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  I Had Never Believed, Until That Day

  
  




The sound of her voice began it. At first, each sweet syllable was so faint that it was but a half-imagined whisper. Every word, gentle and melodious. Yet she spoke with a humble urgency, demanding my attention such as no one had before, or has since. Before I could investigate, her pleas grew in vigour, straining to reach my ears. Of all the names she might have cried out for, mine was on her lips. Somehow, she seemed familiar. 

I should have stayed at my post, or at least alerted the other officers. The duchess was my assignment. Ensuring her safety during her stay at the Savoy Hotel was my only task. The voice that fixated me was certainly not that of the lady under my protection. Nor did it seem like it belonged to someone who posed a threat. However, when my charge withdrew to her suite, I ventured off to locate the voice’s source. A duchess would surely take hours preparing for the evening, and I could not put off my panicked curiosity any longer. 

It had teased me for hours. The disembodied voice had called my name, pleading for help across the busy hotel lobby. It had followed me down corridors, only to fall silent when I backtracked. 

I’d thought at first that the woman had locked herself in somewhere, but she was ever on the move, impossible to locate. If it were someone making mischief, this was an exceedingly elaborate hoax. Worst of all, it appeared only I could hear her speak. No one else. I shuddered to think what my colleagues might say to that. 

The ascending room was the location where I had heard her clearest. I returned there only to find one of the hotel’s porters waiting to be of service. On any other day the Savoy’s famed electric lift would have fascinated me. It was the first of its kind in the country. Now though, as I searched for the source of the voice, it held only one feature of interest. 

Minutes later, the porter gripped the operating lever with excessive force, turning his knuckles white. I had ordered him to motor our little capsule room, with its lacquered panelling and single opulent armchair, up and down between the hotel’s floors a dozen times. As he worked the electrical mechanism that drove the lift, I could see from the colour of his face that his frustration was building. Smokey, copper-smelling fumes crept into the compartment. No doubt we were overworking the contraption. 

“Are you sure you can’t hear her?” I asked the porter for the umpteenth time. I was clammy under my collar and craved some small piece of reassurance. My companion gritted his teeth. 

“Are you sure, sir, that you are quite well?” 

No, my mind shouted to itself. I was not at all certain of my current state of health. But I somehow knew, whether real or imaginary, that I was getting closer to the voice’s source. 

It was just for a second that I glimpsed her, as we ascended past one of the hotel’s middle floors. Her illusive form shimmered by and moved away from us down a corridor. I hardly caught a view of her face, but I knew it was she for the woman was running at an alarming pace. No lady in this establishment who was not in distress would behave in such a manner. 

“Down, man! Down again, to the one below.” 

My poor accomplice begrudgingly complied. “Very well, sir. But I shall not wait for you again. There’ll be a great queue out the doors downstairs by now!” The smell of burning copper became stronger. 

I agreed with reluctance for the lift to leave me at my requested level. If I were most other people, the porter would doubtless have turfed me out long ago. However, as a detective sergeant from Special Branch of the Metropolitan Police, I commanded a modicum of authority. The last glimpse I had of the ascending room, before its hasty descent, was of the mirror on the rear wall. I saw my usually weary face flushed pink. My eyes widened further at the ruffled condition of my suit. My hair, usually as neat as any young gentleman’s, was a state. To my relief, the grill was rapidly closed and hid this dishevelled fellow from view. 

The porter sped his contraption to the ground floor, no doubt toward an impatient crowd of passengers. Its absence momentarily left me in silence. As I explored the corridor, all I could hear at first was my pummelling heartbeat. Perhaps I’d imagined the woman all this time. Perhaps fatigue or overwork can bring on such things. 

Then came another plea, deeper and more desperate than ever. 

My name came to me from invisible lips. Her words were direct but well-spoken. They were those of an educated lady with no discernible accent. Deciphering any more information than that was impossible. 

I glanced in all directions. The doors to the rooms were all closed, and my surroundings seemed deserted. I was about to resign myself to the most horrifying conclusion: that I had lost my mind. 

Then, she appeared from thin air. One moment, I was staring at an empty corridor. The next, a silvery outline of the lady took shape. Her distorted face was blurred beyond all recognition. The lady reached out to me, from not six feet away, with a delicate hand. Only the fingers looked flesh-like enough to be recognisably human. The rest was an animated sculpture. She appeared as a cold and shimmering form that rippled in constant flux. 

My heart did well not to stop as every other muscle in my body seized up. I stumbled backward, losing my balance and tripping over. As I hit the ground, I let out an involuntary shriek. She was too vivid to be a hallucination, and I was powerless to stop this abominable being. 

“Is that you, Sid? I’m so glad,” said the lady, her voice muffled as though she spoke from behind a door. “I thought I’d lost you.” 

These words brought me clarity, and I realised I needed to ask her who she was. But I only stuttered as the blood rushed from my head. Passing out now would be a mercy. 

The metallic rattle of the lift grill startled me; I glanced around without thinking. Animated conversation and the wondrous exclamations of a party of guests filled the air. They were inside the lift, and speaking of the hotel’s finery rather than the apparition they were surely about to confront. 

When I turned back around, however, the bizarre form had vanished. I was on my own, lying on the floor of the corridor. Her voice had also disappeared just as fast. Too late. 

I was done. Seeing the apparition had broken my spirit. I sprang to my feet and raced back to the lift. The porter was alone inside the contraption. His face fell when he saw me return, but I slammed the grill shut and wrestled him away from the controls before he could protest. By now, I’d seen him operate the contraption so many times that I knew the procedure. 

“Policeman or not, the manager will hear of this!” The porter reeled off a string of grievances about undeserving guests. 

Ignoring him, I focused on slowing my laboured breathing. Desperate to rein in my galloping thoughts, I fumbled for the cool metal of my pocket watch. When I opened it, though, my stomach churned with a sickening, acrid taste souring my lips. The hour was late. My senses sobered up as I contemplated the new peril I now faced. The Duchess.

The ascending room shuddered to a halt as we reached the lobby. I was dreadfully late, and I knew it. The Duchess, I recalled with anguish, had been scheduled to leave with the Duke and other dignitaries an hour earlier. It was only as the porter stepped over me to open the grill that I noticed I’d slumped to the floor. Several parties of guests waited in the lobby for the lift. They ogled at the startled young detective, at the sweaty mess that I was. No doubt to them I looked like I’d seen a ghost. 

Foremost among the crowd were my two fellow officers. I could see the bewildered dismay in their eyes. My delay was our delay, and we’d all be held responsible for my oversight. As I pulled myself to my feet, my colleagues said nothing. They didn’t have to. 
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  An Inspector By Name

  
  




A faker by nature. That was how we knew Frank Tarrant. After my wild goose chase at the Savoy Hotel, he didn’t hold back in his ridicule. One of the inspector’s many unpleasant habits was his condescending stare, always magnified through his oversized spectacles.

Frank first caught my eye the afternoon following the events at the hotel. I was on secondment to the clerical offices at New Scotland Yard. When I sensed him lurking, I tried desperately to avoid his gaze. A single slip-up was enough. Once he saw the flicker of fear in my eyes, he tasted blood.

There had been murmurings among the lads that morning. Whispered rumours of my souring career. The fact that I was on desk duty pending the superintendent’s decision about my future signalled it was serious. My claim of a supernatural encounter had led most of the yard to doubt my integrity. It was only when Frank arrived, late as usual, that the show truly began.

“Ah, if it isn’t the Ghost of Christmas Past,” he said. Half a dozen colleagues sniggered in his wake. “I suppose you’re studying that chimney sweep’s almanack for your new career?”

I put down the volume that I had been reading and met his gaze, knowing there was no escape. Frank was a slight fellow with a sickly pallor. Behind his hawk-like stare, I could almost see the cognitive gears whirring, clicking his next malicious retort into existence.

Frank Tarrant was around forty years old, but appeared much older. He always wore the same coarse-fabric, faded, musty and dust-coloured suit. For this, we knew him as ‘the Grey Friar’. Our colleagues often mused that, as the Yard’s most absent-minded detective, Tarrant had simply forgotten to buy a replacement for decades on end.

Inspector Tarrant was always forgetting his belongings, the day of the week, and often to eat his meals. Once, on the witness stand, he had failed to recall the names of both the victim of an attempted murder he had investigated, and the accused standing trial. His subsequent testimony had been less than persuasive.

He was also a lone operator. Command regularly tasked him with looking into more far-fetched intelligence, of foreign spies and other suspicious activity. The sort that was reported by over-imaginative spinsters and eavesdropping provincial publicans. Thankfully, this kept him chasing phantoms across the country and, more often than not, far away from town. Still, he often bragged about his work, seemingly trying to make it sound more important and successful than it was. Like I said: he was a faker by nature.

“Can I help you, sir?” I replied, once again picking up my book.

“You needn’t fear for a moment longer,” said Inspector Tarrant. “I’ve ordered the desk sergeant to draw up a new timetable. Yes, hourly sweeps of the building to guard against the slightest signs of spiritual infestation! For which you’ll be duly grateful, I’m sure.”

“At least it will be punctual.” I slammed my book shut. “Unlike some, the sergeant is rather accomplished at telling the time.” The force of my reply turned the heads of the clerks at their desks around us. I dare say they were wondering if the inspector had journeyed to town especially to hound me.

“He can compose the itinerary for our little holiday. Did I mention I’m inviting you on holiday, boy? It’ll be a proper Cook’s Tour of as many haunted castles and mausoleums as it will take to disprove your fairytale.”

“Please forgive the amateur theatrics, gentlemen,” I said to the clerks looking our way, while rising from my desk. I hadn’t an inkling of where I might hide, but hoped I could get away from Tarrant post-haste.

“Forgive?” Tarrant smirked. “Concealing a guilty conscience, are we? I’m sure we will soon solve the mystery and confirm your true failure - unforgivable tardiness in the line of duty.”

“Tardy I may have been, sir, but I meant well.” I stepped forward, nose to nose with the inspector.

“Did you really? I have a theory, Mister Wainwrong! You’re covering up rather less honourable intentions. Some deplorable encounter with a scullery maid or the like, I fancy. And I’m sure she came out of it the less satisfied.”

Sniggers turned to outright laughter, then, but a messenger interrupted the chorus of taunts.

“You’re late for the superintendent, sir,” said the messenger to Inspector Tarrant.

“The superintendent? Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not meeting him until the afternoon.”

“It’s already a quarter past four…”

Inspector Tarrant scowled, and the crowd was suddenly far less interested in our confrontation.

“Why didn’t any of you say so?” The inspector consulted his watch. “And what on earth happened to this morning?”

“We had it before lunchtime, sir.”

“Did we really…?”

With that, the inspector slunk away. I couldn’t help but smile a little in relief.

But it was only a temporary reprieve.

In the days that followed, I was constantly alert, waiting for Frank’s next ambush. Unfortunately the damage was already done to my reputation, and I sensed it wherever I roamed the offices. Much as the men reviled Inspector Tarrant, he had amused them with his persecution of me.

I was now the man who had shirked his duty. I was the man who crafted a baffling story to cover my failure. And beneath their jocular badgering was a bitter resentment. Protection duty, particularly when considering the high-stakes assignments given to Special Branch, was the most serious business.

It was only by our discreet but often frantic work that society could be so innocently complacent about what lurked in the shadows. We were the razor-thin line between them and chaos. To have left my assignment unguarded in the Savoy that night could well have been a matter of life and death - not just for the Duke and Duchess, but for my colleagues, too.














