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      For James Randi and Richard Dawkins

      
   
      

      

      
      I

      
      No testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle, unless the testimony be of such a kind, that its falsehood would be more
         miraculous than the fact which it endeavours to establish.
      

      
      David Hume, An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding

      
   

      


      


      

      The Voice of the Dead


      

      (Extract from Encounters in the Borderland, Jillian Noble’s biography of Gabriel Lafayette, as amended and serialised in The Mail ahead of publication.)

      


      

       Do you believe in ghosts?


      

      That’s what this all ultimately comes down to, doesn’t it? It’s going to colour your impressions of everything you’re about

         to encounter, perhaps even determine – very quickly – whether you’re going to read on or just put this down and move on to

         something else. The fact that you’ve begun at all is no guarantee to me that you’re going to give me a fair hearing; I know

         how delicious a prospect it would be to see someone of my profile and reputation make a fool of themselves.

      


      

      I don’t believe and frankly don’t much care whether I’m likely to change anybody’s mind, because short of the abortion issue,

         I can think of no other area that so rigidly divides people into irreconcilable opposition. It is said of the believers that

         they remain credulous despite a lack of evidence, but it is equally true – more so, in my experience – of the so-called sceptics

         that they will remain unconvinced no matter how much evidence they are presented with.

      


      

      Sceptics, we are told, are open-minded and intend not to debunk or automatically disbelieve, but merely seek proof of what

         is being claimed. And the band played, believe it if you like! In practice, I have found, they are as slavish and inflexible

         in their fidelity as the most dedicated religious fundamentalist. Nothing will sway them from their beliefs, and they exhibit

         a staggering level of closed-mindedness that stems from an unshakeable faith in their own intellectual superiority.

      


      

      I am therefore not wasting my time here in any goodhearted but naïve attempt to convince the inconvincible. The Jehovah’s

         Witnesses have been doing that for years, and all it’s ever got them was a close-up view of a rapidly closing front door.

         Nor am I comfortable with the likelihood that my work will be embraced by the army of crackpots and fantasists who make it

         so easy to discredit genuine study of the paranormal. I have more in common with the hardestbitten sceptics than with any

         of the New Agers, conspiracy theorists, spook-hunters and assorted peddlers of superstition and mumbo-jumbo. However, that

         won’t stop the first constituency from lumping me in with the others as a lazy way of discrediting my inconvenient testimony.

      


      

      It probably goes without saying that I have little to gain and a great deal to lose by publishing this. If you are a regular

         reader of mine in the press, you may well be reading this with a hand clasped over your mouth in concern, asking yourself,

         ‘What is she doing?’ And not just on my behalf. When your husband is Holyrood’s education minister, you don’t need reminding

         of the potential fall-out amidst a political culture that rewards insincerity, posturing and outright cynicism but rushes

         to ridicule genuine faith.

      


      

      So why am I doing this, laying myself wide open and my husband vulnerable by association? Well, for one, I feel humbled by and duty-bound towards those who are risking more and

         exposing themselves to far worse, simply because they appreciate that there are more important things at stake here than egos

         and reputations. The advent of every major juncture in man’s understanding of himself and his environment, every staging post

         on the journey of knowledge that we all have the right to call science, was heralded by the sound of scoffs and guffaws. In the words of the German philosopher Arthur

         Schopenhauer, ‘All truth passes through three stages. First, it is ridiculed. Second, it is violently opposed. Third, it is

         accepted as self-evident.’

      


      

      Ridicule will merely represent the trumpet-blasts of the approaching foe. There is a battle looming, one that was prematurely

         dismissed by many as a storm in a teacup, but which has already seen storm clouds gather over one of our country’s most esteemed

         seats of learning. Before the end, it is likely to have been joined in all our schools and surely our parliament. And once

         its dust has settled, man’s greater understanding will be the victor over small men and closed minds.

      


      

      For another, I feel duty-bound towards my vocation and my profession. There has been rumour, exaggeration and innuendo, from

         both sides of the credulity divide, over what is believed – or not believed – to have happened almost three years ago on the

         night of 7 October 2003 at Glassford Hall. I am hereby presenting an honest and accurate account of remarkable events. The

         sceptics will no doubt say that of itself it does not constitute any evidence, despite its being corroborated several times

         over. I am content to present it, no matter the consequences, because I know for a fact that it does constitute the truth, and that is the only thing that any journalist ought to care about.

      


      

      Before my account begins, in an admittedly perhaps futile bid to pre-empt some of the hysterical nonsense that will inevitably be precipitated by this piece, I would like to state

         as plainly as possible that I did not see a ghost. Got that? I’ll spell it out again. I have never seen a ghost and nor did

         I see anything that I would describe as a ghost at Glassford Hall.

      


      

      Do I believe in ghosts? Three years ago I might have said a flat-out no. After Glassford Hall, I would amend my response to

         say I don’t know, because, quite simply, I don’t know what a ghost is. I’ll state it one more time for the guys on the redtops:

         I did not see a ghost. So with that cleared up, I can freely relate what I did see, what I did feel and, most importantly, what I and several corroborating witnesses most definitely did hear.

      


      

      Bryant Lemuel is no stranger to controversy, and certainly not one to retreat from a battle he considers worth the fighting.

         There are not many shrinking violets on the Sunday Times Rich List, and you get the sense that the fifty-eight-year-old furniture tycoon enjoys every moment of the cut and thrust

         that has seen him bloody no end of noses in business and, more latterly, politics.

      


      

      ‘They’d see me walk in, hear me talking, clock my accent, and reckon they had the beating of me right then,’ he explained

         to me the first time we met, speaking in his unapologetically broad Lancashire register. With a warm but shrewd twinkle in

         his eyes, he went on to inform me: ‘That were always the moment I knew I had the beating of them.’


      

      This tendency of his opponents to underestimate him has frequently proven costly, and is something those currently mustering

         against him around the academic quadrangles of Gilmorehill would do well to consider. The Scottish Executive all but laughed

         him off as a crank when he began fomenting opposition to the Developing Sexual Health bill, before Lemuel took them to a messy and thoroughly damaging fifteen rounds. The Executive claimed a Pyrrhic victory when the DSH bill

         finally passed, but let’s not kid ourselves: the legislation that finally made it on to the statute books was a very different

         creature to the draft initially proposed. He wasn’t happy with the outcome, but Lemuel knows he won on points, and it was

         only the devastating death of his wife later that same year that granted the politicos some illdeserved respite.

      


      

      ‘People tell me I don’t belong,’ he said to me a few days ago, after Professor Niall Blake made his widely reported intemperate

         remarks regarding Lemuel’s intended largesse towards the university. ‘It’s not my place. It’s not my right. I’ve been hearing

         it all my life. I heard it in boardrooms: “What does that upstart think he’s about?” – usually just before I took ’em over.

         Then when I moved to Scotland, any time I got involved in public issues: “What does he think he’s doing? Who does he think

         he is? He’s not even from here.” Now it’s: “What does a furniture salesman know about science? Or about education? Stay out of it, keep that shut,”

         they say. Well, I’ve never stayed out of it and I’m bloody well not keeping it shut.’

      


      

      That is why he has given me his permission to publicly reveal something that is, for him, deeply personal in the most delicately

         fragile way, making it no mere act of candour, but one of immense bravery. These may be matters that the rest of us can argue

         and debate, the cynical scoff at, or worse, the patronising pity, but for Bryant Lemuel, each reference, each revisitation

         must be a source of great pain. I remain aware, even as I write this, that doing so will inflict another pang should he read

         it, but he has asked me not to flinch. In the face of that, my own trepidation about revisiting that night fades to nothing.

      


      

      I was invited to Glassford Hall a number of times during Lemuel’s campaign against the DSH bill, this newspaper being a proud supporter of his opposition. It is a magnificent, even

         daunting eighteenth-century pile nestling amidst endless acres of Perthshire beauty, and standing within its wood-panelled

         walls, it is difficult not to unconsciously project its stature and grandeur upon the individual who owns it. One finds it

         difficult to imagine many people disagreeing with Bryant Lemuel under his centuries-old roof. However, what was truly impressive

         about the gatherings he convened at that time was his enthusiastic deference to anyone with something to contribute. Undoubtedly

         it is this ability to bring forth such disinhibited energies that has been instrumental to his business successes, and it

         made for a formidable crucible of thought and conviction as we sought ways to help a cowed majority of concerned Scottish

         parents find their voice. A man of impermeable religious belief, Lemuel forged a powerful alliance of faiths – Christian,

         Islamic, Jewish, Hindu and Sikh – by demonstrating how the same fears and concerns were felt across each of their communities.

         Nobody invited to Glassford Hall would have left feeling their own community was merely a bit player in another largely Christian

         game. It was everybody’s battle, and only with everybody aboard could they fight it. At a time when the Executive were publicly

         and expensively espousing their ‘One Scotland, Many Cultures’ philosophy on every billboard in the land, there must have been

         a few in Holyrood thinking they ought to be more careful what they wished for in future.

      


      

      Lemuel is not merely a religious man, but one who is interested in spirituality whatever its stripe. He talks expansively

         of witnessing faith healers achieve what conventional medicine could not, from Kansas to Kirkcaldy and presents fascinating

         accounts of his trips to the Philippines to watch the work of their remarkable ‘psychic surgeons’. He has seen, with his own eyes, these men remove shrapnel, diseased tissue, and even tumours, by reaching their

         hands inside patients, without the aid of a scalpel and, other than a little blood, without leaving any trace of an incision.

      


      

      ‘Science has no explanation for what these men achieve,’ he told me in impassioned tones. ‘They see their gifts as belonging

         to God, belonging to everyone, so they don’t even take any money for it. These are remarkable people. Why is their work not

         being researched?’

      


      

      Lemuel’s interest in the spiritual extends to what is often termed the paranormal, though he eschews that word with open anger.

         ‘It’s a word they use to scrunch it all up into a ball and chuck it in the corner.’ To him, the existence of unexplained forces

         and the question of what lies beyond this world are not issues to be swept to the fringes and dismissed.

      


      

      ‘Physicists now say there are unseen dimensions and parallel universes only a molecule’s width away. But to me, they’re just

         catching up with what some of us have always known. Man has been talking about “the Other Side” forever, hasn’t he? About

         an unseen realm just beyond our own. It’s long past time for the scientific and the spiritual to be reconciled.’

      


      

      Lemuel’s interest in the world of spiritualism was both established and documented before the death of his wife, Hilda, but

         inescapably, his devastating loss added a tremendous poignancy to his search for what lies beyond this state of consciousness.

      


      

      He still finds it very difficult to talk about. Childhood sweethearts, he and Hilda had been married for more than thirty

         years and were inseparably close. ‘I always said I could never live without her,’ he told me, his normally sharp eyes clouding

         with tears. ‘And I often think I were right. It feels like I’m existing, aye, half living, that’s all. Anything that ever happened to me, she was the first person I wanted to talk to about

         it. It almost felt like it didn’t count until I’d talked to her about it. Without her, I sometimes feel like I’m just a machine: I’m still functioning, but I’m not feeling.

         Then other times, it’s as though she’s nearby, so close I could almost reach out.’

      


      

      You no doubt already know what happened, so I won’t dwell on the details. One bright, crisp April morning, Hilda went out

         to walk her dogs by the river that was at that time running in spate through the sprawling Glassford estate. A few hours later,

         after she had failed to arrive home, the dogs were found wandering, off their leashes. Hilda’s body was discovered downstream

         two days after that, having lost her footing and been dragged beneath the water by the early spring undercurrent.

      


      

      ‘I can only think of her a tiny little bit at a time,’ Lemuel said to me. ‘Half a moment, a few remembered words, then something

         inside stops me. It’s as though if I let too much of a memory into my head …’ With which he broke down again. And that was

         last week, three and a half years on.

      


      

      I’m aware of my own procrastination in couching this serialised version. All this preamble, you must be thinking: get to the

         goods. But believe me when I tell you that there is literally cold sweat on my brow and the hairs on my spine are standing

         on end, merely at the prospect of revisiting that night. All this time in the news business, I’ve never been accused of being

         backwards about coming forwards. But nor have I ever been recounting an event such as this. Even just thinking about it can

         be dizzying. It’s as though, due to the details of it contradicting so much of what my experience and expectations have led

         me to believe is normal or even possible, my brain is reluctant to reprocess this information. But reprocess it I dutifully must, so here

         goes.

      


      

      The seventh of October 2003 was, perhaps coincidentally (and, according to some, perhaps not), six months to the day after

         Hilda’s death. It was also the first time Lemuel had been prepared to speak to a journalist since the tragedy, and it must

         have taken tremendous strength and courage for him to step back, even tentatively, into the public eye. We hadn’t arranged

         it to be a formal interview, but there was a tacit understanding that I’d be free to write a retrospective piece partly coloured

         by my quotes and impressions from this visit. I spent a couple of hours talking to Bryant Lemuel that afternoon, and was pleasantly

         surprised to learn that I was not the only guest. He was convening a small, very informal gathering that evening, and invited

         me to stay. With my husband due to remain overnight in Shetland, and (for once) no deadline looming, I accepted.

      


      

      It turned out to be something of a reduced, gentle version of the gatherings I’d attended previously, and as such a good sign

         that Lemuel was determined to once again find his feet – and his voice. In attendance were the Reverend Harry Garden, Lemuel’s

         long-term friend and minister of the church he attends in Perth; Jonathan Galt, Lemuel’s lawyer; Hilda’s close friend Martha

         Nugent, head of Scottish Aid to Africa, for which Hilda worked tirelessly to raise funds; and two men I had not seen before.

         These were introduced to me simply as Gabriel Lafayette and Easy Mather, and had been Lemuel’s house guests for a couple of

         days. There were no fanfares and no descriptions. In common with the vast majority of people in this country at that time,

         I had never heard of Gabriel Lafayette, nor did he – or Lemuel – give the impression that he expected me to know who he was

         or why in particular he was there.

      


      

      Let me underline that he was not there to perform any kind of demonstration. Almost the opposite, as it turned out.

      


      

      We ate early in the evening in Glassford’s magnificent dining room, eating off eighteenth-century china, seated around a table

         worth more than most people’s houses. The only incongruous twenty-first-century note was struck, I must confess, by my Dictaphone,

         which I was graciously permitted to place on the table. I mention this to underline that this account is not mere recollection,

         but verifiable, recorded fact.

      


      

      At the risk of being accused of further procrastination, I can state with absolute authority that all those snide remarks

         in other newspapers about ‘the furniture tycoon with no taste’ are founded on nothing but spite, envy and not a little class

         snobbery. Lemuel built a business on cheap modern furniture, but he is a man who loves and appreciates objects with a history,

         and enjoys having the wherewithal to acquire them. It was, in fact, a remark of mine about the provenance of my chair that

         first led me to learn why Lemuel and Lafayette had struck up a relationship. Having been informed of its age and origin, I

         speculated as to what stories it could tell of those who had sat upon it, if only it could talk. The Reverend Garden then

         rather pointedly speculated about allowing ‘one of those ghastly TV mediums to lay hands upon it’, looking specifically at

         Lafayette.

      


      

      I very quickly got the impression that I was the only one missing the joke. That was when I first learned – in rather a roundabout

         way – that Lafayette was reputed to have psychic gifts. Lemuel explained that he had corresponded with Lafayette since meeting

         him at a ‘psi’ conference (psi is the term preferred over ‘paranormal’) in Las Vegas a few months ago, and in the wake of

         Hilda’s death, Lafayette had provided invaluable advice.

      


      

      ‘Fake mediums fall upon the bereaved like vultures,’ Lemuel told me. ‘Gabriel explained that, being known to have an interest in these matters, I’d be even more vulnerable. He were right, too. I’d already had approaches from people

         with what appeared to be amazing information, things it seemed they couldn’t have known about myself and Hilda. Gabriel blew

         the gaff on all of them, taught me how they worked.’

      


      

      Lafayette then gave us an eye-opening account of the tricks and deceits engaged by such charlatans, augmented by contributions

         or reminders from Mather, whom it emerged had debunked more than a few in academic studies back in California. It was easy

         to imagine their stories being uproariously funny under other circumstances. As it was, the tragedy was never far from anyone’s

         thoughts, and the mercilessness of those who would prey upon human pain just too close. The other factor militating against

         such levity was that Lafayette did not appear to be feeling his best, something he put down to the lingering effects of jet-lag.

      


      

      ‘Every time one of these parasites pulls a cheap stunt, it makes it all the harder for those of us who are interested in doing

         proper work in this field to be taken seriously,’ was how Mather put it. His scientific background emerged piece by piece

         throughout this discussion, and it was my assumption by this point that both he and Lafayette were simply interested in researching psi phenomena. It was when the conversation turned back to ‘those ghastly

         TV mediums’ that I realised matters were a little more complex than that.

      


      

      ‘Some of these TV programmes are just as damaging,’ Mather said, ‘because they’re turning it all into a sideshow. There are

         men and women on television back in the States who have exhibited genuinely intriguing phenomena, which ought to be properly

         studied, but instead they end up whoring themselves, doing hammy parlour tricks, because the money’s too good to resist.’

      


      

      ‘The haunted house stuff is the worst,’ Lafayette added. ‘I don’t believe anybody involved in that junk has genuine psi, for the simple reason that if you have, you don’t put yourself in harm’s way – no

         matter how good the money. They act like it’s a talent, like it’s something they do. It’s not. It’s something that happens to you, and when it does, it’s something you ain’t in a hurry to have happen to you again. It’s not a talent and it’s not a

         gift. It’s a burden, and mostly it feels like a curse.’

      


      

      Lafayette’s words were given added weight by his pallor. These days we are familiar with images of him as a flamboyant and

         charismatic individual, and in all of my subsequent experiences of him, he has been, but there is a genuine sadness and a

         strange sense of regret kept hidden beneath his upbeat public persona.

      


      

      He has made not a few enemies among the ‘showbiz psychics’ for reiterating the sentiments expressed above, but latterly he

         has intimated a more conciliatory attitude, in a manner that is not quite the volte-face some would have you believe. Responding to my polite mention that there were those who accused him of hypocrisy once he had

         become a regular on the airwaves himself, he said he now understood that it wasn’t just about financial reward. ‘When you’re

         dealt a hand like this, it isn’t easy. I’ve always said it was a burden. But my TV work has let me see there is another side

         to it, that it can reach out to people. It makes me feel less like it’s something I have to cope with alone, and I guess that’s

         true of some of the people I was a little too swift to judge.’

      


      

      You’ll note the word ‘some’, which was his shorthand way of still excluding those involved in ‘the haunted house stuff’. Once

         you know what happened at Glassford Hall, you will vividly understand why.

      


      

      Lafayette ate very little, which, in combination with his pallid complexion, drew concern from Lemuel, who asked him if the food was okay and made the typically solicitous offer to

         have something else prepared.

      


      

      ‘It was delicious,’ Lafayette assured him. ‘Believe me, if I was feeling tip-top, I’d have had an elephant’s sufficiency.’


      

      Lafayette’s words attempted to make light of the moment, but his visible discomfort and facial grimace were at odds with his

         intentions. When I glanced across the table, it appeared to be contagious. Lemuel suddenly looked noticeably paler and a little

         shaken. Meanwhile, Mather insisted Lafayette get some air, and perhaps a lie-down, and escorted him from the dining room.

      


      

      I was to learn from Lemuel that the expression ‘an elephant’s sufficiency’ had been a favourite of Hilda’s, and one that Lemuel

         would most often have heard her use when seated in that very room. It isn’t a unique coinage, but neither is it a very common

         turn of phrase, particularly in New Orleans, and Lafayette was to state later that though he couldn’t guarantee he’d never

         heard it before, he certainly didn’t remember using it before.

      


      

      We adjourned to one of Glassford Hall’s smaller public rooms to take coffee and digestifs. It was Lemuel’s favourite drawing

         room, and the one that had at times begun to resemble a battle headquarters when he was on a war footing against the Scottish

         Executive. Mather joined us after a while, passing on Lafayette’s apologies but adding that he might return to the gathering

         if he felt a little better.

      


      

      Mather on that occasion did seem a little protective of Lafayette, but this is not always or indeed often the case. Adversarial

         would at times be a more accurate description, though Mather admits he feels a certain responsibility towards him, as does

         any scientist towards the welfare of his subject. Their relationship is a complex and at times strained affair. On the surface

         there seems a genuine cordiality between them, but it can only go so far due to their roles as observer and observed. Mather talks of the need for a certain distance and

         objectivity, which is a polite way of alluding to the tension that must permanently exist over the possibility that Lafayette

         could turn out to be a fake.

      


      

      Ezekiel ‘Easy’ Mather is twelve years Lafayette’s junior. The Desert Storm veteran met Lafayette in Glendale, California,

         where Mather, who has a science degree, was working on postgraduate research at Reed University. Describing himself as a ‘hard-bitten

         sceptic’, he had got himself involved in a parapsychology project run under the auspices of Reed’s psychology department.

      


      

      ‘I wanted to be the guy who shot it all down,’ he says wryly, ‘and frequently I was.’


      

      But then along came Lafayette.


      

      Mather would argue that nothing really changed; he still approaches psychic claims with a methodical, sceptical, scientific

         bent. As he puts it: ‘Unlike some, I don’t “believe” in Gabriel. I’ll say this much: I have witnessed things around him that

         I cannot explain, and I’m in the business of seeking explanations. I’m only interested in hard evidence, not superstition.’

      


      

      Mather claims to be thick-skinned when it comes to the inevitable barbs about him being merely another scientific dupe, but

         I suspect he is more wounded than he lets on. There are those who have suggested his reputation will be in tatters if it ultimately

         emerges that Lafayette has been deceiving him, and still others who have claimed he will simply proceed into denial should

         this be so, but Mather rejects both as unscientific notions. ‘If I discover that Gabriel is merely a fraud, then I admit I’ll

         be disappointed, because one of the world’s more exciting possibilities will have been closed off. But I’ll accept it because

         I’ll have done my job as a scientist. That’s what’s first and foremost.’

      


      

      Mather looked concerned rather than relieved when Lafayette reappeared in the drawing room that night, though he did seem

         to have a little more colour in his cheeks. I remember Mather asking him if he was warm enough. Lafayette said he was and

         told him to stop fussing. A few polite jokes were made about the Scottish climate compared to New Orleans. I took it as an

         indication of Lemuel’s returning strength that he was able to mention how Hilda, despite her love for her adopted country,

         had always hated the weather. ‘She could never stand to be cold.’ The room was, in fact, perfectly cosy, with an open coal

         fire supplementing the heat from the pre-war iron radiators.

      


      

      I’ve seen plenty of scornful explanations – most certainly correct, in most cases – for alleged supernatural incidents, that

         point to surroundings, ambience and atmosphere being conducive to a certain suggestibility. Creepy environments lead to creepy

         thoughts; cold and poorly lit places lend themselves to a sense of insecurity that can lead people to project their fears

         and thus glimpse ghosts where there are merely shapes and shadows. The reason I mention this is that Lemuel’s drawing room

         that night was about as far as it is possible to be from the conditions described above. The only spirits suggested by the

         convivial surroundings were already sloshing around the finest crystal.

      


      

      In common with everybody else, I discounted what in retrospect was the first indicator of something strange. The lights flickered

         for a few moments, after which they dimmed a little. At the time, I thought they must have been deliberately altered by one

         of the house staff, as seemed appropriate for the hour. What I did not know at that time was that none of the rooms in Glassford

         Hall is equipped with a dimmer switch.

      


      

      Lafayette had more colour in his cheeks, as I have said, but there was a palpable fragility about him, a gingerness in his gait. It reminded me of myself with a migraine: someone who

         wishes they could block out all incoming signals, because every last vibration – even a truck going past your house – seems

         to add to the pain.

      


      

      Nonetheless, he did his best to participate in the gathering. He refused the offer of a seat, choosing to remain standing

         like everyone else, but didn’t stray from the fireplace, where he had somewhere to place a supporting hand or elbow.

      


      

      Lafayette apologised to Lemuel for his lack of appetite. ‘It’s the worst form back home to partake less than wholeheartedly

         when someone extends their hospitality,’ he said.

      


      

      ‘Oh, don’t mention it, truly,’ Lemuel replied.


      

      ‘No, no, I must. I mean, normally I could eat a buttered frog.’


      

      It seemed a jocular remark, but Lafayette looked like he just had eaten such an item as he was saying it. His face was strained, confused, and once again, Lemuel’s matched it. They stared

         at each other in a kind of mutually bewildered silence for a few seconds, as though something was passing between them and

         neither of them could quite come to terms with what it was.

      


      

      Mather attempted to intervene.


      

      ‘I really think you should have a seat,’ he said.


      

      ‘I’ll be fine,’ Lafayette insisted. ‘Just feel a little woozy.’


      

      ‘Let me get you your tablets, then,’ Mather suggested. Lafayette relented at a second pass on this offer and Mather withdrew.


      

      I recall the conversation flowing fairly well at this point, but that both Lemuel and Lafayette – the latter in particular

         – were conspicuously reticent. Lemuel looked a little preoccupied, with what I know now was a longer contemplation of what

         had given him pause in the dining room. Again Lafayette had used an expression that belonged more in Lancashire than Louisiana. Lafayette was not so much preoccupied as increasingly detached, like an individual silently fighting

         dizziness or nausea. I remember moving closer to the fireplace because I feared he might faint, but after a while he seemed

         to rally. I may also, less altruistically, have been motivated by the fact that I did at that point begin to feel that the

         room had become colder.

      


      

      Mather returned with the medication, prompting Martha Nugent to remark that he was a useful man to have around.


      

      ‘My husband has been known to run and fetch something for me, but it’s not exactly a regular occurrence,’ she added.

      


      

      ‘Once every Preston Guild,’ Lafayette suggested. Again he looked pained as he said it, but this time it wasn’t only Lemuel

         who shared his pallor. Nugent also seemed shaken by what she’d heard.

      


      

      I wasn’t the only one to notice on that occasion, either.


      

      ‘Is something wrong?’ the Reverend Garden asked them both.


      

      ‘Just a strange coincidence,’ Nugent responded. ‘That was exactly what … Hilda would have said.’


      

      Now, I appreciate that the strangeness of this coincidence could have had a psychosomatic effect, but I distinctly recall

         feeling colder at that moment, and I mean considerably so.

      


      

      The reference to Hilda all but snuffed out the harmonious thrum of conversation. The atmosphere became instantly awkward.

         I remember, in dutifully British fashion, trying desperately to think of something to say to fill the gap. I think I mumbled

         the beginnings of something before being silenced by the unnerving distraction of another flickering and a further subsequent

         dimming of the lights.

      


      

      Someone laughed politely, I think it was Galt, inviting everyone to dispel the tension of the moment. The Reverend Garden did his bit, asking Lemuel whether even his millions were perhaps not enough to pay Glassford Hall’s electric bill.

         Lemuel just about managed a smile, but his attention was drawn to Lafayette, who looked dreadful: weakened, breathing heavily

         and visibly tremulous.

      


      

      ‘Okay, time for us to say good night,’ Mather said insistently, and put an arm around Lafayette to lead him away from the

         mantel.

      


      

      That was when more than our conversation was snuffed. As soon as Mather attempted to lead Lafayette from the room, the fire

         in the hearth went out, suddenly and spontaneously. It was as though some freak gust of wind had, against all understanding

         of meteorology, channelled itself fully down the chimney. The coals were blown out like candles on a cake.

      


      

      It may seem redundant to state that the temperature got much colder right then, but the sudden absence of the flames could

         not account for just how much colder. Standing where I was, mere feet from the hearth, it felt as though the fire had never been lit.

      


      

      Nobody spoke, and for a few seconds nobody moved either. Then Lafayette shrugged off Mather’s arm and sat heavily upon the

         edge of a chair.

      


      

      ‘We need to get you out of here,’ Mather stated, trying to sound calm, but clearly very agitated.


      

      Then Lafayette, tearful and shaking, spoke the words that froze the whole room.


      

      ‘I can’t leave her. She needs me.’


      

      This seemed to engender a horrified, impotent acceptance in Mather. He took a step away from Lafayette and urged the rest

         of us to give him space.

      


      

      ‘Who needs you?’


      

      It was Lemuel who asked. His voice was a mixture of awe, fear and, he later admitted, hope.


      

      The answer was no less dreadful for it being the one we all expected.

      


      

      ‘Hilda,’ Lafayette stated in the driest of whispers.


      

      As he breathed the word, the lights flickered again and then went out altogether. Only the embers in the hearth and one table

         lamp in a remote corner continued to illuminate the room.

      


      

      I will freely admit that I had never felt so scared before in my life. Shortly afterwards, however, I was to develop an entirely

         new understanding of what scared was.

      


      

      Nobody moved. I’m not sure anyone even breathed. We all remained in what was close to a circle around Lafayette. Mather was

         the furthest back, almost outside the circle, which further unnerved me, as he was the one who was supposed to have witnessed

         things like this before and he was keeping a greater distance than any of us.

      


      

      ‘Don’t be afraid,’ Lafayette said, very softly. He still sounded pained and breathless, but there was a note of calm in his

         voice. Despite that, I estimated he’d be struggling to reassure any of us, until I realised with his next remark that it wasn’t

         us he was talking to. ‘We’re all friends here.’

      


      

      Lafayette sat with his eyes closed, his hands gripping the arm of the chair he was leaning against as though if he let go

         he’d be sucked out of the window.

      


      

      His eyes opened again. Even in the dim light, I could still see the fear in them, the confusion, but there was a determination

         too.

      


      

      ‘Join hands,’ he said. ‘All her friends.’ Mather reluctantly stepped closer, but was rebuffed. ‘Just her friends.’ I wasn’t sure whether this ought to exclude me, as I’d barely known her, but I felt Lemuel’s hand reach out

         to mine and grip it tight, and I was so grateful for the sensation that I wasn’t about to give it up. Martha was slow to join,

         clearly disorientated.

      


      

      ‘Come on,’ Lafayette encouraged her. ‘Don’t be standing there like cheese at thruppence.’

      


      

      At this Martha broke into a sob and looked again at Lemuel. He also was in tears.


      

      It is often said that man turns to religion in his times of greatest fear and uncertainty, and that there is no such thing

         as an atheist in a foxhole. How ironic, then, that I, a lifelong Christian, in my moment of terror sought my refuge in rationalism.

         It must be some kind of trick, I told myself, though weighing against this was the question of why Lafayette would do such

         a thing after enlightening us about the ways of the predatory phoney mediums. He had told us of their spirit cabinets – usually

         a curtained-off area behind which they hid props and sometimes an unseen accomplice – and how they carefully chose the location

         so that they could control the environment. However, this location was not Lafayette’s choice, there was no spirit cabinet

         and this was an environment so unfamiliar that guests got lost just fetching something from upstairs. Unless, I considered,

         it was intended as a bad taste – but for that, unforgettable – means of driving home his point.

      


      

      Yes, that was it, I convinced myself, my rationalism rather selectively ignoring the fact that lights and fires were extinguishing

         themselves and that the temperature was plummeting of its own accord. It was a stunt, and the next part would involve Lafayette

         giving evasively ambiguous answers on Hilda’s behalf to queries nervously volunteered by Lemuel.

      


      

      But rationalism, unlike faith, came up wanting, because unlike faith, rationalism no longer does its job when you run out

         of answers. And I have absolute faith that I will be waiting for a ‘rational’ explanation of what happened next until the

         day I die.

      


      

      The room gradually filled with a sound. It must have been building a while before anyone noticed it, the kind of constant background noise you normally only become aware of if it is

         suddenly switched off. In our case, it grew in volume until we couldn’t fail to be aware of it, and then further until we

         could barely hear anything else. It was a mixture of white noise and wind, and by wind I mean a whooshing, violent gale, and

         yet it was coming from inside the room. It got so loud that Lemuel’s housekeeper, Mrs Glebe, came to investigate, and in short order found herself the

         next terrified soul invited to join hands in the circle around Lafayette.

      


      

      Then, within that wind, distant, like from within the centre of a tornado, we heard a voice. At first, lost amid the violence

         of that engulfing noise, it sounded like the mewling of a cat, but then it grew and repeated until it became unquestionably

         human, articulating a single unmistakable word.

      


      

      ‘Bryant.’


      

      I felt every pore close, every part of me attempt to contract as surely as had I been dropped into the Arctic Ocean.


      

      The hands clasping my own threatened to crush my bones, and no doubt mine theirs. I wanted to close my eyes. A few others

         had. The circle closed; arms that had been extended were pulled near, drawing us all closer to Lafayette in the centre. His

         eyes were shut tight like he was in a sandstorm. His whole body was shaking; not trembling or shivering, for they come from

         within, but being shaken. He struggled in vain to speak, then somehow managed to find a voice.

      


      

      ‘Answer. Someone. Please.’


      

      The word ‘Bryant’ got louder, though it was still buffeted within the storm of sound, always far away.


      

      Lemuel’s voice was choked and broken, difficult to hear above the chaos.


      

      ‘Hilda. Hilda.’


      

      The voice in the storm spoke again. ‘I am here,’ I thought she said, but upon repetition, I realised it was: ‘I can’t hear.’

      


      

      Registering this, Lemuel reacted with a desperation that cut through his fearful paralysis, and shouted her name with all

         he had.

      


      

      No words came from amid the storm for a few seconds, causing him to shout again. He was cut off as the voice returned.


      

      ‘I can feel you. I can’t see, can’t hear. I feel you.’


      

      ‘My God,’ Lemuel said, almost collapsing. Galt and Garden had hold of his hands, keeping him upright as his legs threatened

         to buckle.

      


      

      No further words emerged for a spell, despite more futile shouts from Lemuel, and although the sound continued, I remember

         thinking – perhaps hoping – that it was over. It might have been this notion that made me think – too late, I believed – of

         my Dictaphone, now sitting in my breast pocket. The kind of regret that must haunt a photographer who has just missed the

         snap of his life was dawning on me even in my state of terror.

      


      

      And then the voice resumed, at greater length, irregular pauses between the communiqués.


      

      ‘I’m not cold.’


      

      ‘I’m not lost.’


      

      ‘I’m home.’


      

      ‘I’m here.’


      

      The emotion in her voice was difficult to gauge, as one can hardly detect the finer nuances in the midst of such tumult, but

         to me she sounded like someone trying to mask her own fears in order to spare the fears of those she loved.

      


      

      Lemuel looked like he barely dared believe it. There were tears streaming down his cheeks; tears of unfathomable loss, but

         there was a joy in there too. I knew he didn’t want it to end.

      


      

      ‘I’m always here.’

      


      

      ‘Always in St Anne’s.’


      

      ‘Always in La Castillo.’


      

      From the corner of my eye I noticed that Mather had got out a notepad and was frantically scribbling down what was said. He

         didn’t know I had gone one better, at the expense of momentarily breaking the circle with my right hand.

      


      

      The messages continued.


      

      ‘I miss you.’


      

      ‘I love you.’


      

      And finally:


      

      ‘We’ll be together again … in time.’


      

      After that, just the wind and white noise. We listened to it for an age: on the tape, it’s fully four minutes, all of us silent,

         rapt, entranced. Nobody dared believe it was all over until the noise finally began to die and then, just as inexplicably

         as they’d gone out, the lights suddenly came back on.

      


      

      Like when the house lights come back on in a darkened cinema, one felt the sense of waking from a dream, instantly more distant

         from what had just happened than the few seconds that had elapsed.

      


      

      Shaking us all from our daze was the sight of Lafayette, who fell forward from his seat and slumped to the carpet. Mather

         was upon him instantly, warding the rest of us back as he squatted down nearby.

      


      

      I turned to look at Lemuel. He stood trembling, eyes unfocused, tears still streaming.


      

      ‘I don’t think he’s breathing,’ Mather announced, panicked and distraught.


      

      ‘Turn him on to his side,’ I told him, and knelt down to help roll Lafayette into what is known as the recovery position.

         Almost immediately, he began to splutter and gasp. He made to sit up. We both attempted to keep him where he was, but were

         thrown off with unexpected strength. Lafayette got up into a squat and looked around himself frantically, like he’d just surfaced from a long time underwater.

      


      

      ‘Are you okay?’ Mather asked. ‘Are you okay? Gabriel?’


      

      Lafayette seemed to look through him at first, and even when he did focus on Mather, he seemed to disregard him and his question

         like they were both irrelevant.

      


      

      ‘La Castillo,’ was the first thing he said. ‘I felt this surge, this amazing surge, when she said La Castillo. It felt like

         it might rip me in two, it was so strong, but at the same time it was warm, it was good, like … like the touch of God.’

      


      

      ‘What’s La Castillo?’ Mather asked, turning to look at Lemuel.


      

      Lemuel, all eyes now upon him, appeared fit to collapse, and delicately took his ease on a sofa as a precaution. He seemed

         unable to speak; confused, disorientated, his mouth opening and closing like a landed fish. Someone offered him a glass of

         water and he drank it like he’d just crawled through the desert.

      


      

      Mather asked him again, but Reverend Garden warned him off. It was hardly the time to be putting pressure on anyone.


      

      We all needed some time and space. Lafayette announced that he was going outside for some air. Mrs Glebe insisted on going

         to the kitchen to make tea, despite looking like she wouldn’t be able to hold a kettle in her trembling hands. I suppose it

         was a coping mechanism: seeking the reassurance of familiarity in her normal routine. The rest of us remained in silence.

         What could anyone say, after that? There was an element of ignoring the elephant in the room, but it was as much a state of

         recoil.

      


      

      In the end, it was Lemuel who chose to speak first, and I can’t decide whether, under the circumstances, he was the most or

         least likely person to do so.

      


      

      ‘St Anne’s,’ he said quietly, a note of almost incredulous reverie in his voice. ‘We first met in St Anne’s, in 1974. We got

         married in Southport in 1975. Went to Spain for our honeymoon, a place called Mijas. We stayed in a hotel called … blimey,

         would you credit that?’

      


      

      ‘La Castillo,’ Martha said.


      

      ‘No. That’s the thing: I can’t remember the name. But our room, our little honeymoon suite, though it were hardly that, were

         up in this little turret. La Castillo were what Hilda called it: our soft little honeymoon joke. Something that were just

         between us.’


      

      Lemuel then broke down into heaving sobs again. Martha put an arm around him.


      

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, recomposing himself. ‘It’s just that I hadn’t heard Hilda say it since. It weren’t just like I were

         listening to her voice tonight – it were like she were actually back there, back then – and I could still hear her through

         space and time.’


      

      Mrs Glebe did manage to make her pot of tea, and brought it through shortly after. Lemuel had some, but withdrew as soon as

         he had drunk it, without saying another word. The rest of us sat there a while, but no-one could find anything to say. It

         was as though there was so much to discuss, it was too daunting for anyone to know where to begin. One by one we bade our

         good nights and retired to bed, though I don’t imagine anyone slept. I know I certainly didn’t.

      


      

      We had all witnessed something utterly extraordinary, something inexplicable by conventional knowledge and comprehension.

         But just because conventional knowledge cannot comprehend it does not mean it should be given up as merely an inconvenient

         anomaly and shunted out of science’s way. New knowledge and new means of comprehension are necessary, not only to seek answers

         for what happened at Glassford Hall, but because this could prove to be the most important frontier of human exploration bar

         none.

      


      

      Those opposing Bryant Lemuel’s efforts to establish a Spiritual Science Chair at Kelvin University ought to remember that men like them, so utterly sure of their own knowledge,

         once showed Galileo the instruments of torture.

      


      

      They didn’t stop us learning that the Earth went round the Sun.


   
      

      
      Voice of the Dead II:
 This time it’s Parlabane

      
      Do you believe in ghosts?
      

      
      Away and give us peace. Are we not past this? You’d think we ought to be, wouldn’t you? You’d think an abject lack of any
         kind of reliable evidence whatsoever would have this one filed away and forgotten, gathering dust between the folders marked ‘Fairies at the Bottom of the Garden’
         and ‘Iraq’s Weapons of Mass Destruction’. But no, it’s still clinging on to the hairy ring of human comprehension, and the
         lavvy paper of reason just can’t quite wipe it off. And what’s worse is that we’re not just talking about some fringe minority
         comprising folk who wear cagoules indoors and smell of cat-pish. They’re not the problem. The problem is that even among otherwise
         intelligent and perfectly rational company, there’s always some fanny who starts telling you about the time he saw his deid
         granny in the upstairs hall of her house; or the weird thing that happened to so-and-so and her mate on a camping trip; or
         the time the phone rang in the middle of the night and they knew before they answered it that Auntie Jeanie had copped her
         whack. Then instead of rightly and justly engaging in a merciless point-and-laugh fest, highlighting how so-and-so and her mate were no doubt ganjed out of their boxes at the time,
         or that Auntie Jeanie did happen to be their oldest living relative and had spent the last six weeks on the fucking oncology ward, everybody goes:
         ‘Oooooh. That’s so weird. See, you just never know. There’s things we can’t explain. You shouldn’t close your mind.’
      

      
      And I bet you’re fucking doing it right now, aren’t you? Admit it: your last thought was to wonder: ‘Yes, but what about granny
         in the upstairs hall? You didn’t offer an explanation for that. See, you just never know. There’s things we can’t explain. You shouldn’t close your …’
      

      
      Fuck off.

      
      Can I ask a question? Take any spooky old house that’s said to be haunted: people will have been living and dying on that
         spot for thousands of years. How come the ghosts people claim to see are always in period costume? How come nobody ever describes
         one that looks like a caveman, or wearing a mullet and a ‘Frankie Say’ T-shirt, having snuffed it in 1984?
      

      
      And here’s one I’ve been asking for a while, even asked it in print (and you should see the feats of logic-mangling that got
         flung back at me in response): how come astronomers never see UFOs and physicists never see ghosts? Think about it: astronomers,
         professional and amateur, the people who spend as much time as they can staring up at the sky, never see a flying object they
         can’t identify. Physicists, professional and amateur, the people who spend as much time as they can studying forces and energy,
         never encounter any evidence of psychic forces, never detect any trace of the energy that would be generated by the most anorexic
         of spooks. Are they just really, really unlucky? Oh no, wait, don’t tell me: ‘They’re not seeing because they don’t believe.’
      

      
      Okay, true story: I do recall witnessing a spectral apparition myself. It was in a park in Paisley around 2002: it looked
         like a man, dressed in black and white stripes. Whenever someone kicked a football into his vicinity, it seemed to go right
         through him like he wasn’t there, and sometimes it was as though he had completely disappeared. Legend says his name was Andy
         Dow. Used to send chills down everybody’s spine whenever it was read out over the PA at Love Street.
      

      
      That’s a ghost. Get the picture? Good. Because I want my credentials – and in particular my position with regard to this sort of
         thing – very thoroughly established before I make what is for me an extremely awkward and, frankly, embarrassing revelation.
      

      
      Fucking bastards, you’re going to love this. You’re going to lap this up for all it’s worth, a veritable gloat-glut. Fill
         your boots – I don’t grudge you it. Well, actually, under the circumstances, truth is I sincerely fucking grudge you it, but what I’m saying is I’d be exactly the same. I’d point and laugh with unrestrained glee, because
         there are few things more hilarious in this world than someone who is smugly convinced he is right about something (and let’s
         face it, I can be abominably smug when I am right about something) suddenly being in the undignified position of himself constituting the living proof that he’s wrong.
      

      
      Or not-living proof, as the case may be.
      

      
      Oh, yeah. You read that right. Uh-huh.

      
      You really are going to love this – serious dancing-on-the-spot, tongue-out-and-flicking-the-vicky, gerritrightupye love it
         – and therefore I’d like to say once more just how much I really, really grudge you that. Oh, and to mention also that, as
         my grandfather used to say, the clock goes around. Not a threat, just a warning.
      

      
      Shite. Okay, here goes.

      
      My name is Jack Parlabane and I’m pan-breid. Aye, that’s right, don’t kid on you can’t understand the rhyming slang. And let
         me finish before you laugh – you’ll get more out of it once you hear the details. Killed in a typically foolhardy endeavour (let’s avoid the word ‘undertaking’, shall we?), death
         by defenestration, gravity finally delivering the ultimate skelp in the arse in revenge for my years of insolent defiance.
         A four-storey fall out my own living-room window. Ironic? Inevitable? Hilarious? Take your pick. Surprising? Not my call.
         I guess you could call it the ultimate humiliation. Certainly looked pretty fucking ultimate from my perspective. Actually,
         truth be told, the fall itself isn’t so bad, no matter the height. It’s that last inch that’s a cunt.
      

      
      And yet here I am, still observing and reporting. Still selfindulgently ranting and editorialising. Like I said, awkward,
         especially given my uncompromising pronouncements above. I’ll say this much in my defence, though: I was right to believe
         what I did, on the strength of the available evidence. However, the same would no doubt be claimed by certain people I’ve
         been rather scornful of throughout this messy and unedifying wee episode; and that should serve as a warning to you, before
         you get too smug. Yes, it’s amusing just how wrong a person can be, and just as funny how gullible. But as you will learn,
         anybody can be fooled, especially if they place too much trust in a single human source rather than objectively evaluating the data.
         No need the tangled web to weave, when mugs are desperate to believe.
      

      
      Remarkable claims require remarkable evidence, and yet very often, the more remarkable the claim, the more people are prepared
         to take on trust. I know you’re aware I would say that just to make my own situation seem less embarrassing. It’s like I’m saying I should get credit for the working I
         did on a separate sheet of paper even though my answer was wrong, whereas the ones who got it right just made a lucky guess.
         But look at the Glassford Hall stuff, for instance. I take it you’ve read Jillian Noble’s book, or at least the bits they
         serialised in that shitey newspaper she writes for. What did you make of it? Apart from her melodramatic prose, pompous self-importance and The Mail’s house-style sycophancy towards the rich, I mean? Did you believe her? Think carefully, and pay close attention to what you’re
         being asked. Take it from me, who really is in the position to know: nothing here is what it seems.
      

      
      ‘Why ever would she lie?’ That is a question I have heard asked a great many times. The advance she got, not even including
         serialisation rights, would provide two hundred and fifty thousand reasons. Would you like to change your answer? Runaround
         … now!

      
      But here’s the thing: I now know for a fact that she was telling the truth. Jillian Noble lied about nothing in that account.
         Okay, she’s a bit deluded in thinking that being another dreary why-oh-why columnist means she has a public profile, and comparing
         herself to ‘the hardest-bitten sceptic’ is pretty tough to swallow for anybody who knows she’s a fully fledged God-botherer
         and is on record extolling the virtues of homeopathy. Yeah, and while I’m at it, I should mention she’s laying it on extremely thick about Lemuel’s all-colours-of-the-nutter-rainbow alliance winning any more than a fig-leaf of a concession from the
         Executive over the DSH bill. But about the events of that night? Nope. Sorry. I’d dearly love to be able to say otherwise,
         and I have no end of reasons to question her integrity – anyone who writes for The Daily Hate-and-Fear has, in my book, forfeited the right to call herself a journalist – but the bottom line is that she wasn’t fibbing.
      

      
      So were you right to believe her? Were you wrong if you didn’t? Tricky, isn’t it? But there is a correct answer. See if you
         can work it out. Do you want that separate sheet of paper?
      

      
      Or … would you like a little more information?

      
      Congratulations. That, folks, was the correct answer.
      

      
      And I might as well oblige you: it’s not like I’ve anything I can be getting on with. Not right now, anyway, though I do have some unfinished business (to put it bloody mildly), which I will be tending to in due course. See, there are some handy
         fringe benefits to finding yourself in my unearthly position, but timing and discretion are of the essence. When the appropriate
         moment arrives, a-haunting I will go, but in the meantime, I’m free to talk.
      

      
      Now, where should I begin? Let me see. How about this:

      
      Once upon a time, there were two little girls who told a very big fib.

      
      No, too far back. Maybe I should start with a little about me. Ha! Don’t be ridiculous, why would I need to bother with that?
         You know everything about me already, don’t you? Everybody fucking well thinks they do, anyway, and the saddest part is, they’re
         probably right. So let’s skim briefly through the greatest hits, shall we? Unless you’d rather just wait for the obits.
      

      
      Okay. John Lapsley Parlabane. Journalist. Ex-con. Married, to Sarah. No kids.

      
      Cut my teeth in Glasgow at first, then get the big move to London. Garner a reputation as an incurable pain in the arse –
         sorry, tenacious investigative journalist – my fact-finding dubiously enhanced by a facility for and disposition towards …
         oh fuck it, there’s no point in sugar-coating this any more: burglary. Lock-picking, scaling buildings, breaking and entering;
         plain old criminal behaviour necessitated (and thus, in my driven and simplistic mind, excused) by it being frequently the
         only way to get to the evidence.
      

      
      A few mildly uncomfortable police interviews aside, this is all working out swimmingly for myself and my newspaper until my
         investigations become contrary to the interests of its proprietor, Roland Voss. My discovery of a statutory-minimum-sized
         package of Class A drugs in my flat, with the police imminently due to be paying a visit, convinces me to seek a change of
         climate. I move to Los Angeles, where I work as a crime reporter until my investigations become contrary to the interests of, well, pick any name from a dozen. Once again,
         I become convinced that the time has come to seek fresh challenges, this time by the attendance of a professional hitman at
         my house and the prospect of considerably less comfortable police interviews focused largely on the subject of how said hitman
         ended up on my hall carpet full of bullet-holes.
      

      
      Back in Scotland, let’s see: uncover some rather robustly direct ward-clearance methods at the George Romanes Hospital. Crooked
         chief exec tries to have me killed. Uncover senior-government-level conspiracy behind murder of the now late Roland Voss.
         Crooked cabinet minister tries to have me killed. Uncover murderous truth behind ‘Moundgate’ scandal, though not without going
         to jail in the process, during which crooked PR guru tries to have me killed. Are you starting to recognise a pattern here?
         Right, where are we up to? Oh yes. Get invited to corporate junket in highlands with biggest collection of wankers it’s ever
         been my misfortune to congregate amongst, outside of Parkhead or Ibrox. Crooked and utterly bonkers Intelligence types try
         to have me and entire aforementioned collection of wankers killed, but not before, as the tabloids keep fucking reminding
         everybody, we had ‘dined on human flesh’.
      

      
      And no, it doesn’t taste like chicken. (Ironically, it does actually taste like ostrich, but that could simply have been down to the way it was prepared.)
      

      
      Get elected rector of Kelvin University.

      
      Yes, indeed: get that up you. And don’t be bloody pedantic: was I rector or not? Thank you. Uncover … well, can’t really say that yet, unfortunately.
         Discovered plenty, but the ‘crook tries to have me killed’ part got bumped up the running order, and before I could finish the
         uncovering bit … Christ, three wee dots. Is that my current status? Guess so. I exist now in the realm of the ellipsis.
      

      
      So, does that just about cover it? Have I missed anything? Oh yeah. Of course. You were never going to let me away with that,
         were you? No, it’s not particularly relevant, but yes, it is on your list, so, if you fucking insist, here goes: wife shagged
         some surgeon at a Christmas party a few years back and it made the papers. Satisfied? Well, don’t get too excited. It’s thoroughly
         behind us now. Yes, yes, obviously everything is behind me now, but prior to my demise, our relationship was fine. We’ve had tougher and more important things to cope
         with than drunken infidelity. I’ve been to jail and she’s worked for the NHS. You think a stray hump registers when your scale’s
         been calibrated by that shit? What do you mean, ‘a river in Egypt’? Yeah, okay. Maybe. Look, do you want me to tell you this
         story or not?
      

      
      Right. So, where were we? Bollocks. Hadn’t decided where to begin, had I? And me a journalist, too. Let’s think. Should I
         start with the first time I met the villain of the piece? Yeah, that would work, wouldn’t it? Very James Bond. Late night,
         low lights, opulent surroundings, champagne and chandeliers, the women in tight dresses, the men in their sharpest evening
         suits. You’re waiting for the punchline, but no kidding, that is how it happened. The early face-off, the looking into each other’s eyes and mutually identifying an adversary, weighing up
         the threat, a flirting, near-sexual chemistry developing between goody and baddy, subtly sparring with words, mouth-watering
         prelude to inexorable deeds.
      

      
      But no, on second thoughts, I’ll save that bit. Far too early yet. This sort of mystery story usually starts with the discovery
         of a body. Who am I to mess with the convention? Let’s go with that, and I don’t mean my own. Hell, let’s start with the discovery
         of two, as that’s how it was. Not a murder scene as such, but there’s plenty of that to come, don’t worry.
      

      
      It was one of my first, albeit unofficial, tasks as rector of Kelvin University. Yeah, we’ll get to that as well. Let me tell
         you about the bodies first.
      

      
      The post of rector is like that of executive producer: almost entirely undefined, from a role with the potential to make an
         invaluable contribution, to an honorary title merely acknowledging the clout your name carries elsewhere. Nobody gives you
         a job description, merely a list of formal engagements asterisked with humble caveats acknowledging that earning your daily
         crust might restrict your availability to attend. Above and beyond that, you can make of it what you will. It’s reassuring
         to know that some of the previous incumbents were political prisoners throughout their tenures and therefore you can’t do
         worse than their records for event attendance or hands-on involvement (though I’m told one or two celeb predecessors did give
         it their best shot). Granted the nature of my appointment to the post, I decided early on that lording it in the role of figurehead
         really ought to take a back seat to finding ways in which I could muck in and quietly make myself useful. Acquainting myself
         with the issues most pertinent to the modern student seemed an early prerequisite, and there are fewer more pertinent student
         issues than somebody turning up two dead ones.
      

      
      It was towards the end of Week Nothing, the student saturnalia before term proper began. I was tipped off about it by a police
         contact of mine: Ursula Lomas, one-time colleague of my friend Jenny back in Edinburgh, but now moved to the Strathclyde force
         and working out of Partick. She’d read about my improbable elevation to the heights of academe and guessed correctly that
         I’d be more comfortable looking into the harsher realities of campus life than doling out prizes in a cape.
      

      
      They were taking the bodies away just as I got there, the ambulance headed for the Western Infirmary where the post-mortem would take place in order to formally confirm what was already obvious: two young men in their prime had been
         killed, as they slept, by carbon monoxide poisoning.
      

      
      The flat was just off Dumbarton Road. I belled Ursula when I reached the address and she came down to give me the escorted
         tour. We didn’t exchange much in the way of pleasantries, as I don’t know Ursula that well. I can only assume I’ve had a decent
         write-up from Jenny, as Ursula’s been nothing but cooperative since I moved through to Glasgow, despite me not having the
         occasion to return any favours. Maybe I’d just been living in Edinburgh too long and forgot that folk in Glasgow don’t expect
         a receipt for being civil to you.
      

      
      I’ve seen some pretty squalid student gaffs in my time, often from the close-up perspective of crashing out on the sticky
         carpet, so feel qualified to say that this one was in pretty decent nick. I know this sounds harsh, but part of me was disappointed
         as Ursula showed me around the place. There was no big story, no campaign waiting to be waged on student living conditions
         and negligent landlords. The whole tenement floor had been subdivided and subdivided again; the plumbing work probably looked
         like the inside of Terry Gilliam’s head, but it was hardly the Black Hole of Calcutta.
      

      
      ‘Looks like it was a dodgy heater,’ Ursula told me. ‘We’ll know for sure once the gas board engineers have had time to examine
         everything.’
      

      
      ‘And if that’s the case, will the landlord be in deep shit?’ I asked, almost optimistically.

      
      ‘Landlord was here earlier, weeping up a storm. A Mr Patel, older guy, in his sixties I’d say. He says he’s got all his gas
         safety certificates up to date. We’ll be checking that, naturally, especially as it turned out the battery in the CO detector
         was dead.’
      

      
      ‘What does he say to that?’

      
      ‘Swears blind he changes them regularly. Gut reaction: he’s telling the truth. I deal with a lot of students on this turf.
         It’s hardly unknown for them to nick the battery from the smoke alarm and swap it for the dud in their MP3 player.’
      

      
      ‘Christ.’

      
      ‘Yeah. Such a tiny thing, seems so stupid. But that’s the problem when they’re that age: you cannae tell them anything because
         they’re convinced they’re gaunny live forever.’
      

      
      I looked at the names on the door on my way out. Keith Baker and Michael Loftus. This latter rang a bell. Don’t get overexcited:
         there’s no crashing minor chords on the soundtrack, I just recalled hearing the name.
      

      
      No, no crashing chords, no big story. Just a very sad one. Nineteen and twenty, they were. There was nothing for me to write
         about; leave that to the local press.
      

      
      The landlord’s story later checked out. He was up to date with his safety inspections, gets all the appliances serviced as
         part of a maintenance contract. The heater malfunctioned, but it would take the engineer a while to work out how. The other
         tenants’ CO detectors turned out to have healthy batteries, so it was either a duffer or Ursula was right about one of the
         flatmates swapping it. A deadly confluence of shitty luck, but as Ursula said, try using it as a cautionary tale and you’ll
         only get a chorus of ‘yeah, yeah’s. Another campus poster campaign for the would-be immortals to ignore.
      

      
      That was the very thought, those the very words in my head when I remembered where I had heard – or rather seen – that slightly
         familiar name: a campus flyposter. There were three or four on every lamp-post between Hillhead underground station and University
         Avenue, advertising gigs or pimping candidates for student elections. There had been more than usual around then because of
         Week Nothing, when everyone is vying for the attention, signatures and money of the freshers. This one had briefly caught
         my eye because of the name in large-font block capitals, rather than the one more modestly incorporated below:
      

      
      THE AMAZING MAGIC OF

      
      GABRIEL
LAFAYETTE

      
     A TRIBUTE BY MICHAEL LOFTUS

      
      Gabriel Lafayette. Aye. Him again.

      
      The advertised date had been the night before. I hoped this Loftus guy had put on a memorable performance, as it had turned
         out to be his last.
      

      
      I remember thinking: Christ, has our popular culture not bottomed out yet, we’re actually having tribute acts to tacky psychics?
         I mean, I reckoned we had left the coopers with some serious maintenance work on the barrel when I saw ads for Oasis tribute
         bands, considering that I had previously thought Oasis were a fucking tribute band. However, my debilitative grumpy-old-fartism was obscuring the discordant note: tribute it might be
         billed, but I couldn’t imagine Gabriel Lafayette would consider himself honoured by being described as a magician, even an
         amazing one.
      

      
      I had barely heard of Lafayette until about a year before this. Sure, I knew the name, in a hearing people say ‘How much of
         a prick is that Gabriel Lafayette fudknocker?’ kind of way, but like Beckhams and Big Brother contestants, I was determinedly
         zoning him out. In a media-saturated age, you can really start to resent the amount of information you absorb, despite your
         steadfast disinterest, about certain utterly unworthy subjects. It’s like the data equivalent of secondary smoke inhalation.
      

      
      He only registered any sort of signal on my radar when he was elected rector of Kelvin University. Aye, those wacky students:
         just shows the esteem with which they regard this position when you look at the state of the folk who end up holding it. Once
         upon a time it might have been a vital and honoured post, or the occasion of deeply felt political gesturing. Nowadays, if
         it was run as a party system, then the Monster Raving Loonies would represent the mainstream consensus: an election where
         novelty candidates were usually favourites over anyone perceived to be remotely serious. Thus despite never having been to
         university, and in all likelihood never having been to Glasgow, Gabriel Lafayette was a shoo-in because of his appeal to a
         key constituency: stoned students vegging out on sofas watching afternoon telly.
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