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The Fever of the World









…when the fretful stir


Unprofitable, and the fever of the world,


Have hung upon the beatings of my heart –


How oft, in spirit, have I turned to thee,


O sylvan Wye! Thou wanderer thro, the woods,


How oft en has my spirit turned to thee!’


WILLIAM WORDSWORTH
Lines composed a few miles above Tintern Abbey, on
revisiting the banks of the Wye during a tour
JULY 13, 1798










Part One


Lampe and Cupitt proposed that ‘exorcism should have no official status in the Church at all…’

… they argued that encouraging belief in ‘occult evil powers’ could lead to dire social consequences… and implied that exorcism was a kind of Christian magic…

About a public letter from theologians
Geoffrey Lampe and Don Cupitt in 1975, quoted in
A History of Anglican Exorcism by Francis Young
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The lolly and the stick

THE SKY HAD grown darker, small lights had begun bobbing below the forestry, and a chainsaw’s whine fell away into the evening wind. David Vaynor didn’t like any of it, though the Home Office pathologist with him didn’t appear particularly fazed, contemplating the newly dead man in the beam of his lamp and nodding.

‘I’ve seen this, I think, twice before. There’s a name for it, though I can’t remember for the moment what it is.’

He moved closer, flashlight shining brutally into the lifeless face and the dark silver hair.

‘Stone dead after falling… what, forty metres… two hundred? Who knows?’

Behind him, avoiding the light and the face, Vaynor smothered a shudder. Working detectives were supposed to have left shuddering far behind.

‘But it’s him, all right,’ Dr Billy Grace said. ‘Peter Portis. You can certainly confirm that to Bliss.’

Billy’s face, with its lavish white moustache, was lit up by Vaynor’s own lamplight. He raised both hands and gazed up as if waiting to receive something substantial from a crane.

‘Ending up on one’s feet, supported only by bushes, is not, as might be thought, any kind of aid to survival.’ He lowered his arms. ‘When someone comes down with some velocity, like this chap, the upper vertebrae may pass quite neatly through a ring fracture of the occipital bone. You see?’

Vaynor forced himself to move closer. He’d need to tell DI Bliss he’d viewed the damage, but couldn’t remember where the occipital bone was.

Then, avoiding the dead man’s open eyes, he somehow knew.

Oh, God…

‘Like, uh…’ he turned away again, coughed ‘…the stick getting pushed through the lollipop?’

Billy Grace turned and beamed at him.

‘The lolly and the stick. Ha. Yes, indeed.’ Billy’s mouth was a lavish gash under the moustache he’d probably first grown in the army more than twenty years earlier. ‘Perhaps put that in my report for the coroner. He’ll pretend to the police he thought of it himself, but that’s a coroner’s prerogative.’

‘You said Portis,’ Vaynor said. ‘This is Portis the estate agent?’

‘And the region’s leading rock-climber… And now, I’m afraid, ex-rock-climber.’

In a fatal fall, Vaynor was thinking, from a rock where climbing was no longer permitted. Unsafe, unstable. In all kinds of ways.

‘He was climbing alone?’

‘Nothing to immediately indicate he wasn’t,’ Billy Grace said. Though I expect that’s why you’re here. We’ll be checking for signs of struggle, of course.’

‘I think the DI is just covering his back in case it turns out to be more sinister,’ Vaynor said. ‘I can probably think of a few people who’d like to help an estate agent off a cliff, but…’

Billy Grace might have smiled. Over his plastic protective suit, he wore a plaid jacket so conspicuously dated that he’d probably bought it from a rack labelled windjammers. But even up here there was very little wind, and the dusk was folding the surrounding hills, into a luminous mid-March night.

Spring, then. But nobody was in the mood for spring this year, Vaynor thought, thanks to the virus, which seemed to be rampaging everywhere.

‘Could’ve been suicide,’ Billy said. ‘Though he never struck me as the type. Thought too highly of himself.’

‘You knew him?’

‘Not well, but I saw him less than a month ago, at a rotary lunch.’ He sniffed.

Vaynor said, ‘I didn’t know you—’

‘I’m not. I was their guest after-lunch speaker. You find rotarians all keep their food down if you don’t go into too much detail.’ Billy Grace kind of laughed as he prepared to march off. ‘Let’s hope you keep yours.’ He clapped Vaynor on the shoulder. ‘Don’t really like this sort of thing, do you? Unsightly death?’

‘Heights,’ Vaynor said guardedly. ‘I don’t really like heights. But I was the only one who knew how to reach this place quickly.’ He raised a hand to the projecting rocks. ‘The Seven Sisters, anyway.’

He let his gaze glide down from the Sisters’ faces to the water-top and the rising oaks that hid the cave.

Between the trees on the left, Vaynor could just see where the rocks arose from stony soil, where the poet Wordsworth had once walked. Apart from the lights and the chainsaw, not much had changed since William Wordsworth was here, having fled from the blood-pooled streets of Paris, heads bouncing under the guillotine blade behind him. Seeking peace again where he thought he’d once known it.

Again I hear those waters rolling from their mountain springs.

Vaynor thought he could hear the water, too, where the bank of trees ended above the Wye. Must have been about five years since he was last here. Very little had changed since then, and the forestry roads, lit by sparse headlights, were no safer.

Now Billy, cutting a figure bulkier than Wordsworth’s, was striding ahead into the dusk, and Vaynor called to him, not looking at the body.

‘Follow you down then, doc?’

Dr Billy Grace stretched out an arm towards the river, obscured by the bank of trees below the bony crag.

‘ “O sylvan Wye…” ’

‘“…how often has my spirit turned to thee?”’ Vaynor murmured instinctively.

Billy Grace nodded.

‘English at Oxford, David? In fact shouldn’t I be calling you doc?

‘No way! Please don’t.’

No way did Vaynor want to be one of those people who insisted on being addressed as doctor on the strength of one poxy thesis.

It had been published online under the pseudonym Al Fox – after the house Alfoxden, where the poet and his sister had lived in Somerset. He – or rather, Al – had been invited to give a talk at Hereford Library on the poet’s 250th anniversary next month. A big relief, therefore, for the reticent Vaynor, when Hereford’s proposed Wordsworth weekend festival had been abandoned because of the virus and he could go on being seen just as a cop.

He followed the Home Office pathologist to an old, black Jaguar parked at the edge of the field. Of course, Billy Grace would have an ageing Jag, letting in an echo of Eve’s disparaging voice from last night at the bedroom door.

You know, I can just imagine you in twenty years’ time – one of those sad old Inspector Morse cops, full of regrets.

Which was how the destructive stuff had started, right on bedtime, going on for dismal hours and climaxing in the morning, with Eve quietly following the taxi driver and her suitcases out of the door, having barely spoken to him since first light. Given a last chance to put things right with her, he’d thrown it all away and walked off to work at Gaol Street, thinking he could deal with it later. But he’d sensed… relief, could it have been that, coming from Eve? Could this be her relief at having left him, at getting it over so quickly?

‘Didn’t really need a lamp tonight, David,’ Billy Grace said, unlocking the Jag’s boot. ‘Not with the lovely Venus doing her best for us.’

He jabbed a thumb towards the single bright planet which dominated the darkening sky. Some years you were hardly aware of Venus at all and other times, night after night, you couldn’t avoid Wordsworth’s evening star.

To watch thy course when Day-light, fled from earth,

In the grey sky hath left his lingering Ghost.

Vaynor looked away, thinking he should be going to try and repair things with Eve before it really was too late. Should have stopped himself from instinctively responding when Bliss had first asked the small gathering in the CID room if anybody knew where the Seven Sisters rocks were. Unless there was something Bliss hadn’t told them, it was just a routine climbing accident which, even on a quiet day like this, would surely have nothing for CID. Nobody particularly wanted to negotiate those treacherous forestry tracks at this time of day.

Vaynor sighed into the early night breeze. He remembered the Seven Sisters rocks rising from a bend of the River Wye. If you happened to fall off the wrong sister you could drop directly into the river.

‘This is where I encountered my first corpses after moving here,’ Billy said. ‘Similar kind of atmosphere, with the planet Venus just as obvious.’

‘Venus is always showing off, coming up to spring,’ Vaynor said. ‘And then she disappears and the nights are quieter and slowly get warmer.’

‘It was a much warmer night than this,’ Billy said, ‘when they perished.’ He pointed. ‘Just about there, as I recall. Venus should have vanished from the sky by then. I remember thinking that. Wondering why this dramatic evening star was still on show so far into the new year. Was it her part in this drama, to stick around, so that she could illuminate death?’

Billy Grace conclusively zipped up his windjammer.

‘Venus appears to like death,’ he said.
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Cold fire


YOU HOPED FOR bright, frosty days and got floods and gales, nature’s end-of-winter debris collecting under unhealthy skies of pink and grey like dead, peeling skin. This sky was clear now, though: no sun to set, no moon, only the dominant planet that Merrily thought was Venus or maybe Jupiter.


She’d been laying the kitchen wood stove for the evening ahead when he came banging on the door urgently, as though he had a writ to serve. Then he retreated to a partly visible Land Rover. In a corner of the window, she saw the ancient Defender blocking the drive in the last light and steaming like an exhausted bull. Shutting the stove, she went into the hall, slipping the front-door catch.


The cool evening smacked her face as she went outside, calling over to Huw Owen.


‘Just happened to be passing… thought you’d drop in for a brew before lockdown?’


Lockdown: a new word that suddenly everybody was using. It was your life that was locked down, apparently to prevent it getting lost.


Merrily registered that Huw had shaved off his beard. His skin looked as raw as the sky and as mournful as that night under a limp moon, a few years ago, when he’d walked her up a stony track in the Beacons to warn her about wankers in the pews, psychotic grinders of the dark satanic mills, little rat-eyes in the dark. All the horrors awaiting a woman exorcist. Even in a lockdown, God knew.


Did God know? Did God have a role in all this drama? She’d read in a Sunday paper that one effect of the pandemic was a worldwide increase in spirituality, a feeling that only God could stop the spread of this illness. Or that the illness had been started by God to cull a population that was getting way out of control.


God. Her old mate. Merrily caught sight of herself in the mirror near the door: tangled dark hair, cursory make-up… was she finally starting to look tired and middle-aged? Bloody hoped not.


‘Make it a strong ’un, lass,’ Huw said, leaving his Land Rover behind and shaking himself like a ragged mongrel. ‘And three sugars?’


She smiled. Brought up in Yorkshire by his Welsh mother, he was a ragged mongrel. Who apparently could speak primitive, basic Welsh, only with a Yorkshire accent.


*


Pulling off his boots to follow her into the vicarage kitchen, shedding his old charity-shop RAF greatcoat, Huw was rubbing his hands above the stove then stopping in dismay.


‘You’ve let this bugger go out!’


‘Hasn’t been lit yet. Been out of the house most of the day, seeing people I now may not see for weeks in their homes, and Jane’s at work.’


Huw shrugged his coat back on.


‘Thought the kid were away at college.’


‘Still on the gap year. It’s complicated.’ Merrily opened the stove and prised two logs apart with the poker. ‘She’s back in the village now. When the dig ended she went to the festival shop she’ll be running for Barry from the Swan. How she swung that I still don’t know, but she spends most days setting it up, and I’m not making a fuss. Not yet, anyway. These are strange days.’


‘Just on me way back from London,’ Huw said. ‘Church House, Merrily. You forgot?’


‘Oh.’ Merrily let the poker fall. Behind the stove glass, yellow flames gushed. ‘I did. Went down the street to make a fire for my old organist, see a couple of people who’ve lost their jobs.’


‘And you were right about the C of E,’ he said. ‘This is becoming serious.’


‘Is it?’


‘Never been the same since they let the Wizard Merlin out of Canterbury,’ Huw said. ‘Bad sign when he went. We thought him becoming archbishop were the start of summat new and promising, but it could be that him leaving so fast, that were the start of… the end game.’


He’d evidently been to a meeting of the Christian Deliverance Study Group, an offshoot of the clergy who organized exorcisms. First meeting of the year and a significant one for future dealings with the Unseen but not always Untarnished. The one she’d been hoping he’d attend but hadn’t liked to remind him about.


‘Even worse than we thought,’ he said. ‘Buggers might finally pull it off, too, the way things are going. So we’ve no time to waste.’


‘How many of them are there now?’


‘We won’t know till they’re in the majority. And then it’ll be too bloody late – wi’ God turned into a celestial social worker, deliverance study group’ll have nowt to study. And unless we stop ’em now, you, lass, will be an ordinary vicar again. For as long as ordinary vicars last.’


While Huw sat down at the kitchen table to drink his tea Merrily considered how life would be so much simpler if she was an ordinary vicar.


‘Is that what you want?’ Huw said. ‘Caring and compassionate? Sending your congregation home on a Sunday night – all six of ’em – believing there’s nowt bad out there as knows their name?’


Apart from the stove, the kitchen was almost dark. She asked if her bishop had been anywhere near Church House today. He said nothing.


‘Or his pal, Crowden?’


Merrily opened the stove, picturing Crowden: stocky, shavenheaded, pumped-up. Could still hear his plummy voice at the gathering of Welsh Border exorcists she’d hosted last year at the Black Swan, where he’d proclaimed – looking directly at Merrily – that exorcism had nothing to do with faith.


It has some of us hunting for spurious evidence of an active, supernatural evil.


Crowden was the sceptical deliverance minister for an English diocese beyond the north-eastern fringe of Hereford. He seemed committed to putting himself and Merrily – especially Merrily – out of a job. He was, unsurprisingly, in favour with the Bishop.


As we’ve no means of understanding what, if anything’s, actually happening, he’d said, we should regard it all as potentially evil, in the sense that we could be opening doors to the growth of mental illness.


Merrily arranged a heavy log in the stove. It kept her hands steady. She looked up at Huw to make sure he wasn’t displaying any obvious symptoms of the virus. He looked fatigued, certainly, but not conspicuously ill.


‘Took me back many years, to the days of Lampe and Cupitt – long before your time, lass.’


‘I’ve read about their campaign to get exorcism dumped by the Church. But they clearly failed.’


‘Aye. At the time. And that were well before your time. Back in the 1970s, when understanding the Unseen and, when necessary, facing up to an active evil, were still accepted as part of the Church’s job. Now t’Church is groping for credibility in an increasingly secular society by reducing what it admits to believing in. Demonic possession… that’s become a mental health issue.’


Yes, she thought. And ghosts were officially considered to be illusion or scientific anomalies. Because the Church, increasingly, took a realistic stance.


‘End of the day, none of it’s our business,’ Huw said. ‘That’s what we’re being told. And they’ll consign us to history.’


He leaned back. Outside the kitchen window, the day glowered into evening. He’d been in this room for fewer than ten minutes, and already was asking the big questions. This was going to take some time.


Huw pulled off his woolly hat. His hair looked like old straw left out in a blizzard.


‘Some basics, lass. Can I take it you still want to go on peering into the Unknown? Listening to folk who think they’re getting glimpses of the Unseen? I need to ask because I need to get this right. You’ve a decision to make and this is the time to make it. Either don’t resist, just go quietly or… How are you coping wi’ Innes’s new rules?’


He meant the Bishop Craig Innes’s decree that any enquiries involving the paranormal must now be run past his office, so they could, when possible, be quietly dumped. Or referred to social services – or the NHS, if it had time for any of this rubbish. Or, more likely, dealt with by what remained of the local clergy, using various forms of counselling and always avoiding the now-discredited E-word.


‘All right, then.’ Merrily pushed hair back from her eyes and stopped avoiding the big question. ‘People like me, Huw… are they actually winding us down? Is that the way it’s going – all clergy offered a basic one- or two-day deliverance course… grounded in psychology? And that’ll be an end to it?’


There was silence and then Huw nodded soberly.


‘They’re saying the clergy are here to help, not investigate, and shouldn’t ask too many questions to which they know they won’t get answers. But… if the Church is phasing out your role, who’s left to assist parish priests facing summat genuinely iffy?’ Huw threw a small log on the cringing fire. ‘Tell me – when are you finding that nervous vicars are coming to you these days?’


Merrily stared into the smouldering logs.


‘When the Bishop says they can.’


And the Bishop didn’t have to explain himself. Deliverance advisors, who used to be called exorcists, weren’t licensed. A bishop could simply stop making use of his, if he wanted to. When he was told about something he thought could be dealt with under the heading of mental health or dismissed as superstition, wishful-thinking or hocus-pocus, Innes no longer passed it down to Sophie in the gatehouse so a decision could be taken on whether further action was necessary. Taking action, now, was less of an option. Sophie was reduced to working two days a week.


‘When Bernie Dunmore was Bishop, all the spooky stuff eventually landed on Sophie’s desk and we were the ones who decided priorities.’


Huw said nothing. She wondered if he’d seen Sophie today – and, if he had, whether this would be for the last time.


‘I’ve had just two routine bereavement apparitions since Christmas,’ she said. ‘Listening sympathetically to new widows who desperately want to believe the fireside chair is still occupied.’


She watched small flames flickering hopefully as they tried to reach the latest log.


‘Bereavement apparitions, we’ve always quietly accepted that imagination has a part to play. But they’re a part of the grieving process. And if we have a policy of rejecting it, we’ll soon be rejecting other stuff, like…’


Like the call from Sophie an hour ago, saying that the new vicar of Whitchurch, in the Wye Valley, wanted to talk to the diocesan deliverance advisor about an alleged haunting reported by a female parishioner in a holiday home.


Merrily was watching Huw closely. He knew more about this than he was chasing.


‘Sophie indicated that, as the Whitchurch guy hasn’t informed the Bishop’s office, as all vicars are now expected do, I should be taking a look at it and, if necessary, quietly pursuing it. “Quietly” meaning me not telling the Bishop either. Which, as you know, is a bit risky right now.’


Sophie had said mysteriously that she and Merrily needed more time to discuss it – and not on the phone.


Merrily had tried not to get too interested. It could be a trap. And, if she didn’t report it to the Bishop’s office because it looked genuine, she’d step right into it.


The fire glimmered silently in the woodstove’s windows, as the phone rang behind her in the scullery.


‘And your two widows,’ Huw said. ‘Do you just politely discourage their… delusions?’


‘Perhaps I should suggest to them that they ought to pull themselves together and take their old wedding pictures off the piano for a while?’


‘And how would that seem to you?’


‘Erm… quite brutal, Huw? Don’t you think?’


Huw said nothing. The phone in the next room went on ringing, and she went on not answering it, letting the answering machine cut in.


It was the new vicar of Whitchurch.


They’d never met, but she recognized his voice. From television. Huw must have known that this man would be ringing Merrily – Sophie must have told him. She wanted to know if Merrily was up for the summons, if she was prepared to disregard the Bishop’s instructions.


In her head, Merrily heard the theme music rising and saw the thin, pale face of the Whitchurch vicar tightening as he bent over a loaded syringe.
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Bringer of Light. Also…


ON THE WAY out of the building, the head of CID called in at Bliss’s office, pulling on a dark green trench coat.


‘It’s Peter Portis, the property man,’ she said. ‘Did you know?’


Bliss nodded.


‘Found dead near a well-known beauty-spot.’ He went back to his desk. ‘Panoramic views. Fine open aspects over the famous River Wye. Close to all amenities and the renowned Symonds Yat.’


Detective Chief Inspector Annie Howe sighed.


‘There was me vainly hoping you’d resist the property gags.’


‘Actually, that was an exaggeration,’ Bliss said. ‘It doesn’t seem to be close to any obvious amenities. Only Vaynor knew where it was exactly, so I sent him up there for a poke around in case it was suspicious.’


‘Quite a big death in Hereford,’ Annie Howe said.


‘According to the NHS guys there could be a lorra little ones soon. If you can call them little.’


‘Eleven cases of the virus in the hospital,’ Annie said, ‘but nobody’s died yet.’


‘This could be early days.’


They’d talk about it tonight, discreetly. They never left together or drove the same road out of Hereford at the same time, although they’d been quietly turning out the light over the same bed for more than a year now.


‘Never actually met him,’ Bliss said, ‘Portis. Though me and Kirsty did buy a house off his firm.’


The CID room outside the office door was deserted. Annie stopped, turning back to face him.


‘This is your house at Marden? The one with…’


Bliss nodded.


‘His son did the business. Royce, his name. Seemed a bit of a cocky twat.’


Annie tucked very pale blonde hair into her collar, came into the office and stood with her back to the door.


‘Peter Portis’s death appears to be linked to his rock-climbing activities – which is how I met him, as it happens.’


‘Recently?’


‘No, would have been several years ago. He was involved in some climbing-safety publicity exercise supported by my father in return for the work he was doing with young offenders on the rocks. Any particular reason for CID to take an interest in this?’


‘Possibly.’ Bliss shrugged. ‘Portis scared the life out of some of them hard kids, gerrin’ them up the rocks on bits of rope.’


‘They didn’t have to go up, did they?’


‘They were all volunteers,’ Bliss said. ‘Better than detention – they thought. And they all came back down, one way or another. Anyway, Vaynor’s looking into it. He volunteered, too. I’m sending him to talk to a young woman, possibly the only witness to the fall.’


‘Where, exactly?’


‘Seven Sisters rocks in the Wye Valley. Portis fell off one. Didn’t actually land at this girl’s feet, but it was near enough to spoil her walk.’


‘Francis, Portis was a serious rock climber. They don’t just fall.’


‘No. Not often. This has overtones of possible suicide as well as… the other thing. But Billy Grace reckons Portis wasn’t the kind to top himself. He lived not far from where he landed, which might mean something. Anyway, I thought it’d be worth gerrin’ Darth to have a quick poke around. He seems to have left his PhD up there.’


Annie used a tissue to dust Bliss’s chair before perching on the edge of it.


‘What did he get a PhD in, then? I should know, but…’


‘Involved the poet Wordsworth,’ Bliss said. ‘Who spent weeks around there at the end of the eighteenth century, thinking up fancy rhymes and stuff.’


‘Vaynor came down from Oxford with a dissertation on English romantic poetry?’ Annie said. ‘And now he’s working for you?’


‘Life’s strange like that, isn’t it, ma-am?’


Annie stood, pulled up the collar of her trench coat and tightened her belt.


‘People’ve been saying that to me since panic first set in over this virus. And they might be right. Unusual things do appear to be happening everywhere. Except, of course, that crime’s been coming down.’


*


‘Who found the body?’ Vaynor asked.


‘A client of his, as it happens,’ Billy Grace replied. A lot of houses and former farms round here. This was a young woman his firm’s rented a village house to, someone said. Must’ve been quite a shock for her, taking a stroll before dark and a body almost lands on you. Well, couldn’t have been long after it happened. I wonder if he wanted to land in the river.’


‘So he jumped?’


Vaynor looked up to where the nearest of the Seven Sisters was summit-butting a night cloud, and shuddered. A grey van drew up and Slim Fiddler, Hereford crime scene boss, staggered out. Then there was a traffic car containing two uniformed cops. Headlight beams intersected across the grass.


Only a mile or two from the normally crowded A40 dual carriageway, there was a separateness about this slice of the England–Wales border, an aloof beauty unlike anywhere else Vaynor knew in southern Britain. Yet there were places where the Wye Valley wildtrack included the low rumble of not-sodistant industrial traffic. After a while, he became aware of the moving paleness of a plastic-covered stretcher. Too dark now to see how many people were supporting it.


A timeless scene, Vaynor thought. Could have been the body of some Celtic chieftain borne from a battlefield in the Dark Ages.


It stopped.


‘Always attracted picturesque drama, this area,’ Billy Grace said, as van doors rattled open. ‘Despite the remains of industry, the lower Wye was probably Britain’s first actual tourist area, did you know that?’


Vaynor did. It had been a theme in the introduction to his PhD thesis: the combination of steep rocks, crumbling walls and partly overgrown castle ruins that had gradually become part of the landscape.


The river was on their right, visible through the wooden bones of the Biblins footbridge. He’d crossed it just the once, didn’t like the way the slats swayed under you. It was said that someone died in the Wye every year.


‘Tourism, as we know it, was only just starting when Wordsworth came here,’ he told Billy Grace as a uniform and one of the crime scene team bore the body to the rear of the van.


‘Meanwhile, death never stops happening,’ Billy said. ‘Or maybe I just notice it more in this job.’


Wherever you met him, there was a story attached to the place, some mortality tale, told with professional relish. Vaynor should have known there was going to be a memory held in this deep valley. Billy’s neon teeth were projecting a smile like a death-ray.


‘Moonbathers,’ he said.


‘Here?’


‘Man and wife. Both drowned.’


‘When would that have been? Before my time, I imagine. And after Wordsworth’s or I’d’ve read about it.’


‘Well before your time. She was naked, he was fully clothed apart from plimsolls and socks. Indicating she’d gone swimming – on impulse, perhaps – and pretty soon got into difficulties. He’d plunged in to try and save her, but evidently wasn’t as strong a swimmer as he’d thought. And it was too near the rapids – down there. You’ll hear them in a minute.’


‘I’ve never heard that story.’


‘David, you wouldn’t’ve even’ve started school back then.’ Billy waved an empty sleeve towards high crags piercing the last light, as the van pulled away. ‘Not that much older than the baby, if at all.’


‘Baby?’


‘I believe they had one with them.’


‘In the river?’


‘One assumes not, as it certainly survived, but I do seem to remember something.’


He was staring up at the fading rocks. The first, or maybe the seventh of the sisters was in hard view, a limestone outcrop high above the river. Even in full daylight you’d only see three of them from here, peering out like giant skulls, as if the rest of the bodies were entangled in the forestry and the feet were in the water.


‘You’re not a climbing man, then, David?’


‘I get vertigo on tall bar-stools.’


Someone at Gaol Street had once asked Vaynor if he didn’t get vertigo just standing up. You attracted these predictable remarks when you were six and a half feet tall. Bliss had immediately dubbed him Darth, and it had stuck. Darth Vaynor, from Star Wars. At least there was no reference in that to anything academic.


‘But you’ve obviously spent some time up here, even if you don’t like heights,’ Billy Grace said. ‘You know your way around.’


‘The um…’ Vaynor hesitated. Might as well get it over. ‘… the thesis brought me. I was born in Hereford, so this was quite local, and it was the setting for a relatively unexplored side of William Wordsworth. Changed him a lot, the time he spent down here, and I thought I’d try and find out why.’


‘And did you?’


‘Um… not to my complete satisfaction. He left some elements of mystery behind. Which I failed to solve. I wasn’t a copper then.’


‘If you got the PhD, it must’ve made sense to somebody. But you became a copper in the end.’


‘If this is the end.’ Vaynor went on walking towards the lights, letting go a long breath. ‘My girlfriend thought I’d made a… bad decision and I’d eventually go back to academia.’


‘But you won’t?’


‘Bit late now.’


‘Is it? How old are you?’


‘Coming up to twenty-eight. Soon.’


Around the same age Wordsworth had been when he was here for the second time, having returned from post-revolution France, disillusioned by the violence and blood. Seemed to have seen more death than Vaynor.


‘Extraordinary sight, that, isn’t it?’ Billy Grace looked up at the spectacular planet, pulling off his windjammer. ‘So dominant that it’s still often reported as a UFO.’


‘“It cheers the lofty spirit most,” Vaynor said, “to watch thy course when daylight, fled from earth, in the grey sky hath left his lingering ghost”.’


‘Wordsworth again?’


‘He wrote at least two poems about Venus. One as an evening star, one about when it appears in the early morning.’


‘And changes its name,’ Billy said.


‘Also its sex. Known as Lucifer in the early morning sky.’


‘Bringer of light.’ Billy began to unzip his protective cover-suit, shedding it like a shiny snakeskin. ‘And, ah… also Satan. Who the hell…?’ Pulling his mobile out of a hip pocket. ‘Better get this. Yes, he is…’


Thrusting his phone at Vaynor, he shrugged on his jacket.


Vaynor sighed. If someone had found even the smallest indication that Peter Portis had been assisted down from one of the Seven Sisters, they’d be here all night.


‘You’ve gorra gerra more powerful phone, Darth,’ DI Bliss said.


‘It’s a bad place for signal, boss, the Wye Valley.’


‘What about Goodrich?’ Bliss said. ‘That’s not far from you, is it? Walking distance?’


‘Well… if you know where you’re going.’


‘The woman who may have seen Portis’s body come down. You’ll find her at a house called Churchyard Cottage,’ Bliss said. ‘Near the church, as you might imagine.’
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Reopening an old door


THE WALLS THAT had been white yesterday were now dark blue, and still gleaming wet in the thin light. They’d all be matte when dry, like night sky. Jane scanned the surface for gaps, holding up her paintbrush so that any drips would fall on her fingers or one of the two frayed sweaters she was wearing against the cold.


Yes, yes, yes. The voice of Lucy Devenish. That’s perfectly acceptable, but by the time you open for business – are you listening to me, Jane? – by the time you open, I want none of those walls visible, do you understand? You need shelving everywhere, and all the shelves packed.


‘Sure.’ Jane knelt down to press the lid back into the top of the paint can. ‘Just don’t expect any little pot fairies. I’ll do apples. Pot fairies, forget it.’


You know very well they were all I could get at the time.


‘Yeah, well, times have changed. I’ll preserve the ethos, where possible, but there’s no room for too much compromise. I want to keep out the whimsy factor. I get one chance at this, and if I fuck up it’s over.’


I do the swearing, Jane.


Lucy conveyed a frown that you could almost see imprinted on the gloomy air. Jane laughed and then smothered it when she saw Lol through the shop window, about to come in. Never locked the door when she was working in here. It was about appearing open to potential customers who might come back when there were actually things to buy. Lol wouldn’t buy anything, but Lol was different.


He stood there in the last light, jacket hanging open over what was surely the last of the Alien sweatshirts commemorating his first album. Time spun back like a revolving door and suddenly Jane was fifteen again, meeting him for the first time in this very shop, then belonging to Lucy. He’d worn a nervy, hunted look then, too.


‘Jane, are you sleeping here these days?’


‘I’m off home soon, but I do like being here in the dark. Watching the walls absorb it. Sharing space with Lucy.’ She put the brush down on the paint can, which sat on the stair above hers. ‘What’s up?’


He didn’t reply. Jane held up the can so she could be sure the lid was tight.


‘We did Mum’s office in the scullery at home a couple of weeks ago, and there was some left over, so I got a small tin of black and mixed it in because… I felt something should be restored.’


It was about banishing the blandness of Ledwardine Fine Arts – what the new owners had called this shop after Lucy Devenish died, filling it with glacial tat that had sod-all to do with Ledwardine. Jane had stood here in the total dark a couple of nights ago and asked Lucy if it would be OK to paint all the white away, and Lucy… well, Lucy hadn’t given any indication that it wouldn’t be.


Lol seemed to shrug.


‘If Barry’s happy with it…’


‘Haven’t asked him. If he doesn’t like it, I suppose he’ll just kill me very quietly.’


Strictly speaking, it was now Barry’s shop, a few doors from Barry’s hotel, the Black Swan. Barry was a significant presence in Ledwardine, now he’d retired from the SAS still youngish, having earned the right, like so many of them, never to get accused of being from Off. It was good that Barry and Lol – they couldn’t be more different – were mates and organizing the folk festival together: Lol a musician, inherently neurotic, while Barry, an ex-SAS guy, saw the necessity of good prep.


Lol closed the shop door.


‘So, uh, who were you talking to when I came in? Not that it’s my—’


‘It’s your ears. All musos go deaf.’


‘That’s Iron Maiden, Jane, not tinkly little acoustic guys.’


‘All I’m going to say,’ Jane said, ‘is that we do have to recognize that Lucy was the soul of this shop. She might be dead but she’s never going to be gone.’


‘And when you talk to her… does she reply?’


Jane frowned.


‘It’s just that I’d hate her to miss you when you’ve left,’ Lol said. ‘Bearing in mind that the shop’s only going to be ours – yours – till the Ledwardine festival’s over. And talking of festivals, I’ve got a bit of news. I had a call from Prof Levin this morning.’


‘About Glasto?’


Jane was on her feet. Lol shrugged.


‘Assuming it doesn’t get called off because of the lockdown…’


‘Wow! I knew they’d finally ask you. And you’ll be on TV again.’


‘Unlikely.’


‘Let’s not start off defeatist, Lol. It might happen. And then you’ve got the Ledwardine festival soon afterwards…’


‘Even that may not happen, the way things are going.’


Lol figured he’d done his last local gig for a good while and there was no other source of income unless he could produce a commercial album faster than he’d ever done before.


And nothing Jane could do. The one thing that definitely wouldn’t help was going off to university to prepare for a job that was iffy at best.


For a couple of weeks, she’d been planning how to say some of this to Mum. There’d be rows. Bitter rows. Crockery-smashing, close to eye-clawing rows, but she’d have to say it soon. To them all.


Feeling hot, suddenly, in her two sweaters, she drew a big breath.


‘I’m not sure how to put this, Lol, but like could you and Barry start thinking of me as in this for the duration?’


‘Duration of what?’


She said nothing.


‘You’re going to university soon, Jane.’


‘Yeah, well… possibly. At some stage.’


‘Unless I’ve got this wrong, gap years aren’t any longer than ordinary years?’


‘Well… actually, they are… can be. You can have, like, two gap years if you want? Or more? Just means that when you eventually go to university, you check in as a mature student and get treated with more respect.’


Actually, he wasn’t the first she’d kind of told. She’d begun by explaining it to Eirion, when he was just out of hospital and they were all over one another. Eirion had still warned her, as he’d probably thought Mum would want him to, against doing anything radical. Not pushing it, mind, because he’d realize their resumed relationship was still fairy dust.


Lol said, ‘Let me get this right. You really don’t want to go to university in the autumn?’


Looking maybe a little worried now. He and Jane had been mates for a while before he’d succumbed to Mum’s charms. But even if he and Mum ever tied the official knot he was never going to cut it as a stepfather.


‘What difference would it make?’ Jane said. ‘We both know how many qualified archaeologists there are who haven’t a hope in hell of getting a proper job. And don’t tell me that’s just a phase. And further education really costs. Look at it this way. If Mum can’t afford the fees, and I’ve no money… no money yet, that is…’


‘Ah.’


‘However, if I can make this shop take off as an actual business…’


‘Selling what?’


‘Music, books. And mysterious stuff. Not Goth exactly, that was more Mum’s era. Nothing obviously New Agey, nothing tacky. But, like, proper books on Welsh Border history and folklore next to the dowsing rods and pendulums. And make a special feature of this guy.’


She pulled a book from the table and held it up as she sat down again. Alfred Watkins’ Herefordshire.


‘The man half of Herefordshire tried to forget because he discovered ley lines. Which the archaeologists tried to dismiss, but now they’re finding out he was right!’


‘Are they?’ Lol said.


‘Oh yeah, they’re coming round to it. So we’ll have all his books. And maybe some Border Morris kit. Lucy will understand. And…’ She moved over to the cast-iron spiral stairway. ‘I’d like to open up the attic, as well, for retail. You remember the attic?’


This shop was also part of his history. He’d hidden in that attic once, to avoid meeting a guy who’d wanted to re-form the band they’d both been in.


‘Listen,’ she said, ‘it makes sense. All of this. It’s a good thing to do. Lucy was important to this village, still is.’


‘Jane, she’s—’


‘Dead, sure. And the guardian now, however you want to take that. Don’t you feel her presence?’


He ought to, living in her old cottage. But this shop had been more important to Lucy. He was surely ready to believe she was still more accessible here.


‘This is going to be like… reopening an old door, Lol.’


She could barely see him now. Her mission, inherited from Lucy, was to kick open doors into the past. Be here when archaeologists excavated what she was convinced would turn out to be a neolithic henge around the centre of the village where the old orchard used to be. The henge which, like Lucy, was still here. And she wanted to be a part of all that… which was not quite the same as wanting a career in archaeology. More personal. More mystical.


Lol said, ‘You talked about this to your… to Merrily?’


‘She’s got enough problems right now. But you can tell her if you want.’


Lol laughed. Jane shrugged.


‘Worth a try. Look, I’ll get round to telling her. When the time’s right.’ She sat down on the second iron step. ‘Now it’s your turn. What’s on your mind? It’s half past five. Why aren’t you still working?’


It was how his day usually went. Songwriting was a profession, demanding proper working hours. No getting up around half-eleven, walking around, smoking a joint, waiting for the vibe to set in, and then off to the pub. It was his job.


He sat down on the wooden stool.


‘When Huw Owen turns up at the vicarage at last light on a winter’s day, is that ever good?’


‘I don’t know. You mean he…’


‘Is there now. So I just came to ask if you know why, because—’


‘No, I don’t.’ Disturbed. She’d been avoiding long, serious chats with Mum about the future in case the word university got introduced. So she hadn’t learned much lately. ‘Something about the Bishop?’


Jane hooked an arm around the spiral staircase rail. Mum was still convinced she was on borrowed time here, with this bishop. And this was one of the issues she’d only ever really discuss with her so-called spiritual adviser, the guy who’d guided her into exorcism.


‘Mum’s always afraid she might get forced out of this vicarage – and therefore the Night Job – and she knows what living here means to me… and you. Right? Right?’


‘Jane, it means a lot me, of course it does, but—’


‘Don’t give me all that shit about Mum meaning more. I’m even prepared to accept that. But if she got pushed out of Ledwardine, she wouldn’t be the same person. Neither would you. As for someone like me…’


‘Look, maybe we’re overreacting. Maybe Huw—’


‘Like Huw ever does social calls this side of the border? What if he’s come to tell her he’s finally going to retire? Then she’s really on her own. Got to happen sometime, Lol. He’s not getting any younger.’


Lol said nothing. He was genuinely worried, and Jane could see why. The future of his relationship with Mum was something he never took for granted.


‘OK… Why don’t you go and wait for him to come out of the vicarage? He won’t leave too late, he never does. Just put yourself behind the gate and then step out as his Land Rover comes out of the drive. Don’t let her see you, obviously. Just, like, do an ambush and get the truth out of him.’


Jane pointed towards the door, somehow sensing Lucy’s spectral forefinger aligned with hers.
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Burnout


WHEN THE PHONE rang for the third time, Huw was on his feet. Merrily switched on the lamp on the dresser.


‘You don’t have to go yet.’


‘I’ve taken up too much of your time, lass.’ He put up both hands, mid blink, as if fending off flying bricks. ‘Just wanted to let you know you’re not entirely surrounded by mates. Don’t trust everybody. I’ll see meself out. You get that phone, it might be significant.’


If it was, he knew it. Propping up a limp smile, she went stumbling through to the scullery with its new deep blue ceiling between the beams. When they’d painted it she’d been thinking serenity. Jane had done the wry look: why not be realistic, have blood-red slashed with black? She grabbed the phone, dragging the tangled wire round the desk and flopping down in the old captain’s chair.


‘Ledwardine Vicarage.’


Too late. Dead line. She had to track the number.


Whitchurch vicar, village in the south of the county. She switched on the computer to remind herself who she’d be ringing. Found his name at the top of the search results and clicked.


Ripley. Arlo. There was a link to an early episode of Burnout they’d missed but she’d found on YouTube. It opened on an ill-lit bedroom and a sob. Two people; you weren’t sure which of them the sob had been ripped from, but the girl spoke next.


‘You don’t have to go on doing this. We could just get out. Even if it’s only Ireland or somewhere. Just disappear. You don’t owe these bastards anything.’


‘You’re not getting this.’ Simon Wilding trying to shout through pressing tears. Florid stitches where his jaw had been slashed. Hand-held camerawork, gliding shadows. ‘You’re just not getting it, Sandy. All the people I shared that house with…’


‘Are dead, yeah. That’s the problem with smack. One day you think you can handle it, the next you’re kissing the sky and realizing you’re never coming down. And if the drugs don’t get you…’


‘I said I’d give it till the end of the year.’


‘And you know what? When you’re killed, that’ll be the best piece of evidence the cops could wish for, so they’ll just stand back and let it fucking happen. A win for them. Another dead user they can forget they once owned. Who’ll never have to talk about what they did with him. Go on, tell me I’m wrong.’


The screen blacked out. A moment of silence before the credits came up in shades of grey. No music. Another episode was trailed on YouTube.


British noir. Cutting-edge Channel Four. Simon Wilding, a former junkie, had been more or less blackmailed into helping the Metropolitan police take down an international drug syndicate. Must’ve been three or four years ago when Merrily had watched most of series one with Jane. She clicked on another link, and the Net reminded her why there was no series two.




…with three episodes written, the second
series of the BAFTA-nominated Burnout was
cancelled after Arlo Ripley quit suddenly,
amid talk of a nervous breakdown. He was


later divorced from his wife of five years
and announced his intention of being
ordained into the Church. ‘Simon Wilding
was not, in the end, good for me,’ Ripley
would admit later.





Before becoming an actor, he’d obtained a respectable degree in theology, doing am-dram in his college days, a few scenes as a TV extra. But extras who looked like him got noticed. Pale, sensitive face, cool name. There were bit parts, then, aft er leaving college, a few months as a minor character in EastEnders before Burnout had been built around him. Aft er that BAFTA nomination, he must have been looking at a pile of money. Maybe more in another year or so than he’d get from the Church over the rest of his life.


There was a news picture of him in a dog collar with some sullen kids outside a grimy urban church.




As a curate in Bristol, Ripley became involved in
helping drug users and says he felt like a fraud,
fearing that his poetically-wasted Burnout
character, Simon Wilding, had only glamorized
hard drugs. ‘I was in the grip of a very twisted
kind of guilt,’ Ripley said in an interview with
the Observer.





The phone rang again. Merrily picked it up. She had most of the picture.


In the phone, a male voice was emerging cautiously, like someone tentatively peering around a door.


‘It’s… Arlo Ripley.’


‘Hello. Merrily Watkins. I’m sorry, I missed your first call.’


‘I don’t think we’ve ever met,’ he said, ‘and… I’m sure you’re imagining Simon Wilding. Quite sophisticated people seem to see me only as a heroin addict.’


She recognized the Rev. Arlo Ripley’s slightly tired Londonish voice as it turned into the images she knew from the TV titles: a syringe and a sleeve rolled up. Or creamy powder on a saucer, two smeared spoons. Now the spare, pale-skinned junkie was no more, because, after nine episodes, the actor who played him had become a priest.


There’d been a piece about him in the Hereford Times a few weeks ago, followed up the next day by national papers. Then a trickle of tabloid publicity, most of which she’d missed because Ripley had arrived in the middle of the Kilpeck problem at the end of last year. Without the needles.


Lol ran into the road as the old Land Rover reversed out of the vicarage drive and levelled up on the edge of the pavement with a snort of blue exhaust. When he tapped on the driver’s window, it was lowered the old way, with a handle inside. Lol leaned in.


‘Quick drink?’


‘Bit early for me, lad.’


‘Tea? Coffee?’


‘Too much caffeine frazzles me brain.’


Lol breathed in diesel fumes and shivered; the last of his Alien sweatshirts was wearing thin and the zip on his fleece had broken.


‘You feel like watching me frazzle my brain?’


Huw sniffed.


‘Quiet in the Swan, is it, this time of day?’


He wound his window up and the Defender went rattling away towards the square, Lol trotting along the cobbles behind the exhaust. Black and white Ledwardine was rising around him as if old beams and rafters were stretching up to any last sun. In the lounge bar of the Black Swan the tang of fresh polish was biting into the kindling.


Barry tossed a log on top of the fire and looked over his shoulder.


‘Seen what Jane’s doing in that shop, Laurence? Cos I couldn’t. Not without a torch.’


‘Should we be worried?’


‘Depends.’ Barry dusting bark fragments from his hands. ‘All you Devenish disciples are half-baked. Me, I just wish I hadn’t ended up with Lucy’s old shop. Not sure I want to see a new Ledwardine Lore, bits of spooky tat everywhere.’ He ducked under the bar-flap. ‘Tea, is it?’


‘And a couple of slices of toast? No, make it three.’


‘That bloke’s with you?’


Huw was taking a seat at the table for two, down by the long mullioned window with the milky glass. He wore an old RAF greatcoat and a fraying grey scarf. Looked like a pilgrim who was starting to wonder if his faith would withstand the miles. Lol leaned across the bar to Barry, whispering.


‘It’s Merrily’s mentor, from the Beacons. You remember?’


‘What happened to the beard?’


Huw glanced up. Without his beard, he looked less in control, more mental than mentor. Lol walked down the bar, past empty tables, wondering how he was going to approach this. Did Huw owe him anything?
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