litter the working surfaces. The dead foliage would gather dust and provide a refuge for spiders and other loathsome insects. She wouldn’t use the herbs for culinary purposes, they were too much trouble. She already had a rack of powdered ones … But it was all part of this stupid image he was attempting to create, along with the Suzuki, that ridiculous waxed jacket and the green wellies under the stairs: a country squire living in South London. That was only one step up from the little boy who dressed up to play cowboys.

On Sunday they had slept late, and he had taken them to a restaurant for lunch, his one redeeming action of the weekend. She could not remember how they had passed the rest of the day; she thought John had been out polishing his jeep whilst she had gone upstairs for a lie down.

At least Ben had not had a recurrence of that ghastly nightmare. But she knew that it was preying on the child’s mind. He didn’t like going out of the front door and was scared of the road.

Now it was Monday again, thank God! John had got up early and was out of the house before eight, as if he was running away, eager to be gone before she could ply him with questions. Maybe later there would be a phone call to say that he had another evening engagement. Sorry, love, don’t wait up for me. I won’t, she thought, don’t worry. At least while you’re screwing her you’re not pestering me. That was one consolation.

She wondered about leaving him. She had considered it before, a couple of years ago. She could go to her parents, take the children with her. But ultimately she would be the loser, she would give up her home to some unknown woman.

‘What are we going to do today, Mum?’ Sam had finished his wheatflakes. Ben was busy spreading his over the drop-leaf Formica top of the breakfast bar.

‘Shopping,’ she replied.

‘Aw, Mum!’ – a groan of dismay that Ben imitated – ‘I want to go and play with Jeremy.’

‘Well, you can’t.’

‘Why not, Mum?’

‘Because I shall be away for a couple of hours and I’m not leaving you. Anyway, Jeremy’s mother must be getting sick and tired of you being round there all the time. He’ll have to come and play here one of these days.’ One more child to add to my overflowing cup of joy!

‘I’ve invited him but he won’t come.’

‘Why not?’ I’m not really interested, but tell me.

‘He doesn’t like this house.’

‘Oh!’ She felt the base of her spine begin to prickle. ‘That’s silly, I don’t expect he’s ever been inside it.’

‘He has. When Timothy Grafton lived here, they used to play together. Jeremy says that this house is spooky. He used to have bad dreams after he’d been here. Ask him if you don’t believe me.’

Leah steadied herself against the sink. Bad dreams. Nightmares. Like Ben. And John. And maybe that was Sarah’s problem, too, but she was keeping it to herself and sleeping with her light on.

‘Jeremy’s just being silly.’ She tried to sound indignant. ‘I suppose we’re not good enough for him. Did he say whether Timothy Grafton had nightmares, too?’ Oh, Christ, I shouldn’t have asked that.

‘Dunno. He didn’t say. Mum, do I have to go shopping?’

‘Yes, you do, Sam. And Ben and Sarah are coming as well. Now go and change out of those filthy jeans. There are some clean ones in your drawer.’

It was a relief to get out of the house, like waking up the day after a migraine and realizing that the pain was gone. Leah held Ben’s hand; he did not protest for once but insisted on walking on the side furthest from the kerb. Sam trailed behind sulkily. He was in one of his moods, determined to be as difficult as possible. Sarah was a yard or two in front. Leah noticed that she had put some lipstick on. In all probability she would spend her pocket money on make-up. But John had okayed it so there was nothing to be gained by making a scene.

It was hot again and it wasn’t eleven o’clock yet. Ben’s hand was sticky in hers. He was gripping her, pinching her skin. Poor kid! She went cold just thinking about his nightmare. But it would not become reality, she would see to that. She would not allow him to play in the street, as a lot of the children did.

They needed to cross the road to the big supermarket on the opposite side. The traffic was continuous and delivery vans were parked on both sides. Leah spied a pelican crossing ahead. A queue of shoppers was waiting for the lights to turn red to halt the speeding vehicles. They went red, then almost immediately back to green. Some of the people retreated as the vehicles eased forward threateningly. But she was not in any hurry. She glanced round and called to Sam to catch up with her. Sarah was already at the crossing.

Some youths were fooling about, using obscene language; she tried to close her ears to it and hoped that if Ben heard he would not understand. Sam was immediately behind her now, thank goodness, among the women with shopping trolleys. An old man, obviously a vagrant, rummaged in a litter bin and found a half-smoked cigarette, muttering to himself all the while. He should have been put in a home and looked after, Leah thought. He was filthy and smelled.

A bleeping. The traffic had stopped. The youths were running across the road, probably on a shoplifting expedition, she guessed. An elderly woman was hindering everybody’s progress. Leah held Ben’s hand tightly and checked on Sam again. Damn these lights, you didn’t stand an earthly of getting right across in time unless you ran.

Sarah was on the opposite pavement. Leah dragged Ben to safety with her and would have grabbed Sam if he had lingered. Engines were revving; tyres screeched as a driver let his clutch out too quickly.

Then came a sickening thud and squealing tyres. All around, people were screaming.

Then there was silence as they realized and backed off, staring in disbelief at a huddled bundle of bloodied rags that lay beneath the twisted bumper of a blue transit van. The driver was gripping the steering wheel, deathly white, trying to tell himself that it hadn’t happened. Or if it had, the vehicle in front was responsible.

Human ghouls clustered on the pavements on either side, huddling for safety, craning their necks in an attempt to obtain a better view. Dead; whoever it was could not possibly still be alive – a crushed skull, a mass of bone splinters and grey ooze streaked with crimson, flattened out of all recognition where the heavy wheel had gone over it.

The watchers glanced at one another, thinking, Somebody go and help him. Or her. But they shied away. An ambulance will come soon, they rationalized, it’s bound to. But they stayed and watched. The crowd was swelling. The youths were back, pushing roughly for a better viewpoint.

Leah’s vision blurred. Only the fact that she was hemmed in by others prevented her from falling. Her sticky hand slipped from Ben’s. She felt faint and almost threw up. A split second of oblivion and then she was conscious again, her sagging knees straightening as a terrible thought gave her the strength to move. A voice, her own, echoed words she had spoken a few nights ago, regurgitating them with awful clarity. He dreamed that you ran over him in the jeep.

Oh, my God, my baby!

Pushing, shoving people out of her way, she screamed as she ran forward into the road. All eyes were on her but she saw nothing except that mangled bloody heap and threw herself down beside it. Touching it, trying to piece the pulped human jigsaw together. Sobbing, oblivious of the unwashed odour that wafted up from the ribboned clothing, the strewn brains that adhered to her probing Angers like slimy frog-spawn. My baby, give me back my baby!

She heard Ben’s screams ringing in her ears and thanked God that the child still lived. It was impossible but true. Then a harsh resonant sound obliterated all else. Even she recognized it as an ambulance, and shouted incoherently for it to hurry. Save my baby whilst there’s still time!

Somebody had hold of her and was trying to pull her back. She kicked and fought, tore herself free. Seeing uniformed ambulancemen, she pointed, but could not get the words out.

‘Madam … perhaps somebody could look after the lady?’ Restrain her, hold her down if you have to, but keep her out of our bloody way.

‘My baby!’ Leah shrieked. She freed a hand and pointed at the crimson morass on the ground. ‘Are you mad? My baby’s dying. Save him.’

The two men exchanged glances. One muttered, ‘Maybe it’s her father. Or grandfather.’

The spectators were closer, a ring of curious faces all round. A death was exciting but this one had an added flavour. One of the youths said something, the others roared with laughter.

‘The police will be here in a second.’ The ambulance driver doubted whether they could hold this berserk woman for much longer. In any case, they had a job to do; shovels and a black plastic bag. It was that tramp, the one who hung around the High Street most days and slept in the underground. It had to be, it couldn’t be anybody else with garments as filthy as that. If only the crowd would fuck off, but they wouldn’t; they flocked around any road accident. Vultures in human form.

A crimson-streaked fog closed in on Leah. She fought against it, sure that if she passed out then Ben would die. These people were blind to the fact that he was miraculously still alive. She could hear him screaming her name. Oh, my poor darling! She made one final effort to escape from the hands that held her, kicking out, twisting her head round in an attempt to bite her captors.

‘Mummy!’ The cry was coherent now, just behind her.

And then Ben was there, his tear-stained features deathly pale, standing in front of her with outstretched arms.

Again she nearly blacked out. Her vision was cut off for a moment, then came back distorted, as if she were in a house of funny mirrors at the fairground. Ben, his head elongated, was widening, his legs long, then short, one grubby sock around his ankle. Running to her, he clutched at her, gripping one of her arms until the skin pinched tight and she gasped with pain. Burying his face against her body, he rubbed his black curly locks on her bosom so that she felt him, knew that it was no mirage sent to taunt her in her moment of grief and madness. Not understanding, she was just relieved. She did not even feel foolish when those holding her released her and she heard those yobs guffawing their sick mirth in the background.

‘There seems to have been some terrible mistake,’ she heard herself say as she knelt to examine her son and left streaks of old man’s brains on his clothing like snail tracks on a patio.

‘Mum, are you all right?’ It was Sam, confused and frightened. Sarah was holding his hand.

She nodded. ‘I’m all right. I thought …’ But she dared not put her thoughts into words. It had been a trick of the mind, a macabre hallucination, all because of Ben’s dream. But now she was back to reality, thankfully, and he was safe.

‘I think you should come to the hospital for a check-up, Madam.’ The taller of the two ambulancemen saw with relief that a police car had arrived. The traffic was building up. The jam of cars would stretch back to Streatham before this mess was finally shovelled into a sack.

‘No, I’m fine, thank you.’ She was not, but they made no attempt to bar her way back to the pavement, her three children holding on to her, fearful in case she might be taken from them.

And it had not even been her dream.

 

They were all back home, safe inside 13 Schooner Street. Leah could not recall the walk back, just that they were here in the kitchen and Sarah had made a pot of tea and given Ben a drink of orange juice. Sam was looking at the latest copy of Match but she could tell he wasn’t taking in its contents.

She refrained from asking Ben yet again if he was all right. He wasn’t, he was clearly shocked, but she had to stop reminding him of this morning’s happenings. The accident itself was bad enough, but for her to react that way in front of him must have been frighteningly disturbing. She realized it could leave its mark on him for the rest of his life.

Sarah had changed him, and those blood and brain-smeared clothes were in the washing machine. He was wearing the football kit that matched his pyjamas. She glanced at the clock on the electric cooker: three-thirty-five. They must have been home four hours at least. They couldn’t just sit here for the rest of the day.

‘I’ll make something to eat.’ She had to bring about an atmosphere of normality. ‘Or do you –’ No, we’re not going down to the chippie, she decided. We’re not going outside again. Ever. Now you are being bloody stupid.

‘Or do we what?’ Sam looked up.

‘Nothing. Who’s for beans on toast?’

‘I’m not hungry.’ A chorus, a familiar one when children were busy. But today they were just sitting around, reliving that accident on the pelican crossing.

‘All right,’ she sighed, straightening up in her chair. ‘You’re not hungry. And neither am I. But look at it this way, that man was a tramp, old and sick, no home, no family, probably eighty. He might have died in his sleep tonight. It’s not like … like somebody young getting killed, is it?’ Her words brought a tightening of her stomach muscles. She reached out to clasp Ben, to hold him close. He was still all right. Oh, please, God, don’t let this be a dream and I’ll wake up to find it really happened.

‘Why did you run to the old man, Mum?’ It was Sam who asked the question which had doubtless been bothering them all.

‘I just wanted to help.’ She winced inwardly at the lie, knowing she would not have gone near under normal circumstances. ‘Everybody else was standing back.’

‘That was very brave of you, Mum.’

Oh, Christ, that made her feel worse. ‘We have to try to forget it.’ She stood up, swaying slightly. ‘What we need is a good rest. Let’s take the lounger out into the back garden. Sarah, go and get a big towel out of the airing cupboard for you lot to lie on. Let’s do like we do at the seaside, sunbathe.’

‘I want to dig sandcastles.’ Ben spoke for the first time since they had arrived home.

‘All right.’ She smiled weakly. ‘Go and get your seaside spade. You can dig in that border that Daddy made at the weekend.’

And sod John if he didn’t like it!

 

The children were quiet but that was only to be expected. She hoped that their rest in the sunshine had helped. Sarah was back up in her room, Sam was pasting football stickers into his Panini book and Ben was sitting on a chair watching her prepare the evening meal. She could not expect John to fast even if everybody else seemed intent upon doing just that.

The potatoes were peeled and boiling. The steaks which she had taken out of the freezer earlier were thawed. She regarded them with a feeling of nausea. Bloody meat, just like that on the crossing. Shut up! Too much fat. John loathed fat. She had better cut some of it off before she grilled them. She could understand why so many people were turning vegetarian.

The sight of blood was sickening, any blood. She had always been squeamish over blood and could not bear to watch any of those Jonathan Miller programmes a few years back. She knew that if it had not been for that awful fear that it was her son lying there in front of the van she would surely have fainted. Subconsciously she had called upon her reserves and they had seen her through. The human mind was too complex even to try to understand.

A wooden block stood on the working surface, a polished triangular holder for six knives of varying sizes. She selected the largest, tested the blade with her thumb and grunted her annoyance. It was blunt. She scrabbled in a drawer until she found the old-fashioned wheel sharpener that had been her mother’s and began putting an edge on the blade. The grating sound made her grind her teeth; it was almost like running a thumbnail down the side of a bus. The blade was razor-sharp now.

She saw that mutilated corpse in her mind once more, and shuddered. Not Ben; that thought wasn’t worrying her because it had not been him and could not possibly have been because she had been holding his hand the whole time. The body itself did not disturb her unduly any more – a dropout she had never seen in her life before, a dirty old man; it would lessen the taxpayers’ burden, to be realistic.

The blood! She saw it as clearly now as she had then, thick and bright; a pool of it on the tarmac, splattered all over the front of the transit; oozing out of the crushed form, soaking through the filthy lice-ridden clothing. Leah smelled it, tasted it, like those sour iron tablets she’d had to take after Sarah was born. She tried to spit the taste out of her mouth.

‘Mummy, stop spitting!’

Shut up, you little bastard. ‘All right, Ben. I’m sorry.’

‘You said I’m not to spit, Mummy.’

‘That’s right.’ She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. But she could not get the sight of blood out of her closed eyes, the smell of it out of her nostrils, the taste of it out of her mouth.

‘What’s the matter, Mummy?’ He was becoming alarmed again.

‘Nothing, darling, I’m just tired.’ Forcing herself to open her eyes, she picked up a steak. ‘Now, you just watch how Mummy cuts the nasty greasy fat off.’

‘That’s blood!’ He leaned forward and pointed. ‘Just like –’

‘Yes, we know all about that.’ She wanted to slap him but that wouldn’t solve anything. ‘Now …’

‘Mummy?’

‘What?’

‘Do cows bleed when they’re killed?’

What stupid bloody questions children ask! ‘I expect so.’ You know damned well they do.

The knife was sharp, the blade passed effortlessly through the layer of fat. So easy. Her eyes flicked back to Ben. And then she was screaming hysterically for the second time that day.

Blood.

It jetted upwards, spraying a near-perfect figure-of-eight pattern on the ceiling. Horizontally across the wall, four separate rivulets travelled sluggishly downwards, tributaries which would merge on the Formica surface. Turning one way, then the other, she tried to plug the gash in her wrist with her thumb but only served to spray the blood in three directions at the same time; a human lawn sprinkler that left a fine crimson film on everything it touched.

To her horror, Ben’s shocked face was suddenly mottled red as if with an instant outbreak of measles. The freckled blood gave him a vampirish expression as it dripped from his open mouth when he shrieked his shock aloud.

Leah was screaming. Ben was screaming. Panicking, standing there, they were screaming at each other.

Sarah ran downstairs and stood in the kitchen doorway. She dropped the paintbrush she was holding. It bounced, rolled, and left a bright red trail across the tiled floor. Her mouth opened to join in the screaming but somehow she controlled herself. She had already witnessed death today; an everyday household accident did not warrant panic.

Suddenly mature for her thirteen years, she crossed to the sink unit and grabbed two tea towels to make a bandage and a tourniquet. She worked fast with fingers that shook, then pushed her mother down into the chair.

‘Here.’ She beckoned Sam, who had stood in the doorway throughout. ‘Come and help Mum to hold these in place. Tightly! That’s it. Now, keep them there whilst I go and phone for help.’

Leah groaned as she heard her daughter talking to somebody on the phone. Which service, please? Police, ambulance or fire?

Fire! Leah found herself sniffing the air but all she could smell was blood. Or she thought she could. But suddenly it did not matter; it was as if her blood phobia had been building up in a crescendo and now that she was bleeding it was out of her system. She almost laughed at her own unfunny joke. But right now it was the thought of fire that was bothering her most. Sarah was still talking but Leah was not listening.

She must insist that John fitted a smoke alarm, she decided. There had been one at the head of the stairs in their Chiswick house. She had taken it for granted, and had not even started when it was accidentally set off. A slice of toast burning in the toaster was enough to trigger off the sensitive mechanism.

She remembered that chimney fire they had had at home when she was small. She was about eight at the time, and had almost forgotten it until now. The fire had suddenly started to roar in the open range, and the chimney had sounded like an angry dragon. Her mother had pushed her out into the garden and phoned for the fire brigade. The ladders and hoses had been intriguing to a child. The men had climbed up on the roof, squirted foaming water down the chimney and filled the kitchen with hissing steam and sooty water. It had taken Mother the rest of the day to clean it up. An adventure at the time, she had written an essay about firemen in English at school the next week. But the episode had taken twenty-seven years to make its full impact upon her!

Smoke can kill! But smoke meant fire. Almost every day you heard of a fatal fire somewhere – children burned to death, trapped in an upstairs bedroom; a spark from a cigarette smouldering on a foam-filled sofa, then suddenly whoosh!

She would check that settee in the front room, just to be sure. Instinctively she made an effort to rise but Sam pushed her back, still clasping the tea towel bandage.

‘Are you all right, Mum?’

‘I’m fine.’ The cut wasn’t hurting, she just felt slightly faint. ‘Sam, I want you to do something for me.’

‘What, Mum?’

‘Just check upstairs to … to see that everything’s all right.’

A moment of puzzled silence, then, ‘Like what, Mum?’

‘I … I’m not sure. But just go and check, there’s a good boy.’

‘I can’t, I have to hold this.’

‘Then Ben can go.’

‘I don’t want to, Mummy.’ His small hand found hers and squeezed it tightly, pleading, I don’t want to leave you, Mummy.

Just then Sarah came back into the room. ‘They’re sending an ambulance, Mum. As soon as possible.’

‘But I can’t leave you three.’

‘We’ll be all right.’

Leah sensed her panic returning. There was a definite stench – not of blood now, that was gone – of scorching, like a garment that had been hung to dry in front of an electric fire. ‘Sarah, is something burning?’

‘I can’t smell anything.’

‘Go and look. Please!’

Leah listened to her daughter’s footsteps, through into the front room, back down the hall, clattering upstairs.

Doors were opened and closed. Across the landing, down the stairs.

‘No, Mum, there’s nothing burning.’

‘Good.’ Leah failed to hide her relief, aware that she was damp with sweat.

And then she heard the ambulance drawing up outside.
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Ruth Ford was fast losing her inhibitions. And, John told himself with no small amount of smugness, it was due entirely to him.

She was eager for sex now, even though it was only their third date. Tonight they had gone to another wine bar – there was always the risk of bank staff turning up in the Cellar – three tube stops and a five-minute walk away. She pulled him to a stop within fifty metres of their destination and her lips were already moving in on his in a passionate kiss that had heads turning. He tried to disengage tactfully.

‘I needed that,’ she whispered. ‘I couldn’t wait till later.’

Later was back at her flat. As he undressed, John wondered what was going to happen when Keith returned to the roost. He decided to meet that problem when it arose. He also told himself that he ought not to be too late home tonight. Because of what had happened to the family yesterday, they were still pretty shaken. Leah had had four stitches in her wrist, he had spent the evening cleaning up the kitchen, and Ben had slept in their bed again. He had bought Sarah a small battery-powered night light, a step towards encouraging her to go back to sleeping in the dark. At least Sam wasn’t bothered by all these phobias that they were developing. And he himself had not thought about road accidents for the last couple of days.

He lay on the bed, naked and aroused, waiting for Ruth to return from the bathroom. In spite of her eagerness she would be wearing her nightdress and she would not remove it until they were in bed. He heard her footsteps hurrying across the landing.

‘Sorry to have kept you.’ She made sure that the curtains were closed and made for the bed.

‘Hey,’ he laughed. ‘I want to see you naked.’

‘You already have.’ She blushed as his outstretched arm prevented her from throwing back the duvet and sliding beneath it.

‘Yes, in the glow of the streetlamps,’ he answered. ‘I want to see you properly!’

She pursed her lips. ‘Next time.’

‘No, now!’

‘You won’t like my body.’

‘I think it’s gorgeous.’

‘Oh, all right, then.’ With some reluctance she peeled off her nightdress, dropped it on to the floor and stood there coyly, embarrassed. ‘I feel like a stripper,’ she giggled.

‘You are.’ He noted how her hands were crossed over her pubes in a kind of human fig leaf, the way she tried to hide her bottom from him. Then he let her slide into bed.

Her lips were warm. Their tongues touched, then she was more than willing for him to kiss his way down her slender figure.

‘I want you to kiss me now.’ He knelt up, half expecting a promise of ‘next time’, but instead she pulled him towards her and now it was his turn to moan his delight aloud. If she had never done it before then she was making a damned good job of her first attempt!

It was just nine-thirty by the radio alarm clock on the bedside table when they uncoupled. She held him tightly, not wanting him to go even though they were both spent.

‘I told you I wanted to be home early tonight.’ He tried to keep the irritation out of his voice. ‘As I said, we’ve had problems at home.’

‘I know.’ She sounded genuinely sympathetic. ‘But there’s something I have to tell you, John.’

He was relieved that the semi-darkness of the bedroom hid his surprised expression. She couldn’t be pregnant because he had had a vasectomy. What then?

‘I love you, John.’

Strangely, he wasn’t shocked. He nearly replied, ‘And I love you, too, Ruth’, but that would keep. They had moved fast in three dates. All the same, it was disconcerting. He had not yet thought seriously in terms of a steady relationship.

‘I’m going to have to tell Keith when he comes home,’ she whispered, and his heart missed a beat.

‘We’d better do some talking.’ He dressed more hurriedly than usual. ‘Wednesday night, we’ll go for a meal at Joe Allen’s.’

‘All right.’ She slid off the bed, stood up and embraced him. As their lips crushed together her fingers explored him, found him. Clearly, she could have made it again even if he couldn’t, and suddenly an office affair had taken on a different complexion. Complications were looming on the horizon.

It was as he emerged from Balham underground station that he felt a sharp twinge in his chest. Not painful but uncomfortable. It lasted for maybe three seconds and then it was gone. He slowed his pace, experiencing a sense of unease. He’d read about chest pains and thought they would never happen to him. Of course, it could be a strain, muscular. He had done a fair amount of physical work tidying up the garden. It must be that, he had convinced himself before he turned into Schooner Street and dismissed the matter from his mind.

Again he was apprehensive as he let himself into the house. He half expected Ben to come rushing across the landing, screaming. But the boy was safe in the marital bed, nestled up to his mother. Sam’s room was in darkness but a light shone from beneath Sarah’s door. John thought it seemed too bright for that glowing night light but he wasn’t going to check now.

Leah was asleep, or else she was feigning slumber. He did not mind which. It excused him from having to account for his movements tonight. Lying wasn’t easy when you were tired, you risked a slip-up. He was grateful that his wife had turned in early.

He undressed as quietly as possible and left his clothes on a chair. He felt guilt at his nakedness because he had been unfaithful to his wife; she would lie against his tainted body. But Ben was a barrier in between them, and John was grateful to the child for that much.

He still was not sure whether Leah was asleep. It didn’t really matter. He stretched out, feeling mentally and physically tired, but suddenly it was impossible to relax. His thoughts hopped from Ruth to Leah, back to Ruth. He thought he might get an erection and then his chest twinged again.

The feeling was sharper this time, a pain, vicious. It lasted for maybe three or four seconds. It was frightening in the darkness of night when he was struggling with his conscience.

A warning, the forerunner of a heart attack? Sweat beaded on his body and he thought about going downstairs and making a drink of tea – or even something stronger. But that was not the solution.

He had read an article on heart problems fairly recently. The author claimed that they were hereditary. John’s sweat chilled. His own father had died of one, collapsed in the street. But he had been seventy-two. Age was not a determining factor, though – what about that fellow at training college? John could not recall his name but the young man, no more than twenty-three, had gone home seemingly fit on the Friday afternoon and was dead by Saturday morning, cremated on the Thursday. John’s sweat was icy now and he shivered.

But his pain was, in all probability, muscular. The pectoral muscle could be pulled without him knowing it, lifting a heavy file at the office, as he was doing daily. Just a slightly different stance, maybe a sudden jerk, when he was concentrating too hard to feel it go. Yes, chest pains could be caused by any one of fifty or so reasons. Like …

Lung cancer!

His mouth was dry and there was a sour taste on his palate, as there used to be in the days when he smoked – heavily, fifty a day. He had cut it down to twenty after that first bout of bronchitis, then ten after the second, and given up altogether last Easter. He’d sweated it out through Lent and never touched a cigarette again. It was supposed to take three years to get nicotine out of your system, he remembered. How long did it take cancer to develop? Oh, Jesus Christ!

Henley, the chief cashier at John’s first branch, had died of lung cancer less than a year after he retired. John could see him now, stocky, bald, chain-smoking on the counter against all regulations, but Henley had been an institution, a law unto himself, and even the manager had dodged the issue. The old feller had stopped at the newsagent’s every morning on his way to the office; a standing order – the Guardian, twenty cigarettes and an ounce of strong pipe tobacco. He had smoked all day long, alternating between pipe and cigarette, creating a fug of thick smoke in the bank. Passive smoking they called it today. That could have sown the seeds of John’s own cancer.

He remembered going to visit Henley in a hospice three days before he passed away; wasted to a skeleton, a ghastly parchment colour, coughing continually, spitting pink-streaked phlegm into a bowl which he scarcely had the strength to hold. Please, God, I don’t want to linger like that, he thought. Rather a thrombosis, here one minute, gone the next.

Or a head-on car crash.

He writhed inwardly. It wasn’t just dying that scared him, it was the manner in which he died. He imagined himself behind the wheel of the Suzuki, travelling a road of tortuous bends, double white lines all the way. He kept well over to the left. There was traffic behind him, nothing in front. Until that oncoming car overtook a van which had been holding it up for the last half-mile.

Wrenching the steering wheel hard over to the left, he attempted to get out of the way, but there was nowhere to go. Only a high bank like that one in … Christ, this wasn’t even a bloody nightmare! Bracing himself for the impact, he sat up, mouthing curses, half anticipating another stabbing pain in his chest.

Then it was all over, leaving him shaking and frightened. He had to go downstairs, not for tea or Scotch, simply because if he stayed here it would happen again. And again.

Sarah definitely had her light on. It was far too bright for the night light, but who could blame the poor kid? The kitchen fluorescent flickered and took its time coming on. He must remember to pick up a new starter switch tomorrow. Mundane things like that helped to make life bearable.

He sat in a chair at the table, still naked, staring at the wall and seeing a spot of Leah’s dried blood which he had missed. That had not been a dream but stark, awful reality.

Tensing and wondering if his chest might explode with the next spasm of pain, he waited for it to happen. Like Chinese water torture.

 

Leah had not been asleep when she heard her husband arrive home. He was earlier than the last time; perhaps he had had a row with his new girlfriend, whoever she was. Wishful thinking, she told herself. There would always be another woman. She pretended to be asleep, partly for Ben’s sake. She did not want to wake the child, fearing what it might trigger off. Neither did she want to go through a rigmarole of lies, asking John where he had been and who with, pretending to believe his contrived answers. Because it was all totally pointless.

John was restless, threshing about. Serve him bloody well right! She did not move even when he sat bolt upright. Her only worry was that Ben might wake up. The boy stirred, moaned in his sleep, and slept on. Now John was out of bed. She followed his footsteps with her ears, thinking that he might be going to the bathroom, but was surprised when he went downstairs. She sighed her relief when he did not return immediately. Their marriage had nose-dived and she almost wished they could end it here and now. Not just because of his infidelity, though that was bad enough. It was the little things that got on her nerves, like those dried herbs hanging up in the kitchen, the way he tried to create an image to keep up with neighbours he didn’t even know.

She was listening to Ben’s rhythmic breathing when she first heard a scuffling noise directly above her. It sounded like something running over the ceiling, a huge spider with a bloated body and repulsive legs. Ugh! If it had not been for Ben she would have put the light on. Listening, she heard her own heartbeat becoming faster and faster. Then the noise came again, and she knew instantly what it was. Mice in the attic!

Of course, there would be mice up there; there might even be rats! On the day after they moved in she had fetched the stepladder and peeped through the trapdoor out of curiosity, wondering if there might be a useful storage space up there. She had dropped the hatch cover back into place almost immediately. Her torch beam had revealed an area of sheer filth, dust and cobwebs, and there were wires running all over the place. Cowboy wiring, a cheap job carried out by the Graftons or maybe even the owners before them. Dangerous. And small rodents had a fixation with electric wires, chewing through the casing … She began sniffing to see if she could smell smoke. Not yet.

Don’t worry, she told herself, it has probably been like that for a decade or more. Like the slagheap at Aberfan, threatening to avalanche for years; but one day it did. Living with danger, you hoped it wouldn’t happen. But one day, or night, it might.

The scurrying had stopped, to be replaced by another sound which she could not work out at first, a kind of rustling and crunching like cornflakes being crushed. Gnawing!

Leah felt her stomach contracting into a ball and experienced an acute desire to urinate. Nature’s way of lightening the body in preparation for flight, she thought. Her arm encircled Ben, ready to sweep him up and run with him. She’d tell the other two to follow, hammer on their bedroom doors on her way and check to make sure that they followed downstairs, fleeing before a serpent of thick black pungent smoke that squirmed after them. Then through the hall, out into the street and across to the opposite pavement, to stand there, sweating and trembling, watching the flames licking at the windows, the glass cracking in the heat.

She realized that she had not given a thought to John.

The rodent gnawing continued. They must be pretty well through the covering on the wires by now, and she wondered if there was any way to stop them, such as standing up on the bed and banging on the ceiling. It was too high to reach. Use something, a coat hanger, she told herself. No, it wouldn’t do any good. The mice would only stop temporarily, then continue their ravenous feast after the human occupants were asleep. The only way was to kill the verminous creatures, put some poison or traps up through the square hole over the landing. But it might already be too late; exposed wires could start a blaze any time.

She knew she was not going to be able to sleep. She dared not. She would lie awake trying to scent the first wisp of smoke that infiltrated the bedroom. She had forgotten to speak to John about fitting a smoke alarm; that accident, spurting her own blood all over the kitchen, had taken it right out of her mind. She thought about going downstairs and telling him right now. Except that she had no wish to converse with him. What the devil had he gone down for? Was something wrong?

She had to go to the loo, the pain in her bladder was excruciating.

Carefully she extricated her arm from beneath Ben and slid across to the other side of the bed. Was it safe to leave him? She still could not smell anything burning, and she would only be a minute.

On her way back to the bedroom she decided to check on the other two. She could hear Sam snoring; he was all right. She eased Sarah’s door open, blinking at the unexpected brightness of the electric light. The girl was awake, sitting up in bed; not reading, just staring straight ahead of her.

‘Sarah, what’s the matter?’

‘Nothing, Mother.’

‘Why aren’t you using your night light?’

‘I don’t like it. It isn’t bright enough.’

‘You’ll never get to sleep in this bright light!’

‘Don’t’ Sarah’s shriek halted Leah’s hand within an inch of the light switch. ‘Please!’

‘You’re frightened, aren’t you, darling?’ Leah moved into the room and seated herself on the edge of the bed.

Sarah nodded, close to tears. Gone was the rebelliousness, the stubbornness, leaving just a very frightened little girl. ‘I can’t bear being in the dark, Mother.’

‘You’ve slept in the dark all your life.’

‘Yes, but not here!’

‘I know how you feel.’ Leah’s hand found her daughter’s and squeezed it with a reassurance which she did not feel; body language, a lie. ‘It’s a cold, unfriendly house, but perhaps we can alter that once we’ve redecorated and –’

‘Nothing will change this place!’ Sarah’s words came in a frightened rush. ‘It’s as if ... as if there’s somebody watching you all the time!’

Leah’s spine started to tingle. She felt eyes on her at this very moment, hostile invisible orbs that watched her every movement.

‘Can’t we leave, Mother?’ The plea incorporated the desperation of a child on the brink of sheer terror. ‘I’ll never be able to sleep in this house, I know.’

‘I’ll speak to Daddy about it.’

‘When?’

‘Tomorrow. I promise.’

‘You won’t be able to because he’s gone to work before we’re up and he doesn’t come home until we’re in bed.’

Children were perceptive, Leah reflected, hoping that Sarah would not pursue John’s absences from home any further. She would lie through her teeth to protect the children from that.

‘Daddy went downstairs,’ Sarah went on after a pause. ‘Almost an hour ago, and he hasn’t come back up. Can’t you go and speak to him now about moving. Please.’

‘All right.’ Leah stood up. ‘In the meantime, do me a favour …’

‘What, Mother?’

‘Oh, it doesn’t matter. Forget it.’ Keep sniffing the air in case you smell smoke, she wanted to say. They had thought she was mad when she had sent her upstairs for that very reason that afternoon. The children were scared enough as it was without alarming them further. ‘I’ll go and talk to Daddy now.’

John was sitting at the kitchen table just staring in front of him, naked. It would have seemed hilarious at any other time, in any other kitchen. But here, in Number Thirteen, Schooner Street, it was starkly terrifying.

‘John?’

He looked round but did not even register surprise at seeing her. He did not speak.

‘John, what the hell’s going on?’

She read guilt in his eyes but she had not come down here to discuss his infidelities.

‘I couldn’t sleep,’ he replied weakly and dropped his gaze.

‘Like the rest of us in this household.’ Her tone was sharp, accusing. After all, he had insisted on buying this property. But, to be fair, there had not seemed to be anything wrong with it then. Not until they moved in. ‘John, I think there’s something wrong with this house.’

‘Like what?’ He sounded tired, uninterested.

‘As if it’s … haunted!’

‘You’re crazy.’ His attempt to sound incredulous failed. His eyes flicked round the kitchen as if he expected to see something lurking in a corner. But fluorescent lighting threw no shadows to hide anything.

‘No, and I think you’re as scared as we all are.’ She sat down opposite him at the table. ‘Crazy, awful nightmares – I’ve had ’em, Ben’s had ’em, Sarah has, too, but she’s trying to hide them. And I know damned well you have, and don’t try to deny it. You’re as white as a sheet and scared to hell. Want to tell me about it?’

‘I’ve had pains in my chest.’

He might be seeking sympathy now that the chips are down, she thought.

‘Then go and see the doctor.’ She wasn’t going to pander to him or let him off lightly. ‘I’ve just come down to say that we’ve all had enough, we can’t take any more.’

‘So?’

‘We want to leave. Sell up. Find another house. Is that an unreasonable request in view of all that’s happened?’

It’s impossible!’

‘Why?’

‘Because we’re mortgaged up to the hilt with the bank and we’d never get our price.’ Despair was evident in his expression. She knew that he was telling the truth and her hopes plummeted.

‘The bank wouldn’t have granted a rip-off mortgage. They check everything out.’

‘I know, but we’d never get a buyer. We’re stuck with this place.’

‘Not in London.’

‘Anywhere. We got it because … nobody else would buy it!’

‘Oh, God!’ She buried her face in her hands. ‘But at least we could try!’

‘Kenton will have a fit.’

‘Sod Kenton, he doesn’t have to live here. At least put it on the market, John, and see what happens.’

‘All right.’ He nodded. ‘If you insist. But I didn’t realize, not until it was too late … no estate agent in London drops the asking price because you crib about a bit of shabbiness. He couldn’t believe his luck when I said we’d buy if he dropped a grand. I ought to have twigged. But what is wrong except a feeling that we didn’t get until it was too late? It seems that others sensed it right away, or it wouldn’t have stayed unsold. On the face of it we got a bargain, an investment. But it’s a bloody liability if we can’t get rid of it.’

‘But you promise you’ll try?’

‘Yes.’ He scraped his chair back and stood up. ‘I’ll give it a go.’

‘Because we’ve all suffered,’ she reminded him.

A sudden disturbing thought crossed her mind. They had all had some kind of terrifying experience, except Sam. So far.

And that was very worrying.
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‘I think you should see the doctor.’ Leah had risen before her husband, been downstairs and made some tea. She set a steaming mug down on the bedside table alongside a beaker of fresh orange juice for Ben when he awoke.

‘I’ll be all right,’ John groaned, closing his eyes. Jesus, his head was going to burst open at any second. He wished Leah would close the curtains and shut out that shaft of early morning sunlight. The events of last night came back to him, making him clutch at his chest in an attempt to locate the source of that pain which had frightened him. Pressing down on the pectoral muscle, he was trying to make it hurt. He took a deep breath, then let it out slowly; testing his lungs, and trying not to think of oncoming vehicles on narrow roads. His forehead was damp with sweat; he had a migraine, and no wonder.

‘You won’t be all right.’ She sensed an advantage over him, a rare occurrence. ‘You look like death!’

Death.

‘I have to go into the office.’ Because of Ruth. ‘Damn it, I’ve only just started there, I can’t earn myself a reputation for going sick every five minutes.’ He recalled his early days when he had been junior clerk under another tyrannical manager. During his second week he had gone down with an attack of flu, the kind that put you to bed for a week. That bastard Dillon kept ringing, not to enquire after his health but to urge him to get back to his desk. As a result, he had gone back too soon and had a relapse on the third day. No sympathy; instead, a warning that if he persistently took time off it would jeopardize his future. And Kenton was the same breed. John groaned aloud. Give me ten minutes and I’ll be okay, he thought.

‘You are not going to the bank today!’ Leah was aware of a kind of sadistic satisfaction that he was too ill to argue; a sense of dismay, too, because the house was mortgaged to the bank and John would not be able to tell them today that he was putting it up for sale. ‘I shall ring the office at nine and tell them you’re ill. And that’s final.’

He did not reply because he knew that his resistance would be feeble. All he wanted to do was to sleep. And pray God I don’t get any more bad dreams.

He had no idea how long he had slept. The curtains were drawn and the sunlight did not hurt him quite so badly when he squinted through slitted eyelids. The sheet beneath him was damp where he had sweated, so he edged on to a dry patch. Ben had gone and there was no sign of Leah. She had probably taken the children out somewhere in case their shouting and squabbling disturbed him, he decided. Like the driver in a car crash getting back behind the wheel the next day; no, don’t think of road accidents! But they all had to go out again some time. In fact, they had recovered remarkably well from their trauma.

John found himself thinking of Ruth but not in a physical way; he wasn’t in the mood to become aroused. Hell, he had let their affair get out of control. When a bit on the side fell in love with you, you were in big trouble! Ending their relationship too abruptly might blow it all up in his face. She might phone Leah, or come round to the house. And if she told her husband, Keith, he might do just that. Christ, it was difficult. There were other ways – a gentle cooling-off process, making her get tired of him. But there wasn’t time; she might already have phoned her Keith to confess all. It was easy for her. She didn’t have much to lose.

The bank would take a dim view of an affair between an accountant and a cashier, and transfer both parties to separate branches. That certainly would damage John’s career; they would probably demote him, post him to the relief staff. And the jungle telegraph would tap out its warning – watch this fellow, he’s likely to screw your female staff! It didn’t really matter about girl cashiers. Turnover was rapid, and they were expendable, anyway.

His head still ached but not the way it had, more of a dull throbbing behind the eyes than the expanding and contracting of cranium bone that threatened to crack open.

He had a lot of thinking to do. He would have to put the house on the market, as Leah insisted, but he had the gut feeling nobody would buy it. All right, it was spooky, but only if you let it get to you, as they had. There had been a string of unfortunate coincidences, that was all. And his chest wasn’t hurting any more. Take a middle course, he told himself, put Number Thirteen up for sale, and when there were no takers the Strikes would carry on living here.

Downstairs, somebody was starting to scream.

 

Leah breathed a sigh of relief, if only a temporary one. John wasn’t going anywhere, neither to the bank nor to his mistress. If he had a woman on the side. He was overworking, that was his trouble. The A-type personality, as the media termed it; an ageing whizz kid trying to burn the candle at both ends – what they called a yuppie.

The children were eating their breakfast in the kitchen. So far everything seemed more normal than it had since they moved in here. Ben was spooning his wheat flakes into his mouth with rare relish, probably because he had not eaten yesterday. Sarah was munching muesli, trying to convince Sam that he should eat more healthily. That was the current trend, wholefood purveyors concentrating on the kids to sell their products, TV ads designed to convert the gullible. Sam wasn’t impressed. But for God’s sake, Leah thought, don’t start an argument over it!

‘Children.’ Leah exaggerated her whisper. ‘I want you to play quietly today because Daddy’s poorly and he needs his sleep.’

‘What’s the matter with him?’ The inevitable question from Sam.

‘He’s … been working too hard, been at the office very late recently.’

‘Oh!’ At least the boys believed her; she wasn’t sure about Sarah.

‘Would you like to go out somewhere?’ Leah asked half-heartedly. I hope not because I wouldn’t. Not after yesterday.

‘No, thanks.’ Sarah’s reply was positive, curt. ‘I’ve got things to do.’

‘No.’ Ben sprayed half-chewed flakes across the table. He might have been emulating his sister’s reply. Or else remembering yesterday.

‘Nor me,’ Sam added, and did not give a reason.

‘Very well, but you mustn’t make a noise. Sam, you can go and play with Jeremy and take Ben with you.’

‘You said I was spending too much time there, Mum. And, anyway, Jeremy doesn’t like Ben – says he’s too babyish.’

You can’t bloody win! ‘If you two get quarrelling and fighting I’ll wring your … I’ll give you a good hiding.’ It sounded trite, a feeble threat. ‘Sarah, I shall have to pop down to the shops later. I’m leaving you in charge, and you’re to see that these two don’t play up and wake your father.’

‘All right.’ Sarah nodded without looking up. She would go up to her room, draw and paint, turn a deaf ear to her brothers’ behaviour. She always did.

Leah began collecting up the empty cereal bowls, put them in the sink and ran the tap. Sarah made for the stairs. Sam went out through the open patio doors. He would doubtless kick that semi-inflated football around the untidy garden for hours. She watched Ben out of the corner of her eye but he made no move to go outside. He was clearly in one of his clinging moods and would stick with her all morning. Maybe she could persuade him to come down to the corner shop with her. She had to buy a few things, enough to tide them over until they could face going down to the supermarket again.

Shortly after nine o’clock Leah telephoned the bank. A female voice answered; Leah left a message to the effect that John Strike was ill and would not be into work today. That would suffice; she had no wish to go into details.

She busied herself consciously, killing time. The soft ball thudded against the fence with annoying regularity but she could think of worse irritations. She gave Ben a colouring book and some soft crayons; he seemed to have an obsession with red. He did not talk and was subdued. Poor kid, today was going to be difficult for all of them.

She wondered about phoning the estate agents and decided against it. They would probably come up straightaway and insist on measuring up every room. It wasn’t fair on John. Was he ever fair to her? All the same, one more day wouldn’t make any difference. Would it?

Sam’s goal was a fence panel with cracked boards, the one leaning towards him a crouching goalkeeper. He had to put the ball wide of the keeper but in between the stanchions on either side. The football wasn’t bouncing back properly today. It needed blowing up. The foot pump was in the jeep outside, locked up, and Dad had the keys in his pocket. But he could not ask him for them just yet. Finally the ball was too soft to play with and Sam kicked it away in disgust, then wandered idly across to the far side of the small garden, the area that was still high with straggling, sun-browned weeds, like a miniature jungle.

And it was there that he saw the reptile.

Everything inside him froze instantly; a sudden constriction of his stomach threatened to throw up his wheat flakes. A swallow stuck, creating a blockage in his windpipe. Sweat was oozing out of his pores. Immobile, his eyes protruding in terror. He remembered in his fear a terrible, dimly lit place that glowed green with subtle luminosity where slimy, malevolent creatures stared through the plate glass walls of their prison cells and hated the human audience that goaded them in safety. A small boy tapped on the thick pane with his forefinger so that an evil snake spat at him, its venomous tongue flicking in and out. Others might have been specimens provided by a taxidermist, except that their eyes moved balefully. Repulsive toad-like things dragged their bellies across the floor of the artificial tropical setting. But worst of all were the alligators, especially the hatchlings, only twenty centimetres in length, that screeched and flung themselves at the steep concrete bank in an attempt to sink their sharp teeth into human flesh. But always they slipped back into the water, threshed their tails and tried again. And again.

Maddened, an obsession for revenge and a hunger for human meat fuelled their frenzy. Their mother, lying half-submerged in the far corner of the pool, seemed oblivious to it all, almost as though she had abandoned her hatch. People were laughing, leaning over the safety rail, teasing, taunting the reptiles. A dirt-smeared slice of limp bread was thrown. The occupants of the alligator house ignored it as it tossed in their waves and began to break up. Whistling, somebody reached across and tapped the concrete with a stick. And then one of the baby alligators, against all odds, made it to the top and clung precariously to the edge, its jaws gaping as it shrieked its anger at the watchers.

Sam Strike had been in the crowd that day, hanging back, tugging at Leah’s dress. ‘No, Mummy, I want to go!’

His terror and loathing were reaching a peak, his cries were hysterical. His fear was not just of the reptilian inhabitants of that stagnant water, but of all cold-blooded creatures. His phobia had begun when he entered the reptile house, eyes tightly shut so that he would not see, clutching Leah’s hand. Ben was asleep in a sling around her shoulders, Sarah was unmoved, even bored, yawning in the stifling atmosphere of a pseudo-Amazon. Frantic now, Sam was trying to free himself from maternal protection and run for the doorway behind with its neon exit sign.

‘Don’t be silly, Sam.’ Leah was tired but determined that the children should have their money’s worth; it had cost an extra two pounds to come in here. ‘They can’t hurt you, they can’t get at you.’

That one can!

Sam watched almost hypnotized as the tiny alligator maintained its hold on the concrete lip surrounding the pool, a toy monkey swinging on a stick. Except that it wasn’t a monkey, neither was it a toy. It was a fierce maneater.

And then its tiny eyes met his own, as if it had singled him out, in a malevolent glare. The mouth opened, slavering slimy water as it squeaked, I’m coming to get you, boy!

Sam was screaming but his cries went unheard amidst the noise from the spectators. If that wriggling fiend managed to clamber up on to the ledge, then it would come for him. The mesh surround would not stop it, it would wriggle beneath. Lusting for Sam, blaming him for the baiting.

It almost made it, and had its belly half over the top when the youth with the stick stretched over and poked at it, pushing it back. Sam gave one last look into those tiny eyes. It had not removed its gaze from him. I’ll get you one day, boy!

Then it was gone, dropping back into the maelstrom created by its threshing brothers and sisters. Sam did not forget it and was terrified to sit on the toilet for weeks in case it came up the waste pipe and dug its sharp teeth into his buttocks. He was scared of the bath, of puddles in the street and drain grids where he could hear the rushing water below. Two years later, he still shied away from ponds and streams, just in case. I’ll get you one day, boy!

And now that same baby alligator had finally tracked him down and was here in their own garden!

It had not grown in size. If anything, it was smaller. A freak, perhaps, its growth stunted by the confines of a zoo pool, but none the less deadly, crazed by two years of burning hatred, surviving in the concrete jungle into which it had escaped. Living in drains and sewers, eating garbage, hunting, scenting; and now its unerring powers had brought it to the home of the boy it sought.

It moved forward a couple of centimetres, perched on a tussock of browned grass and lay watching him with eyes that scintillated in the bright sunlight, flashing red and green alternately. Stop. Go. Stop again. Despite its jerky progress there was no mistaking its intention to close in on him.

Sam glanced behind him. The fence was rickety but unscalable, in the far corner of the garden, and there was nowhere to run. He managed to swallow. The garden narrowed here. The reptile was in front of him and had placed itself in a strategic position, with a gap of barely a metre on either side. He might make it with a dash, Sam thought, but he dared not. His legs were weak and shaking and he might slip. He remembered how swiftly it could move, darting like a rat. No, he would not make it.

The creature moved forward another few centimetres and flopped down again. Its eyes never left his own and its mouth was open in an awesome grin. I told you I’d come for you, boy!

Sam looked around for a weapon of some kind. There was none, just that burst football, and in the awful stillness he could hear the air hissing out of it. His lips moved but no sound came from them. You’ve got it all wrong, he tried to say. It’s not me you want. I didn’t intend to hurt you in the zoo, I wasn’t the one poking at you, throwing at you. Please believe me.

Liar!

He saw it start to move again, more purposefully now, a cat that had tired of playing with its prey and was closing in for the kill. Sam forced the scream out of his constricted throat. It was a croak to begin with, then sheer desperation gave it volume, and the yell of terror shattered the suburban silence and hung in the air.

The reptile paused less than forty centimetres from him. It was in no hurry now; the boy wasn’t going anywhere. Sizing him up, selecting an area of exposed flesh in which to sink its vicious teeth, it was savouring the kill, bracing itself for the attack.

‘Sam!’

Sam saw his father through a haze. John Strike, dressed in only yellow pyjama trousers and bare-footed, was threading his way through the scattered rubble. Panic was stamped on the pallid features, then relief to find his son still alive and unharmed.

Sam was trying to warn him, his words incoherent whispers, a shaking finger pointing at the reptile. Leah was now behind her husband, and Sarah was on the patio restraining Ben. Spittle dripped from Sam’s mouth, and he was wide-eyed with fear as he saw his father approaching, now only a metre from the vicious baby alligator.

‘Alligator!’ Sam got the word out, a half-scream as he pushed himself back against the fence. He felt it wobbling and threatening to collapse.

He saw his father stoop, then straighten up with the reptile struggling between forefinger and thumb. Holding it aloft, he was laughing, almost hysterical. Sam thought he was going to faint. That mist was back, streaked with crimson. Any second, the creature would squirm in his father’s grasp, sink its teeth into his flesh and spring for his throat.

‘It’s only a bloody newt!’

Sam was already starting to faint as the words penetrated his spinning brain. With one final glimpse before he blacked out, he saw his father’s arm go back, the fingers unclench and hurtle a wriggling long-tailed creature high into the air. Spinning, it reached its apex, then it was falling. Sam followed it with his darkening gaze until it was lost from his view on the other side of the boundary fence. He thought he heard it thud on to the neatly mown turf next door and then he fell forward, slumping into his father’s outstretched arms.
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Amazingly, Sam had recovered from his ordeal within the hour. It was barely midday and the whole family was sitting in the kitchen sipping soft drinks. The patio door was open; it would have been foolish to pander to the boy’s fear and even suggest that there was something menacing out in the garden.

‘A newt!’ John forced a laugh. ‘I think it was a crested one, but I’m not sure. They’re quite rare, especially in London. I expect someone close by has a pond and they’ve caught it on a trip to the countryside. Anyway, it’s all over and done with now.’

Sam nodded. He was old enough to feel slightly foolish. But he wasn’t going to play in the garden again, not until Dad had tidied it up so that there weren’t any patches of tall weeds where … things could hide.

John realized that his headache was gone. Perhaps it was the shock of this morning’s events. Whatever, he was just left feeling slightly lethargic, and guilty at having taken a day’s sick leave.

‘I think we all ought to go out.’ Leah was wondering whether to suggest that they ate, but if her own appetite was anything to go by, nobody would fancy food. She was still trembling slightly. Sarah had gone back upstairs to her painting, and Ben had tipped his Lego out on the floor. But she still needed to go to the shops.

‘I reckon I ought to go into the office,’ John said.

‘No way,’ she snapped. ‘You’re not well enough. You’re better, though, thank goodness.’ But this is one night when your fancy woman will have to miss out, she decided. ‘Maybe we could go into town. Or to the Tower. Or somewhere.’ But not the zoo.

‘Would anybody like to go to the swimming baths?’ John spoke loudly so that maybe even Sarah might hear him upstairs. The baths, nice and easy, close by; he wouldn’t even have to use the Suzuki.

‘Yes!’ Sudden enthusiasm from Ben.

‘Suits me.’ Sam looked up. ‘We haven’t been to the baths for weeks. What sort of baths have they got here?’

‘We’ll have to find out.’ Leah smiled as she heard Sarah’s footsteps coming down the stairs. Obviously going swimming was a popular idea. Not for herself, but she could leave them all in the baths and go to the shops. ‘All right, swimming it is.’

 

John was glad that Leah was not coming to the baths with them. He had not expected her to; she could swim a few strokes but she did not care for the water. She would only have sat on one of the benches lining the pool and reminded him at intervals that they ought to be ‘making a move soon’.

Shopping would take her a good hour, and they did not have to be ready when she called for them. Of course, his own activities in the water would be limited. Most of the time would be spent in the shallow end with Ben, but he could trust Sam to look after his younger brother for a few minutes and enjoy a decent swim. In any case, it was a break from routine, from the office. And I hope to Christ word doesn’t filter back to the bank, he thought.

John was surprised how crowded the baths were; mostly young people, probably the unemployed trying to forget the realities of life. It was noisy, too. Voices echoed in the spacious building; shrieks as somebody was pushed into the water, and laughing and shouting. He would have to keep a strict eye on Ben in there.

Sam appeared to have forgotten his trauma. He dived in and swam amidst the seething bodies. Some youths were indulging in horseplay with a teenage girl; a mother was supporting herself on the rail, holding a small boy. Fun for all the family. Ben was tugging at John’s hand, eager to get in the water.

‘All right, feller, give me a chance,’ John laughed, nearly slipping in a puddle. ‘We’ve got ages to …’

And then he saw the body in the water.

The din was a background noise now. It was as though he had suddenly been isolated from the other swimmers. Ben was still pulling at him, and he was aware of the strong smell of chlorine, feeling it harsh at the back of his throat. Tensing, he tried to back away, but he was anchored by the boy. Staring down into the bluish-green depths, he was sure that he had made a mistake. It was a distortion underwater, or somebody fooling about.

But there was a corpse down there, all right.

John saw it clearly now, a fully dressed man in a shabby dark overcoat, navy blue creased trousers clinging to thin, almost skeletal legs; still wearing shoes.

He didn’t want to look at the face, but some irresistible morbid curiosity made it impossible to drag his eyes away. Oh, God!

It was an old man, maybe eighty or even older, with thinning grey hair that floated like marine growth on the seabed. He had aquiline, pinched features, hollowed cheeks and eyes that bulged and might have belonged to a dead cod. Dead but seeing.

That was impossible! John’s mouth was dry and his legs threatened to buckle beneath him. He saw those thin lips open, a bubble forming in the mouth cavity, and then shooting up to the surface. Another. Now the lips were moving, forming words, speaking. No, it was impossible, just air leaving the body.

Those eyes held him. They seemed to move as though a cataract had peeled off them and the mouth was stretching in a malevolent leer. And talking again.

Then an arm floated up, and from the clenched fist a finger straightened out, hooked, flexed and beckoned to him. There was no mistaking the gesticulation, an invitation from the dead man to join him beneath the water.

For one terrible second John Strike’s body threatened to obey the summons. His bare feet moving half a pace forward before he stopped himself and drew back. No, I’m not going in there!

‘Daddy … let’s swim in water.’

Thank God that Ben had not seen, John thought. Possibly he was too small to see over the edge from here.

‘Wait, Ben.’

‘Why, Daddy?’

His confused brain had to present a reason to pacify the child. It wasn’t easy – the water’s too cold? I don’t feel like swimming today? The chlorine’s too strong?

‘I don’t feel well.’ Which was true right now.

‘Again, Daddy!’

‘Yes, again.’ He was watching the corpse down below. It was mocking him, an old man who looked as if he had died from malnutrition except that he had drowned instead. Repulsive. Evil.

He heard laughter, splashing. That girl was getting her own back on her tormentors, trying to pull their trunks down. And they had not even noticed the dead body in the pool. Nor, the realization came as a shock, had anybody else.

‘Wanna go in water, Daddy.’

Shut up! But it was not Ben’s fault, he knew. There would be a lifeguard around somewhere; it was his duty to fetch the body out of the water, administer resuscitation. John almost threw up at the thought.

Looking for a lifeguard, he saw one on the opposite side of the baths, a tall figure dressed in a light blue tracksuit. Some girls were chatting him up. John was angry, cursing under his breath. The bugger wasn’t doing the job he was being paid to do! A man had drowned in the pool and he hadn’t even noticed.

‘Hey!’ It was meant to be a shout; it would have been, but the noise all around was deafening.

Ben was jerking his arm impatiently. ‘Daddy, when can we go in water?’

‘Later.’ It was doubtful whether the boy had heard him. ‘First I’ve got to talk to that man over there.’

Ben was being stubborn, digging his heels in like a tug-o’-war competitor and starting to cry. But at least he had not seen what was down there in the water. John stooped, lifted up his struggling son and turned away. One last glimpse at that corpse down on the bottom showed the features all screwed up, the lips moving, cursing. The extended fist was clenched, shaking; enraged because John Strike had disobeyed, spurned that call to join the dead.

With an effort John dragged himself away from the edge of the baths and began pushing his way through a crowd of bathers. Ignorant bastards, he thought, they wouldn’t move to let him through. As if they were in league with that thing down there!

Almost slipping again, he resisted the urge to run. Don’t look back, whatever you do! Keep going.

Now where the hell had that lifeguard gone? He was probably in one of the cubicles screwing with those birds, John decided. He was angry, looking all around but making an effort not to glance down into the water again.

The baths were even more crowded now. That mother with her child had been forced into a corner for safety. They were all yelling, shrieking, splashing one another.

God, they were all bloody blind, surely somebody must notice. But they didn’t.

Then he saw the lifeguard. The fellow was kneeling by the side of the pool, shouting to somebody in the water. This time John looked, steeling himself. Oh, my Jesus, they’ve found him, they’re bringing him up!

A swimmer in red trunks, a slightly built fellow gasping for air and struggling beneath the weight of his burden, was trying to hold a figure in a black overcoat out of the water whilst he floundered towards the rail, grabbed for it and held on. He was supporting the other man, keeping the head above the surface. Don’t waste your time, John thought, he’s bloody dead!

Somehow the rescuer dragged the corpse up on to the wet concrete and clambered after it. The lifeguard was standing back, laughing, making no attempt to help. ‘Daddy, what’s the matter with that man?’

How the hell did you explain to a three-year-old that a man had fallen in the water and drowned. That business at the crossing with the vagrant would be preying on Ben’s mind; he couldn’t thrust another violent death on the child.

‘Can we go swimming yet, Daddy?’

‘No.’ He was still shouting. Then an awful thought struck him. ‘Where’s Sam? Where’s Sarah?’

He blamed himself, tortured himself because he had let them out of his sight, out of his mind. They were in that pool when –

‘Dad!’

Sheer relief made him feel weak and sick again as he saw Sam and Sarah coming towards him, dripping water, shaking themselves.

‘Sam! Sarah! Are you all right?’

‘We’re fine.’ Sarah was eyeing her father, noting that he and Ben were still dry. ‘Haven’t you been in yet, Dad?’

He shook his head, not trusting himself to speak, and tried to spread himself so that they would not see beyond him.

‘I think we ought to be going.’ He was still holding Ben tightly.

‘But we’ve only been in here a few minutes!’ Sarah was incredulous. ‘We’ve been watching the life-saving.’

‘Life … saving!’

‘Yes. Behind you.’ They were leaning over, trying to see.

‘Don’t look!’ He was trying to spare them the awful sight; this morning had been bad enough. And Sarah was sleeping with the light on, anyway; the last thing she needed was to see a dead old man who blew bubbles and spoke with wasted lips.

Too late, they were past him, joining the ring of onlookers. John turned. The swimmer was leaning over the corpse, head bent, lips on those dead ones. The kiss of life, only it was too late.

Clutching Ben to him, he shouted to Sam and Sarah to come away.

‘What’s got into you now, Dad?’ Sarah was grinning.

‘He’s … dead. That fellow’s too late. I –’

‘Relax, Dad.’ Sarah came towards him and rested her fingers on his bare arm, sensing now that her father was genuinely disturbed. ‘It isn’t a man, you know.’

‘Not … a … man?’ Hearing her words, John was trying to understand. But it was a man; he had seen him down on the bottom of the pool. A revolting old man, possibly a vagrant. Just like the one who had been run over on the crossing, according to Leah’s description. Nobody would miss him, but that was no consolation for those who happened to be around at the time.

‘Of course it isn’t a man.’ Sam came away from the spectators. ‘I’ve seen it before, they keep it specially for life-saving exercises. Dress it up in old clothes to make it lifelike. It’s a dummy!’

 

John Strike still felt weak and sick. Not like this morning; that had been a physical ailment and he could accept it. This was different, a fear that knotted his stomach and threatened to squeeze anything that was in it either up or down. Or both.

The children were talking normally, chattering. Sarah had taken Ben into the pool and splashed with him in the shallow end until Leah arrived. John had dressed surreptitiously, hoping the others would not remember that he had not been in the water. There was no way he could have gone in.

It wasn’t just that lifelike dummy. That had been bad enough and it had shaken him. A mistake on his part, and he was still trying to convince himself that it was one that anybody could have made – anybody who had experienced the effect that a house like 13 Schooner Street could have on you. Phobias. Hallucinations. You could convince yourself of almost anything.

But it was only afterwards that the root of his terror became apparent, the undoubted reason why he had seen a repulsive senile corpse in the pool. Because suddenly John Strike was terrified of water!

It was illogical, he knew. He had learned to swim at eight years old; had managed a length by the time he was nine. He had won his life-saving badge before he left school, and he always took advantage of any opportunity to visit the baths. Now, suddenly, this inexplicable fear had manifested itself.

He followed the others and turned right into Schooner Street. And saw Number Thirteen.

Identical in structure to the other terraced houses, but it was instantly recognizable and had him cowering for a second. Because it saw him with its dull eyes, just as that figure in the water had seen him. It scowled with its mean and twisted mouth, breathed icy fetid odours at him in the heat of the afternoon sun and seemed to beckon him.

Because evil festered within its four walls. A malignant invisible cancer was eating it up, its occupants too. A brooding hatred by day, an inescapable terror by night. Warping their minds. Destroying them.

And John knew that they had to get away. Before it was too late.
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The Johnsons’ kitchen was, for Leah, an insight into how John’s plans for their own would look. Frightening, in a way, except that it would never come about because Number Thirteen would be on the market as from today. All the same, it was a revelation.

The hanging herbs, of course. She had had to stoop to avoid the bunch of apple mint suspended from the beam above the doorway. The beams served no purpose other than ornamentation but were cunningly implanted so that they gave the appearance of supporting the upper storey. They were made of varnished pine with irregular planing to give the impression of antiquity.

Ornaments hung from them: a recently restored duelling pistol clamped next to a black-leaded gin trap, horseshoes, an array of brasses.

Nothing matched; it wasn’t intended to. Pine panelling and a Welsh dresser; an oak plate rack; an array of jars with cork lids, probably filled with powdered herbs to avoid spoiling those hanging up. She wrinkled her nose as she detected a faint whiff of garlic. The open-plan downstairs was as much a part of the scene as the BMW parked outside. Real yuppies; John was still playing at it.

Janet Johnson was overweight and even her Ralph Lauren two-piece could not hide the spreading waistline and capacious bottom. A fleshy chin and thick lips gave her a sullen appearance which was deceptive. Friendly, but smiling rarely, she was too engrossed in her lifestyle to notice others. Attractive, though; she made sure of that with skilled use of cosmetics and an expensive hairdresser, but Leah doubted whether she was a natural blonde. But it was really of no consequence.

Janet placed two earthenware mugs of steaming coffee on the scrubbed pine table, seated herself opposite Leah and said, ‘I’m so glad Sam comes round to play with Jeremy, and I’d like Ben to feel free to come as well. Jeremy really does miss his friends at boarding school during the holidays.’

‘It’s very kind of you.’ Leah fought to dispel a creeping sense of inferiority. Our two only go to a state school, she wanted to apologize. And so will Ben when he’s old enough. ‘I was afraid they might be getting a bit of a nuisance.’

‘Not at all.’ Janet Johnson lit a cigarette. ‘As a matter of fact, I’d like to take Jeremy to Hampton Court one day this week and I was wondering if you would like to come along with your three. Educational for the kids, an outing for the mothers.’ She allowed herself one of those infrequent smiles.

Leah’s roving gaze noted the squash kit on a chair in the corner. She wondered if it was ever used.

‘I just never see anything of Brian these days,’ Janet went on. ‘That’s the penalty of being married to a stockbroker. But you can’t have it all ways, can you?’

‘No,’ Leah sympathized, ‘it’s the same for me, being married to a banker.’ Even if John is only a branch accountant, she thought, we’ll leave it at ‘banker’ for the time being.

‘Your house could be made so nice with a little planning. You need the right architect, that’s the secret. Of course, Brian has a lot of contacts in that field.’

‘Actually,’ Leah’s words came out in an embarrassed rush, ‘we’re putting the house up for sale.’

‘Oh, no! What a shame, you’ve only just moved in. Oh, dear, I’m so sorry, and Jeremy will be, too, when I tell him. But you have to accept these things in banking and the like – rapid promotion, moving on, whether you like it or not.’

‘The truth is … we don’t like the house.’

‘But, my dear, a house is what you make of it. The thing is to buy cheap and make it how you want it. And I’ll let you into a little secret.’ She lowered her voice, a habit of confidentiality which she had perfected. ‘This place didn’t cost what you might think. Contacts, that’s the way to do it. You talk to your husband (I’d love to meet him, one of these days) and tell him to chat up a builder customer, one with a large overdraft who relies on the bank. No problem.’ She winked. ‘Don’t throw the towel in, take my advice. I know the place is a bit of a mess but it has potential.’ She was whispering now. ‘You should have seen this place when we moved in. A pigsty wasn’t in it. I’ll show you round properly before you go.’

‘Why did the Graftons leave?’ Leah hoped that Janet would not detect the tremor in her voice. This was her real reason for calling on a near neighbour, apart from apologizing for Sam’s lengthy daily visits.

‘Oh, I don’t really know.’ Janet waved a hand. ‘I didn’t see much of them. The boy used to come round in the holidays. He was all right, company for Jeremy, but I think they were really out of their depth here. Financially, I mean. Grafton, I forget his first name, was only a glorified clerk, a wage-earner. I suppose they had to sell when the debts caught up with them.’

‘Didn’t the boy ever say why they were leaving?’ Leah felt her skin starting to prickle. Come on, tell me the truth.

‘Oh, he was a bit of a romancer, had a vivid imagination.’ Janet Johnson stifled a yawn. ‘You know what some kids are, bogeymen under the stairs and all that sort of rubbish. Thank God we sent Jeremy to a prep school and made a man of him. That Grafton boy tried to make out that his parents were scared, too, but that was only to justify his own nervousness. Then they just upped and left, and we haven’t heard a word from them since. Not that we really want to,’ she added. ‘But it’s such a pity that you’re going when you don’t have to. Now, you come and look at the rest of our house, and I guarantee I’ll change your mind.’

It was after five when Leah and the children finally arrived home. As she opened the front door the telephone was ringing. She knew before she answered it that it would be John calling to let her know he had been ‘lumbered’ with a late appointment. She sighed; back to normal. But if he had arranged with the agents to put the house up for sale then that was some consolation.

 

In a way, Ruth Ford was a means of escapism, John Strike reflected as he lingered over some trivial routine jobs in the office. For once Kenton had left early, and that was a relief after today. One of those days, to employ a popular phrase that incorporated a mixture of stress, frustration and general harassment.

The day had not got off to a good start. The manager was scathingly sarcastic over John’s absence on the previous day. ‘We’ll have to prune some of these small unsecured overdrafts tomorrow, Mr Strike, and send out a few letters. That is, if you’re going to be in tomorrow!’ And other unsubtle insinuations. ‘Well, if your wife really wants to sell the house, go ahead. Maybe a house nearer the branch would assist you to be at work daily. I suppose tube travel is rather exhausting and conducive to migraines, or whatever you call them!’

John had telephoned Lester & Co., Estate Agents & Valuers, during his lunch hour. Kenton did not appreciate staff, even the accountant, making personal calls both at the bank’s expense and in the bank’s time.

‘Yes, I want 13 Schooner Street put back on the market.’ It was as though the agent doubted his own hearing. ‘That’s right.’ John sighed beneath his breath. ‘I want to sell it! My wife is there today, if you want to go and measure up and take particulars.’

‘I don’t think that will be necessary.’ There was a definite lack of enthusiasm in the voice at the other end. ‘We still have copies of the brochure from last time. Any particular reason for selling, Mr Strike?’

‘It wasn’t really what we wanted.’ It’s a fucking awful place and it’s only by the grace of God that any of us are still sane, he added silently. ‘And I think we can put that grand back on. To cover expenses.’

‘We can try, but property isn’t selling as fast as it was a couple of months ago.’

Which is a fucking downright lie, John thought. You know it’ll stick as well as I do, that you’ll lose out on the paperwork involved. Only yesterday, the Financial Times had reported a twenty-five per cent increase in London property prices.

But at least the bloody house was up for sale. A positive step; he couldn’t do any more.

All of which culminated in a need for Ruth Ford tonight.

 

John’s arousal began in the wine bar, an exciting relief from everything which had happened today, a welcome distraction which blended with the house red. Tomorrow was another day; live for today, or tonight, he thought, in a kind of pleasurable oblivion.

‘I’ve told Keith,’ Ruth breathed, as she found his hand beneath the table and squeezed it.

‘Christ!’ The shockwave sat him upright in his chair.

‘Surprised?’ Her eyes narrowed, ‘Or worried?’

‘Both,’ he replied. ‘We’ll both be in trouble if he turns up and …’

‘Don’t worry,’ she laughed. ‘I’ve written to tell him. He won’t get it until tomorrow at the earliest.’

‘Oh!’ A reprieve! Live for tonight – I’m in the shit, but why worry? He told himself.

Tonight was different. It was as if Ruth had shed a great weight from her mind. Her husband had been told because the letter was written and posted. The fact that he had not received it was of no consequence. The die was cast.

This time there was no delay in the bathroom. John was lying on the bed, fully erect, and as she came into the room she began pulling off her nightdress. She was still embarrassed but the guilt was gone. The letter was a decree nisi as far as she was concerned. Only the details had to be finalized.

She knelt on the bed alongside him, moaning her pleasure as he reached up and stroked her, pushing his fingers into the soft, warm flesh and rubbing until she was shuddering. Only then did she straddle him, lowering herself on to him.

Her previous inhibitions had disappeared. She rested her hands on his shoulders, a jockey testing a new mount, walking it, cantering – then breaking into a full gallop, holding on for dear life as its bucking and twisting threatened to unseat her.

John knew there was no way that he could hold back. For once he was not in command. His passion escalated and rushed towards a climax. Writhing, convulsing, rider and mount were falling, a trembling heap of pulsating flesh as their combined ecstasy hit its peak and began to subside slowly.

They lay there for a long time in the darkened room, with their own thoughts, not talking, as if afraid to ask or answer questions.

‘John?’ Ruth’s voice trembled as she broke the long silence.

‘Yes?’

‘You do love me, don’t you?’

‘Yes.’ It was true; he had given it a lot of thought lately. It was a complicated kind of love where a family and a job were at stake. A situation had arisen that could not go on indefinitely, although that would have been the ideal solution if only it had been possible. ‘Yes, I do.’ He had to sound sure of himself, there could be no half measures from now on. This was a relationship he could not live without.

‘Good.’ There was relief in her voice. ‘I’m glad I wrote that letter, then. We’ll have to sell this place and I’ll put my half-share towards our place.’

Oh, Christ Almighty!

‘What’s the problem?’ Anxiety crept into her tone.

‘Just small ones.’ He licked his lips. ‘Like a wife, three kids, a mortgage and a position at the bank which I’m likely to lose. Demotion to relief staff, disgraced and lost in the faceless milling crowd of bank workers. Or hadn’t you thought of that?’

‘Aren’t I worth it?’

You selfish little bitch! Instinctively he eased himself away from her, but her hand closed over his wrist and tightened. He resisted the urge to extricate himself.

‘If you’re going to ditch me, you’ve wrecked my marriage!’ She sounded angry, disillusioned.

‘I never said that, but it will take time. I have to work things out.’

‘You’re stalling me. All you have to do is tell your wife and move out. It’s straightforward, as I see it. I’ve done just that.’

Yes, without asking me, he thought. He found himself craving for a cigarette, although he had not smoked for three years now.

‘I’ll fix it,’ he replied, and began groping for his clothes. ‘Look, I love you and –’

‘If you love me then you’ll do what I’ve asked!’ She was close to tears of anger and frustration.

‘I told you I’d fix it.’

‘I want you, John.’ She was pleading now, starting to cry.

‘If you really want to know’ – a sudden inspiration, a means of defusing the situation – ‘I put our house on the market today!’

He heard her catch her breath. Don’t ask me why I did it because I didn’t do it for you. Not consciously, anyway. But he had unwittingly taken the first step on an unknown path.

He heard the click of the light switch and was dazzled by the blinding glare. In that instant he saw her as a beautiful, tear-stained pathetic figure of a girl. Gone was her sensuousness, her seductiveness; in their place beautiful innocence. It hurt, wrenched at his stomach, and then he was leaning across the bed to kiss her as he had often kissed Sarah after a tearful tiff. A make-up-and-forgive kiss. Except that this time the proverbial ball was well and truly in his court.

‘Don’t worry, just leave it to me,’ he murmured. ‘See you in the morning.’

 

The same boring return trip, only this time he never noticed it. In the sparsely filled tube carriage, a youth had been sick on the floor. A well-dressed businessman had changed his seat because of it. A young couple kissing at the other end were oblivious to everybody. Up the escalator, then he flashed his travel pass at a ticket collector who wasn’t looking. And outside, the night had turned unexpectedly chilly.

John shrugged on his Barbour as he hurried across the pedestrian crossing. Badly lit side streets led to Schooner Street if you knew where to turn right and left. He slowed his pace, then stopped.

He felt an urge to retrace his steps, without having any alternative destination in mind. Not because of Leah. Nor Ruth. They were but pawns in this terrible inexplicable business. Triskaidekaphobia: the fear of the number thirteen. The fear of 13 Schooner Street.

It almost turned him. It was a warning: flee now, while you still can. If it had not been for the children, he knew he would have obeyed his instincts, and probably gone back to Ruth. More than her love, her body, she offered safety.

He was walking again, dragging his feet past a trickle of late-night passers-by, faceless silhouettes, all going somewhere. He envied them.

Schooner Street. He stood on the edge of the opposite pavement, reluctant to cross, trying not to look at the house because he could feel it looking at him. He was shuddering inside his waxed jacket because the brickwork and windows were a face again, with demented senile features, hollowed cheeks and bulging dead eyes that still saw. The mouth formed bubbles then released them, uttering a mute command which he could not disobey.

The corpse in the pool had returned and was summoning him.

He heard Ben crying even as he struggled with the Chubb lock and clicked the Yale. The kitchen light was on at the other end of the hallway; the clock on the wall told him that it was one-ten.

Scared of what he might find, he hurried down the dark passageway and stopped in the doorway.

Leah was seated in the big rocking chair, Ben on her lap, his white tear-streaked features turned towards his father. Leah did not speak, but her expression was angry and frightened. Accusing. You’ve been with another woman, John, deserted us. Left us to the mercy of this dreadful house.

He almost shouted, ‘I’ve put the house up for sale’. Instead, he asked, ‘What’s the matter?’

‘Ben refuses to go upstairs,’ she answered.

‘Is that all? We had this trouble not so long ago, this not wanting to go to bed and then wetting himself to get his own back on us when –’

‘It isn’t like that at all!’ Her voice was curt, tinged with fear. ‘It started earlier, after tea. He absolutely refused to go up the stairs to fetch his Lego. I tried to make him and he screamed the place down. So, in the end, I gave in. Which is why I’m here now.’

‘There’s nothing up there, Ben.’ God, what a bloody liar I am but I have to say that.

‘It isn’t that,’ Leah sighed. ‘Nothing like that at all. He adamantly refuses even to sleep in our bed. It’s nothing at all to do with what’s happened to all of us – not directly, anyway. He’s suddenly terrified of heights!’

‘I put the house up for sale today,’ John said, and hoped that perhaps Ben would understand. But even if he did it could not make any difference tonight.

‘I’ll pull the divan bed down in the front room.’ Leah handed the trembling child to John. ‘I’ll sleep downstairs with him. You sleep where you like – you always do!’

John felt the vibes that came at him out of the walls, the cold hostility. Warning after warning – the house was becoming impatient now. It was driving them out, as it had the Graftons and maybe others before them. An evil place that wanted to be left alone to brood.

And if they did not leave soon, then something terrible would happen.
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‘Mummy, we won’t get lost in the maid, will we?’

‘The maze, darling.’ Leah noted Ben’s nervousness, his pallid complexion after a near-sleepless night on the sofa in the front room. ‘No, of course we won’t. It’s just hedges, like a big garden. And we’ll all be there, Sam and Sarah and Mrs Johnson and Jeremy.’ And there won’t be any heights, she thought. Or newts. It’ll be daylight, so nobody will be scared of the dark. Nothing to set on fire and no blood, either. Oh, Christ, what a relief to get away from this place! ‘Now, go and fetch your clean shorts from off your bed … No, I’ll go.’

For once he did not follow her as she ran up the stairs, grabbed the denim garment and ran back down. He was standing in the hall, watching her with dismay on his face because she had been upstairs. God, we can’t go on like this for ever!

‘Sarah, Sam, hurry up and get ready, we have to be round at the Johnsons’ for ten-thirty and it’s twenty past now.’ Leah heard the other children moving about. Sarah didn’t want to go and had come up with all kinds of excuses. She was an industrious child who wanted to spend the day painting and drawing. Talented children could be as much a problem as average ones, probably more so, Leah decided. But today everybody was going out. No exceptions.

The three children were waiting in the hall. Leah had gone back into the kitchen for her handbag. One of the sink taps was dripping, so she turned it off tightly. A sweet wrapper lay on the floor, so she put it in the pedal bin. One of the drawers in the dresser was not closed properly, so she shut it. Checking the room over, she looked to see if anything else needed doing.

‘Hurry up, Mummy.’

‘I’m coming …’ She stopped, felt faint for a moment and had to hold on to the flap of the breakfast bar. The kitchen tilted, then steadied. She felt beads of sweat on her forehead, a goose pimpling of her skin. And then the fear hit her, a terrifying, inexplicable sensation that almost had her screaming.

Somebody’s watching me! The presence was so close that it might have been right behind her, but when she turned round there was nobody there. Just an empty kitchen. You’re being stupid again, imagining things, she told herself.

She thought she heard somebody breathing, faint rasping breaths that rattled phlegm in ageing lungs. She waited for a spasm of coughing but it did not come. There was silence, except for the children moving about in the hall.

‘Come on, Mummy!’

She opened her mouth to reply, and in that awful instant she knew that she was not going anywhere – a frightening realization that there was no way she was going to be able to leave this house with its lurking terrors.

Agoraphobia.

She recognized the symptoms even in her initial panic, and succumbed to them because she knew it was futile to fight them. She was safe in the house. Rubbish! But she could not face the world that lay beyond the front door, either.

‘Mother!’ That was Sarah getting impatient, annoyed because she had been made to accompany the others and now it was her mother who was procrastinating.

‘Sarah … come here a moment, please.’ I mustn’t alarm the others, she thought, particularly Ben. The kitchen walls seemed to have moved in, and the room was reduced in size, a prison cell from which there was no escape.

Leah heard footsteps coming down the hallway, fast, irritated ones. She did not turn round, did not want Sarah to see her expression.

‘How much longer are you going to be, Mother?’

‘I … I can’t go, Sarah!’

Silence. Leah heard her daughter’s sharp intake of breath, then, ‘Why ever not, Mother?’

‘I’m not well.’

‘Oh! I’d better stay and look after you.’

‘No.’ I don’t want any of you to stay, she realized. I want you out of here, somewhere where it’s safe. ‘I just want to be left alone, and no arguments, please. Now, I want you to take Sam and Ben down to the Johnsons’, explain to Mrs Johnson that I’m not well and ask her if she would mind taking you lot along with her. And those boys have got to behave themselves, d’you hear? No quarrelling or fighting, and I want you to be in charge of them. Don’t let them out of your sight for a moment. My handbag’s on the table, take a ten-pound note out of my purse to pay for everything.’

‘All right.’ It was a sullen acceptance of the situation. Leah heard the clasp on her fake crocodile bag click.

‘Mummy!’ A shriek from Ben. She heard him running into the room, coming towards her. ‘Mummy, I’m not going without you. I want to stay with you.’

Oh, Christ, that’s all I need right now! ‘Ben, listen to me.’ She pulled him to her and stooped to kiss his forehead. The room began to gyrate again. ‘Mummy’s not well, I’m going to bed for the day. So please go along with Sarah and Sam. And Jeremy. You’ll enjoy it, and before you know where you are it’ll be time to come home and Mummy will be better and Daddy will be home from work.’ A faint outside chance that one or the other might come true, she reflected grimly, but she had to be optimistic. ‘Now, run along. Please.’

‘Don’t want to.’ Ben was starting to cry. Sarah had him by the hand and was pulling him out of the kitchen. Oh, God, don’t have a tantrum, I can’t stand it!

The front door shut and Leah breathed a temporary sigh of relief. It would be just my luck to have them all trooping back in five minutes because Janet can’t manage three kids on top of her own, she thought. She can’t handle children, that’s why Jeremy was sent to boarding school.

Leah lowered herself into a chair and closed her eyes. She still had that feeling of a presence, of invisible eyes that never left her, and watched her every move, as if … it was waiting for something!

The cooker clock was ticking loudly, like a time bomb nearing its detonation. She was sweating, the perspiration chilling on her skin and causing her to shiver. She raised her head and looked at the clock. Ten-thirty-five. Janet Johnson had obviously agreed to take the children with her to Hampton Court. Leah felt momentary relief before her terror surged back. Now she was alone with whatever was in this dreadful house!

This was too stupid for words! She rose unsteadily and moved towards the hall. All this time she had been longing to get away from Number Thirteen and now, without warning, she was afraid to go outside. Well, there was only one thing for it … Her feet moved in a shaky, uncertain rush, making her stumble along the hall. The door was there before her; all she needed to do was grasp that Yale latch, turn it, rush outside and slam the door behind her – and to hell with the fact that she didn’t have her key. It was in her handbag back in the kitchen and she was not returning there. Just get outside, she told herself, and play it from there.

She was within a yard of the door when it was as if she had run into an invisible barrier. Her legs stopped moving. She recoiled and cried out, then turned away because the door was a terrifying prospect. There’s something awful out there. I don’t know what, but I can’t face it.

And there was undoubtedly something equally awful inside this house.

I’ll go out through the patio doors, then, and run into the garden, she resolved. At least I’ll be in the open air, the sunshine. Dreading the kitchen again, she hesitated in the doorway, realizing that the rear entrance was no different from the front; an impassable barrier that confined her to this abominable hell.

She did not even attempt to approach the French windows, just stood there looking at them. She saw a reflection of herself, a pathetic, scarcely recognizable, cringing figure. Listening for everyday mundane sounds, she heard only a dreadful stillness. Even the clock on the Belling seemed to have stopped ticking. With a start she saw that the hands still showed ten-thirty-five. They had not moved since … since when? Since just after the children left. How long ago was that? Twenty minutes? Or an hour, several hours? She wanted to scream because time itself had stopped, marooning her in a ghastly void.

Her frightened eyes roamed the room. It did appear to have contracted. Her breathing was shallow; she was having to draw breath consciously and expel it forcibly. Don’t panic. I have panicked, she knew.

She’d try upstairs. Even if she couldn’t escape, at least she could look out, see cars going by, people walking down the road – a normal world. She would be an onlooker, a convict serving a life sentence gazing wistfully out of a barred cell window.

She had to hold on to the stair rail and pull herself up a step at a time. This same staircase had terrified Ben last night. But Leah was not afraid of heights, just of what might lie up there. Or down below her.

Reaching the landing, she paused. The main bedroom overlooked the street; she would try that. This time the door did not present an obstacle and swung inwards at her touch. She left it open.

Standing in the bow window, she looked down. Cars were parked on both sides of the road. The Suzuki was glinting in the morning sunshine – if it was morning. A world of stillness in which nothing moved; no passing vehicles, no pedestrians on their way to the shops, a silent, empty street. She willed a car to drive by, somebody to emerge from their house. But neither happened and gradually the terror of gazing down on a dead place seeped into her. She backed away, knowing that it would be no different from the rear bedrooms. She was abandoned, trapped.

She experienced an urge to beat on the walls, to scream her fear. Her pulses were racing, her temples pounding and bringing on a slight headache. Try to think rationally, she told herself. I can’t, this whole business is irrational.

She had a sudden idea. It wouldn’t work, but at least it gave her something positive to do. The telephone was in the hall, her sole contact with the outside world. Except that there was nobody out there, and even if the phone was working it would not be answered.

The journey back downstairs seemed to take an eternity. It was more arduous than climbing up. But eventually she was standing in the hallway again and the telephone was within reach. Her shaking hand reached out for it. The instrument would be dead, naturally. It wasn’t!

She could not remember the number of John’s bank and had to consult the directory. A near-impossible task; the pages flipped out of her fumbling fingers, the print was so small that she could barely read it. Finding the entry she sought, she pushed the buttons like an infant struggling to master the intricacies of numbered wooden play blocks. At least there was a dialling tone. She had not expected even that. Ringing out, too. But nobody would answer because …

They did. A girl’s voice – she sounded distant as if she was concentrating on something else and not listening properly. But it was the right number. The bank!

‘I want to speak to Mr Strike, please.’

A long pause, then, ‘I’m afraid he’s engaged. Can anybody else help you?’

‘No, I’m afraid they can’t. Will you ask him to call me back, please. It’s his wife speaking.’

‘I’ll give him your message. Does he know your number?’

Stupid bitch! Leah replaced the receiver and let out her pent-up breath. She was euphoric because she had actually spoken to somebody. There were other people out there. John would ring back. When? She did not know, but she would wait right here by the phone and snatch it up the moment it rang.

The feeling of being watched was much stronger now. She glanced around but there was nobody there. She sensed the hatred in those unseen eyes, a malevolence that burned into her, an anger because she had defied whatever it was, and called for help.

‘Damn you!’ She could not remain silent any longer. She shrieked at the walls, which were closer than ever now, as if they meant to crush her like an apple in a cider press. ‘Look what you’re doing to us. We’ve done nothing to you. We just want to leave. D’you understand? We want to leave as much as you want us to!’

The sensation seemed less strong after her outburst but she knew that the presence was still there.

And then the telephone shrilled, an agonized scream as though even an inanimate object felt the terror of this house.

Leah snatched up the handset. ‘Hallo. John?’

‘This is Lester & Co., Estate Agents.’

‘Oh!’ Her hopes were dashed but at least it was somebody to talk to.

‘We have somebody interested in your property. Is a viewing possible?’

‘Yes. Oh, yes, please.’

‘Good. The gentleman has just rung in and insists on coming round right away.’

‘That will be absolutely marvellous.’ Leah felt a surge of hope and found herself wishing that she had not phoned John. ‘I shall be in for the rest of the day.’

‘That’s fine.’ The estate agent sounded in a hurry. ‘If he wants to proceed then ask him to come to the office.’ She leaned up against the wall and found herself looking at the front door again. It was still an illogical barrier, but if necessary she would go upstairs and throw the key down to her expected caller when he arrived.

She did not want to return to the kitchen. She would stay right here within view of her prison door, waiting, listening for footfalls, the catch on the front gate clanging, the ring of the doorbell. Bracing herself, she willed it to happen now.

A harsh ringing made her jump. It was the phone. She did not need it now, but she answered it. It was John.

‘No problems?’ He sounded tense. Damn him, she wouldn’t have rung if there had not been problems. He was as stupid as that girl who had answered her call a short time ago. Or was it a long time ago?

‘No.’ She tried to sound normal, slightly excited. ‘Just to say that there’s a man coming to look at the house.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Is that all you rang to tell me?

‘I thought you would like to know,’ she replied haughtily.

‘People are always viewing property.’ His voice was flat, expressionless. Perhaps he was disappointed because somebody might actually buy the house, she thought. ‘Let him see round. I’ll talk to you tonight. Must go, I’m terribly busy.’

You bastard! She slammed the receiver back. If I’d needed you, as I did a short while ago, it would be just the same, she thought. See you tonight – late. Because I’m going to screw my fancy woman first.

She was waiting again, for the doorbell, this time. And still being watched. She jerked round once because she thought she heard that rasping breathing. Or was it mice up in the attic gnawing at the wires? The house might go up in flames. If it did, she knew she would not even try to get out because there was no escape. Oh, hurry up, please, I need you.

She was aware of the timelessness again. The cooker clock had stopped but there was always the radio alarm upstairs by the bed. No, she wasn’t going up there again. She could have phoned the speaking clock but she didn’t. Because time itself was of no consequence.

Exhausted, slumped on the straight-backed chair by the phone, she waited.

When the doorbell finally rang she did not even jump. As she struggled to her feet she felt a sense of relief, not because the expected caller had arrived but … suddenly she realized that she was no longer shackled by those inexplicable bonds, that she could have walked right out into the street had she wished. It was a feeling akin to a sick person awakening to discover that the fever had left him whilst he slept, that only the weakness remained.

She turned the catch, pulled the door open and stared in disbelief.

‘I liked the maze, Mummy.’ Ben pushed his way inside and grasped her arm.

‘It was okay.’ Sam walked on through and mounted the stairs.

‘Are you feeling better, Mother?’ Sarah asked. ‘You don’t look too good.’

‘I’m all right now.’ Dazed, she wondered if the children were real or if it was some mirage sent to torture her battered, bemused brain. ‘Just tired. Go on in, cut some sandwiches, will you, please. Dad will be home soon. And I’m expecting somebody to call to look at the house.’

‘The boys were very good, they didn’t quarrel,’ Sarah said as she went through to the kitchen. ‘Goodness, it’s hot in here, you haven’t had the patio doors shut all day, have you?’

Six o’clock; the cooker clock was working again, had somehow caught up on itself. Leah shivered. Everything was back to normal, as normal as anything could be in 13 Schooner Street.

It was after nine, and Ben was already asleep on the sofa in the front room when John arrived home. Late, as she had expected; he was not even bothering to come up with excuses now.

‘How did you get on, was he interested?’

‘He never came,’ she replied, and almost added, ‘I didn’t expect him to.’

It would not have made any difference because the atmosphere, the vibes, here were too strong. The Strikes, the agents, were wasting their time. Nobody would buy.




11

For Leah there was one terror that transcended all the other horrors in this dreadful house. Not the mice in the attic, which still gnawed the electric wirings nightly and would surely cause a fire before long. Not the omnipresent invisible watcher who followed her every move and whose breathing she could hear in moments of rare silence. Nor the fact that she might cut herself on any one of the sharp kitchen knives and spray arterial blood all over the walls and ceiling again. Not even the inexplicable terror of going outside, which she seemed to have overcome now. Something much, much simpler than any of those and a thousand times more terrifying.

The telephone.

The squat inanimate monster crouched on the hall table ready to scream without warning when she least expected it. Lately it had been quiet; it had not rung for two days now. Waiting, like everything else in 13 Schooner Street.

August was gone and the pictorial calendar on the kitchen wall showed a tranquil September setting with a faint hint of brown amidst the thick foliage of leafy chestnut trees. Sam and Sarah had started at their new school and seemed to have settled in without any undue problems. Ben followed her about the house, bored because he had nobody to quarrel with. A week ago she managed to coax him upstairs, had even persuaded him to sleep in the bed with her. John was out late at least three nights a week but she had resigned herself to that, had even contemplated leaving him and going back to her parents’ house in Wales, taking the children with her. But the priority was to get rid of Number Thirteen; when that happened she would think positively. At present they were in the midst of a kind of lull; she didn’t try to con herself that everything was all right, because it wasn’t. A breathing space, nothing more.

She busied herself preparing the evening meal: sliced meat from the supermarket – that way she did not have to use a knife; pre-packed potatoes ready for boiling; frozen peas. Nothing canned because cans had sharp, ragged edges. She was pandering to her phobias, but it was only until she got away from here. Then it would be different.

Ben had fallen asleep in the chair, his picture book lying on the floor at his feet. The radio was playing softly. Without it, she would have had to endure the awful silence, would have heard that breathing again. She kept glancing round, checking on Ben, making sure that there was nobody standing behind her.

On impulse she tiptoed to the door and peered into the hall – at the phone. She knew it was going to ring, that was a certainty. It might be in five minutes or an hour. But it would ring, she knew that much. Listening, bracing herself for the first shrill shriek, she willed it to ring; then she was praying that it would stay silent, as it had done recently.

Telephones were a curse and a blessing, she thought. You had to have the good and the bad. You could not escape them. Even if you did not have one, if anybody wanted you in an emergency they would get bad tidings to you somehow. Via a telephone, of course. Whether it was a neighbour hammering on your door or a stoic policeman breaking bad news, the phone found you. There was no hiding place.

One phone call from the estate agents in three weeks! It was unbelievable. That first prospective viewer had never materialized. Leah had not expected him to. But the Craigs were real enough. A middle-aged conventional couple, they had gone through the proper channels, booked a viewing appointment via Lesters for three-thirty on Wednesday afternoon. They were punctual almost to the minute. That was a fortnight ago yesterday.

He wore a dark suit beneath a light fawn macintosh, and had polished shoes and an office umbrella. She had her grey hair tied up in a bun on the back of her head, dark red lipstick and an empty shopping bag. Early retirement, Leah thought, on their way to the shops, probably a weekly routine to break the monotony. She didn’t understand why they wanted to retire in South London. She didn’t care, as long as they bought the house.

‘I’ll just have a look at the downstairs and the garden, dear.’ He obviously took all the decisions. ‘You go up and look at the bedrooms with Mrs Strike.’

For some reason Leah got an uneasy feeling as she led the way up the stairs in front of Mrs Craig. She had sent the children out of the way, round to the Johnsons’, had tidied up all their strewn toys. Nevertheless, she had a foreboding, just as she had had that afternoon when she sat on the wall over the road watching the removal men carry the furniture in. Her momentary feeling of faintness passed almost immediately. She glanced back at Mrs Craig, but she was engrossed in the new wallpaper, maybe already planning to strip it off and replace it with something to her own taste. Just buy it and do what the hell you like to it, Leah thought.

‘This is the main bedroom …’ Leah was suddenly aware that her companion had not followed her across the landing. Instead, she had gone into Sam’s room. Oh, well, please yourself.

Silence. Leah could even hear the ticking of the clock in the hall; Mrs Craig had paused to study something in the small bedroom, and her husband was probably outside in the garden. A coincidental synchronization of stillness had created a frightening silence. Leah whirled round, hearing that rasping breathing again. It was faint; it might have been on the stairs or even in Sarah’s room, it was impossible to place it. But the watcher was back, because somebody else had infiltrated his domain.

Mrs Craig came out of the room in a rush, caught her foot and almost fell. Breathless, she was trying to conceal something, the lipstick on those moving lips starkly crimson against the whiteness of her ageing features.

‘I … I think I’ve seen all that I need to see, Mrs Strike.’ She was holding on to the top of the stair rail and it was clear that she was about to descend. ‘I’ll … I’ll just give my husband a call, if you don’t mind.’ Shakily going downstairs, she clung to the pine rail. ‘George … George, are you there?’

Leah heard George Craig coming in through the patio doors. Damn it, what was the matter now?

‘George, I think I’ve seen all I need to see. Shall we go?’

Craig looked surprised, embarrassed. ‘You haven’t been long, dear. The kitchen’s very nice and roomy, and the garden’s just about the right size for me to manage. You go and have a look and I’ll see upstairs.’

‘No, dear!’ Her insistence almost bordered oil panic. ‘I really don’t think this is the place we’re looking for.’ She was edging towards the front door. ‘Thank you so much, Mrs Strike, I’m sorry to have taken up your time.’

All of two minutes, Leah thought bitterly. ‘Is there … something you don’t … like, Mrs Craig?’ Go on, tell me, for God’s sake!

‘Oh, no!’ Formally polite again, she already had the front door open. ‘Nothing at all, it’s a lovely house, Mrs Strike. It’s just that I can see that it’s not what we’re looking for and it would be unfair of me to take up any more of your time. Thank you so much for letting us see, and I’m sure you’ll have no trouble selling such a nice house. Good afternoon.’

Mrs Craig had seen or felt something, Leah reflected, and that was not altogether surprising. But when she and John first viewed the house there had been nothing amiss; it was tatty, certainly, but nothing that couldn’t be rectified with a grand knocked off the purchase price.

But nobody had been to look at the house since the Craigs. Which was crazy in London. It wasn’t like a small village where rumours circulated and became embroidered by local gossips. In the metropolis, houses were houses – and they were at a premium.

And then the telephone rang, as she had been expecting it to do all afternoon.

Standing with her fingers sweaty on the handset, she was afraid to lift it up. She wished that phones had some way of signifying the nature of the call before you answered them – good news, indifferent news, bad news – a neon light to signify the nature of the call so that you could prepare yourself for whatever tidings awaited you. Which was silly. All the same, it was some seconds before she found the courage to lift the receiver.

‘Leah, is that you?’

Identifying the voice, she was perturbed by the tone. Her mother phoned only infrequently, and then after six on the cheap rate.

‘Mother, what’s the matter?’ Something certainly was.

‘Your father’s not well.’

‘Oh!’ She clutched at the table and felt a sinking sensation in her stomach. ‘What … what’s the matter?’

‘When he got up this morning I thought he didn’t look right, and he was an awful long time in the bathroom. When he came out, oh my goodness, you should have seen the blood!’

The wall in front of Leah started to spin. She saw again the spurting crimson from her own wrist, the way it sprayed everywhere; and she started to feel faint.

‘Oh, it wasn’t that bad,’ her mother went on, ‘although it gave me a turn at the time. Your dad had been trying to shave and made a bit of a mess of himself. So I called the doctor – you remember Dr James? Well, the doctor says your father’s had a slight stroke, nothing to worry about but he has to rest. And I was wondering if you could come up for a few days?’

Nothing to worry about … just nicked himself … a slight stroke … Letting out a long breath, she tried not to visualize the blood. A slight stroke; lots of people had them when they were over sixty, she told herself. Some recovered, lasted another ten or twenty years. Others had a massive one soon after; the first had been a warning.

‘I … don’t know.’ Leah had difficulty thinking. The children were the problem, Sam and Sarah. She could take Ben with her. ‘Do you really need me, Mother?’ Much as I’d love to get away from here for a few days, she thought.

‘I do, really.’ It was a kind of self-pitying whine. ‘There’s an awful lot to do when your father can’t help me. And I’d like somebody to stop with him whilst I pop out to the shops. It would only be for a few days. The doctor says he’ll be up and about by next week.’

‘All right.’ Leah was still shaking. ‘I’ll fix something. I’ll ring you back about nine to let you know my plans.’

‘Who was that, Mummy?’ Ben was standing in the kitchen doorway rubbing his bleary eyes.

‘How would you like to go and stay at Gran’s by the sea for a few days?’ Maybe it was the answer to her current problems.

‘Ooh, yes, Mummy. When are we going? Are Sam and Sarah coming?’

‘Sam and Sarah can’t come because of school.’ That was definite. ‘I’m going to see if Mrs Johnson can help out. Your daddy will have to come home early each night to get their tea.’ And he’ll have to babysit, too. Which gave her a surge of satisfaction. For once, she was going to disrupt other people’s plans.

 

Janet Johnson was glad that she had insisted on Brian having a vasectomy after Jeremy was born; otherwise every mealtime would be like this one – two extra helpings, double the washing-up. Thank goodness Leah had taken the youngster with her.

Of course, everybody helped out in a crisis, she told herself. So long as that crisis wasn’t prolonged. Leah hoped to be back on Monday. Probably she would take advantage and pinch an extra day. Tuesday, then. John Strike would look after the children over the weekend, so there was really only today, Friday, to cope with, and only until about eight o’clock; John had said he would be home by then. Not too bad, in that case, and maybe in return she could persuade Leah to have Jeremy for a couple of days. Children could be a bind at times.

‘I’m just popping round to make sure everything’s all right and to take the washing in,’ she announced once Sam, Sarah and Jeremy were seated at the table. ‘I’ll only be five minutes.’

The Strikes weren’t making much progress with Number Thirteen, Janet thought as she inserted the security key in the front door. A bit of tidying in the garden, some interior decoration, and that was all. They should have had the builders in by now to gut the place. God only knew, it needed gutting. Knock the bloody place down and rebuild it! It was so old-fashioned. Maybe they didn't have as much money as they pretended to have. Well, now was her chance to have a good nose round and see what they really had. She could soon tell.

The moment Janet stepped inside she had a feeling that something was wrong, so she left the front door open behind her, an escape route if she needed it.

It was just a feeling; she could be wrong, prayed that she was. But she knew that she wasn’t the moment she saw right through to the kitchen. The patio doors were wide open, the glass smashed. Oh, Jesus Christ, burglars!

Standing there, she felt a sensation of helplessness. She saw the phone and knew that she would have to dial 999. In a minute. She wanted to scream but knew it wouldn’t do any good. Then she wondered if she ought to run home and phone from there, seeing the devastation in the kitchen, cupboards tipped out, broken glass on the floor; even the hanging herbs had been ripped down.

She was aware that the trail of destruction led into the hall, right to where she was standing beneath the stairway. Fragments and shards of broken pine – the bastards had even wrecked the stair rail and smashed that wooden bannister with its upright struts. She looked up – and saw the dangling feet, rumpled blue socks, a frayed black trainer on one foot; the other shoe was missing. The feet swung gently to and fro …

She whimpered her fear aloud as her eyes followed on up, to the blood-streaked shredded jeans, the ripped T-shirt. And then the head, a broken strut of railing impaling the throat and somehow suspending the body just below the level of the landing where it had fallen through. Arms hung limply by the corpse’s side, and the twisted, dead features were agonized beneath the mask of dried, caked blood. Creaking beneath its own weight, the body was waiting for the executioner to come and take down his victim.

There was blood everywhere. She had not noticed it until now. The jugular had sprayed it all over, on walls and ceiling, and it had dripped down to the floor below. And dried.

The woodwork above creaked, cracked; the corpse lurched, dropped another few inches but still hung there as if it was being gently lowered to the floor below. It started to creak again …

That was when Janet Johnson ran screaming hysterically into the street outside.

PART TWO - Autumn
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It had been a traumatic evening for John Strike, beginning with a phone call at the bank just as he was about to leave. Brian Johnson, obviously shaken, explained what his wife had found when she went to check Number Thirteen over. Of course, the Johnsons would help as much as they could; they were even prepared to bed Sam and Sarah down in sleeping bags in the spare room for tonight. Just for tonight.

The police were in the house when John arrived. Scenes of crime men, a slightly officious inspector who interrogated John for over an hour, even implying that the bank accountant was not entirely above suspicion. Could he find alternative accommodation for tonight? There were extensive forensic investigations to be carried out which would take up most of tomorrow. And, after all, nobody would want to sleep in the house after this, would they?

The dead man, the policeman reluctantly revealed, had three convictions for burglary, two with violence, and was currently on bail over another break-in. So nobody was really sorry, but the correct procedures had to be adhered to.

John would stay with Ruth, but first he had to call Leah – and that wasn’t going to be easy.

‘How’s your father?’ He’d eased into it gently. He didn’t give a damn how his father-in-law was, a grumpy old bugger who thought that no man was good enough for his daughter.

‘He’s much better.’ Which meant that he had not been all that ill to begin with. ‘Just a slight loss of the use of one arm, but the doctor says it should come back in a few weeks and so long as he takes it steady he might go another twenty years. How’s –’

John told her, sparing her the gory details. A second spraying of arterial blood on the walls was enough to make anybody want to move house. Even John himself.

‘Oh, my God!’ He pictured her features blanching with the impact of the shock. ‘John, I can’t go back there!’

‘No, I’m not asking you to.’

‘And I don’t want the children through the door of Number Thirteen again. Ever. It’s jinxed. Haunted. There’s something terribly evil lurking there.’

‘Yes, I’m inclined to agree with you. Now, what I propose is this …’ He had thought it all out carefully once the initial shock wore off. Leah and Ben could stay in Wales with her parents. He would put Sam and Sarah on the train tomorrow and they could stay with her for the time being. The school in London would understand. Or, at least, they probably wouldn’t give a shit. He had to stay in town, of course, because of the bank. And Ruth. The situation was turning to his own advantage. That old adage was true, it was an ill wind …

‘It seems the only possible solution.’ Her agreement was reluctant. ‘Can’t you put some pressure on the agents to get the house sold?’

‘I’ll do that first thing in the morning,’ he promised. Jesus, the sooner he had 13 Schooner Street out of his hair, the better.

 

‘Poetic justice.’ Ruth took the news philosophically, her obvious delight at the sight of John’s suitcases in the hall overruling everything else. ‘A fellow with convictions for burglary with violence falls downstairs and breaks his neck, so society is rid of one more leech. But I can understand what a shock it must be if it happens to be your house he chooses to have his fatal accident in.’ But it meant that they would be together, for a time at least.

Her husband had reluctantly accepted that their marriage was over. She had expected a fuss, arguments, pleading. But he had taken her letter calmly. She wondered if he, too, had somebody else. No, it wasn’t likely; he just welcomed the prospect of his freedom. The house would be sold, there would be a divorce in due course.

‘When are you going to tell your wife about us?’ she asked, as they made their way upstairs.

‘The moment we’ve sold the house,’ he replied. ‘Obviously, I can’t spring it on her in the midst of all this. I’m going to get tough with the agents tomorrow. Christ, if they can’t sell a house in London, they can’t sell anything!’ Except when it happened to be 13 Schooner Street.

John experienced an unexpected feeling of euphoria. Possibly it was due to the relief of getting away from Number Thirteen, coupled with the knowledge that tonight he did not have to invent excuses or alibis to account for a late homecoming. In fact, he was not going home at all. This was to be his first full night with Ruth. And the result was a full erection before he had even finished undressing.

He stood there and let her fondle it as he began unbuttoning her blouse and unclasping her skirt. Kissing her, kneading her naked buttocks, he pushed her slowly back on to the bed. Once more his tongue traced that familiar downward path, flicked her erect nipples tantalizingly, explored her navel. The trimmed black pubic hair was erotic to touch. Her thighs opened readily, stretched wide for him.

‘Kiss me there, John, please,’ she groaned.

The soft wet warmth, the scent of talc was making him heady with an urge for much more than loveplay in a semi-darkened room. Suddenly he straightened up and said, ‘Hang on a minute.’

She watched wide-eyed as he went to the suitcase in the corner of the bedroom. She heard the locks snap open, then a rustling of clothes as he searched frantically for something, a grunted ‘ah!’ when he found it.

‘What’s that?’ she asked in trepidation; it looked like a camera he was holding.

‘A Polaroid.’ He was watching her carefully for a reaction. ‘People buy them for taking naughty pics. Instant developing, no risk of a voyeur lusting over them in the lab.’

‘Oh!’ She felt a mixture of nervousness and excitement but she made no move to close her thighs. ‘Oh, I see.’

‘You don’t mind … do you?’

She closed her eyes. No, she didn’t mind, the very thought was almost enough to make her orgasm there and then. ‘I don’t mind.’ She stopped herself from adding, ‘If you really want to.’ Because she wanted him to. Very much.

He lay on the bed between her outstretched legs, the camera positioned close to that throbbing, tingling part of her body. She wanted him to look at it, stroke it, to photograph it. And afterwards to …

A brilliant flash blinded her for a few seconds and when her vision returned he was kneeling up, holding the camera by a flex; counting. He tugged the white tab that protruded from the side and peeled off a square of paper, then studied it. ‘Perfect,’ he breathed, ‘absolutely perfect!’

She looked at the photograph, saw every detail in the picture and knew that she could not contain herself much longer.

‘Will you do me a favour?’ he asked, and his voice trembled slightly.

‘Yes.’ Her reply was instant, her hand reaching out for the Polaroid camera. Because right now, more than anything else in the world, she wanted to photograph that erection, to keep the picture in some secret place where she could sneak off and lust over it; and maybe do those things to herself which she had been doing during the last couple of years of her ailing marriage.

 

John Strike was back in Number Thirteen, because there were things he had to do, things which had been preying on his mind all day. He felt a furtive stranger in his own house, like that burglar. He tried not to look at the broken stair rail and the blood-spattered walls. But in an hour or so he would be leaving, going back to Ruth.

Sam and Sarah had gone to Wales that morning. John had taken the day off work and driven them to Euston to put them on the train. A long journey lay ahead of them, the InterCity to Wolverhampton then a slow train to Aberystwyth, changing for Barmouth at Machynlleth. Leah would meet them off the train. She had done that, he had phoned to make sure that they had arrived an hour ago.

‘Where are you staying, John?’ The inevitable question.

‘At home.’ For a little while. ‘There’s a lot of cleaning-up to do if we’re ever going to sell the place.’

‘Which we won’t.’ She didn’t believe him and sounded despondent.

‘We will, I promise you.’ But not in the way she meant. Because he had planned it all today, here in this awful depressing house with its cold dampness with the heating turned off. Autumn had announced its coming. Outside it was already dark and it was drizzling. He shivered.

Leah was right, of course. There was no way anybody was going to buy 13 Schooner Street. The estate agent wasn’t saying so outright, but John could tell by his tone. Maybe he, too, had sensed what lurked here, that feeling of foreboding and hostility. Maybe the atmosphere stretched beyond the house, even, and in some way manifested itself in the agent’s brochure, a sense of eeriness that came over in the description of the property. ‘Suited to renovation.’ In other words, it needed work doing on it. Like thousands of other pre-war houses on the market.

Two enquiries in six weeks; a fellow who had not turned up for his viewing appointment and a couple who had virtually fled the place in terror. Nobody else would come, John had resigned himself to that. Which was why he had to do what he planned to do tonight.

The feeling was strong tonight, stronger than before. There was definitely somebody else here. He couldn’t see them; he thought he heard somebody breathing, but when he stopped to listen there was only silence. A silence that lived and moved around him.

John moved with a purposefulness now. He gathered up the pieces of broken stair rail that littered the hall, an armful of tinder-dry pinewood, and glanced round instinctively. I know you’re watching me, he thought, you might even guess what I’m going to do. But you won’t stop me!

I stopped that burglar in his act of desecrating my house.

Sweating in spite of the cold, he went through to the front room. The existing fireplace was still there, a yawning cavern beneath the ugly tiled mantelshelf, still caked with a covering of soot from yesteryear. Unused but unblocked, its concealment had been one of his priorities. He was glad that he had never got round to it. Because tonight he needed it.

He was crumpling up a newspaper, stuffing it into the old cast-iron grate, laying the sticks criss-cross fashion – the way he had done when he was a boy and they had an open range in the kitchen. The pile of wood would surely be sufficient. More newspapers, he was filling the hearth with them and making a trail that led across to the cheap sofa. In all probability it was foam-filled, and that was an added bonus.

He straightened up and stood back to survey his handiwork, aware how he trembled. Not just the house, his whole crazy plan terrified him. Number Thirteen would not sell, so he had a choice: either continue to live here with this escalating catalogue of phobias that were becoming terrifying reality or … get rid of it. Fire was the obvious answer. An accident. Nobody could possibly prove otherwise. Could they?

Even in London, people had open fires. Smokeless fuel ones, of course. He should have purchased a small bag of Phurnacite. Wood was a forbidden fuel because it gave off smoke and smelled sweet. But you had to use kindling to light a fire. Actually, it was so bloody cold in there, and I couldn’t get the central heating to work, so I just burned some bits and pieces of rubbish, he rehearsed. It sounded plausible. To him.

Damn it, if I don’t light it now I never will, he told himself. Light it and get the hell out of here. Tomorrow morning there will be a message at the bank. We’ve some bad news for you, Mr Strike. Last night your house burned down. Gutted. You shouldn’t have lit an open fire and left it. But that wasn’t a crime, just crass carelessness. The insurance company would fork out, albeit grudgingly.

Just one match, that was all that was needed. It reminded him of an old TV commercial, he couldn’t remember the brand name. The matches were in the kitchen on the shelf above the gas cooker.

Turning quickly, he stumbled because for one moment he had the impression that he was about to bump into somebody. A stifled curse died on his lips. He was sweating; trembling, too.

Almost running through into the kitchen, he half expected the box of Cook’s matches to be missing or the box to be empty. Neither; he grabbed them, shook them, heard them rattle. Fuck you, you’re beaten now, you bastard, he thought. You’re going to roast in your own hell!

Back in the front room, the matchbox in one hand, the drawer open an inch or so, he was fumbling to get a grip on an elusive sliver of wood. And then the doorbell rang.

Blind terror almost had him fleeing through the rear patio doors and scaling the rickety fence. Instead, he just stood there clasping that partly open box in guilt and fear. All right, you’ve caught me, I was going to set fire to the house. With an effort he pulled himself together.

Who the hell could it be? He felt apprehensive about a direct confrontation with an unknown caller.

The police?

A possibility.

A viewer called on spec?

Another possibility, but an unlikely one.

The Johnsons?

No, they wouldn’t come round, they would telephone, as they always did; a trend of the nouveaux riche.

The doorbell rang a second time, more insistently; three peals.

All right, I’m coming. He closed the matchbox and put it on the mantelshelf. He stooped to gather up the balls of newspaper that spilled out of the hearth and across the carpet, stuffing them back in the fireplace. I was thinking of lighting a fire, just enough to keep me warm until I’d finished.

He thought he heard an intake of breath, almost a snigger, out in the hall. He darted to the door but there was nobody in sight. Just somebody outside in the porch, reaching out to press the bell push again. He beat them to it, wrenched the front door open and stared in shocked surprise at the girl who stood on the threshold, her green mac and dark hair dampened by the drizzle.

‘Ruth!’

‘John, are you all right?’ Her smile changed to an expression of concern, her hand reaching out for his. She squeezed past him, pushing the door closed behind her.

‘I’m okay.’

‘You don’t look it.’ She regarded him closely. ‘In fact, you look ill.’ Her features softened into a sympathetic smile. ‘Still, I suppose it’s no wonder after what has happened. All the same, you could have found a minute to phone me today. When you hadn’t turned up at my place by eight I thought I’d better come and look for you, and this seemed the obvious place to start.’

‘You could have phoned.’

‘I’ve been trying to call you since six!’

Those icicles were sliding down his back again. ‘Oh, the phone must be out of order. I haven’t tried it.’ And I’m not going to now.

‘Making a fire?’ She had followed him back into the room, glancing at the heap of rumpled papers which had already begun to unfurl and were falling out into the hearth.

‘Yes!’ He was abrupt even though he had not meant to be, his tension erupting into that monosyllabic reply. Mind your own bloody business! ‘I’m sorry, this place has got on my nerves. I was just going to burn some rubbish for a little warmth. The central heating has gone wrong.’

Damn it, I could still light it! When he left here, Ruth would go with him. He searched for an excuse to be left alone, just long enough to strike one match. Look, you go on ahead, get the tube. I’ll finish off, follow on the next. No, that wouldn’t work; she’d ask why and be suspicious. Or: Look, I’m going to burn the house down, claim the insurance. I know you won’t shop me. She wouldn’t. Yet. Unless things turned sour between them, and it did not necessarily have to be because of Leah. That was too dangerous.

I’ll have to come back and light the fire tomorrow evening.

He stiffened because he thought he heard those lungs rattling again – in the kitchen? Or on the stairs? He turned round quickly.

‘You’re jumpy, John. Your nerves are all on edge.’

‘Yeah, it’s this place. It’ll never be the same again.’

‘I think it’s … eerie!’ She pressed up close against him. ‘I don’t think I could spend a night here. It’s as if … as if there’s somebody around who you can’t see!’

His flesh went cold. ‘Let’s go.’ He steered her out into the hall, averting his gaze so that he did not have to look at those blood-streaked walls again. ‘I don’t need to do any more here tonight. I might pop back tomorrow after work. If I do, then you’ll know where I’ve gone. Don’t come traipsing after me, I’ll come back to your place when I’ve finished.’

He was beaten. No, just thwarted, he told himself. A postponement of arson. He would see it through tomorrow.

The door banged behind them, echoing down the hallway like the slamming of a tomb entrance on its latest occupant. And as they moved out on to the pavement he heard the laughter.

Just one peal, mocking him because it had defeated him. The sound jarred his brain and brought back reminders of death that would have had him screaming his terror aloud had it not been for Ruth clinging to his arm. His thoughts kaleidoscoped: a road accident, the decapitated head in the Morris Minor; drowning, a corpse mouthing its curses on the bottom of the swimming bath; writhing in pain as a thrombosis took him. And then seeing the crushed infant body beneath the wheels of the Suzuki and knowing that it was Ben.

Somehow he fought them all off, dispelled them. But this time it was more than a phobia; it was a premonition of death.

But whose?




13

‘All this business isn’t doing your father much good in his state of health!’ Leah’s mother came into the spare bedroom shortly before eight o’clock, drew the curtains back with obvious displeasure and stood with folded arms at the foot of the bed.

Leah stirred and propped herself up on an elbow. Ben was still fast asleep.

Marjorie Bourne was sixty-five, five years younger than her husband, slight of build and walked with an arthritic limp. Sharp-featured, she wore an expression of perpetual dissatisfaction and was usually at her most bad-tempered during the first two hours after rising, until her limbs became fully mobile. Looking after George was bad enough, she thought; he needed constant nagging to do as he was instructed. She didn’t mind Leah and Ben for a few days, but the other two children filled the small seafront house up, shattered the peace and quiet she craved and generally made life intolerable. The next thing, John would be turning up without so much as a by your leave, and that would be the limit. She had not liked her son-in-law from the first moment she saw him, and she liked him a whole lot less after he got Leah into trouble. She would never forgive him for that.

‘Would you like us to go back home then?’ Leah snapped irritably. She realized that if she left John she could not stand living with her parents. Already, Mother was trying to make her feel guilty for coming here, even though she had asked her to come. Whatever you did, it had to be on Mother’s terms even if you were doing her a favour.

‘No.’ Marjorie Bourne looked startled. ‘No, you can’t go back to that dreadful house. But I should have thought your husband would have taken steps to find you alternative accommodation.’ She avoided referring to John by his name; it was usually ‘your husband’ or, if she was particularly annoyed, ‘that man’.

‘You asked me to come and stay for a few days, which I did, even though it wasn’t convenient.’ Trying to make her feel guilty, Leah knew, was a ploy that never worked. ‘But it wasn’t my fault that a burglar broke into our house and killed himself, was it? Sam and Sarah couldn’t stay behind with nobody to look after them, so John did the obvious thing and sent them on here.’

‘How long are you going to stay?’

‘I don’t know. A week, perhaps a fortnight. We’ll have to play it by ear. The children are too frightened to go back to Schooner Street, so we’ll have to find another house, rent one if necessary.’ She wondered again where John was staying. If he was still at Number Thirteen then he wasn’t answering the phone. Presumably because he was shacked up with some floosie and taking advantage of the situation. But her mother must never even guess. Much as her mother disliked John, in her book marriage was for life, for better or for worse. She would never accept a divorce.

‘It’s your father I’m worried about.’

‘The children have been exceptionally good. Apart from one argument, which I stopped. You can’t blame them, Mother.’

‘It creates an air of disquiet having children in the house. It mithers your father.’

‘It didn’t appear to yesterday. In fact, he seemed to be enjoying having them here.’

‘Your father puts up with a lot.’

That was true. He had tolerated her mother for forty-one years! Leah sighed. She knew only too well what her mother was hinting at: You’ll have to keep the children out of his way because they’re getting on my nerves.

‘I’ll take them out for the day.’ Leah heard the wind buffeting the window, but at least it did not appear to be raining. A typical autumn seaside day, cold and blustery.

‘I don’t want to drive you out of the house …’

You do and we’ll go. ‘I’ll take them somewhere for the day.’ Christ knows where. ‘It might have been better to have let them sleep in for an hour, they need all the rest they can get.’ And so do I.

‘I would have done, except that I have to get the house cleaned.’ Marjorie had been unable to extricate herself from the routine she followed when the place was a seaside guest house. Breakfast at nine, everybody out of their rooms by ten and not allowed back until four-thirty. Now her daughter and grandchildren were her boarding house guests and the old rules were in force again.

‘I’ll get the others up and give them some breakfast.’ Leah swung her legs to the floor and watched her mother leave the room. Her mother was next in line for a stroke if she did not ease up. Leah sighed, and went across the landing to the bathroom.

She thought about phoning John at the bank but decided against it. If he had any news he would call her, and right now he was the last person she wanted to talk to.

The children seemed to sense the atmosphere in the big kitchen, and ate their cornflakes and toast and marmalade in relative silence. They were in obvious awe of Grandma and kept glancing nervously in the direction of the sink, where she was washing their crockery the moment they had finished with them.

‘Hallo, Grandpa.’ Ben broke the silence. Heads turned towards George Bourne, who appeared in the doorway wearing a tartan dressing gown over his striped pyjamas.

He was thickset and bald-headed. His usually ruddy complexion had paled with his illness, but his thick lips smiled and he beamed at his grandchildren through heavy-rimmed glasses. ‘Good morning, children. And how are you all this morning?’

‘Okay,’ Sam replied, and Ben shrilled, ‘We’re going out for the day today.’

‘George!’ Marjorie’s exclamation of surprise at seeing her husband downstairs so early bordered on the hysterical. ‘George, you should be resting in bed!’

‘I’m fed up with damned bed.’ His response was jovial, ‘If I’m going to die then I’ll die downstairs, not like some damned invalid.’

‘Mind your language in front of the children!’ Marjorie snapped.

‘They’re not going out on a day like this!’ He was incredulous. ‘They’ll catch pneumonia! Make the fire up in the lounge for them, Mother.’ He had called his wife ‘Mother’ ever since Leah could remember. Nowadays it seemed to reflect a nonsexual marriage. Which had probably been the case for the last thirty years, she reflected.

‘It’s bracing.’ Leah attempted to defuse the situation. ‘A good walk along Marine Parade will do the children good, and then I’ll find somewhere under cover to take them.’

Where? It was out of season; even the amusement arcades were closed. Definitely not the swimming baths. Nor a zoo, if there was one nearby. Maybe a coach trip if she could find a coach that was running. She would think of something, take a bus to Harlech or Portmadoc. The priority was to get out of the house.

Twenty minutes later, clad in their Barbours with rainproof hoods, except for Ben, who insisted on wearing his red and white Arsenal peaked hat, they left the house. The wind was strong, coming off the sea and driving spray and fine sand across the road. Foam-tipped breakers crashed against the sea wall, and part of the promenade was under water. Leah had to turn her head to get her breath.

The seafront was deserted, except for half a dozen parked cars and a man in the distance walking his dog. Ben was carrying his new football, the one John had bought to replace the old punctured one. He had insisted on bringing it along and Leah had not forbidden him, because the last thing she wanted was a scene in front of her mother. Just something extra for me to carry in ten minutes, she sighed to herself; there was no chance of the boys being able to kick a ball about anywhere today.

She decided to head for the harbour. It would be more sheltered that end and it was only a couple of minutes’ walk from the town. The place had an air of desolation about it – the funfair all boarded up, seafood and ice cream stalls shuttered and abandoned until next season. Even the harbour cafe was closed.

Leah made for a shelter alongside the harbour, a three-sided concrete structure with its back to the prevailing winds and a bench, a refuge for the elderly on inclement summer days. It was a breather, somewhere to plan the next move. Across the road was the lifeboat station. That, too, was locked up.

‘Mum, what are we going to do?’ Sam asked.

‘We’ll go into town in a minute and have a drink somewhere.’ The first of endless rounds of coke and coffee to pass the time.

‘Don’t want a drink.’ Ben was bored. She couldn’t blame him; it was going to be a difficult day.

‘Perhaps the wind will drop and the sun will come out in a bit,’ Leah said. She knew it wouldn’t; the forecast was bad for the next couple of days. Soon it would start to rain.

‘I want to play football.’ He bounced his ball in a puddle, splashing the inside of the shelter.

‘Well, you can’t, Ben, and don’t bounce that ball, you’ll soak everybody.’

He looked at her defiantly. The ball floated in the pool of water and came to rest against his foot. Ben’s foot went back, hesitated, and then drove forward with all the force that the three-year-old could muster. There was a spray of water as the football cannoned against the side of the shelter. It bounced back, spun, and rolled across the road towards the lifeboat station.

And before Leah could grab him, Ben had darted in pursuit.

It was the moment that every mother dreads and is alert to; but when it happens she is unprepared. Her reactions froze for one terrible second during which Ben was lost to her view behind the shelter. Neither Sam nor Sarah had moved. Leah leaped; ran.

She saw Ben. He was already on the opposite side of the road. The ball had hit the shed doors and was rolling back on the gradient. He reached for it in a clumsy infantile way, but somehow it eluded his outstretched hands and gathered momentum.

‘Ben! Stay … where … you … are!’

In that moment of panic Leah found herself absolutely helpless. She might have screamed, but for some reason she didn’t. Ben was shambling after his football, totally oblivious of the oncoming vehicle.

Even in her terror Leah thought that for some unaccountable reason John had arrived. She saw the approaching jeep, a red Suzuki which might for one moment have been the Strikes’, except that it was mud-spattered and being driven at speed. The driver’s face was in shadow but she knew now that it was not her husband.

She managed to scream at last. It made no difference. She wanted to throw herself into the road; run over me, then, but spare my boy. She only made it to the kerbside, but by then the Suzuki was level with her; past her; braking; a screech of tyres; skidding; slewing.

She heard the impact, the crunch, even though she tried to close her ears to it, then the terrible sound of the locked wheels going over something in the road and that something being broken up, splintering. She told herself it was that stupid football – it had burst and was shredding – and Ben was still on the opposite side of the road. She almost believed it.

Until she saw the muddied football cap and the blood that matched its Arsenal colours.

The crowd was huddling, gawping. She had to fight her way through. Somebody caught her sleeve but she tugged herself free. For God’s sake, let me go to my baby!

Heedless of the blood, she was cradling the crushed, bleeding form to her, smearing herself with the grey substance that oozed out of the splintered cranium. It was unrecognizable, except to her.

Vague hope infiltrated her crazed mind. The stink of an unwashed body, the filthy ragged clothing. Her screams took on a note of hysterical relief. She turned to the crowd, but it had mysteriously vanished except for three faces: Sam and Sarah, and the driver, puking.

‘It’s all right!’ She was yelling at them. ‘I tell you, it’s all right. It’s only a vagrant.’ Like before.

Except that it wasn’t.

This time it was Ben.
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‘Time to get up.’ Ruth Ford shook John Strike gently as she placed a mug of tea on the bedside table. ‘It’s nearly seven and we have to get a tube around eight.’

‘Uh?’ He stirred, opening his eyes, blinking, waiting for everything to come back to him. It did, and he groaned inwardly. It was Ruth who had prevented him from setting fire to Number Thirteen last night. ‘It’s Wednesday and we have to go to work.’ She was wearing her pink housecoat and he could tell from the way her damp hair straggled that she had already bathed.

‘I … I’m not going in today.’ He closed his eyes and let them stay closed.

‘John, aren’t you feeling well?’ There was genuine concern in her voice as she leaned over him.

‘No.’ He paused, giving himself time to think. ‘I … I have migraines from time to time. Do you think you could close the curtains?’

She moved swiftly to oblige him, and the room was plunged into the kind of dismal gloom that seeps through the curtains on a rainy autumn morning. ‘I’m sorry, I’d better tell them at the bank …’

‘No, don’t do that!’

‘Oh, I forgot. Of course not. Will you ring in later?’

‘I suppose so. But don’t you worry about me, love. I’ll still be here when you get back.’

‘All right.’ She walked towards the door. ‘Maybe I’ll phone later to see how you are.’

‘No, please.’ Migraines were useful alibis, he thought, because the sufferer did not like being disturbed. ‘I’d rather just be left in peace. It’ll probably start to go about lunchtime. Mine rarely last more than twelve hours.’

‘All right.’ She was on her way back to the bathroom to get dressed. ‘Don’t worry about a thing. I’ll be home around six.’

Eight-ten and he had the house to himself. More than that, he had his freedom – and an alibi, if necessary. But there was no hurry. He lay there but sleep was out of the question, relaxation nigh impossible. He knew what he had to do and he did not want to slip up by rushing things. He had eight hours in which to finish what he had started last night.

About nine o’clock he rose, bathed and dressed. He made a mug of coffee in the kitchen and took his time. Nobody was going to stop him today. And shortly before ten he let himself out of the house into the rain-lashed morning. With luck, he would be back here by midday.

 

It was like a rerun of an old film, standing there on the pavement looking across at 13 Schooner Street, the house with features that were twisted into a malevolent scowl and eyes that saw and recognized him. So you’ve come back, but it won’t do you any good, John Strike.

Fuck you! He was angry and defiant, and told himself that he was not afraid, because it was broad daylight and nothing could harm him.

That burglar had been killed, and that was afternoon.

This will take me about two minutes, he reasoned. And I can even leave the front door ajar, in case I have to make a run for it.

Standing out in the street was unwise, people might see him, recognize him. Yes, officer, I saw Mr Strike in the vicinity around …

Ten-forty.

The collar of his waterproof turned up, he headed across the road. There was nobody in sight, just parked vehicles on both sides. The Suzuki looked forlorn, almost as if it would never start again. He would come and fetch it tomorrow. It might arouse suspicions if he drove away in it now.

He glanced at the Johnsons’ house; there was no sign of life. Brian would have been in the city three hours ago, Jeremy was back at boarding school. And in all probability Janet was still in bed. The lazy cow, John thought, she’s probably got a vibrator. She was the sort, definitely; fucked herself every morning with a plastic cock and kidded herself that she had a string of lovers. Another fantasy to add to the yuppy image she was trying to create.

He sensed the presence that lurked in the house even as he pushed open the front door. It seemed to come at him down the hallway in a cold fetid rush of air, clammy fingers stroking his face, his hands. But this time he would beat it. Whatever it was, it would be destroyed, incinerated in its own foul lair before this day was out.

The crumpled newspapers had unfurled and spilled out of the fireplace in the front room, arranging themselves virtually how he had strewn them originally, before he had panicked and stuffed them back in the hearth when the doorbell rang. Now they were back across the carpet and up against that foam-filled sofa.

Like the tobacco advert of yesteryear, all he needed was one match.

The matches were back on the mantelshelf. He picked them up, shook the box and heard it rattle. It will only take a second and then I’ll be gone from here, he thought. And when I return I’ll be standing in that same place across the road, only everything will be different because Number Thirteen will just be a blackened heap of rubble, the ashes of a funeral pyre. And whatever lives here will be dead!

He heard a sound that seemed to come from the kitchen, a sharp intake of breath. Fear! Jesus, it was scared now. He wondered if spooks could shit themselves.

A sense of elation, gloating, overcame his own fear. ‘Can you hear me, you bastard?’

No reply. Just total silence. It was bloody frightened, and so it should be – because nothing could stop him now.

He opened the drawer of the matchbox, extracted a match with his forefinger and thumb, and held it against the emery paper. It was like holding a pistol, he thought, fingering the trigger but not applying pressure, savouring the situation. You’re going to die and I don’t want it to be too quick because I want you to suffer.

He imagined the fire – the papers catching, the kindling crackling as the flames licked at them, showering sparks. A tongue of fire shooting up the old chimney, smoke billowing back because it was blocked by an old sootfall that had never been cleared. More flames running down into the hearth, hungry for the balls of paper, jumping from one to the next, scorching the settee, blackening it. Then whoosh, going up in a ball of fire right to the ceiling, like in those public information films on telly warning of the dangers of inflammable furniture, engulfing the entire room, a raging inferno that spread in all directions. By the time the windows were cracking and smoke pouring out into the street it would be too late. Oh, sweet Jesus, it would!

Then fire engines blocking the street, those yuppy BMWs obstructing the crews as they raced to spray foam on a lost cause. We can’t save Number Thirteen but we have to stop the blaze spreading to the adjoining houses. Firefighters wearing breathing apparatus trying to determine if anybody was trapped inside but being forced back by the heat, sure there was somebody inside – or, rather, something. Listening above the hiss of foam and the crackling of the inferno, and hearing its wheezing screams, the sound of phlegm sizzling in wasted lungs …

John was aware of its presence, its cloying foulness. He smelled it, felt it closer than ever before, the sheer evil that surrounded him, clutched at him and tried to stop him. Fighting it, he forced his fingers to move, rasping the matchhead on the emery, scraping for a flame. Just one match …

And then the doorbell chimed.

Fucking hell, I don’t believe it. Déjà vu. It was that same old film, you couldn’t change it. Outside Ruth Ford would be standing, a bedraggled figure in the morning rain, relief on her face because she had found him. Oh, John, I was so worried when I came back home and you weren’t there. But I knew you would be here.

As before, he gathered up the papers and stuffed them back into the fireplace so that they would fall out again and be ready for the next time. And the time after that.

Hearing that wheezing laughter follow him down the hallway, he paused to pull himself together and then opened the door.

‘Ruth, I …’

It wasn’t Ruth, it was a uniformed police officer removing his flat hat and preparing to step inside. His companion was at the wheel of a car in the road, trying to back into a space opposite. Clearly they were likely to be here some time.

John stepped back. He almost dropped the matchbox as he missed the pocket of his waterproof with it. Oh, God alive, they know!

‘Mr Strike? Mr John Strike?’

He nodded, gulping his guilt … attempted arson, attempting to defraud the insurance company.

‘I’m afraid I have some bad news for you, sir. May we go into the room’ – the one where you were trying to start the fire to burn down this house – ‘and sit down?’

John sat in the armchair, the policeman on the foam sofa. The papers were rustling their way out of their crumples, starting to lay the trail again as if they had been specially trained in the job.

‘Your son, sir.’ The officer was white-faced, his lower lip trembled. A rookie, the sergeant had done the dirty on him and sent him inside whilst he parked the car. ‘He was run over in Barmouth earlier this morning. I’m afraid he’s …’ The word that everybody chickened out of.

‘Dead!’ For John Strike it didn’t register. Not at first. He barely listened to the words because those damned newspapers were set on proving his guilt, constructing the crime before it was committed, louder and louder, trying to attract the policeman’s attention. Look, officer. See, this is how it was going to be. But the policeman wasn’t looking anywhere except at John Strike’s deathly white features.

‘He was killed instantly. Your wife is under sedation with her parents. Would you like me to get you a doctor, sir?’

The room began to tilt, in stages. The floor heaved one way, then the other, then started to spin. The blur went faster and faster until the uniformed man’s features were unrecognizable. They might have been those of an old man in a navy blue overcoat mouthing mute words.

Then, for John Strike, everything went black.

 

The rain had eased to a fast drizzle with the coming of darkness. Schooner Street was shiny wet. Cars threw up spray as they rushed by, suburban evening traffic that found its peak around ten-thirty then died down to an intermittent trickle of closing-time homecomers. The quiet backwater was near silent by midnight, with just the occasional hurrying footsteps.

Mike Gilson’s sweater was damp from the drizzle during the half-mile walk from the Indian restaurant, his jeans clung wetly to his legs, and his erection was causing him considerable discomfort. Tall and well-built, his strong arm held the girl at his side close to him, impeding their walk. He bent his head and kissed the top of her wet fair hair.

Tracey was pretty, but that wasn’t the only reason he had dated her every night for a week – except for Sunday, when her parents had insisted that she accompanied them on a visit to relatives. Her folk had money, and she herself had an eighty-pound-a-week job at the coffee bar where he had first chatted her up. That was a lot of money, when he was out of work. Tracey had paid for the meal tonight, as she had done for the past five nights. But tonight he wanted more than that; his arousal was demanding it.

She was eighteen and a virgin, and always told the truth. She was innocent in present-day terms. He was looking for a darkened porch way, a shelter where they could smooch and he could try his luck again. Two nights ago she had let him slide a hand up her blouse, had not really objected to having her tits felt. Last night he had progressed another step. She had not put up too much resistance when that same hand found its way up her skirt, but she had not been too eager to ease her legs apart so that he could stroke in between them. The tip of his finger penetrated enough to tell him that she was sopping wet but he couldn’t go any further. Keep working at it, feller. Jeez, just thinking about it was enough to make him come in his pants!

There was a house with unlit windows, the gate half open as if it had been expecting them. Come on in, try your luck here.

‘I mustn’t be late home tonight,’ she said, as he steered her into the porch and the shadows cast a protective mantle over their pressed bodies.

‘You won’t be.’ He kissed her, grasped her tight buttocks and pulled her close to him so that his hardness dug into her closed thighs.

He went over the ground he had gained so far, flipping her coat buttons and going up her blouse. Her nipples were like sharp spikes inside the cups of her bra. Then under her denim skirt, rubbing in an attempt to make her lubricate. She still kept his finger partly at bay but her pants were dampening, and that was a hopeful sign. He prodded at her with his erection; if he had not been holding her tightly to him she would have backed off.

‘I’d like to go home.’ She was tense suddenly, and it made her all the more desirable, had his hardness stretching still further, throbbing and pulsing.

‘Soon.’ He had made up his mind to have her tonight. He had been thinking about it all day; now it was a driving obsession. This very place spurred him on, gave power to his lust. It was like a void apart from the rest of the world, where nobody would hear if she screamed.

His left hand went down, found his zip and ran it. Fumbling his thick length of turgid flesh out of the vent, he forced her unwilling fingers against it. She was resisting, trying to snatch away, but he rubbed her fingertips on his own slippery warmth.

‘Don’t!’ A frightened plea, but he had her in a corner. ‘Please, I don’t want to.’

‘I do!’ The laugh did not sound like his own. ‘Look, let me just touch you with it, put it against you. No further than my finger went.’

She began to struggle as he found the elastic of her pants and pulled hard. A ripping sound, then he was up against her, feeling her silky pubes, but her pressed thighs still denied him. He was breathing heavily, aware of the mounting tension in his lower regions. He could not hold off much longer. The beginnings of an orgasm fuelled his desperation.

Take her!

The whisper might have been inside his lusting brain, or borne on the damp autumn night. Insistent, goading, it was urging him on, like a voyeur in the deep shadows impatient and eager to witness the full act.

His strong fingers prised her thighs apart. He thrust forward, found her entrance, and her softness closed over him. Now she was fighting him, trying to pull apart, but there was nowhere to escape in the corner. She clawed at his face with her fingernails but he was impervious to any sensations other than the one which obsessed him. He powered into her with his sheer strength, his orgasm beginning, escalating.

He heard a soft laugh somewhere in the darkness but he ignored it, pinioning her against the rough brickwork as he shuddered and groaned his delight aloud.

His ecstasy was short-lived, giving way to fear as she began to scream, hysterical now that he had had his way and his lust had subsided. He was aware of what he had done, and of the consequences. He apologized, pleading with her, but she did not hear him. She was shrieking, yelling for somebody to help her because her virginity was no more. Her cries echoed in that dark porch and gathered volume. But amidst them, at the height of his fear and panic, he heard that rasping whisper again.

Silence her!

Once again he had no control over his body. Hands moved uncontrollably, fingers encircled the slender neck and tightened.

‘Shut up, you bitch!’

Her screams were now choking gurgles, her arms flailed and struck him feebly. She was afraid but hated him. There could be no forgiveness. No compromise.

His hands tightened still further, squeezing until even the croaking whispers were silenced. Her eyes bulged like air bubbles about to burst but did not see. Not struggling, she hung limply in his grasp like an outsize rag doll. And when he loosened his hold she crumpled into a heap at his feet.

He stared down at the huddled form and poked at it with his foot. It rolled back, the head striking the wall with a sickening thud of finality, twisting round as if to look at him. Obscene in her posture, her thighs were now wide as if inviting him to take her this time. In death.

He glanced about him, peering into the darkness, seeking the owner of the voice that had urged him on; perhaps now he could offer help. But there was nobody there, just the cold dampness of the autumn night reaching out to touch him.

Then he was fleeing blindly from the porchway of that dreadful house where death lurked and where the number on the door was thirteen.
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Number Thirteen Schooner Street had become a source of acute embarrassment for Don Lester. His sense of relief when the Strikes bought it had been short-lived. Now they wanted to sell it again, fast! Why?

He stayed on in the office after the rest of the staff had gone, poring over the photocopied brochure of the house. There had to be a reason why nobody wanted it, and when at last it was bought the new owners put it up for sale again within a matter of months.

He could, of course, have refused to handle it; sent the Strikes down to those new cowboy agents, passed the buck. But the easy way out was not his way, because he thrived on challenges. Never mind that very ordinary property in Hampstead was currently on offer at a cool million and gave him a generous cut; that was routine bread and butter, that type of residence sold itself. He would not rest until contracts had been exchanged again for Number Thirteen, and then that would be it! He certainly would not take it on again.

In the meantime, he decided, he needed to conduct a very thorough investigation into this problem house.

Don Lester was thirty-two and slight of build. Every movement he made was decisive, positive, even if it was only to pick up his pen and sign a cheque with a flourish. Fresh-faced, he wore glasses for astigmatism, had expensive suits specially tailored in Savile Row and drove a Jaguar XJS. He lived in Balham, worked seven days a week, and his only relaxation was a game of squash on Sunday mornings and a fortnight’s skiing in January. A millionaire within weeks of his thirtieth birthday, he had set himself a target of his second million before he was thirty-five. So, logically, he should have ignored such incidentals as a jinxed property. Except that it rankled; he felt it reflected on his professionalism, was bad publicity for his firm. Sod it, he’d take it on personally and get it sold by the end of the week, drop everything else if necessary.

He checked the details methodically, ticked each one. The price was cheap if you took the latest increase in London property prices into consideration. There was no need to reduce it at this stage; in any other case he would have persuaded the vendor to add another three grand.

The surveyor’s report was not brilliant but there were no major structural faults, just an overall shabbiness – which was usually the case before moneyed customers took over. Damn it, they had sold Number Fifty-two only a month ago for £125,000, and there had been scope for gazumping.

It was ideally situated for commuting to the city and set in the ‘Gateway to the South’, a catch phrase that had become tired and worn out. Selling houses was merely a matter of bringing seller and buyer together and taking a profit. Except in this case, he thought.

So the problem must rest with the house itself. Don had not been inside it, only seen it from the street on his way home. Therefore the next step was a personal inspection. He looked at his watch. Nine-thirty. He wondered if the Strikes would be at home; fuck it if it was inconvenient to look round, they’d have to put up with it if they wanted a quick sale. If they weren’t, then he had a duplicate key; it was unethical, snooping round somebody’s house when they were still living there, but fuck it again!

It wouldn’t take long and it wasn’t out of his way. He thought about calling Melanie to tell her he would be late but decided against it. Once you began reporting your movements you were pandering to accountability like some bloody nine-to-five clerk. And you didn’t make your second million that way.

There were no lights showing in Number Thirteen. Neither was there a parking space big enough for the Jag. He found one further up the road and reversed expertly into it. The heavy rain had slowed to a fine drizzle so he shrugged into his waterproof jacket and strode confidently down the street, the key in his hand. One ring of the doorbell; he could sense that there was nobody at home, so he went inside.

Jesus on a bike, what a bloody mess! He stepped back a pace and surveyed the broken stair rail and the blood-splashed walls in the dim hallway light. He thought that Strike would have cleaned that up by now, repaired the damage. No client would buy when he saw that! Don almost switched off the light and left, but he realized that this was not the problem. This had only happened a day or two ago; the problem went back much further than that. In all probability the police had asked Strike not to clear up yet. He’d better take a look over the rest of the place.

What was the silly bugger up to in here? Don Lester stared in amazement at the heap of crumpled newspapers that cascaded from the grate across the carpet. Surely he wasn’t thinking of lighting a fire!

John Strike’s talents, if he had any, certainly did not stretch to home decorating or any other form of DIY, for that matter. Don glanced over the kitchen: a right bodge-up. A would-be yuppie and no mistake!

It was not until he was upstairs that Don became aware of a sense of unease. Standing there in the main bedroom, he felt as though he was not alone in the house. He glanced behind him, resisting the temptation to glance into the wardrobe in case there was somebody hiding in there, and told himself that he had seen all that was necessary. He’d advise Strike to get the place cleaned up and repaired, that was all that was the matter with it. But it wasn’t.

Don Lester swayed, feeling dizzy. Overwork, tiredness, probably. He knew he had an A-type personality, heart attack material. It was a suddenly frightening thought. Oh God! Anticipating chest pains, he stood there waiting for them to strike. There had been a lot in the papers recently about people who worked seven days a week, kept themselves fit, ate the right foods; and just went out like a light! Like himself.

Out on the landing, he had to clutch at the broken stair rail. This was where the burglar fell through, he remembered, speared his neck on a broken strut and hung there until they found him, jetting his blood all over the walls and ceiling. Because he felt like I feel now!

Don had to cling on to that flimsy support otherwise he would have fallen. He recognized the symptoms, one of them, anyway. Vertigo! The last time he had experienced it was on a skiing holiday in Switzerland, on a trip up the Jungfrau, when he’d gone out on to the balcony of the Ice Palace. Heights had never bothered him before but they had then. A sheer drop – the thought made him giddy, his breathing went shallow, and he wanted to sit down on the ground, to hold on to something. Like now.

He sank down to the floor, gripped the base of one of those uprights which was still intact and hung on grimly. Once again he had the feeling that somebody was watching him, sniggering. Shut up, you bastard! It was terrifying.

I’m not well, he thought. It was the logical explanation. The carpeted landing floor seemed to heave up; then settled again. He worked out how he was going to get downstairs – easy, the way he used to when he was two, before he could walk. He’d slide down on his arse, holding on to the rail all the way. Feet first, take it slowly and don’t look down whatever you do, he told himself.

It was a slow process and he was aware that he was shaking, afraid. Because there was definitely somebody watching him.

It seemed like hours before he was finally sitting on the bottom stair. I won’t get up for a minute. I’ll just rest, he thought. I’ll feel all right soon.

The vertigo passed and he stood up shakily. Maybe he would tell Strike to try those cowboy agents, after all, and just get the hell out of here!

Two, perhaps three, steps towards the front door, then he stopped abruptly. Because the thought of going outside into the night was as frightening as those sensations upstairs. It was as if there was some invisible barrier between himself and the front door. He couldn’t go outside. He was trapped in here!

He was in a shabby prison with bloodstained walls, where the inmates were executed and the executioner hid and watched him. The sentence of death had been passed.

‘This is bloody stupid!’ Don Lester spoke aloud in an attempt to bolster his waning courage, but there was no mistaking the fear in his voice.

The telephone! One phone call and he was safe. Somebody would come and rescue him.

He stepped towards it, then checked himself. No, he couldn’t do that. He could not even phone Melanie because that would be the end of his male domination. Anybody else would be ridiculed; and even his reputation was at stake. Just let me out of that fucking door!

With an effort, fighting all the way, he made it to the door and leaned up against the scratched paintwork. But there was no way he was going to open it and face the world which lay outside.

Sweating, he panicked within himself. He couldn’t go outside, yet the thought of going back upstairs was too terrifying to contemplate. And remaining in this house would surely send him mad before morning.

Then he heard footsteps, outside, turning in from the street, clinking the small iron gate, and low, muffled voices. He knew that they were in the porch.

The Strikes, it must be them! They had returned from an evening out. Thank God! In sheer relief, Don Lester was already preparing the mental script of his story: I’m awfully sorry to have intruded but we had a call from a prospective purchaser, and in view of the problems with this property I thought I ought to have a look at it. I dared not leave it till morning, so I used the duplicate key. You’ll have to get this mess cleared up. Get a carpenter to mend the stair rail, wash those walls down and make the place look respectable. You won’t sell it if you don’t. He thought that sounded feasible. And if he looked white and dishevelled, it was because he’d worked a sixteen-hour day.

He waited. Christ, what were they fucking about at in the porch? Probably they couldn’t find their key. But he couldn’t open up to let them in. Christ, the hall light was off; he hadn’t noticed. He felt another stab of fear, then he realized he must have leaned up against the switch. Hurry up, don’t leave me a second longer!

A rustling of clothing; probably turning their pockets out for that bloody key. The voices were too low for him to hear what they were saying.

He was still waiting. Something was wrong but he didn’t know what. Movements that sounded like a struggle, then came a shrill, piercing scream that had Don Lester backing away from the door. He heard a man’s voice, rough and angry. ‘Shut up, you bitch!’

The scream became a choking gurgle, then died away. There was a thud, as if one of them had fallen to the ground, and footsteps again, hurried ones that went back out into the street. Then just an awful silence, except for somebody breathing somewhere; it sounded as if they were inside the house, but that was impossible because the front door was still shut.

Don Lester crouched there in the darkness of the hallway, huddled against the cold, damp wall, afraid to flee; afraid to remain. It was a process of gradual insanity; he gave up willing the door to open, because there was something even more terrible beyond it. He grabbed the phone but was unable to make a call because his fingers would not respond to his fear-crazed brain. The handset swung on its coiled flex, bumped against the wall and purred its anger.

Some time later he heard movements outside again, people in the porch, raised voices. They went away and then came back again; this time they were more authoritative. Somebody was trying to break in, using a sharp, scratching instrument on the lock, bumping the door. The woodwork cracked, then it yielded.

The figures framed against the street lighting outside were uniformed men in flat caps. A glare of light, and then they saw the man huddled behind the hall table, watching them through splayed fingers.

‘The bugger’s here!’ a policeman grunted, and came towards the cowering estate agent. ‘What’s the game, mate?’

‘I … want ... to … go … outside.’ Don spoke falteringly, and fell against the policemen as they dragged him to his feet.

‘Another bloody burglar and a sex-killer to boot.’ A constable handled him roughly. ‘We’d better take him down to the station and charge him with illegal entry for now. Then we’ll see what the forensic experts come up with.’

Don Lester made no attempt to resist as the two policemen dragged him out to the waiting car with its flashing blue light. He was bundled into the back seat and a policeman slid in beside him. Something hard and cold encircled his wrist and snapped shut; he was handcuffed to the officer.

His stark terror had subsided. The sheer relief of getting out of that house was overwhelming, bringing with it nausea and trembling. Take me away, please, he thought. Do what you want with me, only don’t take me back inside that place!

An unmarked police van had pulled up behind them, ready to remove Tracey’s body once the forensic experts had completed their initial investigations.
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John Strike drove directly to Barmouth with only one stop to fill up the Suzuki with petrol. He went at a steady pace up the Ml, then on to the M6 and the M54, in driving spray the whole journey. His eyes ached with tiredness and grief. His sorrow had temporarily overridden his terror; later it would give way to anger. God, how he hated that bloody house and what it had done to him and his family. He would have his revenge on it, he promised himself that. So far it had thwarted him. Luck, pure luck, but its luck would run out eventually. But first he had an awful lot to face, and as he neared Dolgellau he steeled himself for the ordeal ahead.

Kenton had been only as sympathetic as his dictatorship over the branch allowed. ‘You had better take a fortnight of your annual leave and sort out all your problems,’ the manager had offered with bad grace. Later John would broach the subject of the compassionate leave to which he was entitled. But at the moment there were many things that would go unchallenged.

Leah was under heavy sedation but that did not mask her accusing expression as she opened the door of her parents’ seafront house to him: You wanted that house, and now it has cost us our son’s life, because it drove us here, drove Ben under that … vehicle. She was trying not to look at the jeep parked on the partially flooded Marine Parade.

Sam and Sarah were asleep upstairs. George Bourne had aged a decade since John had last seen him at Christmas. Marjorie’s glare was hostile, too: It’s your fault, John Strike, because you got my daughter into trouble. Without you, it would have been another child somewhere else, still alive.

‘You’d better come in.’ She spoke hoarsely from dry grief, the sort that hurt most after the tears had all been shed.

John did not dare to think about the funeral; he wondered if he could endure it. Ben was gone, he wouldn’t be coming back, but accepting that would be nigh impossible for a long time.

Sitting there in the front room with rain and sea gales lashing the windows, nobody talked because everything had been said. He had been blamed in his absence; they were mutely blaming him now. And then the front doorbell rang.

‘It’s the police.’ Marjorie Bourne came back into the room. ‘For you.’ What have you been doing now?

The CID sergeant had called to inform John of the rape and murder committed in the porch of Number Thirteen the previous night. And of how they had found Don Lester gibbering in the hall. The estate agent had been released, he had had nothing to do with the crime. Perhaps, after treatment, he would regain his sanity. ‘We understand your problems, Mr Strike’ – his first real sympathy so far – ‘but when you return to London our chaps would like a word with you. Nothing desperate, only that there have been two deaths on your property recently.’

‘I want Ben buried in London.’ Leah’s dazed expression was momentarily determined, a flash of stubbornness: Just in case you thought I wanted him buried in Wales. We can’t leave London because of the bank, can we?

John nodded, surprised. ‘All right. I’ll arrange it. I have to go back the day after tomorrow.’ Because he had a job to do. This time, Number Thirteen and whatever lived in the house would pay dearly for what it had done to them, he vowed. He tried not to think of Ruth; that was something else he had to face up to. Later.

 

It was a relief to be on his way back to London, mainly because of Marjorie Bourne. The cow could not even bury the hatchet at a time like this. It wasn’t anything she said, more what she didn’t say; at times it was as if he did not exist. Maybe she sought refuge from her sorrow in hostility.

The rain had cleared. It was a bright sunny day after the first frost of autumn. At least the roads were dry; he would not have to contend with incessant spray thrown up by other vehicles this time.

The Suzuki gave him a sense of invincibility, with its pseudo-ruggedness, its macho design. Which was stupid really, because it only had an 800 cc engine and would crunch up like an ordinary car in a pile-up. But he could give rein to his fantasies, or just keep it to park outside his house in a South London suburb.

The traffic was sparse, but it would build up later on the Ml, it always did. Funny, this last couple of days his phobias had not troubled him, almost as if the entity in Number Thirteen was satisfied now. There had been warnings, and John had not heeded them. He had ignored that last premonition of death, and Ben had paid the price.

God, he was going to have his revenge! The house had survived two arson attempts, it could not survive a third. If necessary, he would pile all the furniture up and set fire to it, and to hell with it if they found out it was deliberate. When your son is in his coffin you don’t give a damn about much else. Except revenge.

John was angry now, but knew that wasn’t a good thing to be when he was at the wheel on a motorway. Apart from impairing his judgement, it pumped the adrenalin round his body and he didn’t have a chance to burn it up. So he could have a heart attack, slump over the steering wheel, career across the central reservation … He eased his foot off the throttle and a Sherpa van blared its horn at him as it swung out sharply into the fast lane. Jesus, it might have clipped him!

Ahead of him the traffic was bunching, braking. Everybody was slowing, stopping. He had read somewhere recently that the majority of motorway accidents happened in daylight, in dry weather, when visibility was good. Like today on the M54, where the volume of traffic was light. Because some silly fucker was daydreaming and lost his concentration for one second, enough to get clipped by the vehicle behind. Or else had a thrombosis and –

There had been an accident.

John rolled to a standstill, the jeep’s engine ticking over smoothly. A high-sided van immediately in front obstructed his vision and he had no idea how long the queue ahead was. Glancing in his rear mirror, he saw cars and lorries pulling up behind him. It only needed some stupid bastard in an artic to come hammering up and see them too late … He braced himself at the thought and felt the sweat breaking out on his forehead.

Everybody was switching off their engines; it looked like being a long wait. There wasn’t any hurry, he didn’t have to rush back for anything.

The driver in front had climbed out and was walking forward to see what the delay was. Sirens like wailing banshees made John wince. He caught a glimpse of a police patrol car followed by an ambulance speeding down the hard shoulder. He heard them slowing, stopping. Not too far ahead. Now everybody was getting out of their vehicles.

John fought with himself to stay in his seat. He only unclipped his seat belt for comfort; he unlatched the door because it was becoming unbearably hot in the Suzuki with the direct rays of an autumn morning sun beating in through the windows. He stepped out on to the tarmac because his legs were stiff and cramped and needed stretching. He did not need to walk on down towards the scene of the crash. But he did.

He came upon the accident almost before he realized it, a mountain of mangled metal. It was impossible to be sure how many vehicles were involved. An articulated lorry had ploughed into whatever cars were immediately in front of it, gathering them up as if in a breaker’s yard, crushing them, steamrollering them, then finally slewing to a halt. There was broken glass everywhere, debris strewn across the three lanes; blood seeped out of the twisted car bodies, dripping steadily.

People were screaming. A hand that spouted blood was thrust out of a shattered window. A body lay in the road, a girl seemingly unmarked by the impact, a shapely teenager, legs spread wide, as if to say: Come on, somebody, screw me!

John recoiled. He wanted to look away but it was impossible. He was a victim of some macabre hypnotism. Bile scorched his throat as he began to vomit. Oh, Jesus God, I don’t believe it!

He hated himself as much as he despised that crowd of ghoulish spectators, not helping, just watching, revelling in the carnage. Police were shouting for everybody to get back, but they were too busy to enforce their orders and roughly pushed their way through the crowd. More ambulances were arriving; two fire crews with cutting equipment; stretchers; ambulance men and police with black plastic bags. Shovels scraped on the hard surface. A rookie policeman was throwing up. There was screaming everywhere, from the trapped and dying.

The dead girl was on a stretcher, a blanket screening her in a final touch of dignity. Steel cutters were beginning to saw their way through the mashed metalwork. A doctor was in attendance, syringe in hand.

John Strike’s legs were weak and threatened to buckle under him. He glanced down, wondering if his shoes had become adhered to the tarmac. The bitumen had partially melted in the warm autumn sunshine. I want to get away but I can’t!

‘Move to one side, sir!’ There was contempt in the policeman’s voice. A hand pushed John. He staggered and almost fell. He supported himself on a Ford Escort, an undamaged one, the driver having managed to stop within a few centimetres of the rampaging lorry in front. He was a lucky man, but that had not stopped him from going to gloat over the misfortune of others.

When John saw them bringing out the child he almost screamed. The boy could not have been more than three, a slight figure in torn bloodied football kit. Red. Arsenal colours to match the blood. And when John saw that the head was missing the vomit began to spout from his mouth. He tried to rush forward to claim the infant corpse because it was Ben. It had to be. He stumbled, fell forward and lay in the road.

It wasn’t Ben – logic came to John’s rescue – because Ben had been dead for two days. But, Jesus, it might have been because it had been just like that. He had chickened out of viewing his son in the mortuary, but he had seen him now.

The crowd was growing, streams of latecomers threading their way along the queues of parked vehicles as if this was a major attraction and they might miss it, hustling one another. Those at the back were standing on the balls of their feet and craning their necks in an attempt to see.

John was on his hands and knees trying to crawl away. Move, you bastards, and let me through!

And then he saw the old man. The rescue crew had cut through to him and dragged him out on to the road. He had broken limbs, clearly, and there might have been some internal injuries, too, but he did not seem to be in pain. Slumped in the arms of an ambulance man, he was like a scarecrow in tattered clothes, a ribboned navy blue overcoat and scuffed shoes below his skeletal white ankles. The pinched face had deep-sunken eyes that roamed the spectators, found John and settled on him. Seeing him, he was mouthing obscenities with those wasted lips.

It was him again, there was no doubt in John Strike’s mind, that evil ragbag blowing bubbles at the bottom of the pool, the harbinger of death, the spectre that haunted his nightmares and lurked in the dark shadows of his mind during the daytime hours.

John was cringing, cowering, whimpering his terror as he scuttled away like a wounded crab. He heard the old man’s laughter ringing in his ears, the muted revelry in death. And he smelled him, the rancid odours of his unwashed body clothed in stinking rags. The malevolence was a living force that emanated from the shrunken form, directed at John, the one who had murdered Ben as surely as if he had been at the wheel of that ill-fated jeep.

Then John was dragging himself through a forest of legs, feet that trod on him and did not notice, bunching because there was safety in numbers. Drawn by the irresistible scent of death and blood, the pack of human scavengers feasted with their eyes, hungered for the sight of a motorway battlefield.

At last he was clear of them and able to stagger to his feet. Lurching away, he tried to run. He saw the Suzuki, its bodywork glinting in the bright sunlight, but shied away from it. No! Not the scarlet monster that preyed on children.

He turned for one fearful glance back. The crowd had swelled, but nobody was interested in him, except that living dead thing that had emerged from the wreckage and would pursue him even though its body was crushed and broken. He sensed its power and fought to repel it from infiltrating his crazed mind yet again. He was giving way to panic because he could feel the evil even more strongly than before. A beast of the chase fleeing before his pursuers, he was running now, and he would run until he dropped.

A grassy bank sloped steeply down to the ploughed field below. John’s feet slipped on the wet grass and he slid most of the way to the bottom. Picking himself up, he was confronted with a barbed wire fence. He snagged his trousers as he straddled it. A ripping noise, then he was free, his shoes sinking in the newly turned earth. He had to step over deep furrows and tread in the ridges. Mud clogged his feet; each step became heavier; and he had to pause frequently to dislodge the cloying soil. His socks were saturated and his footwear was ruined, but what was that, compared with the fiend on his trail?

It was as if a steel band encircled his chest and was being tightened slowly but surely. He gasped for breath, the taste of vomit still sour on his palate. And he was barely halfway across this massive field. He shaded his eyes and saw a small spinney beyond the far hedge, a mixture of dark green spruce and silver birch with delicate autumnal colourings. A place of refuge, somewhere to hide! He knew only too well that that copse was his destination, the limit of his endurance.

It might have been easier and quicker to have skirted the field and followed the fence and hedge, treading on grass instead of earth. Too late now, he was beyond the point of return.

So far, he had resisted the awful temptation to look behind him. Weary, pausing for a brief rest, logic prevailed. This was nonsense, succumbing to childish fears. After Ben’s death, the multiple accident had been the breaking point, leading to the fear of a mythical bogeyman. It was impossible for the man in the swimming baths – it had only been a dummy – to be here now. And impossible for this awful caricature of malevolent senility, albeit with broken limbs, to be hounding him across heavy terrain. Shock and terror had driven John Strike to flight; all he had to do was to retrace his footsteps, wait until the motorway was cleared and head back south. He breathed more easily, and felt foolish in case others had witnessed his panic. No, they were too busy gawping at the mass mutilation.

The impossible had become reality! Two hundred metres to his rear, lumbering over the furrows, came that relentless nemesis. His shattered limbs miraculously knitted, the figure in navy blue was bent almost double as he strode doggedly in the wake of the one he hunted with such tenacity. Most terrible of all was the sheer persistence of the pursuer, his obvious determination to be in at the kill.

Because John had tried to burn down his house.

John was stumbling forward again. His body protested but he ignored the tightening pain in his chest, the aching of his calves. There was no time now to knock the mud from his shoes. He felt like a screen cartoon character with oversized feet, his strides now barely stepping over the high ridges, losing speed, losing ground. The pursuer was no more than a hundred and fifty metres away now and gaining all the time, head bowed so that his features were hidden, because they were too terrible to look upon.

John cried his relief aloud as he saw the small wood was no more than twenty metres ahead. He would make it. And what then? A terrifying game of hide and seek, that old man parting the undergrowth in search of him, sniffing for a scent with his mucus-caked nose. John listened for the phlegm rattling those rotting lungs, fearful lest the pounding of his own heart would give his hiding place away.

Thankfully there was no barbed wire this end, just a straggling hawthorn hedge that formed the fringe of the spinney. John squeezed through a gap, impervious to the wicked thorns which tore his clothing and gouged his skin. Still on all fours, he went through an avenue of rhododendrons, the overhead foliage shutting out the sunlight and creating an atmosphere of eventide. The shadows were frightening, and it was cold and damp in here, with an earthy smell that was reminiscent of gravesoil.

He came upon a clearing amidst the trees, an area of browning bracken and seeding wild willow herb. He lowered his aching body to the ground, lay flat in the undergrowth and listened.

He could hear his pursuer coming and followed his progress by the sounds he made. Rhododendron boughs brushed a stooped body, then sprang back as it passed. Feet squelched in the soft ground. Emerging from that leafy tunnel, the old man straightened up and John could hear his bones cracking. Now he would be looking around, seeing the flattened grass that led on into the clearing.

John had given up, surrendered. Physically he was spent, mentally he had almost cracked. Flight had been his last resort. He had failed in his attempt to destroy the cancer that pulsed and grew in the confines of a suburban house. Now it had turned on him and was methodically hunting him down in this remote wood.

There was silence except for the heavy breathing. The old man must surely discover John’s hiding place soon. Given the strength, the banker would have run on, found a better place of refuge and stood at bay like a wounded stag. But now he knew what the stag felt like when its heart had burst and it lay down awaiting the end. Please let it be quick.

He heard movements again, slow and deliberate; the swish of tall grass and the rustling of dry leaves as bushes were parted. The pursuer was searching, coming closer all the time.

Yet the spark of hatred still glowed within John Strike, a desire for revenge upon this monstrosity from the bowels of hell. His enemy was frail in stature, perhaps even in his own exhausted state he could overcome him, pull him to the ground. John’s fingers flexed at the thought of encircling that scrawny neck; squeezing until those sunken eyes bulged from their dark sockets, straining until they burst like party balloons; the protruding tongue, swelling and purpling; the diseased lungs drowning in their own phlegm; matchstick arms and legs flailing, quivering until they hung limply and the woodland atmosphere became sickly with the stench of death.

John lay with his face pressed against the damp ground, eyes tightly shut. He sensed the proximity of the old man now and knew that he had been found. Lie still and maybe it will go away, he thought, like a child cowering beneath the bedclothes when it heard the creak of a floorboard in the dead of night. He would be an ostrich; if he did not see then he was not seen.

He almost screamed as a hand touched him, extended fingers stroking the back of his neck so that the hairs stiffened. He jerked and clawed into the soil beneath him as if trying to burrow his way to safety. Turning his head and looking up, he saw that awful funereal navy blue which was suddenly not so tattered, only mud-streaked, and followed it upwards with frightened eyes.

‘I think you’d better come along with me, sir.’ There was a trace of sympathy in the policeman’s firm touch. ‘It’s bad back there, the worst I’ve ever seen, enough to push strong men over the brink. But I think you’d better see a doctor before you continue your journey. Just to be on the safe side, if you see what I mean.’
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John had not continued his journey back to London. He tried not to think of it as an excuse not to return, but the doctor who checked him over at the hospital strongly advised against lengthy travel, particularly driving, for the next forty-eight hours. He gave him some tranquillizers; John dropped them into a waste bin and then drove the Suzuki back to Barmouth.

Thankfully neither Leah nor her parents asked for a lengthy explanation. ‘I got caught up in that multiple pile-up,’ he told them. And that was that. ‘I’m quite happy to sleep on the sofa tonight.’

The local undertakers were already making arrangements with a firm in London for Ben’s funeral. The body would travel back tomorrow. Then John and the family would follow the day after. George Bourne insisted on attending the funeral, so that meant that Marjorie would be coming as well. God forbid! And everybody would be staying at Number Thirteen because there wasn’t anywhere else, except a hotel, and nobody even suggested that.

Oh, Jesus Christ, whatever festered in Number Thirteen was damnably clever, one move ahead of him the whole time. John was angry in that darkened front room after everybody else had retired. Twice it had thwarted his arson attempts before, and now it had done it again. Carnage on the motorway, seven killed, four seriously injured, just to prevent him returning and setting fire to that hellish house! And it knew that it had a respite until after the funeral.

For a whole day nobody wanted to eat or talk. They just sat about the house, drenched in their grief. In the end, John took Sam and Sarah for a walk down to the harbour. Tense, he watched their every move. Don’t go near the water. Keep away from the road. A depressing sea mist saturated his trousers beneath his Barbour, the endless grey gloom coming in from the sea like an opaque shroud.

Funerals were supposed to be therapeutic, he had heard it said, an escalation of sorrow that came to a peak and afterwards you were left with just the dull ache. But it wouldn’t be quite like that, not for him anyway. All that was left now was revenge. The thought kept him going and he wondered what it would be like afterwards.

The Bournes had elected to travel by train and take the children with them, as if to say, Because we don’t like you, John Strike, and the idea of being cooped up in that jeep with you for hours is unthinkable. That was fine by John, and when at the last minute Leah also decided on rail travel, he did not try to change her mind. He was starting all over again, right from square one – M54, M6, M1 – and maybe this time he’d get there.

He arrived in London in plenty of time to collect the others from the station. Another depressing day, but this time there were things to do – preparations for the funeral and after. The Johnsons would be coming back to the house after the burial, so that meant tea and cakes. Stupid, meaningless things, but at least it gave him something to do.

A carpenter had been to repair the smashed stair rail, and for an extra tenner he had washed the bloodstains off the hall wall. Leah and her mother cleaned the house whilst George sat in the lounge smoking his pipe. Sam and Sarah were round at the Johnsons’ house, they would probably stop the night.

Number Thirteen seemed strangely serene; John found himself listening, testing for vibes, but even his distraught senses could not pick up any. Maybe the entity was satisfied now and had moved on elsewhere. No, it would be back all right, he was convinced of that. He tried not to think about what he was going to do afterwards in case it picked up his thought waves. There would be plenty of time later.

It was a small family service, eleven people huddled together in the front pews, staring at the small pitiful coffin. Only he and the Johnsons were not sedated in any way. John held Leah’s arm but she seemed oblivious of his presence, withdrawn into her own drugged thoughts. For the undertakers and the curate it was just another job; grief had its price, too. The spoken words did not register, nor the two hymns and the twenty-third psalm, which nobody sang. It was all finished in under half an hour, then they were being ushered back to the cars so that they would not hear the clink of shovels on gravesoil, earth thudding on to polished oak. So final.

The thing was back in the house. John sensed it the moment he stepped into the hall – a coldness which the central heating failed to warm, a lurking presence that followed him to the toilet, an overriding atmosphere of escalating tension again, as if something was about to happen.

Suddenly he was aware that it was dark outside. British summer time had ended last week but it took some time to adjust to the prospect of winter evenings. The Johnsons were gone; they would keep Sam and Sarah tonight. It was just himself and Leah and her parents. It was going to be a long night.

Everybody was in the lounge seemingly impervious to the thick fog of tobacco smoke created by George’s pipe and the aftermath of Brian Johnson’s cigarettes. Leah was crying, and that had started Marjorie off; George was attempting to comfort them when John opened the door.

He almost retreated except that it was too late. His own emotions were an unhealthy mixture of grief, fear and his dislike for his mother-in-law. Even now she was regarding him with that reproachful stare of hers: I’ll never forgive you for getting my daughter pregnant out of wedlock. I would not have wanted her to marry you if she had not had to for the sake of respectability.

Everybody was looking at him, an unwelcome intruder.

‘We have to face up to things.’ George Bourne was standing up. He seemed slightly unsteady on his feet and spoke with his heavy pipe threatening to dislodge his dentures. A trickle of saliva and nicotine appeared on his square chin. ‘I mean …’He was speaking for the sake of it, uttering clumsy words amidst a spray of spittle. ‘Leah’s young enough to have another child …’

‘George!’ Marjorie spat his name out with venom and horror. ‘George, how dare you say such a thing!’ Her meaning was clear: she didn’t want that man ever touching her daughter again.

George recoiled visibly. The pipe slid but held, showering ash down his waistcoat. He was embarrassed, his wife’s words hammering him like a physical blow.

‘It’s all right, Mother.’ Leah attempted to defuse the unfortunate situation. ‘Dad meant well. I know what he’s saying …’

‘And so do I!’ Marjorie Bourne whirled on her husband and for one moment it seemed as if she was about to strike him. ‘George, how insensitive can you get?’ She glanced at her son-in-law. Licence for you to give vent to your filthy lust, she seemed to say.

For one awful moment everything seemed to stop. The cessation of time caught everybody in the room and held them immobile with their expressions of sorrow and bitterness, a movie still displayed in the foyer of a cinema.

And that was when John sensed something push past him into the room. He did not see it, only felt its coldness as it brushed him. But he knew what it was, all right; and if he could have yelled a warning to the others he would have done so, however futile it might have been. Deaths had just touched him, and was even now in this very room.

Marjorie’s anger restarted like a sluggish engine suddenly firing on a winter’s morning. This time the screech of anger was directed at her husband, her son-in-law, maybe even her daughter. The volatile assault turned George Bourne’s pallid complexion deathly white.

‘You survived, George, but how I wish it had been you that had died instead of Ben!’ She seemed to regret her spoken thoughts instantly, trying to recall them with lips that moved mutely. But it was too late, they were uttered.

George swayed on his feet. The heavy briar slipped from his mouth even as his thick lips began to twitch then slacken uselessly. His eyes protruded, glazed. He half raised a hand as if to clutch at some part of his anatomy that was in sudden excruciating pain, but it fell back down to his side. Tottering, he was striving to maintain his balance, but the use was gone from his legs and they were giving way. Crumpling, he fell sideways, striking his head on the hearth with a resounding crack and setting off an avalanche of crumpled newspapers from the grate.

‘George! Oh, my God!’

Papers hid the upturned features in a shroud of newsprint. The bulky human form was strewn lifelessly on the floor, not even a twitch from the outstretched fingers.

Marjorie had backed off and Leah seemed trapped in her chair. Only John Strike was released from the atmosphere of frozen petrification which had gripped the gathering. He moved forward, knelt down by the still form and knocked the papers away, and even then wished that he could set fire to them this very moment.

A rush of stale, fetid air nauseated him. It might have been a gust of wind down the chimney that had gathered foul fumes in passage, but he knew it was not. He felt that stroking touch again as the unseen entity headed for the open door and out into the hall. Death had come and gone.

There was a babble of female panic and fear at his shoulder. He heard himself saying, ‘I’m afraid he’s gone. Somebody phone for a doctor.’ He was kneeling there because it was easier than standing up and trying to explain, to console.

He heard the phone being used in the hallway. Leah was speaking. Marjorie went with her because she was frightened.

Then the long wait in the kitchen, the door shut to keep death at bay. The two women were shocked, numbed. Dry-eyed, they would cry later, sitting there holding hands, companions in bereavement.

It was half an hour before a doctor arrived, superciliously fresh from medical school. He only rushed for the living, the dead could wait. After a cursory examination of the corpse, he telephoned for an undertaker’s death wagon. It might be some time, he said.

An hour later, George Bourne was gone. He would be in the mortuary for viewing tomorrow if anyone was interested.

‘I want him cremated at home.’ Marjorie Bourne spoke with remarkable calmness as she poured herself a second cup of strong tea. ‘George would have wanted that. He hated London, he shouldn’t have come.’ She looked up at John. It’s your fault again, her eyes said. If George had stayed at home he would have been alive now. ‘I don’t like this house.’

Marjorie disliked most things, but her most recent dislike sent shivers up and down John’s back. Of course she didn’t like the house, because her husband had just died in it. No other reason.

‘I’m going home with Mother tomorrow,’ Leah said. ‘Sam and Sarah had better come with us. If you’re too busy then we’ll go by train again.’

‘I have to go to work soon, I can’t stay off indefinitely.’ He had not confessed to having a fortnight’s leave. He was relieved that they were going, because he had a job to do here. Don’t think about it. He looked furtively behind him in case his thoughts had been eavesdropped.

‘I might stay up there for some time.’ Leah spoke almost vindictively. ‘I’ll see if I can get the children fixed up with schooling in Wales.’

‘All right.’ He hoped his relief did not show. ‘I’ll be okay. In fact, I’ll put pressure on Lest… on the agents to get the house sold.’ Nobody was safe, not even the estate agents. This place was like a dangerous monster that savaged everybody who came within its reach.

 

Morning. Leah, her mother and the two children had gone on the nine-forty from Euston. They would be in Barmouth around half past two. John came back to Schooner Street and managed to park the Suzuki in a vacant space directly outside the house, ready for a quick getaway.

The skies had cleared and the sun was shining brightly. It was going to be a beautiful autumnal day. His thoughts returned to that pile of kindling and papers in the hearth. Only five weeks until the fifth of November. Well, this year bonfire night would come early! Night was best, though; by day the smoke might be spotted and the alarm raised before the flames got a hold. Which meant that he had to pass the day somewhere else because there was no way that he could stop here. And then he remembered Ruth Ford.

She would be at the bank, of course, but he had a key to her house. It was the obvious place to go.

He travelled by tube, arrived outside Ruth’s house shortly before ten o’clock. He inserted his key in the lock with instinctive stealth. He knew he should not be here. His son had died; so, too, had his father-in-law. He should have been with his family in their hour of grief. Instead, he had sneaked off to his mistress. He had a diversion whereas the others did not. It gave him a feeling of guilt. And also an erection, but that was silly because Ruth would not be there.

He had that feeling again that the house was not empty. It was an annoying habit that was growing on him. He tried to ignore it, but all the same he crept furtively up the stairs. And when he reached the landing he realized that his senses had not let him down, because there was somebody in the house. He could hear them breathing, groaning. Oh, Jesus, no! He almost turned and fled.

From where he stood he had a partial view of the bedroom through the half-open door. He saw Ruth, it could not be anybody else, her head jerking from side to side, eyes closed, moaning loudly, convulsing as if she was in the midst of shooting abdominal pains as her naked body threshed and writhed, her legs kicking out, tossing the duvet to the floor. She was clutching at herself, a hand pressed to her groin, the other flung wildly in time with her flailing legs.

An appendicitis, perhaps, he thought. Whatever her illness, she was undoubtedly in terrible pain. Fate had sent him when he was most needed. He must go to her, then phone for an ambulance …

Even as he stepped through the doorway, he knew. The realization made him want to shout his relief aloud, combined with a surge of eroticism that had his arousal struggling to escape from the constriction of his trousers.

Her eyes flickered open and her body was temporarily rigid with the shock of seeing an intruder in her bedroom. Her slender fingers ceased in their frantic manipulation of the soft pink centre of her pleasure in embarrassment. But she was too close to her orgasm to draw back, it was already starting to shudder her like the beginnings of a miniature earthquake.

Long before Ruth’s climax had reached its peak John had joined her, his clothes strewn untidily on the floor, pushing deep into her as her fingernails gouged his bare back.

It was a respite from grief and terror. Number Thirteen Schooner Street would have to wait until he was ready. It had a few hours left.
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Ruth lay on the bed watching John dress. There was something definitely strange about him; more than just uneasiness – furtiveness, the way he avoided her gaze. She sensed that he was going out somewhere. Somewhere which did not involve her.

Okay, he had lost a son and his father-in-law in the space of a few days. How would that affect his marriage? Would it be the final wrench? Or would it pull him and his wife back together in their combined grief? It was as if he was weighed down by a sense of guilt, too; as if he ought not to have come here at this time.

They had barely spoken this last hour, each engrossed in their own thoughts. She had not gone to work today on an impulse. Her troubled mind could not have coped with routine bank work. She had phoned in, given a trifling excuse and gone back to bed, then lain there thinking of John Strike. In due course she had become aroused, and had been unable to resist the urge to masturbate. And then, just when she was hitting a climax, he had walked into the bedroom. It was now four o’clock; they had passed the day in each other’s arms, but suddenly he had extricated himself and reached for his clothes.

‘I’ll be back soon.’ Still he did not meet her searching eyes, just looked down at the floor.

‘Where are you going?’

‘Back home. I want to collect one or two things. I’ll bring the jeep back here when I’ve finished.’

‘I’ll come with you.’ She swung herself off the bed.

‘No!’ It was more than a refusal, an angry command: You won’t because I don’t want you to.

‘Why not?’ Damn it, this was an issue she was determined to force.

‘Because …’ He hesitated. ‘That house is evil. People have died because of it. I … don’t want to take any more chances.’

‘I want to go with you.’ It sounded petulant.

‘No!’ His lips tightened; he was becoming angry. ‘I won’t let you. Look, I’ll be back in a couple of hours.’

She sighed, then nodded reluctantly. ‘If there is danger in that house then I don’t want you to go alone.’ That wasn’t the reason; she was suspicious. Maybe he wanted to phone his wife in Wales, a make-up-and-forgive call. Or even another woman. He wanted to do something devious, she was sure, and that was the reason he did not want her to go with him. ‘Don’t be any longer than you can help, John, please.’

She heard the front door slam behind him, and began to dress hurriedly, her fingers trembling in her haste.

 

Dusk had turned to darkness as John Strike emerged from the underground station. It was raining again, a fast drizzle. Autumn had truly arrived with its wet pavements and raw atmosphere. He zipped up his Barbour. Hurrying because he knew what he had to do and wanted to get it over and done with, he felt that foreboding again. Something would happen, some unforeseen event would prevent him from putting match to paper. No, sod it, he wouldn’t let it, not even if it meant going to prison for arson. This time there would be no stay of execution for the entity which lived in Number Thirteen.

He went past a piece of waste ground on his left, and then there was another road to cross. A stream of traffic kept him waiting, and in the end he had to dart across between oncoming vehicles. Horns blared. He was trembling and felt sick.

The house looked sullen from across the road; sulking rather than brooding, as if even it could not keep him at bay indefinitely. Unlocking the front door, he tried not to think of that burglar speared by a broken stair rail and spraying blood all over the place; or that girl who had been raped and strangled in the porch; or Lester going crazy – he was still undergoing electric shock treatment. And Ben …

He left the door partly open, then jumped as the telephone began to ring. No, I’m not going to answer you, he thought. It was as though it had waited all day for him and was screaming its hatred at him.

It was impossible to ignore its harsh, incessant noise. It vibrated his head, increasing the feeling of nausea. He forced himself to think. No, there was nothing he needed to take away from here, it was all in those suitcases at Ruth’s house. There was nothing remaining here which could not be replaced by an insurance payout. There was no reason to delay.

Shut up, you bastard! The phone seemed as if it was becoming hysterical, louder and louder. All in the mind, he told himself. Go on, light that fire.

The matches were still on the mantelshelf, spilling out when he opened the box the wrong way up, but it didn’t matter because he only needed one. Just one. And then the telephone stopped.

It took him several seconds to realize that it was no longer ringing, that what he heard was merely a resonant echo in his own mind. It, too, had given up. Because you know you’re bloody well beaten this time.

He scraped the match along the emery paper; they never ignited first time, did they? The head snapped off. Fuck it! He fumbled another out of the box. A ball of paper rustled and started to unfurl, as if there was something hiding in there, a mouse maybe. As if everything knew. But if they did, it was too late now.

No, I don’t bloody well believe it!

John almost dropped the match as he felt that icy presence again, even as he heard the front door being pushed open, creaking on its hinges. Somebody had stepped inside the hall!

Tensing, he was afraid to go and look, afraid of what he might see. That emaciated old man in the frayed and moth-eaten navy blue overcoat mouthing mute obscenities. Or the police.

He hesitated, the match poised to strike again. And then a voice called out, ‘John?’

Recognizing the woman’s voice, he felt relief then anger. Oh, Jesus wept, what the hell was Ruth doing here?

‘Oh, there you are!’ She was white-faced, standing in the doorway staring at him, seeing the matches, and the newspapers that spilled out of the hearth as far as the sofa with its inflammable stuffing.

‘You!’ he hissed, feeling an urge to hit her, to shake her. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’

‘I …’ She faltered, and almost said, ‘I don’t trust you, that’s why I’m here.’

‘Look.’ He rattled the matchbox in his anger at being disturbed. ‘I told you I didn’t want you to come here with me. Didn’t you understand?’ He thrust his face close to hers.

She was frightened by what she read in those eyes: the obsession, the mania. She recoiled, shocked because she had never imagined him this way. It wasn’t John Strike, it was some fiend inside his body.

‘Go and wait in the jeep for me!’ he hissed. ‘Go on, you stupid cow! I’ll maybe explain later.’ When I’ve thought up a suitable story, he thought. Don’t trust her.

Ruth backed into the hall, turned and ran for the open door. And as he heard her go it crossed John’s mind that the Suzuki was locked. But that didn’t matter, he wouldn’t be a minute. Just long enough to strike one match …

The brimstone head flared with a bright orange flame that hurt his eyes as it wafted in the draught from the open door. He felt the coldness again, that presence coming for him, clawing at him with its icy fingers in a last desperate attempt to stop him. Fighting it, cursing it, forcing his hand down to that nearest rumple of paper, he struggled to hold the flame against it even though that unseen entity was exerting every power to drag him away.

He saw the newsprint starting to brown, to blacken. Oh, Christ, it’s damp, it fucking well won’t burn! Then the flame took hold, ran along the edge, spread. Its warmth dispelled the enshrouding coldness, dispersed it; creating flickering shadows and then destroying them.

He stood there watching the flames in the fireplace, how they made the kindling crackle. Burning balls were already starting to fall out into the hearth, igniting the paper trail. Smoke was billowing back; the chimney was surely blocked. He moved away, stared through smarting eyes and gave way to a spasm of coughing as the fumes penetrated his nose and mouth. Don’t go, stay and watch! Stay here and be cremated, as George Bourne will be the day after tomorrow!

He was fighting to escape now before it was too late. Hearing maniacal laughter that just might have been in his own mind, he struggled down the hall towards the partly open door, dragging himself free of those cold clutching hands. The bastard knew it was done for, that it was going to burn in its own hell, but it wanted to take him with it to some dreaded place of everlasting torment.

One last desperate wrench, and he had made it out into the porch. Stumbling, he cried his terror aloud because he thought that he had stepped on a human body, a partly clothed girl lying huddled in the corner. But there was nothing there.

Laughter followed him, insane babblings, Don Lester screaming after him because he couldn’t escape. Or perhaps it was that burglar kicking his last as he hung from the stair rail. Not looking back, not daring to, he somehow found the keys to the jeep and managed to unlock the door. And only when he was behind the steering wheel did he remember Ruth.

He looked for her but she was not there. The street was empty, not so much as a commuter walking wearily home after a hard day in the city. Nobody.

John started the engine and revved it. Ruth had probably gone on home. Which was just as well, because it gave him time to think up a feasible explanation. He pulled out into the road, feeling weak with relief.

I beat you in the end, you fucking pig, he thought. Now go roast. This is for Ben.

 

Mike Gilson had given way to blind panic after he raped and strangled Tracey. Scarcely able to believe what he had done, finally accepting the awful reality of his crime, he fled. Walking fast, afraid to run in case late-night passers-by glimpsed him beneath the streetlights and recognized him, he sought refuge in filthy subways, mingling with dropouts under the influence of drugs and meths. They scarcely glanced at him, accepting him as one of themselves.

He spent a night and a day of sheer terror, feigning sleep and hiding his face in a crooked arm. Until the urge came upon him again.

He fell into an exhausted slumber, oblivious of passing footsteps, not even disturbed by the twanging of a busker’s guitar and a deep voice that sang tunelessly, the same song over and over again. His deep sleep was finally broken by an erotic dream.

It wasn’t Tracey, he knew even in his subconscious that she was no more and now his conscience did not trouble him. Another girl; he could not see her face in the shadows but he was not interested in her features, however beautiful they might have been. Just her slim body, the way she moaned and gyrated her thighs against his hardness, running his zip, beating him to it, laughing as he unbuttoned her. Willing, she wanted him to go all the way. And for some reason that angered him, because he wanted her to struggle, to fight him. He had to have her against her will, stroking her soft neck and then closing his hands around it, squeezing and cutting off her scream before it left her throat, feeling her quivering feebly as he thrust into her. And then he woke up seconds before the ultimate pleasure, hungering for a woman he had never seen and knowing that he had to go and look for her.

A beast of prey back on familiar territory, he felt the urge to mate and to kill predominating. Alert to every sound, every smell, crouching amidst the debris on a stretch of waste ground, he heard voices; laughter and shouting.

He listened to approaching footsteps; heavy ones made him draw back into the shadows, seeing silhouettes and knowing that they were not right. He knew what he wanted, and curbed his impatience. Everybody used this short cut to the tube, it was only a question of time.

Then his straining ears picked up the light tip-tapping of hurrying feet, and Gilson knew that his wait was over. He straightened up and checked that there was nobody else in sight except the slim, hurrying girl in the zipper jacket with the hood pulled up so that her face was in shadow. But her face did not matter.

He waited until she was less than a metre away before he stepped out to bar her path.

 

Ruth Ford was both angry and frightened. In a matter of a few hours John Strike had changed; she had barely recognized him as the man back there in that awful house.

Shaking, she had run out into the rainy autumn night and looked back at the gate in case he was pursuing her. He wasn’t, thank God! His eyes, she would see them in her dreams for months, perhaps years, to come; orbs that smouldered with fury yet at the same time reflected an inner terror, stark fear. A man possessed, she thought, a madman who might have killed her, such was the rage boiling inside him. And she remembered that poor girl’s body that had been found raped and strangled in the porch of 13 Schooner Street …

No way was she going to wait by the jeep. Her priority was to put as much distance between herself and John Strike as possible. It was incredible to think that he was accountant at the bank where she worked, a civilized boss whom the staff respected. Or the man she slept with. The thought hurt her. And yet every day there were stories in the papers about mild-mannered family men who for no accountable reason murdered their wives and slaughtered their children in cold blood. A brain, a personality, had become unhinged, turning them into homicidal maniacs.

She stopped again at the end of the road and checked that he was not following her. There was nobody in sight. Her bosom was heaving and she slowed to a fast walk. It was his son’s death that was responsible, had done this to him, she decided. She felt pity but it did not make her any less scared, because, whatever the reason, her life was at stake and the initial cause was irrelevant.

She debated whether or not to return home. Doubtless John would turn up at her house, and it might be dangerous. She wondered about staying elsewhere overnight; her friend Margaret was always trying to persuade her to go and stay with her. Margaret’s husband had walked out, gone to live with another woman. Oh, God, men were all the bloody same!

Ruth decided that she would phone her; there was bound to be a telephone at the underground station. Another thought, what the hell had John Strike been doing with those matches? He had looked as if he was going to light that pile of screwed-up papers in the hearth. Which seemed rather silly when he was about to lock a house up and leave it. But, there again, his reasoning had flipped.

She could see the road on the other side of the tract of waste ground. A pavement bordered by a high wall led down to the tube station. A hundred metres, possibly less, she calculated.

It was an oasis of darkness amidst a maze of street lighting. But as long as you could see the light ahead of you it didn’t matter. She began to hurry. And then, without warning, a man stepped out in front of her.

For one terrible moment Ruth thought that it was John Strike, that he had guessed her destination, taken a short cut and got ahead of her. But this man was too big, too tall. And before she could cry out a hand had found her neck, suffocated her cry for help before it began, and was dragging her struggling body back into the deep shadows.

She was borne to the ground, broken bricks and sharp stones gouging her back, and held powerless as her attacker shredded her clothing and pawed at her body. A blackness that was blacker than the shadows mercifully spared her the final pain and ignominy as the crazed stranger began to vent his uncontrollable lust on her nakedness.

 

Ruth had obviously gone home, John decided. Now that he was away from Schooner Street and the fire had actually been lit, he felt more relaxed than he had for a long time. There was just the ache caused by Ben’s death; he knew that that would be with him always. Time was a great healer, but it would never really heal this one. It was something he would have to learn to live with.

First, he thought, he would go back to Ruth’s house and wait for her there if she had not already arrived. This whole situation had to be defused. He gave up trying to invent stories that sounded feasible; once she read in the papers that Number Thirteen had been razed to the ground she would put two and two together and she wouldn’t make five! If he cut her in on the deal she wouldn’t shop him. Which, he supposed, meant marriage, or, at the very least, cohabitation.

He wasn’t really a criminal. Of course, he would claim on the insurance and look for a full payout, but it was only so that he could purchase another house as nobody would buy this one. He would not be any better off financially and it wouldn’t harm the insurers; they made vast profits, anyway. It wasn’t like picking up an old lady’s purse in the gutter, stealing the cash and leaving her on the poverty line. He was trying to put his conscience right and had almost succeeded by the time he parked outside Ruth’s house.

He knew instantly that she was not at home, not just because there were no lights showing but from the sense of emptiness that came at him. It was similar to the feeling that emanated from Number Thirteen, a foreboding, a sense of … death!

No, not here, he decided. It was the lingering sensations from his own house which were doing this to him. He laughed aloud in the darkness because by now there would not be much left of 13 Schooner Street. Even if there was, there was nothing anybody could do to save it.

Standing there in the orange-tinted artificial lighting of an October night, he visualized the scene in Schooner Street. Oh, sweet Jesus, he could almost feel the heat from the inferno. In fact, it was making him sweat …

Fire engines hampered by the line of parked cars; residents being knocked up out of their beds and told to shift their BMWs or whatever; the face on the house like a Halloween lantern, flames showing in all its orifices, eyes burning their hatred out of blackened sockets, distended nostrils breathing out thick smoke from the smouldering mucus; the twisted mouth with its orange tongue of fire screaming pain and fury in the cremation of the living dead.

Crowds thronging the pavements, being pushed back by police; ladders up to the windows; firemen with breathing apparatus trying to determine if there was anybody inside – there was, but it would die there – then being driven back by the heat and retreating into the road and playing their hoses on the pyre; wanting to let the house go but to stop the blaze spreading to the others; to sacrifice Number Thirteen, because they had no choice …

God, it was tempting to go back to mingle with the crowds, a spectator incognito. It would know he was there, and that in itself would almost have been worth it, to mock and taunt it. And watch it die.

John decided not to go inside Ruth’s house. He was impatient now and regretted his earlier edginess, the way he had reacted. He hoped she would understand. He wanted to see her, to apologize and explain.

Pacing the shiny wet glinting pavement, he watched closely every figure that approached. They were all too tall, too short, had the wrong walk, or were male instead of female. He hated each and every one of those who passed by because they were not Ruth.

Downstairs lights came on, went off and were replaced by upstairs ones. Then there was total darkness in every window, a sleeping street. He glanced at his watch. One-thirty a.m. And that was when he knew that something was very wrong. He also knew that Ruth would not be coming home.

At two o’clock he had made up his mind to return to Schooner Street because she might still be there. He trembled at the awful possibilities: she had been lured back inside, trapped there to die in the blaze; or driven beneath the wheels of an oncoming vehicle, like Ben; or under a tube train.

Driving was not easy, he had lost his concentration. He edged the Suzuki cautiously down side streets with cars parked on both sides because he was not sure of its width. Once he lost his way; a wrong turn, and it took him ten minutes to find the right road again. Until finally he recognized the end of Schooner Street.

He would have to park in the adjacent street and walk back, he realized, because it would be impossible to drive any closer. There would be a road block, fire engines, double or even treble the original crowd.

He parked, climbed out and stood listening, expecting the rush of chemical foam, the liquid hissing on the blaze, maybe a loud-hailer to keep the watchers back, and flashing blue lights that would reflect on wet roofs, creating a psychedelic scene. Instead there was nothing.

Except a brooding silence.

It was all over. Number Thirteen was finished, burned to the ground, just ashes and rubble. He sniffed the night air, hoping to scent the stench of burning, the sour smell of hot ashes. There was only the odour of suburban London, the petrol fumes.

He had to force himself to walk to where Fanthorpe Road adjoined Schooner Street. For a few moments he dared not look. He had that feeling of being observed again, of hidden eyes focused on him.

Glancing fearfully out of the comers of his eyes, he started to count the houses. 7 … 9 … 11 …

And 13!

It did not look any different. It was still dark and forbidding. But this time there was an unmistakable leer on the shadowy face.

No, it’s impossible!

Looking up and down the street, he tried to will the vulturous crowd, the fire engines. He concentrated all his forces on that house in an attempt to ignite it, but it did not work, had no more effect than that one match.

Number Thirteen Schooner Street was unburned, and the evil within it still festered.
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‘I notice he hasn’t phoned!’ There was scathing criticism of her daughter’s husband in Marjorie Bourne’s tone. Brooding rather than grieving, she needed a scapegoat for having the children here, for George’s death. For everything, in fact.

‘He’s busy trying to sell the house.’ Leah wished that she had had time to think up a better reason.

‘Huh, he could leave that to the estate agents. You don’t have to do anything except put the property in their hands. And, anyway, I saw a programme on telly the other week about London houses. They sell themselves; often the board isn’t up for more than a day.’

‘Number Thirteen happens to be different,’ Leah snapped. ‘Or hadn’t you noticed?’

Marjorie pursed her lips. ‘Isn’t it time for Sam and Sarah to go to bed? It’s past nine and we have … a lot to do tomorrow.’ She avoided mentioning the cremation. She skirted round the subject, made vague references to it, just as she did about her son-in-law.

‘They’ll go to bed before long.’ Leah was tired. She was still listening for the phone in the hall, willing it to ring and for the caller to be John. ‘Sam’s going to have a bath. I’ve ordered him to. I’ve put the immersion heater on, Mother.’

‘I think he’s … up to something.’

‘Who … Sam?’ Leah looked up in surprise from the cookery magazine she was pretending to read.

‘No.’ Marjorie’s expression was disapproving. ‘That man of yours.’

‘His name is John, Mother.’ Oh, Christ, don’t start a bloody argument now!

‘Well, I find it all very suspicious. He isn’t even coming to … tomorrow, which I find rude of him, a downright insult to my George. And he can’t even be bothered to phone. I think he’s got another woman on the quiet, Leah!’

Leah tensed. The magazine fell from her knee and fluttered to the floor. Her mother was telepathic, she thought. No, just being nasty, stating what nasty people always thought. What I’m thinking!

‘I wouldn’t put it past him, my dear.’

‘I’m sure John wouldn’t.’ But she knew he would, and in fact he probably was having an affair right now. But I’ll never degrade myself by admitting it, she realized. A divorce because of incompatibility would let us both off the hook.

‘I think he would.’ The older woman was distraught, and the argument had come readily to hand. ‘After all, he got you into trouble, Leah, and a man who will do … that before marriage is quite capable of doing it with some other woman behind his wife’s back.’

‘Mother … I did it with him as well. He didn’t do it on his own, you know. Now, shall we not continue this ridiculous conversation? I’m too tired to argue with you.’

‘It’s ridiculous!’ Marjorie said.

‘Yes, it is …’

‘Not having a crematorium in Barmouth is ridiculous. The nearest one is somewhere up Colwyn Bay or Bangor way, but for some reason they can’t fit us in there. So we have to travel all the way to Shrewsbury. I ask you! If it didn’t mean going against George’s wishes I’d have him buried here in town. In fact, I’d much prefer it but –’

‘We’ll do what Dad wanted.’ Leah felt the tears welling up in her eyes again. ‘It’ll be a long journey, about a hundred and fifty miles the round trip, but we’ll do it. I’m most grateful to your neighbour for agreeing to look after the children.’

‘I feel I’m putting on Mrs Jones,’ Marjorie sniffed. ‘If your husband had been here he could have stayed and looked after them if he didn’t want to go to … to Shrewsbury.’

‘Well, he isn’t here and I’m sure Mrs Jones doesn’t mind.’ Play it all down, she told herself.

‘It really is time those children were in bed. Sam is only nine and –’

‘I'm fully aware of his age, Mother. I’ll go and remind him …’

Sarah’s voice came from somewhere upstairs, angry and complaining. ‘Sam, will you please have your bath because I want one too, and I’m not going to wait up all night for you.’

‘Sam, it’s bathtime and bedtime …’ Leah was halfway up the stairs before she realized that something was wrong. Sam was standing on the landing wearing just his pyjama bottoms. The bathroom door was open, steam was billowing out and she could hear the taps running. ‘Sam, what’s going on? Get in that bath at once!’

‘No!’ There was more than defiance on his face, an expression that bordered on terror. ‘I … I don’t want a bath, Mum.’

‘You’ve got to have one, whether you like it or not. You haven’t had a bath since –’

‘No, please!’ It was almost a scream, and he was backing away towards his bedroom. Sarah stood in the open doorway of her room, her features flushed with anger.

‘Sam.’ Leah caught his arm and felt how he trembled. ‘Sam, what’s the matter? Come on, you can tell me.’

‘I …’ He was still trying to pull away from her but she held him, firmly but gently. ‘I’m scared, Mum. Of the water. Like Dad was at the swimming baths that day!’

Oh, God, so that was why John hadn’t joined the children in the pool that time, because he was frightened! Now it was all coming out. ‘There’s nothing to be frightened of in the bath, Sam. Come with me and we’ll both take a look.’

‘No!’ This time it was a scream, a shriek that bordered on hysteria as childish fears scaled their topmost peak.

‘All right, I’ll go and take a look, then.’ As Leah walked into the steam-filled bathroom, she heard her mother’s whining voice from down in the hall enquiring what all the fuss was about. For God’s sake, don’t you come up here, Mother, she thought. I’ve got enough troubles as it is!

There wasn’t anything untoward in the bathroom; Leah had not expected there to be. She turned off the taps, stood there in the swirling steam and felt it dampening her. It was like a thick fog; she could imagine all kinds of weird shapes, if she let herself.

‘There’s nothing there.’ When she emerged on to the landing Sam was back in his bedroom and had pulled on his pyjama top as if to ensure that he did not bath. ‘But if you’re too tired to have a bath, then get straight into bed. I want you asleep in five minutes. D’you hear?’

‘Yes, Mum.’ With sheer relief, he hurried into bed and pulled the sheets up. ‘And, Mum?’

‘What?’ What now?

‘Can I sleep with the light on?’

‘There’s no reason …’

‘Sarah does. She has for months.’

‘Sam.’ Leah saw how pale he was, how his eyes roamed the room as if he suspected that somebody might be hiding in there. ‘Are you … frightened of something? We’re not at home now, you know. There’s nothing to be scared of here.’

‘I know.’ He screwed his face up; his bottom lip was trembling. ‘But … it’s as if we sort of … brought it all with us, if you know what I mean.’

Out of the mouths of babes! She knew what Sam meant, felt it herself. But it was crazy, and she wasn’t going to pander to it. ‘Go on, get to sleep. And leave the light on if you want to.’

‘What’s the trouble?’ Marjorie was standing at the foot of the stairs.

‘Nothing, Mother, nothing at all. Just childish prattle.’ Which you would not understand. ‘I think we all ought to have an early night.’

 

It was just eleven o’clock when Leah went up to bed. Her mother appeared to want to sleep downstairs again, and she could not deny a widow that right on the eve of her husband’s funeral. Leah went into the bathroom and cleaned her teeth. She was surprised when she opened her bedroom door to discover that the light was on. She was even more surprised to find Sarah in the bed.

‘May I sleep with you, Mother?’ the girl asked nervously, and there was a note of pleading in her voice.

‘I suppose so,’ Leah whispered, in case Marjorie heard downstairs. ‘Now, what’s your problem?’

‘I’d sooner sleep with you, Mother.’

Leah wasn’t going to ask further, knowing the reply would be much the same as Sam’s. Leaving 13 Schooner Street wasn’t the answer to the problem because, it seemed, you took your phobias, your terrors, with you, carried them around. Oh, Christ, how the hell did you get rid of them?

‘Why can’t Grandpa be buried, Mother, like Grandad Strike was?’

‘Because he wanted to be cremated.’

‘I don’t want to be cremated, Mother. I couldn’t bear to be burned, even when I’m dead.’

Leah felt herself tensing, the muscles in her stomach contracting as she remembered how the mice gnawed the wiring in the attic back in London and might have started a fire at any time, cremating them. Alive.

‘You’re not going to be cremated, darling. And neither am I. Now, shall we both go to sleep?’

Leah made no move to switch off the light and knew that her daughter would not, either. Even here, three hundred miles away from London, the dark was still a terrifying prospect.

 

Leah was awake before six. She crept downstairs to make a cup of tea. Sarah was fast asleep, and so was Sam when she looked in on him. Her mother was obviously still in the lounge.

Leah switched on the kettle and, on impulse, went into the hall and picked up the phone. She did not expect John to be at Number Thirteen but she had to try, because of what her mother had said last night.

It was ringing out at the other end. Nobody would answer, of course. She counted the rings … 11 … 12 …

It was a strange sensation; she wanted to slam the receiver back on the hook but was powerless to do so, like that day when for some unexplained reason she found herself trapped in the house. It was as if the telephone wires had rejoined her to the evil and it was holding her prisoner.

Manacled to the phone, unable to tear herself away, she was forced to listen to that sinister brrr-brrr. The mechanical whisper of evil mocked her, its monotony threatening to snap her reason. She knew nobody would speak at the other end; they did not need to. You cannot escape, wherever you go.

‘Leah, who are you phoning?’

The complaining reprimanding tones did the trick. Something seemed to snap inside Leah, like the breaking of a frayed rope, and threw her forward. The handset slipped from her fingers, banged against the wall and swung crazily to and fro. Her mind was temporarily blank; her mother was speaking again but her words did not register.

‘You are worried about that man, aren’t you?’ Marjorie Bourne sneered.

Leah turned slowly and saw her mother’s haggard face with its black-ringed eyes, the thin lips curled into a what-did-I-tell-you leer; and her funereal clothes, even a black hat covering the grey hair.

‘I don’t want to argue with you now, Mother.’

‘He’s not at home. What did I tell you? Well, put the phone back!’

No, I don’t want to touch it. In case it traps me again.

‘Helpless as always.’ The frail woman pushed past her, grabbed the swinging telephone, clicked it back on to its cradle and stopped that awful purring sound.

‘I’ve got the kettle boiling, Mother.’ The kitchen was full of steam, as if the kettle had been boiling for several minutes. But it could not have been more than twenty seconds, Leah tried to convince herself. ‘We’ve got plenty of time. The taxi won’t be here until nine.’

 

It was twenty past nine before the taxi drew up outside, an ex-London cab with a T registration. The young driver was wearing an anorak and jeans. A sea mist had reduced visibility to less than a hundred metres; it was a damp, depressing day.

There was little traffic once they were through Dolgellau. The mist thinned, then thickened again as they began the steep ascent of Dinas-Mawddwy. The driver changed down from third to second. The engine missed, but picked up.

A sudden fear that they might break down made Leah glance nervously out of the window at the swirling opaqueness. It was like that steam in the bathroom; she could imagine all kinds of shapes, things that floated, formed, disintegrated to make way for other nameless horrors. She glanced at her mother, but Marjorie Bourne sat with bowed head, eyes closed. She might have been asleep, or grieving silently. There was no point in disturbing her.

The driver was cutting it fine, Leah thought, when they reached Welshpool at ten-thirty. The cremation service was scheduled for eleven and the undertakers would not wait, because they had a full day of funerals. Death was a cold, calculating business.

The chapel was so impersonal, so lonely, with just Leah and Marjorie and three undertakers. The chaplain rushed his words because he, too, had a full workload. The coffin was terrifying in its simplicity, only a box with a corpse in it. Marjorie’s husband, Leah’s father.

Leah watched her mother carefully. She was bearing up well; she would not break down. Not until later, anyway.

‘Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.’

Hurried words again, but they hit Leah with the force of a physical blow. She heard a scratching sound somewhere; it could have come from anywhere. Her father, not dead after all, trying to attract attention in his coffin: Let me out! She felt slightly dizzy.

Or maybe mice, chewing through electric cables to start a fire. To burn the body.

She felt a surge of panic and had to grip the pew in front tightly, to hold on; not in case she fell but to stop herself fleeing this place, running screaming out into the mist. Because there was a faint smell of burning in her nostrils.

Marjorie stood with bowed head. The curtains were starting to close around the coffin. Leah had to fight against the desire to run for the exit.

That permeating odour was stronger, a rancid stench … the smell of burning flesh. No, it’s all in the mind, she told herself. It is all in the mind, as everything else has been.

But the blood had been real that time she cut her wrist. And so was Ben’s blood, a scarlet mulch on the tarmac.

Suffocating now, she was fighting for her breath. She looked for the undertakers; they were on their feet, edging towards the door. Follow them, she thought. But Marjorie had sunk down on to her knees, buried her face in her hands and started to sob.

Mother, we have to leave before it’s too late, she wanted to say.

Grey wisps that might have been the fog or smoke were infiltrating through the open door and beginning to fill the chapel. Did they burn the corpse now or later? she wondered.

‘Mother!’

It came out as a hoarse whisper, a strangled cry of terror. Marjorie Bourne lifted up her head; her face was red, her tears were wet and her eyes were trying to focus out of black-ringed sockets. She said, ‘They’re going to burn my George.’

Oh, God, there’s bodies burning now! Can’t you smell them? Leah thought.

Her hand came off the pew, found her mother’s and gripped it firmly. Tugging the frail, bemused woman up on to her feet, she started to drag her towards the doorway.

And that was when the greyness darkened for Leah and the smoke thickened so that she could no longer breathe. Legs that suddenly refused to support her sent her tumbling down into the yawning black abyss before her, pulling her mother after her.
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John Strike sat on the singed sofa, staring at the mass of charred papers in the fireplace. He did not believe it. Yes, he did, because he should have realized that no way was 13 Schooner Street going to burn down. He could douse it in petrol and ignite it, but somehow it would survive. Its unknown, unseen evil occupant would protect it against anything he could throw at it. It was an invincible fortress of evil, an indestructible bastion of the forces of darkness.

It was afternoon now and it seemed light years ago that he had returned to Ruth Ford’s house to await her return. She had not come back, but some time after dawn the police had arrived. God, that malevolent force had punished him for his attempt to destroy it. Ruth had been found raped and strangled on a piece of waste ground only a few hundred metres from Schooner Street. A man was ‘helping the police with their enquiries’ according to the lunchtime edition of the Standard. The killing was linked to that of the teenager found in his own porch. But that did not spare John a lengthy interrogation.

How long have you known Miss Ford, Mr Strike? What was your relationship? Why had she been to your house? Because I’ve been screwing her for weeks and she wouldn’t let up pestering me. I didn’t ask her to come to the house. In fact, I sent her packing. Sent her to her death.

Everything would be out in the open now, he realized. Leah would know what she had undoubtedly already guessed. Kenton would refuse to have him back at the bank, would have him transferred, demoted, to avoid bad publicity for the bank; he’d lose the offender in a faceless army of behind-the-scenes clerks. Female cashiers were dispensable, but soiling the good name of the banking profession was inexcusable.

The police had let John go around lunchtime and he had returned to Number Thirteen. He had sat here surveying his failed handiwork ever since, in a kind of trance. The newspapers had burned, all right; they were charred and flaked, but the sofa had not ignited the way public information adverts warned you it would. Singed, that was all. The carpet was scorched, but a shampoo might bring it back to its original state, or it could be turned round so that furniture would hide the burned area. The ceiling was smoke-blackened but would probably wipe clean. If anybody was interested in clearing up the devastation.

Ruth was gone, Leah would not be coming back now, and job prospects were nil. He thought about relighting the fire, and standing here until the blaze caught. But it wouldn’t work, some obstacle would be thrust in his way.

He realized that he was not scared any more, because he did not care. He considered suicide in an abstract sort of way. There were paracetamol tablets upstairs in the bathroom; eight were supposed to be fatal. He wasn’t afraid of death but it was too much trouble. If it was going to happen he would not flinch; neither car accidents nor drowning bothered him now.

But revenge was still uppermost in his mind.

‘You bastard!’ He spoke aloud and listened for a reaction, but there was none, no laboured breathing from the hall or the kitchen. Perhaps the thing was satisfied now. It had killed his son, his mistress and his father-in-law.

But he knew it was still here, even if he could not hear it. It was too much to hope that it had left.

There had to be a reason for everything that had happened. He wondered why he had not thought of it before. He sat up. The terrors, the killings, surely there had to be a purpose behind them, behind the phobias that had driven the Strikes away. But why? If it was a ghost, then whose?

He had regarded it simply as an evil entity. How far back did the terror go? Further than the Graftons, because they had left. John had to know, and the obvious starting place was the deeds to the property, which his own bank held as security against his mortgage.

‘I’ll be back,’ he shouted up the stairs on his way to the front door, ‘and when I return I’ll know just who you are.’

Then he was outside in the greyness of an autumn afternoon, hurrying towards the tube station because the bank closed at three-thirty and there was no time to lose.

The bank was crowded with a last-minute rush of customers and the uniformed messenger was standing by the door, ready to lock it promptly at half-past three. John went to the side counter and rang the bell. He noticed with some relief that the light was out in Kenton’s room; probably the manager was out on a late luncheon date with a customer. He would face Kenton later, but right now there were more important things to attend to.

‘Hallo, Mr Strike.’ Jack Armstrong, the chief securities clerk, was within a year of retirement. Conscientious, fussy to the last detail, he had never been managerial material and had occupied his current job for the last twenty years at the branch. Formal as always, he showed no surprise at seeing the accountant unshaven and dressed in casual, creased clothing. In all probability, John thought, he would pass no comment afterwards, either. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘I need to look at my deeds. Sorry to come at the last minute. I’m afraid I don’t have the receipt with me, but I don’t want to take them away.’

‘Just a minute.’ Armstrong turned away. Five minutes later he returned with a bulky, frayed envelope. ‘Ring the bell when you’ve finished, Mr Strike.’

John seated himself at a customer desk and began browsing through the documents with a practised eye. He skipped over sheafs of legal jargon, then began tracing the title back from his own name. The Graftons. The Smiths. 1952, the Jorgensens had lived there for barely a year. So many names; nobody had stayed long at 13 Schooner Street. The Wilkinsons, 1948-49. Joseph Nason, 1928-47. That had to be the one he was looking for! John stuffed the documents back into the envelope and rang the bell again.

‘Finished, Mr Strike?’ Armstrong was obliging, unruffled, in no hurry to go home amidst a staff who were working feverishly to finish the day’s work.

‘Jack.’ John always called him by his first name even though it was not reciprocated. ‘Do you by any chance know anything about a certain Joseph Nason who lived in my house up until 1947?’ Did anybody know anything about anybody else in London? But there had to be a starting point.

‘I’m afraid I don’t, Mr Strike.’ He seemed genuinely sorry that he was unable to help. ‘But, let me see, Schooner Street … Now, Mr Denby lived in Schooner Street. Number Fifteen, unless my memory fails me. He lived there from the war years up until about 1968, when he retired.

John’s pulses raced. ‘And who is Mr Denby, Jack?’

‘George Denby was manager of this branch. He retired just as I started here.’

‘But he doesn’t live in Schooner Street now.’ It was twenty years since Denby had retired. That meant the fellow was around eighty now. If he was still alive. John felt his initial surge of euphoria starting to plummet.

‘Oh, no. He left London soon after he retired and went to live down in Hastings. Why do you ask?’

‘He might be able to help me. If he’s still alive.’

‘Oh, he’s alive, all right.’ Armstrong smiled wanly. ‘At least he was last Christmas. Every year he sends a Christmas card to the branch, even though nobody except myself knows who he was. I can find his address for you if you’ll hang on a minute.’

 

John Strike arrived back at Number Thirteen with George Denby’s address. He attempted to find the telephone number from directory enquiries. No, there was no Denby listed in the Hastings area and he wasn’t ex-directory.

‘I know who you are, Joseph Nason.’ John was frightened by his own voice, that note of near-manic exultation echoing back at him in the empty house. ‘And I’m going to find out why you’re doing this to everybody who lives here.’

Which meant a trip down to Hastings. Tomorrow. And now he didn’t give a damn about staying in the house overnight.

The telephone rang seconds after he had moved away from it.

‘Mr Strike, this is Lester and Co.’ It certainly wasn’t Don Lester; he might well spend the remainder of his life in a mental hospital. The young clerk was just doing a routine job and seemed in a hurry. ‘We have a prospective buyer for your house, a Mr Matheson. Is it all right for him to call and view tomorrow afternoon?’

Oh, Christ, Nason is putting the spoke in again. It’s a trick to stop me from going to Hastings! John felt his neck beginning to goose pimple. He glanced around but he knew he would see nobody, just feel a presence. Nason was back. If he had ever been away.

‘I have to go away tomorrow but if he makes it late afternoon then I could well be back. Or else you could send somebody round with him.’ And earn your bloody percentage, he thought.

‘We don’t have anybody to send, sir, but I’ll ask Mr Matheson to call on the off chance.’

Five minutes later the phone rang again. This time it was Leah.

‘We’re coming home tomorrow, John.’ She sounded tired, fed up. Her mother was probably getting on her nerves, nagging about having the kids.

‘Oh … fine.’ It wasn’t fine, but she was coming and that was that.

‘We’re coming by train, should be home about two.’

‘I won’t be home till later, but there’s a bloke coming to look at the house, so you can let him in.’

‘All right.’ He heard a sudden note of relief. ‘But whether or not he buys it, the children and I are going to find alternative accommodation. You understand? I really can’t keep them off school any longer; Sarah has her mock GCSEs next year.’

That was it, then. Leah and the kids were on their way home; and, apart from Ben’s tragic death, life looked like resuming a normal boring routine. He no longer had Ruth as a diversion. And if it had not been for a burning desire for revenge upon this mysterious Joseph Nason, John would not have bothered to go down to Hastings. In all probability he was wasting his time, anyway.
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George Denby was eighty-three, he told John Strike three times within the space of ten minutes. He and his wife had moved to this small seafront house in 1969 and dear Elizabeth had passed away in 1970. Not because of the move; she had had cancer three years previously. Today, with modern medicine, they might have kept the growth in remission a few years longer.

John had arrived in Hastings just after midday and found Denby’s house within twenty minutes. A typical retirement dwelling, it was the kind of place where you could die of boredom if you didn’t have a hobby. John was sure the retired bank manager would explain his own interests in detail before long.

Denby was short and stocky, with thinning grey hair and a limp. He had been advised by his doctor to have a hip replacement, he told John as he escorted him through to the small front room, but what was the point when you were already thirteen years over your allotted span? If Elizabeth had still been alive it might have been different, Denby smiled, but he believed in living from day to day.

Somehow the old man’s dentures managed to grip the huge blackened briar pipe which he smoked continuously throughout the daytime hours. The distinctive odour of the aromatic honeydew tobacco had permeated the whole house.

‘Do have a sherry.’ Denby opened a cocktail cabinet in the corner and lifted out a bottle of Bristol Cream and two glasses. ‘The staff presented me with this cabinet as a retirement present. And that, too.’ He indicated a china leopard crouched on top of it. ‘Good days, they were, wouldn’t mind reliving them. I’d have Elizabeth again then, wouldn’t I? Did you say that you’re in the bank, too?’ He was suddenly enthusiastic, a man dedicated to a profession discovering someone with whom to discuss his memories of bygone days. Pouring out the sherry, he spilled some but seemed not to notice. ‘I don’t think I’d like to be in the bank today, all computerized, too impersonal. The customer’s just a name. Or rather,’ he laughed, coughing at the same time, ‘a number. But I wouldn’t mind going back to the old days. You did say you were in the bank, didn’t you, Mr …?’

‘Strike. John Strike. Yes, I’m in the bank, accountant at your old branch …’

‘Well, goodness me, how simply amazing!’ Denby removed his pipe to sip his sherry. ‘Now, that really is a coincidence, isn’t it? We really do have a lot to talk about.’

‘I also live in Schooner Street,’ John put in quickly before Denby could launch into the virtues of the banking profession again. ‘Number Thirteen.’

‘Well, I never!’ George Denby’s pipe had gone out; it gurgled ominously as he attempted to relight it. ‘This really is quite unbelievable. I used to live in Number Fifteen. Do you know it? The one with the laburnum tree by the gate. I expect it’s grown big now. Or else somebody’s cut it down. There’s a lot of guppies living there now, according to what I’ve read in the papers.’

‘Yuppies,’ John corrected him. ‘Yes, your tree is still there. I was a bit concerned because the pods fall on our side and they’re poisonous to children. Tell me, Mr Denby, did you know a fellow by the name of Nason who must have lived next door to you then?’

‘Joseph Nason?’ Denby removed his pipe from his mouth and nodded. ‘Oh, yes, I remember Joseph. He was a customer of the bank from well before the war. A wealthy man, worth a fortune and too miserly to spend it. And then he left it all to charity – can’t remember which one. You wouldn’t know him, though, he would be dead before you were born.’

Tell me about him.’ John leaned forward.

‘A queer chap.’ Denby knocked his pipe out into the ashtray and began to refill it. ‘Got queerer as time went on. I think it was the war that did it, the blitz and then those doodlebugs – enough to send you off your rocker, particularly if you lived alone as Nason did. I know that my Elizabeth was scared to death of him, which was silly because we never saw him from one day to the next and he was harmless enough. It was towards the end of the war that he became a recluse. We didn’t notice it for a time, and then one day, it was just after Christmas, I remarked to Elizabeth that we hadn’t seen him for about three weeks and we hadn’t noticed any smoke coming out of the chimney. So I said I’d better go round and check that he was all right.’

John experienced that all too familiar tingling in his spine.

‘It took me ages to knock him up.’ The banker finally got his pipe going to his satisfaction and puffed out thick clouds of sweet-smelling smoke. ‘Eventually, though, he opened the door about six inches and peered out, and I can tell you I got the shock of my life. I scarcely recognized him. He had wasted away – he looked like a bloomin’ skeleton – and was wearing his hat and coat because he hadn’t got any heating. Not because he didn’t have any fuel,’ Denby added, ‘but because the blighter was scared stiff that he might set the house alight, that the chimney might catch fire or else a hot coal tumble out of the hearth. I ask you, near freezing and he wouldn’t risk a fire! And he was starving himself, too … because he was frightened to go out of the house to buy food. Hypothermia, agoraphobia, and that was only the start!’

‘My God!’

‘Oh, yes. I went inside that house, just the once, about a week before they found Nason dead, and I can see every detail to this day. I never told Elizabeth, it would have scared her out of her wits. I went and fetched some food for the old boy. In fact, I never got paid for it, but that’s by the way. I suppose in doing so I prolonged his miserable life a week or two. When I got back with it he asked me in, and sometimes in the middle of the night when my hip’s troubling me and I lie awake, I think about that afternoon.

‘Nason was frightened of just about everything. He had rat and mouse traps set all over the house; he was terrified of any small living creature, even harmless insects. And he stank to high heaven because he hadn’t had a bath for years. He was petrified of water. Would you believe it? Afraid of drowning in the bath. And when I handed him a loaf I’d brought, he began tearing off chunks, stuffing the bread in his mouth. I asked him if he didn’t have a breadknife and he said no, because he’d thrown it in the dustbin … and every other knife in the house with it. And not just knives, anything that was sharp enough to cut you! Because he was terrified of the sight of blood, and phobic about bleeding to death!

‘Then I discovered that he wouldn’t go upstairs, at any price. He hadn’t set foot on the stairs for years in case he fell down and broke his neck. He reckoned that even the first stair made him feel giddy. Vertigo, I think they call it.’

‘And he lived in dread of cars?’ John Strike’s voice was a shaky whisper. He had to know.

‘Yes, that, too. All part of the agoraphobia, I suppose. He was scared to go out in case he got knocked down by a car. He told me he’d been in an accident once. The fellow who was driving him was killed, and the driver of the other car was thrown forward and cut his throat on the broken windscreen! Mr Strike, you’ve gone as white as a sheet! Are you all right? Would you like a glass of whisky?’

‘I’m all right.’ John forced an insipid smile on his trembling lips. ‘But please go on, Mr Denby.’

‘Of course, Nason died.’ Denby sucked on his pipe. ‘And I felt guilty about it for ages afterwards. I should have done more for him, fetched him food, persuaded him to light a fire to keep warm. If I could have got him out of that house I would have taken him home, stinking dirty as he was, but nobody could have got him outside the door. One day I went round but couldn’t make him hear, so I called the police. The policeman broke a window and asked me to go in with him. There was Joseph Nason, dead on the kitchen floor. He’d been dead several days … God, it was an awful sight, it really shook me up! And those traps he’d set all over the house to catch the rats and mice in the attic … well, it was as if the creatures had had their revenge on him. They’d been at him, eating him so that he was scarcely recognizable!’

‘What … what did Nason look like?’ John was afraid to ask but he had to have confirmation. He already knew.

‘Cadaverous, to put it bluntly. Eyes sunk deep into their sockets, gaunt, almost skeletal. And you never saw him without his greasy trilby hat and a navy blue overcoat that reached almost to his ankles. I say, are you sure you’re all right, Mr Strike? I think you really ought to have a glass of whisky.’

It was after three o’clock when John Strike left Denby’s house. John had guessed most of it, maybe hoping he was wrong, yet he had been shocked because he wasn’t. Suddenly the confirmation of his fears made it all a thousand times worse because it was no string of dreadful coincidences. Nason had skulked for years in Number Thirteen, a hermit, a victim of his own fears; his phobias had seeped into the stale atmosphere of a closed house and been born again, so strong that they lived, manifested themselves. And they had to be destroyed before there were more deaths.

He considered an exorcism. Was it possible? How did one go about it? Was there time?

Or should he just get out and leave it to somebody else?

No, because he had a personal score to settle with Joseph Nason.

The wind tore at John and almost threw him into the road. He struggled to keep his balance, turning his head to one side in order to draw breath. Salt spray stung his face. On the opposite side of the road a woman was clutching at an umbrella which had been blown inside out. Overhead, clouds raced, caught up with others and merged into larger formations. Christ, there was one hell of a gale blowing in off the sea, hurricane force!

The London train was running half an hour late due to a fallen tree across the line, according to the Tannoy. It didn’t matter, John thought, what time he arrived home. Leah would be there, and it was going to be difficult anyway. He needed time to think about Nason.

The delay turned out to be nearly two hours and it was after eight before he arrived back in London. A news placard caught his eye: BATTEN DOWN WARNING; HURRICANE HARRY ON THE WAY. He paused and bought a late edition, half-ashamed of himself for being susceptible to Fleet Street salesmanship. The headlines were a sure seller; the debris from that October 1987 hurricane had not been completely cleared up yet. The cowboys had jumped on the bandwagon and there could be another one very soon.


The hurricane which has ravaged the east coast of America, causing millions of dollars’ worth of damage and claiming twenty-two lives, is now heading for Britain, weathermen warned today. 75 mph gales are already lashing the south coast and these could increase to 100 mph in the next twenty-four hours. The core of the hurricane is expected to centre over the south-east of England where structural damage could be severe. Motoring organizations are warning people not to travel unless their journey is unavoidable. The Severn Bridge has already been closed to high-sided vehicles …



John started as he noticed a subheading at the bottom of the front page: SEX ATTACKER CHARGED. It could have been any one of a dozen perverts arrested daily but he knew it wasn’t, from a gut-wrenching sensation. The pending hurricane was forgotten. ‘A man has today been charged with the murders of Tracey Wilson and Ruth Ford. He will appear before magistrates tomorrow morning.’

A mention, no more, because girls were raped and killed nearly every day but a hurricane was still a novelty, he thought. It could affect you. Your garden fence might be blown down or you could lose tiles off your roof. Sod some poor wretch lying naked and mutilated on a piece of waste ground; it wasn’t any of your business, so why worry?

It was eerie seeing the windows of Number Thirteen lit up. A kind of truce, almost. In some ways he found the darkness and the shadows preferable because he knew what he was up against.

As he crossed the road John experienced a sensation of escalating terror that urged him to turn and run. Now, whilst there was still time. A feeling of portending doom came at him on the shrieking wind, more pronounced than ever before. Not phobias this time, because he understood them, knew now why they happened and could come to terms with them. They were figments of the mind, but what was happening to him now was something real and frightening.

For he knew without any doubt that a man who had been dead for over forty years was inside that house now.

Waiting for him.

With faltering steps, fighting against the wind, for even the elements were bent on preventing him from entering his own home, John gained the shelter of the porch and cowered in the very place where a teenage girl had been brutally murdered. He thought he heard her death cries but it was only the wind. Dead leaves rustled in a heap and blew around his feet.

Voices came from inside, muffled and unrecognizable, perhaps shouting to warn him. But his key was in the lock and turning.
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‘Mum, do we really have to go home?’ Sarah asked.

‘Yes, I’m afraid we do.’ Leah avoided her daughter’s searching gaze, afraid to reveal her own feelings.

‘But it isn’t just because of school, is it?’

Leah sighed. ‘No, it isn’t. Mind you, that’s partly the reason. You can’t afford to miss much more school with your GCSE mocks next year. But I’m afraid Grandma doesn’t want us to stay any longer.’ That was only a half-truth. Marjorie Bourne wanted Leah to send the two children back to John, and to stay on here on her own. Apart from its being an unreasonable request, Leah was not having her son and daughter back in 13 Schooner Street without her. She and her mother had come close to a row over it. The older woman was distraught, clinging. But she did not want the children here any longer because they ‘got on her nerves’.

‘I don’t like Grandma any more,’ Sam muttered.

‘Ssh! You mustn’t say things like that, Sam. She might overhear you.’ Which was unlikely because Marjorie Bourne was still spending the nights downstairs in the front room. George’s death was really hitting her now and Leah felt guilty about leaving. But if her mother wasn’t prepared to tolerate Sam and Sarah, then they were all going home.

‘She didn’t make all this fuss over Ben getting killed,’ Sam answered sulkily. ‘I don’t mind going away from here but I don’t want to go back to our house.’

‘We won’t be staying more than one night, two at the most, I promise you that,’ Leah said with determination.

‘Just long enough for me to find us somewhere else. I’ll probably rent a flat.’ If I can find one, she thought. But it would be safer sleeping in the subways than in that house of death.

The overnight gale had strengthened. The breakers were crashing against the sea wall, partly flooding Marine Parade. Leah heard them when she awoke just after six, and groaned. It was funny how the weather controlled your moods. A sunny day and you could face anything, grey skies and you were depressed. She heard something bouncing and sliding on the roof above, then crashing into the patio garden at the front. A tile. This really was some gale!

The train was running on schedule; they were in Shrewsbury by eleven and the eleven-four intercity to Euston was already waiting. The last lap, into London around two, home by about three. She remembered John’s mention of a prospective buyer coming to view. That was a joke; he wasn’t likely to be any different from the others. Whoever he was, he would either take a quick look round and flee like a scared rabbit or not turn up at all. She was philosophical about it; if he arrived she would show him round, but she didn’t give a damn whether he bought the house or not because she wasn’t staying there to wait for surveys and solicitors and contract dates. It might take months to sell. No, whatever the outcome, she would find alternative accommodation in the meantime.

Just one night was bad enough. They would all sleep in the same room for safety. Or rather, spend the night together, because nobody could possibly sleep from now on in Number Thirteen.

She found herself blaming her mother, almost hating her, for without Marjorie Bourne she would not be condemned to taking the kids back to that awful house. Her mother was embittered, blaming Leah because she had got pregnant out of wedlock. It was her way of punishing her daughter. Leah sensed an animosity towards Sarah that had not been there before, because Sarah was the direct product of pre-marital sex. She told herself that her mother would not outlast her father by long, and she was surprised that the thought did not disturb her.

The news placards carried warnings of ‘Hurricane Harry’. Already the winds were gusting down the streets. Sheets of cardboard, refuse sacks that had not been collected and almost every imaginable form of litter were piling up in any sheltered place. It had stopped raining and there was a grittiness in the atmosphere that stung her eyes.

Half an hour later Leah and the children alighted at Balham and began to fight their way against the gale. A chimneypot had smashed in the road, broken tiles were everywhere. And the weathermen were still claiming that the full force of the hurricane had not arrived in Britain yet.

‘What the devil’s been happening here?’ Leah stared in astonishment at the singed carpet, the smoke-blackened ceiling, the hearth full of charred newspapers.

‘I think Daddy’s been trying to get a fire going,’ Sarah replied.

‘The damned fool! He could have set the house on fire. Well, he’ll have to pay for a new carpet. But I don’t give a sod whether he does or not, because we won’t be here after tomorrow.’

The doorbell chimed, making them jump.

‘That will be the man come to look at the house.’ Leah regarded the fire damage and pulled a wry face. There was no time to clean the mess up. ‘Well, I suppose I’d better let him in.’

Mr Matheson gave Leah the impression of a retired clerk, a bachelor without a doubt, set in his own ways and unwilling to change. He was respectably dressed but his dark overcoat had seen plenty of wear and the shine on his shoes failed to hide the thin leather. Grey-haired, and sharp-featured, he had to force a smile; he was ill at ease, unused to company, with eyes that darted and noticed detail. Rubbing his thin hands together, he was a kind of living caricature of a miserly, poverty-stricken office worker from the last century, perhaps a misogynist, from the way he kept his distance from her.

‘I’ll show you round,’ she smiled, wishing that Sam and Sarah would stop crowding her the way they used to do when they were very small. ‘I’m afraid my husband has rather foolishly tried to light a fire. We shall, of course, either replace the carpet or deduct the cost from the price, whichever you prefer. Now, shall we look at the kitchen, and then I’ll take you upstairs.’

Matheson seemed uncommunicative almost to the point of rudeness. Staring intently, once trying to peer round Leah at Sam and Sarah so that they shrank back like shy infants, he watched her every move; his very presence was disconcerting. Yet he asked no questions. A cough rumbled in his lungs; she thought that either he was a heavy smoker or else he had bronchitis. Or both. He was so painfully thin, he looked ill.

‘Really, it is a very comfortable and conveniently situated house.’ She was talking to break the awful silence. I sound just like an estate agent, she realized. Like Lester, and he’s at a head farm now. ‘Twenty minutes by tube to the city …’

‘Mum, I’m cold,’ Sarah complained in a whisper. She was shivering.

‘Yes, Daddy must have forgotten to switch the central heating on.’ Because he’s been away sleeping with some whore, she suspected. Or else it’s broken down, and that’s why he tried to light a fire and risked burning the house down. ‘I’m going downstairs in a minute and I’ll turn the heating up.’

But their visitor appeared to be in no hurry. He leaned forward to examine items which interested him, as though he was totally oblivious of their presence. And, outside, the wind was shrieking to an even greater velocity, rattling the windows.

‘When you’ve finished, we’ll go back downstairs, Mr Matheson.’ Leah spoke almost in awe, despising herself for it. Look, we’re getting bloody frozen up here, she wanted to say. And what’s our wedding photograph got to do with you?

The cheek of the man, he even picked it up and examined it minutely, and when he put it back on the dresser it fell over. He did not bother to set it upright again. His long bony fingers stroked an ivory hairbrush and turned it over.

‘I shall have to go downstairs and turn the radiators up, Mr Matheson. The children are getting cold. I’ve only just returned from … holiday.’

‘Oh … yes.’ He turned and seemed to have difficulty focusing; his eyes were glazed as if cataracts covered them. ‘Please carry on, Mrs Strike, don’t mind me.’

Will you bloody well come on downstairs! She tensed, feeling suddenly afraid. ‘All right, come down when you’ve finished.’

She almost fled the bedroom, Sam clutching at her dress, Sarah gripping her hand. The children were hurrying, dragging her with them.

And then she heard a key being turned in the front door lock.

‘Hi! Whatever’s up with you three?’ John Strike stood in the hall. He saw the fear on the faces of his wife and children, their obvious relief at seeing him. Oh, Christ, whatever’s wrong now?

‘Mr Matheson’s here,’ Leah blurted out, then lowered her voice. ‘He’s upstairs, looking at everything, poking his nose into –’

‘So long as he buys the house …’ John's voice tailed off. He felt the tension, as powerful as that rising hurricane outside, the atmosphere charged with evil, the damp coldness, the odour of staleness. And it had nothing whatsoever to do with a house that had been unoccupied for a few days.

‘How long has he been here?’

‘About …’ Leah was going to say ‘a quarter of an hour’ but that could not be right. Because they had been home just after three-thirty and it was now fully dark. ‘What time is it?’

John consulted his watch. ‘Six-thirty.’

Matheson had been here three hours!

‘John, I’m frightened!’ She gave a whimper and rushed to her husband. Sam and Sarah clung to their father. And in that moment of terror everything was forgiven.

‘He’s coming now,’ John muttered, as the dragging, shuffling footsteps sounded on the landing above. Bracing himself, he tried to pull Leah and the children behind him, offering his body as a shield against whatever would appear at the head of the stairs in a couple of seconds. He heard its approach, felt its malevolence; the rasping cough that was a death rattle of a mirthless laugh. And John almost cried his fear aloud when he saw the man who called himself Matheson.

George Denby’s description was terrifyingly accurate: cadaverous, emaciated, eyes sunk deep into their sockets. The greasy trilby was jammed firmly on his head and the frayed navy blue overcoat fell almost to his ankles. His aquiline features were partly hidden in the shadow cast by the brim of the hat. Standing there at the top of the stairs, thin lips drawn back in a leer as he perceived the fear of those below him, he was rubbing his gaunt hands together in sadistic satisfaction. But there was no mistaking the sheer hatred in those features.

‘Joseph Nason!’ John shouted.

‘So you know me.’ The voice was a croak, reminding John of a record with scratched grooves. Staccato. Venomous.

‘I know you!’ Suddenly anger transcended terror for John Strike. Above him stood the man who was responsible for death and madness – the death of his own son, his father-in-law. ‘And, by God, you’ve got a lot to answer for!’

‘I have merely returned to claim back what is rightfully mine.’ Nason’s head was thrust forward and his eyes appeared to smoulder in the shadows. ‘This is my house and you have stolen it from me. Not only that, you have attempted to burn it down. Leave now, or you will surely regret it!’

Sam and Sarah were sobbing with fear, Leah was trying to hold back a scream. And in that moment John Strike’s anger exploded within him and threw him into an uncontrollable rage. In his mind he saw Ben, a tiny, limp, crushed and bloodied form, the red football cap lying pathetically in the road. With a choking cry of fury he pushed the others from him and ran for the stairs.

‘I bloody well want you!’ he yelled. ‘By Christ, you’re going to pay for what you’ve done to my family!’

Sarah screamed. John felt her clutching at him, yelling, ‘Come back, Daddy! Don’t go!’

Leah was grasping his arm, white with fear, trembling. Sam, too. All three of them were attempting to hold their father back. Whilst up above them the man called Joseph Nason laughed harshly. John shook them off, pushed them away and ran for the stairs.

‘I’ll bloody kill you!’ he hissed, as he began to mount the stairs.

Two steps at a time, he was halfway up when a strange sensation flooded over him. It was as though his feet were leaden weights; it was an effort to move them, but still he managed to do so. Everything about him was slowing down, not just himself, in a kind of action replay, a feeling of timelessness. And the stench which came at him was overpowering; an odour of mustiness, of stale air combined with the smell of unwashed bodies and stinking clothing. It was so cold, too, that he heard his teeth chattering like distant machine gun fire.

And up there in front of him Joseph Nason stood triumphant, his face no longer in shadow, gaunt and almost skeletal, the wide lips displaying blackened and uneven teeth, old man’s saliva trickling down his wasted chin; not moving, because he knew he was invincible, beyond the vengeance of ordinary mortals.

John swayed, and would have toppled backwards had he not grabbed the stair rail. Like that burglar. Any second it would snap, a broken strut would pierce his throat; he would hang there, speared, jetting his blood all over the walls and ceiling. He felt the wooden balustrade start to give under his weight.

Somewhere, it sounded far away, he heard Leah still screaming, the children hysterical. His vision blurred. He could not see Nason properly now, just an outline that might have been a farmer’s ragged scarecrow. But he felt his presence, his awful power, the sheer malevolence, the evil that had lived on in this house for forty years.

A cracking sound; the stair rail was starting to snap. He let go, and the vertigo robbed him of his balance. It was like one of those awful falling dreams; he would wake up with a start any second and find himself safely in bed. But he knew he wouldn’t because this was no dream. As he went backwards, his feet felt light now. He seemed to hang suspended as if he had suddenly found a way to defy Newton’s law. Maybe he would float up to the ceiling, the way he sometimes did in dreams, a sort of freeing of his astral body.

No, he was falling, clawing the air, gathering speed. One last glimpse of Nason, arm upraised in a kind of Nazi salute, a phlegm-rattling laugh of triumph, and then John Strike’s world was gyrating, spinning faster and faster.

He felt himself hit the hall floor, slide, then knock over a chair. The pain was not as bad as he had expected. Lying there winded, he saw the shimmering faces of his wife and children, their hands exploring him, searching for broken bones.

‘I’m … okay,’ he grunted, waiting for the walls to steady and everything to slow down. He closed his eyes for a second and saw again that terrible apparition on the stairs. He mentally cringed from it.

But when he opened his eyes everything was apparently as normal as he could have hoped. He was shaken, but he knew there was no permanent damage. Looking to the stairs, he found nobody up there, just Leah and Sarah and Sam bending over him, concerned for his safety in the midst of their terror.

He struggled up; the feeling of dizziness had passed. He lurched for the stairway again.

‘John, come back!’

‘I have to … to be sure.’ He began to climb, and this time there was no invisible barrier to halt his progress.

There would not be anybody up there but he had to satisfy himself, checking every room, switching on the lights and leaving them on. Once they flickered momentarily but it was probably the storm outside. There could well be a power failure. He shuddered at the thought, the prospect of spending the night here with no electricity, no light except for flickering candles which created weird and terrible shadows. Then he was going back downstairs, holding on to the rail, testing its firmness.

‘He’s gone.’ He did not expect them to believe him. He was not sure he even believed it himself, except that George Denby’s story had been confirmed. The recluse who had once been Joseph Nason had created phobias that lived on here. So strong that now the man himself had been called up from his hermit’s grave.

‘John, we can’t stay here a second longer!’ Leah was holding the children to her. ‘We must go now before some other terrible tragedy strikes us.’

‘I have to stay.’ He sounded tired but determined. ‘I can’t run from it now I know.’

‘But you can’t fight it, whatever it is!’ Hysteria was creeping back into her voice. ‘Do what you want, but I’m taking the children to safety.’

The lights went off; came back on. Sarah screamed.

All right, you go.’ He picked up the fallen chair and leaned on it. There was no point in relating the retired bank manager’s story, not now, anyway. ‘Book in to a hotel or somewhere. Call me and let me know where you are and I’ll join you later. But first I have a job to do.’

An impossible task; it was madness, for nobody could destroy something that was already dead. He had tried and failed. But there had to be a way. Even if there wasn’t, he was not running. Because of Ben. And Ruth. The desire for vengeance was too strong.

It wasn’t going to drive him out as it had driven out the Graftons and those before them. Defeat for John Strike was the ultimate in degradation. He would never be able to live with himself if he ran now. He had to stay here because there was nothing left for him anywhere else.

He heard the front door slam behind Leah and the children. And then the lights went out.
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The door flew inwards the moment Leah turned the catch. It took all her strength to prevent it from slamming into the hall wall. A howling, shrieking wind whipped the words off her lips as she called to Sam and Sarah to get outside. Holding the door, disentangling her children’s frightened grip on her, she pushed them out into the porch. Dragging the door closed as it almost leaped from her grasp, she struggled with it until she felt the Yale click shut.

The three of them huddled together. Leah had no idea where they were going; the first cheap bed and breakfast accommodation they found would suffice. There were crashes everywhere. Chimneys and tiles were cascading into the road, buckling the roofs of parked cars, smashing windscreens. In the orange-tinted holocaust, trees were bent almost to the ground.

‘Look!’ Sam screamed, and pointed.

That laburnum tree in the front garden of Number Fifteen had been uprooted, bringing the dividing wattle fence down with it. A heap of debris blocked their exit to the pavement. The branches were straining, and the vicious multi-armed creature seemed intent on lashing any who came within striking distance.

‘We’ll have to climb over it!’ Leah yelled, but doubted whether the other two heard. ‘I’ll hold the branches.’

Just as she started forward she heard Sarah shriek, and turned. The girl was pointing into a corner of the porch, a dark recess where something heaved and writhed, an indefinable shape convulsing in agony. Oh, merciful God, it’s that girl who was raped and strangled!

It wasn’t, it was a pile of rustling, shifting leaves, elongated and stretching one moment, bunched tight the next, frightening at first glance in the dim light from the streetlamps.

‘It’s only leaves,’ she shouted in Sarah’s ear. She grabbed the child and found a hold on Sam. ‘Now, come on.’

A waving branch lashed Leah’s face, making her cry out as she grabbed it and fought with it. She straddled the trunk. It was moving, trying to throw her. Sam went first, wriggling low on his stomach until he made it on to the concrete on the other side. Sarah next, her skirt tearing, a ribbon of material fluttering behind her like a bizarre tail.

Then Leah, and the three of them lay in a heap on the pavement. Something smashed close by and threw shards in every direction – a tile bursting like exploding shrapnel. It had become a hostile, macabre world where Man fought for survival.

Leah kept the children close and tried to shield them with her body. An overturned car blocked the pavement, so they had to make a detour into the litter-strewn road. Glass powdered and crunched beneath their feet.

Then, without warning, everywhere was plunged into deep darkness.

Sam and Sarah were whimpering up against her. They clearly could not remain here. She thought about seeking shelter in one of the adjacent houses but decided against it. They would be safe in the underground; the storm could not penetrate there. She followed the pavement, an arm outstretched to warn her of any obstacle in their path. They turned left, went a few hundred metres, then crossed the road, skirted the waste ground, crossed another road, and the tube station entrance was on their left.

Not once did they pass another traveller. It was as though the inhabitants of this besieged suburb had fled, gone elsewhere. That was ridiculous, she told herself. Everybody was sheltering in their frail houses, as they had done during the air raids nearly half a century ago.

Leah cursed her mother, for they could have been safe away from the teeth of this storm; instead, they were fugitives in a hostile city.

The underground station was closed! Leah fought against despair. On her own she might have given up and just lain down to die in the barricaded entrance. A uniformed ticket collector with a paraffin lamp was waving away any who might seek escape or safety below ground. Impassive, merciless, he shouted something, but the gale took his words.

There was a brief respite in a shop doorway. A car passed, braked, then reversed into the side of the road. In its headlights Leah saw a van on its side; the driver might have been dead inside or he might have abandoned his vehicle. She didn’t care which, her only concern was her children’s safety. Damn you, Mother, she thought. And damn you most of all, Joseph Nason, or whatever your name is!

There was no question of going back to Number Thirteen. They would never make it, but, in any case, rather this hurricane than the evil that dwelled there. She wondered about the police station; she had no idea where it was, but there had to be one. Hugging the shop fronts, they moved on down the main street. There was the pelican crossing without its lights. Don’t look in case you see, she told herself. She thought she heard a scream borne on the wind.

A telephone kiosk! Her outstretched hand touched it. Miraculously the thick glass was unbroken. She would phone for help. Sam and Sarah tugged at the heavy door. Somehow they got it open and squeezed inside. Leah fumbled for a coin, found the slot and tried to work out where the 9 button would be. She found it just as she discovered that there was no dialling tone. In all probability, she realized, there was not a telephone in London that was working.

‘Mum, what are we going to do?’

She tried to think up an answer, any meaningless words, in the vague hope that she might allay their terror, because there was nothing they could do. Then, without warning, the street lighting flickered back on.

Dim and eerie, its feeble glow taunted them with silhouettes of devastation: a roof that had collapsed and avalanched into the road, buried parked vehicles, gaping shopfronts ready for –

And as if the wan lighting had been their cue, the looters came out of the wreckage, sinister flitting shapes, human vultures arriving to prey on the remnants of civilization.

‘Keep still!’ Leah whispered even though the advancing mob would not have heard had she shouted. Huddling in the cramped glass cubicle, praying that they would not be seen, she cried her terror aloud as a torch beam found them, dazzled them. No, please spare my children!

Faceless creatures of the dark hiding behind their torches, the rabble saw their helpless victims trapped in a glass cell and came for them. Leah tried to hold the door shut, but it was only a token protest. A forest of lusting hands like tentacles reached out of the storm, a fallen tree that had come alive.

They had her, and dragged her out into the open. Sam and Sarah were screaming but she could not see them. She struggled and then gave up, closing her eyes as her clothing was shredded from her body. No, please spare my children!

She was aware that they would spare nobody, for the night storm would hide their foul deeds. Her arms were pinioned; she thought they would snap. Her legs were pulled wide until she thought they would dismember her. Only her head was free. She turned it in an attempt to find the children, but there was no sign of them. Bodies crowded, human rats were swarming.

Suddenly it was as if the whole world had exploded. The rumbling and crashing was even louder than the hurricane itself. Missiles flew and found their mark. Leah felt that bone-snapping grip on her relinquish its hold, and was aware that she was coming free of the man who thrust and powered into her. She fell back; it was a soft landing, and she lay there, looking up in vain hope.

Powdered glass like sea spray scintillated in the streetlight, which revealed a bizarre, unrecognizable, devastated landscape. Buildings had gone; there was just eternal blackness beyond the restricted radius of the lights; and mountains where previously there had been a tarmac plain. Above Leah, that monster whose comrades had held her for the forced mating tottered uncertainly.

Fearfully her eyes travelled up from his obscene bared thighs. His clothing had gone, his heaving torso was awash with crimson … a thick neck, then nothing! Just a ragged stump that pumped dark fluid, a bizarre fountain in a pool of carnage, like a beheaded chicken held upright by its nerves amongst the slain in the slaughter shed!

Mind-blasted, numbed, Leah clawed her way out of that landslip of brickwork and corpses. She smelled death, tasted the bitter iron flavour of blood, but ignored it and thanked God that she had been spared to search for her offspring.

Clawing at the debris, trying to dig, snatching her fingers away from bodies that were not her own kin, she called out for them, sobbing her terror and frustration into the wild night.

She tried to stand up but fell sideways. Something cut her hand but she was scarcely aware of it. Pulling at a thick timber above her, she hauled her body off the ground. And realized as she collapsed a second time that something was dreadfully wrong.

The streetlamps gave one final flicker, fought for a second or two to survive. The cruel moments of dimming artificial lighting were time enough for Leah to witness her own mutilation. She screamed hysterically as her eyes alighted on her bleeding thigh stumps, then travelled on to where her amputated legs still twitched like landed eels in a pool of blood.

The Stygian darkness surged back, and somewhere in its unholy depths she thought she heard Sam and Sarah calling for her.
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John Strike stood there in the blackness, bewildered. A power failure was a factor he had not taken into consideration until the first flicker of the lights a few minutes ago. He had never had a fear of the dark, even as a boy, but now it was terrifying – a strong disadvantage when he was alone in the house with Joseph Nason.

He tried to listen, but all he heard was the storm outside. Tiles were cascading off the roof and somewhere not very far away he heard a tree come down, probably that big Corsican pine in one of the gardens at the back, he decided. The grinding and tearing were followed by a crash that vibrated the brickwork. But that wasn’t his worry.

Nason was here all right, he had no doubt about that. He could sense him in the cloying cold atmosphere and feel the clammy touch of his icy fingers. They were snatched away when he turned round; Nason was playing with him, wearing him down.

John edged his way into the kitchen and groped in the units until he found the box of candles that was kept for a remote emergency such as this. He wondered if the first one would light or whether the wick would be as ill-fated as that fire he had built in the front room. He struck a match, and with some reluctance the tallow caught, its eerie yellow light creating a multitude of shadows. With trembling fingers he lit two more, stuck them in saucers and placed them at strategic points in the kitchen. Then one more for the hallway, its flame flickering in a draught that came in beneath the front door. It would probably blow out before long.

In a way the candlelight made it worse, leading him to imagine all kinds of things. Shapes changed when he looked hard at them; others tried to sneak up behind him, then fled when he turned round, constantly moving; it was another dimension. Like Nason.

The storm had to be at its height now, surely. Upstairs something fell, then rolled. One of those ornaments on the dressing table probably. But the wind could not touch them!

Leah hadn’t phoned. The sudden realization came as a shock. She had been gone an awfully long time, two hours at least, he reckoned. Now he found himself listening for the telephone. Eleven o’clock and it still had not rung. Maybe she had had difficulty finding somewhere to book in. It was bloody stupid coming back from Wales at a time like this. That cow Marjorie had done it to spite him, he knew. You go back home, Leah, and find out what that man’s up to.

The gale was shrieking harder than ever now, rattling an upstairs window frame, threatening to tear it out. More slates were going, sliding and bumping down the roof, splintering on the pavement. He heard a metallic bang; one had hit a car parked outside. He hoped it wasn’t the Suzuki.

Leah wasn’t going to ring. It was after midnight; she would leave it until morning now. Or perhaps the phone wasn’t working, he thought, suddenly relieved because there might be a perfectly ordinary reason why he had not heard from her. He almost ran into the hall; the candle spluttered and nearly went out. He grabbed the receiver – not so much as a dialling tone. Dead, thank God!

That was when the candle flame blew horizontally and extinguished. There was just the light coming through the kitchen now, an unearthly glow. He’d better get back in there …

‘Dad!’

He froze. The cry seemed to come from somewhere upstairs. Recognition sent an icy chill over him; it was like the whimper of fear Ben used to make when he woke up and was scared of the dark. Any second he would come sleep-running out of his room, dash for the stairs. John had to stop him, he might fall and … Except that it was not Ben’s voice. It was Sam’s!

John was at the bottom of the stairs before he checked himself. It could not be Sam because he was with Leah, holed up safely somewhere. It was a trick to lure him upstairs … so that vertigo would make him fall, maybe breaking his neck this time.

‘You don’t fool me, Nason!’ John yelled angrily, but the noise of the storm drowned his words. He was sweating heavily and his shirt was sticking to his body. ‘Come on out and face me, Nason!’

Only the wind answered him, banging angrily at a window up above.

Was that somebody sobbing? He strained his ears but the sound was gone now. He had thought for one awful moment that it was Leah. He went back through to the kitchen.

He was tired; more than that, exhausted. He had not slept for two nights now. You’re not achieving anything by staying here, he told himself. Nason’s dead; you can’t harm him. And then there’s tomorrow night, and the night after that. You’ll crack before he does. Be logical, he wants to get rid of you because you’re in his house; you want to go, so where’s the problem? The problem is he doesn’t want the house sold again, just wants it left for him. And I’m not paying a bloody mortgage for a fucking spook!

A cry. That was Sarah’s voice, no doubt about it, loud and clear in a lull between the gusts. He didn’t catch what she said, but there was no doubt that she was in pain and frightened. And she was just at the top of the stairs.

‘I’m coming, my darling!’

He rushed into the hall, then stopped. He’s fooling you again, he thought. But I have to be sure. The candleglow seeped up the stairway wall and patterned the rail on to the emulsion like outsize prison bars; one of the struts seemed to be broken and something was suspended from it. A body, swinging gently.

John almost screamed, but when he looked more closely there was no break in the row of uprights. No body. A trick of the candlelight. Another trick of Nason’s.

‘You’re a dirty fucking bastard!’ he shouted up the stairs. A loud bang answered him, followed by a crash of splintering glass. The window had finally gone.

It was pointless staying here, he decided. He stood to gain nothing, not even a chance of revenge. Far better to leave now, and hope to sell the house. Go on, then, there’s the door, coward!

He had half expected that agoraphobic barrier; he’d had a premonition before he encountered it. It was a feeling akin to blundering into an electric stock fence – he had touched one once many years ago. It hurt and gave you a fright, but didn’t do any real harm. You just made sure you did not go near it again.

He knew it was there in the same way that grazing cattle know where the electric fence is. He backed off and licked his dry lips. One thing was certain, he wasn’t leaving this house tonight; the rear patio door would be barred to him, too. It was a waste of time even checking it. Nason was pulling every trick.

‘Look.’ He spoke in a voice that quavered. ‘Why don’t we talk this over? I’m prepared to leave if you’ll let me go. And I won’t come back.’

No answer. Just the hurricane renewing its efforts to strip the roof, trying to get to him. Nason didn’t have to do any deals; he was calling the tune, had been all along.

We should have left at the outset, John realized. If we had, then Ben and Ruth would still be alive. And George. He wasn’t sure about the burglar, or that girl who had been strangled in the porch, because he had had no control over them. Now it was too late.

Somebody was walking about upstairs, in the main bedroom directly overhead. The slow, dragging steps paused. Then an object fell; glass broke and tinkled on the floor. The wedding photograph, John guessed. Nason had been intrigued by it again and had maybe broken it deliberately. The footsteps did not come again.

Christ, it was hours until daylight! Nason had got John on his own, sorted him out of the herd like a cowboy singling out a bum steer. Some he had killed, others he had sent away. He was playing with him, slowly driving him mad. I won’t let him! Ben’s dead, Leah and the other two are safe, and if I hear voices it’s only a trick, he told himself.

Somewhere water was running. It must be the bathroom; the taps had been turned on. Well, that’s fine, he thought, I’m not going up to turn them off. If the bath overflows and brings the ceiling down, then tough shit! The insurance will pay for the damage, the roof will cost them a fortune, anyway. I couldn’t give a …

Sudden terror took him by surprise, caught him off guard. As it had at the swimming baths that day. One second everything was fine, the next he was on the verge of blind panic. He could smell chlorine again, felt it stinging the back of his throat. Breathing was difficult. He was gasping for air as if he was … drowning!

The house was going to flood. Water would come pouring down the stairs and would not be able to escape because he could not open the doors to let it out. When the level rose, he would climb on a chair, then stand on the table, but eventually it would reach right up to the ceiling. He would be drowned like a rat in a cage trap dropped into the river. There was no escape. Stupid, but it was true.

The bath was overflowing. He could hear water splashing on the linoleum floor. He wanted to shout, to plead with his tormentor, but no words came. He scrambled up on to the units; it would not save him, merely prolong his torture.

It was as if the hurricane was concentrating its entire force on Number Thirteen, raging in at the open window upstairs, devastating the bedroom, piling the furniture into a corner and starting to smash it up. It had breached the defences, infiltrated this suburban fortress. And somewhere amidst the noise John heard Leah screaming that her legs were gone.

The water was real, the storm was real but everything else was Joseph Nason’s trickery. John looked up and saw water starting to seep through the bowing ceiling. Any minute now it would come deluging down. He slid down off the sink unit, went through to the hall and relit the candle by the telephone. Now he could see the stains on the wall left by the blood. It wasn’t just shadows. That fellow hadn’t made a very good job of washing down the emulsion.

Leah was still screaming somewhere – it might have been inside his head – shouting for the children because she had lost them in the storm. That was ridiculous, because by now they were undoubtedly snug and warm in some dingy hotel bedroom. He wished that he had left with them.

Funny, he couldn’t hear the water now. Somebody must have turned off the taps. Nason, probably. John sat down on the chair and waited. There was nothing else to do.

The wind had risen again with renewed force, as if it had paused to gather all its strength for one final assault. There could not be many tiles left on the roof now and it sounded as if another upstairs window would go before long.

Suddenly the lights came back on. No warning; one moment there was eerie candlelight, the next dazzling brightness. They flickered, went off again, then came back on. They were not so bright this time, just a kind of ethereal glow. But even on reduced power they were brighter than the candles.

He checked the telephone but it was still dead. Then he went through to the kitchen. The ceiling was holding. Just. It resembled the underside of a punctured waterbed, with a steady drip-drip from the far corner. But he wasn’t going upstairs to check; he wasn’t going anywhere.

A scurrying movement made him turn. He saw a grey furry shape dart across the hall and into the front room. Then another; and still more, some large, some small. Rats and mice!

A feeling of revulsion engulfed him and he climbed back up on to the units. Doubtless they had come down from the attic, driven from their hiding place by the force of the hurricane. They were deserting the sinking ship, leaving the humans on board to drown when it went down.

He could hear them in the other room, squeaking in terror, running back and forth. Some more crossed the hall to join them. So long as they kept out of the kitchen, that was fine by him.

The lights dimmed still further. The fluorescent strip overhead reminded him of a red-hot soldering iron. There was nothing he could do except wait for the dawn, but he knew even daylight might not be his salvation.

His thoughts turned to Ruth. He felt grief but it was different from his sickening sorrow over Ben. Just another affair, in the end it would have come to nothing. But the responsibility for her death was his, as surely as if he had strangled her himself. Because he was the cause of her coming to this house of evil.

He found himself feeling sorry for Joseph Nason, the poor lonely old man whose phobias had killed him. It wasn’t Nason’s fault; he was a victim of his fears. A victim of society, really. Denby had tried to help, done his best, but it was too late by then. Others had known, but ignored him because it wasn’t their problem. There had been no social workers to check up on a recluse.

And I’m as bad as the rest of them, he thought. All I want is revenge that won’t do any good. It won’t bring back Ben. Or Ruth.

Another movement, one he sensed rather than heard, and a deepening of the shadows out in the hallway. Tensing, pressing himself back against the wall, he drew up his legs, and not just in case the rats and mice swarmed in here. A shape materialized out of the darkness, a wretched figure in a long frayed coat and worn trilby, and stood in the doorway, watching him.

And there was no doubt in John Strike’s mind that Nason had arrived for the final confrontation.
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Even the shadows were unable to hide that corpse-like face, the emaciation, the wasting flesh, the eyes burning deep in the black sockets, the nose little more than twin holes above the twisted mouth. But gone was the smouldering hatred that John Strike had witnessed in the man who had called himself Matheson; instead of arrogance and defiance there was now a marked wretchedness that was evident in the hunched shoulders, the posture of dejection. Cowering, he was almost … pleading.

‘So you’ve shown yourself at last, Nason,’ John said evenly. ‘Or should I call you Matheson?’

‘You have tried to drive me out of my home.’ The voice was a cracked, whining whisper. ‘The others left but you tried to destroy me, even attempted to burn down this house which is rightfully mine. The house you stole from me!’

God, how the hell did you try to explain to somebody that they were dead? ‘I bought it, Nason. So did the others. Can’t you understand that?’

‘It’s my house!’ His petulance was a cry of defeat and despair. ‘You don’t understand, I live here. And you’ve let the rats and mice breed again, you’ve destroyed everything. If you had just gone away then these people would not have died.’

‘You killed my son, others as well!’ John had to control his anger. Suddenly the entity, the spectre which had terrified them by its very presence for months, was no longer a fearful prospect. Revolting, malevolent, yes; but not frightening. All that was frightening was that which Joseph Nason had created.

‘Why don’t you just leave?’ The skeletal arms attempted to spread in a gesture of resignation but fell weakly back. ‘Go now.’

‘I can’t. I can no more pass through the doors of this house than you can. Your agoraphobia has got me, too.’

‘I have not been outside for many years.’ Nason seemed to cringe. ‘Outside there is death in many forms, as there is now inside. The vermin will spread disease, the water will flood and drown us. Go upstairs, and you will fall down and break your neck. There are knives, too, with which you might cut yourself and bleed to death. And only I prevented us from being burned alive.’

The storm was raging, throwing everything at the house as if it was determined to demolish this breeding ground of fears. There was a clatter, then breaking glass – another window had been ripped out. Leaves were rustling at the front door, trying to get in. A snapped branch was banging on the patio door.

A rush of rats and mice in the hallway retreated in panic to the other room. Joseph Nason gave a wheezing scream and seemed to shrink in size as his bony shoulders hunched still further. ‘Even now my home is being destroyed. But I will not leave. I cannot, no more than you can, my friend!’

The kitchen ceiling had sunk another foot. Water was oozing through the cracks, dripping steadily. It could not hold up much longer.

‘Perhaps we could try and leave together.’ John slid off the cupboards, edged away from the pending waterfall.

‘No! I will die here as I have lived here.’

John thought he detected a faint smell of burning; it might have come from the candles. The one in the hall had been blown out by the icy draught rushing down the stairs, and the extinguished wick was still smouldering. He told himself it had to be that.

A tearing, rushing sound interrupted his thoughts, making him leap for the doorway as the kitchen ceiling capitulated in a rush of water; a deluge, a miniature tidal wave, foamed upwards, sweeping a chair and table with it. He dived for the doorway as the wave hit him, knocked him to his hands and knees and saturated him. The water crashed against the front door, then swirled back. Debris was everywhere and ... oh, Jesus Christ, the rats were swimming for their lives, climbing up on to the furniture like shipwrecked sailors on rafts.

He heard a scream, a shriek of terror that no human lungs could have produced, a sound that surely came from beyond the realms of the living! John knelt there and looked back. The kitchen light had fused as it came down; only the glow from the hall remained. But it was enough for him to see Joseph Nason clinging frantically to the stair rail from the third step, driven up the stairs because there was nowhere else to go. His features reflected the torments of hell, an unearthly body in excruciating pain, his festered mind pushed beyond the brink of endurance.

Rats and mice were everywhere, some floating belly upwards, drowned by the sudden flood. They huddled at the bottom of the stairway with water lapping at them, but not even the threat of a watery death would drive them upwards. No way would they venture past that corpse-like creature above them.

John staggered to his feet and leaned back against the wall. The telephone hung by its cord, submerged; the table on which it had stood had floated away somewhere in the semi-darkness. Rats brushed against him and he almost cried out. Filthy icy water all around, to a depth of perhaps eighteen inches, no more, was finding its level, frothing and settling. There was just one flood. Maybe the tank in the attic had come down, he thought, or it was just the flood in the bathroom; there was no sound of water pouring through the kitchen ceiling now, thank goodness. A domestic flood, damage which the insurance would pay for, along with that sustained from the hurricane; no lives lost except those of the rodents. He would not drown, it was no cause for panic.

Only Nason had given way to panic. He was gripping the woodwork, his wasted features a terrible mask of terror as his long-time fear of water became stark reality. Below him the surviving rats were squeaking their fear, forcing him up to where his phobia of heights began. He writhed as vertigo took its hold; he might fall, drown or be ravaged by those filthy scavengers.

Or burn, because now there was smoke drifting down from the landing above.

‘The … house … is … on … fire!’ John was not sure whether Nason shouted or mimed the words. Did he really hear him or was it all in the mind? Right now it did not matter, because he could hear the first crackle of flames, a roaring fanned by the hurricane which had finally breached the defences of 13 Schooner Street.

A grotesque serpent of thick black smoke was oozing its way down from the landing, a beast of suffocating death in search of prey, enveloping the living dead thing which cowered before it like a foetus in a womb.

The storm had started the fire, John decided, a combination of the collapse of the wiring in the attic and the flood. Possibly the electrics had been gnawed by the vermin in some kind of predestined preparation for this terrible night. He could hear the wind shrieking its delight at victory, driving the flames into an inferno.

He glanced back at the door. It was the only remaining escape route, a matter of feet away. All he had to do was to breach that invisible barrier which had held him prisoner throughout the night hours. He began to splash his way towards it and felt dead rats and mice bobbing against him. He heard a shout that had to be Nason, followed by incoherent pleadings not to be left alone – in a place where he had craved reclusion for half a century.

Half a metre from the door, John could go no further; for no logical reason. Something barred his way. He knew it would have been invisible even in full light. All in the mind, as they said, but nevertheless it stopped him going where he wanted to go. As simple as that. He could reach out, touch the door, maybe even open it; but he could not pass through it.

Which was how he had expected it to be; he had steeled himself in readiness. Autosuggestion, in fact. He did not curse or beat his fists on the woodwork. There was no point. He turned round, and coughed as he breathed in acrid smoke. The water level remained constant. It wasn’t going anywhere, either.

He could barely see, and thought for a moment that Nason had gone. Then he saw him through the smoky atmosphere. Nason was sitting on the stairs, clutching at the rail with both hands, head bowed on his chest. One old man was responsible for all this, but in the end John couldn’t hate him for it. It was their fault, not Nason’s. Them; those people out there in Schooner Street. Folks like the Johnsons; they hadn’t changed over fifty years. Their idea was to create an impression, and fuck everybody else. In the end somebody had to pay the penalty. The Strikes were the unlucky ones, the fall guys.

John knew that Leah, Sam and Sarah were dead. A sort of slow realization had been breaking itself gently to him for some time. He didn’t know why he knew, just that none of them were going to come out of this alive. Another reason for not attempting to escape.

He dragged his feet slowly through the water, creating a wash that came back at him off the wall. Rodent corpses nudged him as they swept past him. Stooping, he looked for those huddled on the bottom step but they had gone. Maybe they had discovered a way out somewhere.

He sat down alongside Joseph Nason. A sideways glance showed him only a dim smoky outline of the old man’s hunched form. He sensed his presence, but when he brushed his elbow against him there was nothing. There probably never had been.

John could feel the heat now. Any minute, he knew, the flames would break through to the landing up above, then rush down the stairs, roaring so loudly that they masked the noise of the hurricane. He heard the rafters collapse, bringing down an avalanche of the remaining tiles.

It was almost impossible to breathe now. The smoke would get him before the flames. His cremation would be no different from George Bourne’s because John would be dead by then.

He cast one last sideways look at Joseph Nason, but there was nobody there. In the end they had all deserted him, even the rats and mice. Just as forty years ago an old man had been left to die here whilst life went on outside. Another cycle was about to begin.
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29. Blood Circuit.

30. Accursed.

31. Sabat 4: The Druid Connection.

32. The Undead.

33. Crabs' Moon.

34. The Walking Dead.

35. Throwback.

36. The Wood.

37. The Neophyte.

38. Abomination.

39. Snakes.

40. Cannibals.

41. Alligators.

42. Bloodshow.

43. Thirst II: The Plague.

44. Demons.

45. Crabs: The Human Sacrifice.

46. Fiend.

47. The Island.

48. Mania.

49. The Master.

50. The Camp.

51. The Festering.

 

The next book will be :


52. Phobia.


"Number thirteen Schooner Street was a typical terraced house in an up-and-coming area of south London - or so John and Leah Strike thought when they first moved in with their children. But then he nightmares started - vivid, harrowing images of gruesome violence that tore into their consciousness leaving behind rabid, phobic reactions to the simplest of everyday things. Caught in a web of their deepest fears - too scared to leave home, too terrified to remain - reason told them that the only thing to fear was fear itself. But then the terrors that festered in the shadows of the evil house took on a life of their own - and the grisly killings began …"


 

To view all ebooks currently available, including the one above, please follow the link below.

View Ebook Catalogue


 Best regards,


 Guy and all at Black Hill Books.
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