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For Avalon May, for your gift of joy, with love always.


Strange Meeting


It seemed that out of battle I escaped

Down some profound dull tunnel, long since scooped

Through granites which titanic wars had groined.

Yet also there encumbered sleepers groaned,

Too fast in thought or death to be bestirred.

Then, as I probed them, one sprang up, and stared

With piteous recognition in fixed eyes,

Lifting distressful hands, as if to bless.

And by his smile, I knew that sullen hall

By his dead smile I knew we stood in Hell.

With a thousand pains that vision’s face was grained;

Yet no blood reached there from the upper ground,

And no guns thumped, or down the flues made moan.

‘Strange friend,’ I said, ‘here is no cause to mourn.’

‘None,’ said that other, ‘save the undone years,

The hopelessness. Whatever hope is yours,

Was my life also; I went hunting wild

After the wildest beauty in the world,

Which lies not calm in eyes, or braided hair,

But mocks the steady running of the hour,

And if it grieves, grieves richlier than here.

For by my glee might many men have laughed,

And of my weeping something had been left,

Which must die now. I mean the truth untold,

The pity of war, the pity war distilled.

Now men will go content with what we spoiled,

Or, discontent, boil bloody, and be spilled.

They will be swift with the swiftness of the tigress.

None will break ranks, though nations trek from progress.

Courage was mine, and I had mystery,

Wisdom was mine, and I had mastery:

To miss the march of this retreating world

Into vain citadels that are not walled.

Then, when much blood had clogged their chariot-wheels,

I would go up and wash them from sweet wells,

Even with truths that lie too deep for taint.

I would have poured my spirit without stint

But not through wounds; not on the cess of war.

Foreheads of men have bled where no wounds were.

I am the enemy you killed, my friend.

I knew you in this dark; for so you frowned

Yesterday through me as you jabbed and killed.

I parried; but my hands were loath and cold.

Let us sleep now . . .’

Wilfred Owen, 1918




Chapter One

Through the wide two-way mirror on the wall of his office, Julian Creed observed his visitor and tried to imagine the impression being imposed by the artefacts surrounding him. The man sat patiently in one of the low-slung leather chairs facing Creed’s hardwood desk. He was dressed in a sober suit and wore a tie. Against the wall to his left, there was a cabinet housing the trophies garnered by a successful media career and he glanced at this with narrowed eyes. Above it, there was a shelf of Creed’s bestselling books and his eyes rose to read the titles on their spines. To the right of where he sat, pride of place on the far wall was occupied by an old news picture Creed had had blown up and enhanced to increase the contrast and detail it showed. He grunted with satisfaction now as his visitor got to his feet to examine closely this framed image. It had been taken almost thirty years earlier on a choppy sea in the South Atlantic by a foolhardy Fleet Street veteran of conflict, leaning out of a helicopter and using a telephoto lens. It showed the upturned faces of three young soldiers clad in combat fatigues and webbing and smeared with camouflage cream. They were each carrying a semi-automatic assault rifle and were aboard a rigid inflatable boat.

The picture had been taken during the Falklands War and Creed had been nineteen years old and had passed SAS selection only a tender fortnight earlier. Behind the mirror, he sipped at potent coffee in the paper cup he held. His features looked no different now, he thought, from how they had then. The skin was still taut over strong facial bones. He had allowed himself to gain no weight. Regular exercise had kept the muscles toned. A few grey hairs were the only real difference. He had come through a dozen subsequent conflicts unscathed before leaving the service. And then the real adventure had begun, in his civilian life.

He considered that his visitor would by now be sufficiently intimidated and impressed. Creed had observed his hauteur on a security screen as he stood waiting in the building’s foyer on arrival. He had emerged, tall and oddly familiar and impeccable, from the rear seat of a white Bentley when the big car braked smoothly at the kerb. He would be humbler, fifteen patient minutes on. It was time to enter the room and meet the man and discover what someone so wealthy and private could possibly want with the nation’s most celebrated ghost hunter. Creed tossed his empty cup into a bin in the corridor and strolled towards his office.

The man turned from the picture. It occurred to Creed that he too had aged well. This was not common in his profession. Drugs were not kind to the metabolism. Usually, they grew bloated and dishevelled and their flamboyant clothes sadly anachronistic, though there were austere exceptions to this general rule.

‘Martin Stride.’

He held out a hand and Creed shook it. ‘I know. I bought the first and second albums. I’ve got all the stuff that charted on my iPod.’ He grinned. ‘I’m standing in front of a legend.’

Stride gestured back towards the picture on the wall. ‘That war seems so long ago. At least, it does to me.’

‘It’s ancient history,’ Creed said, ‘and it was fittingly barbaric. The parachute regiment fought with their bayonets fixed. And they used them, too.’ He gestured for Stride to sit. He sat in the opposing armchair. He did not want the imposition of his desk between them. He thought it interesting but not surprising that Stride had deflected mention of his own hugely successful career.

There was a moment’s silence between them. Creed had granted the appointment without his PA having discovered whatever the matter was that Stride had come here to discuss. He had been unwilling to explain it over the phone. He had simply said that it was both important and urgent. Creed had cancelled a scheduled meeting to see him today. It was up to him to open the conversation proper, to reveal whatever it was that was troubling him. But he seemed to be struggling both to overcome a natural reserve and to find language appropriate to what he wanted to say.

‘I am a huge fan of your series.’

‘Thanks.’

‘It’s required viewing in our household.’

‘I’m flattered.’

‘It must be quite something, to possess a psychic gift.’

Creed hoped the small smile he indulged at this compliment a sufficiently modest expression. ‘It can be a curse as well as a blessing, Mr Stride.’

‘Martin, please.’

‘And please call me Julian. Why have you come to see me today?’

Stride got out of his chair. He went across and looked at the Falklands photograph again. In his own chair, Creed shivered. But this was nothing to do with his psychic gift. The photograph was black and white. It had been a cold and monochromatic war. That said, the dead had worn their fatal wounds in colours vivid enough.

Stride spoke, still facing the picture. ‘I’m not delusional,’ he said. ‘Back in the day, we once headlined in front of three-quarters of a million people in Rio de Janeiro. We sold out the Hollywood Bowl for ten consecutive nights. For a couple of years it was as though we owned the world. It’s a strange existence, Julian. It can mark and ruin you. But I never really bought into it on a personal level. No groupies. No entourage. And I never got into the narcotic side, beyond a bit of dabbling very early on.’

Stride paused. Creed remained silent. He judged silence the best means of coaxing his visitor out of his reticence.

‘I have a young family now. My son is eleven and my daughter just eight. I am very happily married. We live on the Kent–Sussex border. Because I value my privacy, I’ve purchased any land I’ve been able to around the house I bought a decade ago. It now stands at more or less the centre of a fairly substantial estate.’

Creed considered. He thought that ‘fairly’ in Stride-speak probably meant ‘very’. ‘I take it this is an old house?’

Stride turned from the photograph and nodded. ‘Parts of it are very old. It was originally built in Norman times as a manor house. There’s a chapel that might be even older. It looks Saxon to me. But the house is not the source of my concern, Julian.’

Creed got up. He went to his desk and pressed a button on his phone. ‘Let me organise some tea or coffee and then let’s sit down properly and talk. Try to relax a little. You came here because you are troubled. I am sure that I can help. Merely talking about it will help.’

‘I’ll just have water, thank you.’

‘Still or sparkling?’

‘Still,’ Stride said. He smiled, but without humour this time. ‘There’s enough sparkle in the tale I have to tell.’

He did not know much about the abandoned railway line. The piece of his estate across which it had run was land he had owned for about ten years. The rails themselves had long been torn up for scrap. The sleepers had been dug out of the earth and taken away. The gravel bedding under them had been overgrown and obliterated by thorns and weeds and wild grass. All that remained amid this verdant eruption was a crumbling island platform and on that, a derelict waiting room.

The waiting room was Edwardian. With its roof of russet tiles and mock Gothic arched windows, it looked incongruous, there in the wilderness of bushes and trees where it now found itself. But its explanation was mundane enough. The line had been closed in the early 1960s as part of the infamous Beeching cuts, when the motorways had started to be built and the car and lorry had started to supersede the railways as the nation’s staple means of transportation of people and of freight. Beeching had seen the future. And the future ran on rubber tyres on ribbons of straight road and was fuelled by petrol engines.

The waiting room was not a listed building. Stride could have had it demolished. But he had not seen the point of that. He had no urgent need to domesticate his land, to press it into profitable service. Its purpose was seclusion. It was there to put him at a remote distance from people he did not know and had no wish to meet. He did not need to farm. He had earned his livelihood and fortune in the days of his celebrity and commercial success. The royalties still rolled generously in. The waiting room did not obstruct ambitions for the ground on which it stood. And when he had it surveyed, the structure itself was sound. It posed no hazard to his children should they choose in the course of their roaming adventures to play in it. Its walls and roof were not just intact, but sturdy. It was a charming oddity. And his children naturally liked it, inventing a purpose and history for it, as children are apt to do. It was sited half a mile from the house, a distance that made it properly exotic in their young minds.

The waiting room lay to the east of the house, to its rear. One evening about a fortnight prior to seeking his meeting with Creed, Stride had been gathering windfalls in the orchard, which was situated a few hundred yards on from the kitchen garden. The orchard was small and ancient and the apples of a unique variety. They were good to the taste, but tart enough for baking too. They ripened in early September. A brisk easterly breeze was persuading them from the trees and Stride had gathered half a large basket full. It was dusk. And he felt the easy contentment of being engaged in a pleasant task. There was the sound of ripe fruit falling to the earth in dull staccato thumps. There was the rustle of the branches and the whisper of the breeze and the harsh cry of a rook. And borne on the wind, there was suddenly the faint, insinuating rumble of a long train pulled by a steam locomotive.

‘It was a sound I recognised from films I’ve seen,’ Stride told Julian Creed. ‘I may have heard it in life as an infant child and carried the audible memory. But I knew unmistakeably what it was I was hearing, just as I knew it was impossible.’

Full darkness was approaching. The sound began to fade. It was not as though the train was receding in distance, though, so much as fading altogether, as though being forgotten, falling away through time. That was fanciful thinking, of course. Stride had generally confined the fanciful inclination of his mind to the creation of melodies and song lyrics. Walking across the ground towards the source of the sound, over ever wilder terrain beyond the old fence that bordered his orchard, he wondered if stalled creativity wasn’t the cause now of this aural hallucination.

The sound had faded completely. There was not silence, because there was never silence in the country early on an autumn night. But so familiar were the sounds on his domain to Stride’s ears that they might have well as been silence. The strangeness had gone. It had left no trace. He stopped. He had almost tripped on the sinuous root of something breaking the surface in the gloom. By starlight, he was close enough to see the black bulk of the waiting room on its island platform, still and silent and serving its forgotten line. He began to debate with himself the point of continuing on. He was more intrigued, truly, than afraid. But the ground under his feet was hostile in the gathering night. So he paused and considered and stared at the motionless shape, blacker than the darkness, ahead of him. And the breeze soughed, easterly, into his face. And he sniffed boiler coal and steam and engine oil burdening the air. This spectral cocktail of odours provoked a shudder in him. Then the air was clean again. He turned back towards his orchard and home, fighting the instinct simply to flee.

He groped amid the orchard trees for his basket of windfalls only because Monica would ask after them, intent on baking pies for their son’s school fête. His instinct was to hurry home and lock the door securely behind him and shut the windows and build the fires and turn on every light. He considered himself a restrained man generally and did most things not before a degree of calculation. What imagination he possessed had been profitably channelled into his music. He was given neither to daydreams nor nightmares. He thought that he was probably too happy and secure for either affliction. But regaining his home, he was sure he had just endured the sounds and scents of something otherworldly. He hefted the apple basket at his kitchen door and mouthed a silent prayer to a God he didn’t believe in that there would be no repetition. If there was, he would be obliged to tell his wife.

Two weeks passed before anything else that could be described as strange occurred in the Stride domain. When it did, it happened in the music room. Autumn was coming reluctantly to the south-east of England. Most days it was still as warm as it had been in the middle of August. It was a Sunday. Eight-year-old Millie Stride had enjoyed a picnic lunch with three of her schoolfriends at a grassy spot by the stream that ran through the estate in the shade of a weeping willow a few hundred metres from the house. Her friends had been ferried aboard their Range Rover back to their various homes by Monica at around five in the afternoon. And Millie had watched a bit of television and then gone to the music room to practise piano.

She had inherited her father’s talent for music. And as is so often the case, she had inherited it in a much more concentrated form than he had ever enjoyed. She was gifted both at performing and composing. He did not know how far she would progress with either. Neither he nor Monica was the sort of parent who would push their child, or worse, put her on show. She would go with it only as far as she wished to. But at the age of eight, she was enjoying piano very much and Stride liked to watch her play, thrilled by her accomplishment, gratified by the obvious pleasure it brought her.

The music room was very grand. It was part of the early eighteenth-century, rococo additions to the house and was large with four narrow, rectangular windows that reached from low sills almost to the high and ornately plastered ceiling. The floor was of polished oak boards and the acoustics of the space superb, if unforgiving. Stride recognised the tune even before opening the door. His daughter was playing a sentimental favourite from the trenches of the First World War. She was playing ‘Roses of Picardy’. He knew that a British Army officer had penned the song in 1916. He knew that the great Irish tenor John McCormack had recorded it after the armistice. He did not know where on earth his daughter could have come across it. She read music. But they did not have this score, he knew, in the house. He did not think it was something she could have become familiar with on the radio. And she was surely too young to be studying such an awful period of history at her tender age at school.

The windows of the music room faced east. It was late September now and seven o’clock, and night was encroaching on the day. Millie had switched on no lights. When he entered the room, he saw that she was playing in near darkness. The sun was setting on the other side of the house. He went to the window. Beyond the dark shadow of the house, the dusk flushed the land he owned in a gentle amber hue. Notes decayed and he heard his daughter gently close the piano lid. It was a Steinway Grand. It had cost him the better part of a hundred thousand pounds. Usually, he got a frisson of pride and amusement at seeing Millie’s little figure manipulating such an imposing instrument so ably. Not tonight. She stood beside him. He smoothed her hair with an absent gesture of affection. He was not a demonstrative man, but he loved his children very deeply.

‘Where did you learn that tune, Millie?’

‘I haven’t learnt it,’ she said. ‘I was playing it by ear. I heard it this afternoon, at our picnic. It was sort of drifting, Daddy. It was drifting on the breeze.’

‘On what was it played?’

She shook her head. ‘It wasn’t. It was just men singing,’ she said.

‘From which direction was it drifting?’ he asked her. But he knew the answer to the question.

‘From over there,’ she said, pointing eastward, towards where the dipping sun deepened the land to umber and beyond the colour of blood and the waiting room on the abandoned railway line prepared for the coming of night.

‘You played it beautifully, Millie. You should go and get some supper now.’

After she had left the room, he stared out of the window. His breath smeared a patch of one of the panes in a cloudy oval of condensation as the glass cooled with the onset of evening. He thought of the ghosts of soldiers crammed into wagons built for cattle on their way to fight a war. Infantrymen, cannon fodder for the Western Front. But why was this happening? Why here? Why now? He stood there staring outward for a long time. But no answers came to him.

The third and most recent incident involved Martin Stride’s son, Peter. He had been mountain biking around the estate with two friends from school. They had strict instructions to return to the house before dark. Stride thought mountain biking about as wholesome an activity in which a healthy eleven-year-old could indulge. But in darkness over rough terrain it wasn’t only no fun to do, it was genuinely dangerous. When the boys had not returned by dusk, he was irritated, but not really alarmed. They had mobile phones with them. Nothing catastrophic had occurred. But fifteen minutes later, when the light had pretty much gone, he started to feel concerned. He phoned his son.

‘Sorry, Dad,’ Peter said. ‘Joe punctured his front tyre.’

‘Where?’

‘Doing a jump off the island platform.’

Stride swallowed. ‘You’re there now? You’re in the dark, near the waiting room?’

‘No,’ Peter said. ‘We’re two minutes from the house, wheeling the bikes.’ He sounded different, subdued. He was normally a buoyant sort of character. ‘I’m sorry, Dad.’

‘No need to be, son. See you in a bit.’ This time it was Stride’s turn to ferry the visitors back to their homes in the neighbouring village. Neither seemed any the worse for the puncture incident. They had successfully repaired it with the stuff from an emergency kit and seemed pretty proud of the fact. The bikes were in the back of the Range Rover and on the journey, in the pauses in the boys’ conversation, he listened for the tell-tale hiss from the patched tube of escaping air. But he did not hear it.

Monica was waiting for him at the door when he returned. She had her hair tied back, which always gave an alert look to her lovely, high-boned features. But Stride saw something more than alertness in her expression tonight.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Peter’s wrong. Something has happened, Martin. He’s acting guiltily, like he’s done something he shouldn’t have. Will you go and have a word with him?’

It was the way of their family. They believed in their hearts they loved their children equally. But when Peter needed to confide, he did so in his father, just as Millie did in her mother. There was no jealousy over this. It seemed natural. It seemed to work to everyone’s advantage. It might have caused problems were Martin Stride still obliged to tour an album every eighteen months and spend prolonged periods away. But his touring days were thankfully behind him. He had deliberately waited for retirement from the industry before taking on the responsibility of parenthood.

He found Peter in the games room, desultory over the snooker table. ‘What’s up, son?’

‘Nothing’s up.’ Peter clicked balls, bouncing them by hand off the shoulder of the table. He averted his gaze, would not look directly at his dad. He was a very good-looking boy. He had inherited his mother’s wavy, corn-coloured hair and pale blue eyes. The eyes were transparent. He was adept at most things, but much to his father’s secret amusement, had proven to be a terrible liar. Martin Stride was not amused now, though. He was concerned.

‘Something near the waiting room frightened you, didn’t it?’

And Peter did look at him. ‘It was not near the waiting room, Dad. It was inside. I saw it.’

‘But Joe and Ethan didn’t, did they?’

‘They were busy with the burst tube. It doesn’t take three people to mend a puncture. They didn’t see it and I didn’t point it out. It was there and gone. But I saw it, all right.’

Stride walked to Peter’s side of the baize and put his arms around his son. He held him and Peter returned the embrace.

‘Do you think you could bear to describe what you saw?’

Peter sniffed. He was close to tears, a tremor his father could feel running through his slender physique. ‘I’ll draw it,’ he said. ‘I’ll sketch the thing I saw.’

As Millie could play, so Peter could draw and paint, his draughtsmanship ill named, since it was his mother’s gift. It was how Stride had met Monica. Just out of art school, she had designed the cover for what became his band’s most successful album. ‘I’ll fetch my pad and pencils and do it in here, Dad. I don’t want Millie or Mum to see it. I don’t want to frighten them.’

‘Aren’t you worried about frightening me?’

Peter looked at him and the look was very frank. ‘You already know there’s something wrong with the waiting room. You wouldn’t have asked me the question you did, otherwise.’

Peter went and presently returned and started to sketch. Stride practised with his hand-built, monogrammed cue at the table. He was good at snooker and the table was true. And tonight he could not pot a ball. Eventually, he heard Peter tear a sheet of cartridge paper from the pad. ‘Here, it’s done.’

It was a portrait of a young soldier. He was framed by one of the waiting room windows, so his lower half was concealed. He was bareheaded and wore a Sam Browne belt over his pressed tunic. There was a revolver in a leather holster closed with a press stud on the belt. He was fine-featured, with a thin moustache, and his hair was centre-parted after the fashion of the time. He would have known ‘Roses of Picardy’, Stride thought. He might have hummed it at the head of an infantry platoon as his men marched three abreast behind him, singing it through the fields of Flanders, or France.

‘Did this apparition’s eyes really have that expression?’

Peter nodded. He looked very pale. ‘It is an accurate drawing of the thing I saw, Dad.’

Stride held the sketch between his fingers and blew out a breath. He thought he knew the word for the blank cunning in the expression of the face his son had rendered there. He did not know if Peter would be familiar with the word, which was feral.

‘Why do you call it a thing, Peter? Why do you not refer to it as a man?’

‘You need a soul to be human, don’t you, Dad?’

Stride examined the sketch. ‘Yes, I suppose you do.’

‘Well. When that thing grinned out at me from the waiting room today, I knew it did not have one.’

Creed listened to the last of Stride’s account over the steeple of his fingers. His palms felt moist. But he needed the reproach of his fingertips against his lips. He thought that without their restraining touch, he might grin and whoop at what the reclusive rock god had divulged. But he gave in to neither temptation. Instead, in a measured voice, he filled the silence that followed his visitor’s story. ‘You told Monica, of course?’

‘First, we burned the sketch. Peter was insistent on that. He seemed to think it had been more drawn out of him than drawn by him and might possess some talismanic power of its own. He said it could only be a bad thing. He wanted it destroyed and I acceded to his wish.’

Creed nodded sagely. ‘In the circumstances, that was the wisest course. You did the right thing.’

‘Thank you. Then, after Peter went to bed and with his knowledge and consent, I told his mother. And I told Monica about the other previous phenomena too.’

‘Her reaction?’

‘Fear and trepidation.’

‘She wasn’t incredulous?’

Stride spread his hands. ‘She knows me. I’m not the type of man to make this stuff up or even to embellish what I’ve actually experienced.’

‘Yet you believe in psychic phenomena. You believe in my gift. You’ve admitted you are a fan of my show.’

‘I am, which I wouldn’t be if you were a crude show-business charlatan, Mr Creed.’

Creed cocked his head to one side. He allowed himself to look amused. He was a man who in his life since leaving the army had learned the value of the double-bluff. ‘For all you really know, I might be the most successful fraud since that monster lurking in the peaty waters of Loch Ness.’

‘You can assume me gullible if you wish,’ Stride said. ‘But I know of your other accomplishments. You don’t parade them here, do you? Where is the triumphant Himalayan picture? Where is the photographic proof of that Antarctic endurance record you set? Decades of achievement and yet, here, none of it is anywhere to be seen. You’ve confined yourself to a few media baubles in a cabinet with tinted glass and that archive shot on the wall from the Falklands War. I’ve met plenty of people driven by ego. If this office is anything to go by, I don’t think you are one of them.’

Quietly, Creed said, ‘There were fundraising aspects to some of the more celebrated things I did earlier in my life. There was a charitable element. I don’t believe in profiting from good causes. Perhaps it is a karmic thing. What I need to establish is what it is you want from me.’

‘Simply, your gift,’ Stride said. ‘I need your gift. And I will pay very handsomely for the use of it.’

After Stride’s departure from his office, Creed cancelled his appointments for the rest of the afternoon and asked for Elena Coyle to be summoned to him. To his intense irritation, he was informed by his PA that she was working from home while some domestic plumbing issue was addressed. He emailed Elena. Then, in the absence from her place of work of his full-time researcher, he did a bit of preliminary digging himself. He spent two absorbed hours on that. With the implications of what he had discovered reverberating through his mind, he decided to take himself off to the one dark and ramshackle Soho pub where he knew he was unlikely to be bothered by any of the seven million viewers who regularly tuned into his show. He did not drink during the day. It was a rule he strictly observed. But today had been exceptional in every way and he knew that he needed a drink more badly now than, in civilian life, he ever had before.

The challenge was to rid Stride’s domain of its waiting room ghosts. Before his departure, Stride had described his family life as nothing short of idyllic. Now that idyll was threatened by something spectral and fearful, auguring chaos and worse. Creed was to use his proven talent for confronting spiritual malevolence. He was to discover what had summoned the waiting room back into baleful life and return it to rest. He was to do it now, immediately, before things progressed to the point where Stride’s family began to associate their home with terror. They had experienced joy and contentment there. They loved their home and did not wish to be driven from it.

The complication, Creed thought, looking around the pub, at its dusty, contented squalor, was Stride’s insistence on confidentiality. He sipped his whisky, the hand that held the drink as steady as his hands had been aiming a sniper’s rifle in Belfast a quarter of a century ago. Stride wasn’t just publicity-shy. He was damn near reclusive. The waiting room was a two-part cliff-hanger guaranteed to send Creed’s series ratings through the roof. Stride’s celebrity status would make a premise that was already good, utterly compulsive viewing. How many records had his band sold, seventy or eighty million? There was wealth, cute kids, a glamorous wife and the supernatural present on the most atmospheric of stages. What could be more haunted than an abandoned waiting room? In television terms, the scenario was nothing short of irresistible. But Stride wasn’t interested in ratings. He was only interested in exploiting Creed’s psychic gift to free his family from a threat from beyond the grave. He was prepared to pay very lavishly for this. But he was only prepared to do so if the task was carried out in total privacy. Any hint of exposure and Creed felt certain he would never hear from the man again.

Then there was the secret. Stride believed in him. And Creed knew that he had enormous belief in himself. What he didn’t believe in, not remotely, was his own psychic gift. It was a marketing myth that had become a necessity when they got the ratings for the pilot show at the outset of his ghost hunting career. As the genial television adventurer, he had not needed a psychic gift. Survival skills and a capacity for endurance and wit and a ready grin had been enough. And his looks, he supposed. He’d had the kind of all-round on-camera charisma that could provide an ex-soldier with a good if precarious living.

The psychic sensitivity changed everything. It was only after the first series that the penny dropped with him about this. It gave him a spiritual dimension. Elements of the show might be scary and sensational. And he was of course its star. But to his growing audience, he was a man conversant with the mysteries of what lay beyond. He understood the resonances of grief. He was sensitive to the yawning chasm of sudden death. He was asked to sit on a committee examining the rise in suicides among the young. He was commissioned to pen philosophical pieces for the heavyweight newspapers about the real meaning of dying. A more interesting class of women courted and sometimes propositioned him.

Very soon, it reached the point at which he knew the gift he faked essential to his success. And yet he was convinced by nothing he could not see and smell and touch. Having killed upwards of a dozen men in the past life he did not really talk about, it was his experience that they never came back. He had a quasi-religious status, he thought, groping for his wallet on the way to the bar. He answered a craving in people to believe. More, he validated what they wanted to believe in. In this, he was more of a prophet to them than a priest. He was a fraud, but he was a necessary fraud. He had invented himself, but a needy world had colluded in his creation. And now Martin Stride had beaten a credulous path to his door. You couldn’t make it up. Except that you could and he had and had made a very lucrative career from doing so.

The pub door opened on the wan Soho daylight outside and Elena Coyle slipped into the gloom within. She looked around disdainfully, and Creed saw the full mouth and arresting grey eyes in a face framed by her glossily bobbed black hair and was reminded afresh of just how much he desired and quite how badly he had blown it with her. Who dares wins had been his regimental motto. Oh well. You couldn’t realistically expect to win them all. He got her a white wine and soda, which was what she drank when she drank. She shed her coat and hung it on a hook by the door and spotted the table on which he had left his BlackBerry and notebook and sat down there.

He told her about his encounter with Martin Stride. He stuck to the salient points. Then he told her what he had discovered in his brief study of the railway line that ran through Stride’s domain and the derelict station sited on it. During the Great War, the station had been the hub of troop movement. Tens of thousands of men had passed through there in transportation headed for the Channel ports of Dover and Folkestone on their way to the conflict on the Western Front. After the war, it had principally featured as the stopping-off point for a local lunatic asylum until the asylum had been shut down in the late 1920s.

‘Then came thirty years of slow decline until inevitable closure and abandonment,’ Creed said.

Elena sipped her drink. She straightened her back on her stool and stretched out long legs.

‘Plumbing sorted, I assume?’

But she ignored this remark. She said, ‘That waiting room must chiefly have functioned as a repository of fear and despair both during and after the war.’

‘Certainly in psychic terms,’ Creed said. ‘And there’s insanity as well. It’s one of those “if these walls could speak” scenarios.’

‘It sounds as though they are doing just that,’ Elena said. ‘But Stride will not allow anyone to hear them.’

‘I’ll deal with that little problem,’ Creed said. ‘Consider it a technical challenge. What I want from you is chapter and verse on the history of that station and its locality. I want to know everything about the loony bin. I want to know, is there any acrimony between Stride and whoever it was sold him that land five years ago. I want to know about his enemies. Music is a business where the knives are always out and you don’t get to be as successful as him without seriously fucking someone over on the way. I want to know if Stride has or has ever had a drug habit. I need whatever you can discover on the state of his mental health and his religious beliefs. Is his marriage as happy as he claims? I need to know what sort of internet activity the kids have been up to. Is his little girl a Goth? Is his son a cyberspace warlock? I want to know. What do you know about Stride anyway?’

Elena sipped her drink. ‘From what I’ve heard, he does a great deal of good work very discreetly. He doesn’t want to shake the hand of world leaders or share a podium with the Pope. He’s not the type at all for a photo-call on the White House lawn. But rumour has it he gives an awful lot of his money away.’

Creed grunted and drank. ‘So he’s some sort of secular saint.’

‘Rock culture has changed since the days of the Doors and Led Zeppelin, Julian. The fascination with the occult that prompted Jimmy Page to buy Aleister Crowley’s house is pretty much the province these days only of death metal bands from Scandinavia. I’m not saying he’s a saint. But Satanism would be a stretch for him.’

‘When you were a little girl, Elena, did you ever lift a stone to see the pale things writhing in the dank patch exposed there?’

‘What’s that got to do with anything?’

‘Don’t anticipate what’s under the stone. Just lift it for me. That’s what I pay you for. And I pay you well. Work on this. Drop everything else. This is your sole priority.’

‘When do you want the information?’

Creed drained his glass. ‘Yesterday,’ he said.

After he had gone, she reflected on that last question and the answer she had known before asking he would give to it. It was a matter of pandering to his ego. Sometimes it had to be done. He had been pissed off about her plumbing drama and the absence it had necessitated. So she had fed him a compensatory morsel and he had snapped it up. The trouble was, it was like feeding a shark. The titbits could never satisfy its hunger. It swam in diminishing circles. And the thing it really wanted to devour was the person feeding it.

She shivered, walking the short distance from the pub to the office, thinking that there were many media sharks swimming the streets of Soho and that hers was probably not the most vicious or greedy of these predators. He had squirmed off to his private members’ club now. She by timid contrast would be working very late. That was the thing about sharks, though. They were constantly moving. If they ever stopped swimming, they just sank to the seabed and drowned.

She discovered very quickly that ecstasy had been Martin Stride’s drug of choice. He was fairly open about it. Not to the point where it could have been construed as laddish bragging, though. He admitted to having taken it when everyone else did, in the loved-up summer of ’89. He had taken speed at university and done the odd line of cocaine at parties. But by the age of twenty-five, he had apparently decided that drugs were counter-productive creatively and people on drugs were boring. Elena agreed with this latter conclusion, but she thought it a very mature one for someone to reach at such a young age, enjoying his degree of success in such a hedonistic industry.

Then she uncovered what she thought probably the real reason for his abstemiousness. There had been a girlfriend, a girl from Düsseldorf, the singer with a support band he’d been rumoured to have started dating on tour. In the spring of 1990 she had died of an overdose in a Paris hotel room. Stride was not there. He was in Italy with his band. The news reached him in Rome. There was a picture showing him at the funeral, flanked by a band mate and the brother of the dead girl. His eyes were raw with grief in the picture but there was strength and resolution in the set of his jaw. His hair had been shorter then. He wore it down to his shoulders now. She studied him. He was a gifted musician, of course. But she did not think being such a handsome man could have done anything to very seriously hurt Martin Stride’s career.

He brought down the curtain on that career in 1997. The last, reluctant interview recorded had been granted in the September of that year. He was all talked out by then, barely quotable, exhausted of things to say and clearly very bored and disillusioned with who he had become. Sometimes people in his position affected disillusionment, she knew, as a way of offsetting the resentment provoked by their success. But his seemed genuine. The one memorable remark he made in that final interview was to say that autumn was a good time to quit. ‘Things perish,’ he said. ‘Everything perishes. It’s in the nature of things.’

As a career suicide note, she thought those three sentences eloquent despite their brevity.

There had been the inevitable speculation recently about a band reunion. Stride had been emphatic in dismissing it. The break-up of the band had not been acrimonious. He had written all the songs but there had been enough shared credits on their hits for the subsequent royalties to make all of them comfortably off. He had apparently planned it that way. And it meant that there was no one living in bedsit squalor and nursing murderous resentment against him now. His band mates had moved on. The drummer still drummed on occasional sessions but his real passion seemed to be the organic farm he owned. The lead guitarist owned and ran a country house hotel on the Isle of Wight. The bassist had become a sought-after record producer. If any of them hankered after the spotlight, they weren’t saying so in public. It sounded like a happy ending. What it actually seemed, to Elena, was gracious acceptance in a generally graceless industry. She was beginning to think grace a defining feature of her subject’s character.

There were ways of gaining access to and tracking the internet use of the Stride children but Elena would not do it. It was unethical and illegal. Creed’s instructions to her on that score in the pub had just been bluster. But he would get the information, she knew. He would just use someone with fewer scruples than she had to hack into their hard drives. He’d have what he wanted in hours and would pay for this clandestine information in cash. She thought the idea of an eight-year-old goth somewhat far-fetched, personally. Stride seemed the sort of thorough, scrupulous man who would monitor his children’s internet use simply out of parental duty. She doubted the kids had anything to do with the strange emanations from the waiting room. They seemed potentially more likely to be victims than unwitting perpetrators of whatever it was that was going on. She was personally sceptical about psychic phenomena. But she was not agnostic, like her boss. She kept what she considered an open mind.

She turned her attention to the asylum. Falcon Lodge was opened in 1916, the gift of a wealthy philanthropist who had fought in the Boer War at the start of the new century and, reading between the lines, knew first-hand of the toll that battle trauma could exact on a young mind. It wasn’t called that then, of course. It was referred to, when it was referred to at all, as neurasthenia or shell-shock. Elena thought it significant that Paley, the philanthropist, engaged the services of Professor Edward Brody as his asylum’s chief psychiatrist. Brody had brilliant academic credentials. But he came from a military family. He had lost a brother at Mons in the first months of the war. Near to its conclusion, he was to see another badly wounded at Paschendaele. He would almost certainly have followed them into uniform, she thought, if it was not for the fact that he suffered from tuberculosis.

Instead, he came to Falcon Lodge, young, gifted and profoundly sympathetic to the suffering of the men the same age as himself who comprised most of his patients up to and even beyond the armistice. She found a letter from Paley, congratulating him on the effectiveness of the rehabilitation work he was achieving. She found two letters from the War Office on a similar theme. And it went beyond empathy with the young. One letter referred to a very senior officer who had suffered a breakdown after a failed assault. He had not believed the casualty figures. He had been sceptical, confronted with their enormity. He had gone to see for himself. He had believed the corpses and the sight of them had robbed him of his capacity to command. The breakdown was severe. But after six weeks under Brody, he was seen to be fit to return to his staff position, his recovery complete.

Brody had died prematurely, in 1934, killed by the disease afflicting his lungs. But Elena learned that his papers from the asylum period had been saved. They were at the Imperial War Museum in Lambeth. She did not know whether what she was discovering would ever form part of Julian Creed’s next television series. But she had his firmly imparted instructions to unearth anything she could about two specific locations. The asylum was one of them. And she had her instinct. This told her very strongly that if whatever was happening in and around the derelict waiting room on Martin Stride’s estate was genuinely paranormal, it was more likely to do with past events at the asylum than anything else.

She did not think she would see a Tudor figure clanking through the halls with his head under his arm should she spend the night alone at Hampton Court Palace. She did not believe in comic book spooks. But equally she did not find it difficult to believe that certain events reverberated through time. They had repercussions. Those likely to find an echo, to make the most resonant noise, were surely those involving the most intense pitches of emotion. Men had lost their capacity to govern their minds ninety-odd years ago in the clamour and savagery of battle. And they had brought back their pain and assaulted senses and disembarked and waited in that room on the platform on Stride’s estate for the car that would deliver them to a home for lunatics.

That was how those wounded young men would see it, in their wounded minds. ‘If those walls could talk,’ she said to herself, shaking her head, switching off her computer, ‘they would not talk at all. They would scream.’ She gathered her things. She looked at her watch. It was a quarter to ten. Creed would be in full flow at his club. It was Friday night. He was always entertaining company. He was always good value. He was generous and attractive and filled with a happy, contagious vitality. And she thought she probably hated him as she had never hated any man. She had no plans herself for the weekend. She would not be able to access any of the information she wanted from the War Museum until Monday morning. The place would be open and packed with visitors over the weekend of course, but none of the library or archive staff would be in until the start of the working week proper.

Elena put her things in her bag and took her coat from its hook. She decided she might walk the route along the river to her flat in Bermondsey. Julian Creed had a flat five minutes away in Fitzrovia. But then he had a large house in Surrey and a villa in Portugal, too. At least her flat was watertight now, thanks to the recent expensive ministrations of the plumber. At least if she got wet over the weekend, she would be doing so by choice. She might go to Borough Market tomorrow morning. She might go along to the War Museum, just to look at the exhibits from the Great War, just to get a feel for the period and that mammoth, tragic conflict. She was alone now. Freedom of choice was one of the compensations of being single. She had not dated anyone since the sordid catastrophe of her last date with her boss.

In the lobby outside their office suite, waiting for the lift, she examined her reflection in one of the narrow mirrors that decorated the walls and enhanced the light from their fashionable low-energy bulbs. Objectively, she thought she looked pretty good. But she could take no pleasure, really, in her appearance. It was as though the incident with Creed had deprived her of something, had taken something permanently away from her. It wasn’t sexual innocence; it had been much too late for that. Was it pride?

Her mobile rang. And it was him. She had been wrong. He was not at his club. There was no background noise. There was no traffic noise either. It occurred to her, incredulously, that he must already be at home. She looked at her watch again but it was not yet ten o’clock. Was his latest conquest so irresistible he hadn’t been able to wait?

‘Brief me,’ he said.

‘Can’t your curiosity wait to be satisfied until Monday, Julian?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘It can’t.’

He sounded completely sober, on a Friday night. She thought this, in her experience of him, unprecedented.

‘You have uncovered stuff?’

‘Of course I have.’

‘Excellent. You’re hard work sometimes, darling, but no one can say you’re not bloody good at your job.’

Neither the insult nor the compliment really registered. What did was the fact that he sounded both nervous and relieved. ‘You really want the briefing now?’

‘Everything you have, love. Fire away. Martin Stride has agreed to my spending tomorrow evening in the waiting room. I want to go to bed early tonight and sleep soundly on everything you’ve learned.’


Chapter Two

Engaging the help of Julian Creed had been Monica Stride’s idea. Her reasoning had been very simple. She listened carefully, later on the evening of Peter’s apparition, after the children had gone to bed and as they slept soundly in their rooms above. She took in everything her husband told her. She did not comment or question until he had finished his account of the strange and gathering events impinging upon their home and lives. Even then, when he had completed his story, she did not say anything for a few moments. He had chosen to tell her in his study. It was a room built on an intimate scale, wood panelled and with a fire of pine logs burning in its grate. They sat on the plump of comfy chairs to either side of the fire whilst he spoke. His study was a cosy refuge. That was one reason why he had chosen it. But he had chosen it also because he had not wanted her, after his revelations, to associate any of her own familiar and more fondly loved parts of the house with the delivery of such disturbing news.

Stride sat, aware of the sound of the flames flickering in the little grate and the rhythmic pendulum swing from the walnut case of the old clock on the wall. He waited. And then Monica spoke.

‘The things you and Millie experienced could have been benign. They were creepy and therefore they were unwelcome, but they were essentially harmless, were they not?’

Stride thought about this and then nodded. His wife’s words had been delivered in a calm and fluent voice. But her accent had strengthened. Usually her pronunciation was no different from that spoken by a native Englishwoman. Her accent had diminished to almost nothing over the time they had been together. In moments of stress, though, she sounded more again the child of her Danish father.

‘The thing Peter saw, by contrast, sounds as though it was malevolent.’

‘I don’t think a ghost can cause physical harm,’ he said.

‘But you don’t know. Neither of us does. It frightened him.’ She raised her eyes to the direction of the room in which he slept above them. ‘And neither of us is an expert on this sort of thing.’

‘No,’ he said. It would be a lie he would not indulge to offer her reassurance he did not feel. He felt that if his wife had seen the thing that Peter had drawn, she might lose this present struggle for composure altogether.

‘That is what we need, Julian. We need an expert in these matters. And we are fortunate in that we can afford to engage the best qualified we can find.’

‘I could just have that building demolished. I’m in the fortunate position of being able to arrange that too. I could have a demolition team here by dawn. They would bring bulldozers, a wrecking ball and a fleet of lorries to carry the rubble away. They would remove all trace of our derelict railway station. Every brick, every tile, every fragment of plaster could be off our land by nightfall.’

‘That might be a mistake,’ Monica said. Carefully, she reached forward from where she sat and picked the brass poker from its stand and stirred with the iron tip of it at the burning logs in the fire. Flames erupted, sending a faint flare of warmth into the room. ‘What if something, the thing that Peter saw, has left the waiting room? What if you destroy the waiting room and it cannot return from where it came? And what if it blames us for that? We should do nothing so radical or dramatic.’

‘Or so irrevocable,’ Stride said. Monica was right.

‘For now, we keep the children away from that part of the grounds. We stay away from it ourselves. We can do nothing more, really, until we know what it is we are confronted by.’

He said nothing.

‘And why it is confronting us. And why it is doing so now.’

Stride stared into the flames of his fire and thought about this. ‘Is anyone qualified to tell us those things?’

‘I would say so,’ she said. She held her husband’s eyes with hers. ‘I would have belief and confidence that one man could reveal the mystery and defuse the threat and restore normality to us.’

Stride nodded. ‘You’re talking about Julian Creed,’ he said.

‘He will come at a pretty price.’

‘I will pay it, regardless,’ Stride said. He was remembering Peter’s face after the ordeal of rendering in pencil the thing that had leered out at him from the window of the waiting room. ‘I would pay any price to have normality restored to us.’

Two floors above them, their children slept. But the interference of the day had not yet ended. Millie dreamed. And her dream was one beyond the powers of an eight-year-old to understand or interpret. She dreamt of a man and a woman in a room with windows of opaque glass where everything except the two people it contained seemed to be coloured brown. The woman wore a white blouse with puffed sleeves and a rope of black beads and had her hair pulled back in the style Mummy sometimes wore. To Millie, she was more of a lady than a woman. She seemed very grand. And she was crying, which was shocking in someone so grand-seeming, to Millie.

The man wore a suit like the one Philip who came sometimes to help Mummy plant in the kitchen garden always wore. It was bristly with leather patches on the elbows. The man held a handkerchief. But it was not for the lady’s tears. He coughed softly into it between the quiet words he spoke, and then he folded it. He did this to hide the stains that came out of his mouth when he coughed. The stains were not brown, like everything else in the room. They were tiny, bright speckles of red.

The morning after her late departure from the office, Elena took the short walk from her flat to the Monmouth Coffee House to wait for the neighbouring Borough Market to open up for trade. But before more than half a dozen stalls had started to prepare their day’s displays, she had decided she would after all take the opportunity to travel back the better part of a century to examine those relics of conflict and loss gathered together at the War Museum. The sky was grey and a light and melancholy London rain was falling and she thought she was probably better in than out on such a day. But she still walked to Lambeth and the museum, along the river as far as Blackfriars Bridge, buying an apple from the fruit vendor on its south side to eat on the last part of the route.

The cast figure of a soldier stood at the basement entrance to the rooms containing the displays concerned with the Great War. He held a Lee Enfield rifle between sturdy hands and the expression on his young face was stoical and the arms emerging from his rolled sleeves brawny with bronze muscle. This sentinel was the work of Charles Sargeant Jagger and it set a sombre tone. Elena knew that Jagger had served as a rifleman at Gallipoli and on the Western Front. He had been severely wounded. And he had been awarded the Military Cross for some probably typical act of gallantry. It was worth studying his sculpture. He had tried very hard to be true in his art to what he had witnessed in his life.

It was still not long after the museum had opened. It would get very crowded later in the day with tourists, she knew. But now it was quiet. Because it was a Saturday, it was free of school parties of excited children ticking off the exhibits they were supposed to see in chattering, gleeful files. This early, she could stand in front of the dimly lit displays for as long as she wanted to, with an unobstructed view and able to contemplate their contents, their physical character and implications, in silence and relative seclusion.

Up to a point, weapons were weapons; a rifle looked like a rifle out of mechanical function and ergonomic necessity and the same was even truer of a sword. But some of the improvised trench weapons displayed in their cases seemed so savage and primitive to Elena that they might have been fashioned in medieval times. Even the Maxim gun looked primitive, squat on its tripod, clumsy and simplistic in character rather than flaunting the lethal intricacy it had certainly possessed.

What really shocked her were the defensive exhibits: the flimsy periscope sight for firing from the shelter of a trench and the chainmail waistcoat worn in the hope of repelling high-velocity bullets. And the iron, no-man’s-land observation post disguised as the trunk of a shell-shattered tree. Masks constructed from rubber and canvas and glass were designed to protect the wearer from gas that burned the skin at the touch and turned the lungs to liquid on the intake of a single breath. Medical kits were little more than pins and patches of lint and rolls of hopeful bandage.

When she had studied it all, she sat at a far table in the museum café and looked out at the grass and high trees of the parkland to the rear of the building. The exposed trees, still in leaf, shivered wetly in gusts of wind. She thought about the patriotic optimism of the men embarking for France on those trains that must have rolled through the station on Martin Stride’s estate. There would have been a protocol. The waiting room would surely have been only for the officers. And she thought of the return of those damaged ones passed after their ordeal into Edward Brody’s compassionate charge. Had they felt defeated? Disgraced? Betrayed?

Without learning more than she had, it was impossible to know. Brody himself might tell her in his notes in the archive here on Monday. She could not guess at what had gone through the minds of those returning casualties of war. Poetry and propaganda and revisionism had made the necessary objectivity impossible. It was impossible to span almost a century of legend and disinformation with clarity, let alone empathy. But she thought her visit had been worthwhile despite this. And she had had, if she was honest, no other pressing impositions on her time.

She thought about Julian Creed. She did not think she would comfortably spend a night alone in the station waiting room on the Stride estate. She considered old waiting rooms to be almost intrinsically sinister locations because of all their blind walls had been witness to over the years. They endured about their visitors what was transient and shifting and incomplete, without the settled routine brought by the permanence of solid occupation. Such places just saw too much that was fretful and unresolved and it left a residue of remembered melancholy that was sometimes almost palpable. These days, on branch lines, most of the old waiting rooms seemed to have a seized-up padlock securing their locked doors. They required costly maintenance, as did the public lavatories fast disappearing from the platforms of branch-line stations. They were obvious locations for robbery and assault and it was simple pragmatism to close them against the possibility, particularly on stations that were undermanned.

But a waiting room on a forgotten platform, there in isolation, unused by any traveller for better than forty years, would be a testing place, she thought, for a night vigil on your own, particularly when it had the history that this one did. Creed did not believe in ghosts. He had proven himself a man of very considerable physical courage during his eventful life. But she thought it might be a challenge, even for him. He would not think so. He would be thinking only about the ratings potential and no doubt looking forward to it.
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