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			Dedication

			For Owen Meredith

			Note

			This is a work of fiction, although the village of Imber on Salisbury Plain is very real – a ghost town out of bounds, abandoned at the outbreak of the Second World War. For the novel to work, it was necessary to change the date of this abandonment to 1914, and although some characters are indeed based on historical figures, I have taken liberties with place names and historical events to transport readers to a place my characters were able to explore. But Imber truly is a creepy location: remote, dangerous and eerily deserted . . . who knows, perhaps there really are ghosts in that mysterious village. It’s likely that in the story that follows, you will meet more than a few of them.
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			Stay in Touch

			Prologue

			I first saw the village when I was ten years old. Before the Keep Out and Danger signs went up. Before the high fences with their coiled crowns of barbed wire.

			It was a Saturday afternoon in the appalling winter of 1914, and my father hadn’t yet been called away to the battlefields – to his doom. He squeezed my hand as we stood in the drifting snow next to a low wall of mud and rubble that skirted the hilly churchyard.

			‘I’d like you to remember this place, Sarah,’ he said solemnly. ‘You remember its name?’

			Imber. A scatter of lonely dwellings nestled in a valley on Salisbury Plain.

			I suppose at some point on our journey from London we must have glimpsed an ancient mound or stone circle, but if we did, I can’t remember. Mostly what I recall from that day is a pub, a manor house and a jumble of whitewashed thatched cottages. And the funeral bells, of course.

			‘Why did we come here, Father?’

			I’m sure he wanted to tell me, but a war had begun and secrets were secrets. He turned towards the church, destined to outlive everything else in this place, and sadness clouded his eyes.

			‘Sarah, my angel, if ever we are parted, if you should find yourself alone, then close your eyes and remember this place. I’ll always be here.’

			‘But what’s special about this village?’

			He hadn’t brought me to attend a funeral, but it was the sudden approach of a funeral car that stole my father’s attention. A few villagers, most of them women, stopped and watched as the hearse pulled up quietly outside the churchyard gate, where a circle of mourners had assembled. The snow, falling more heavily now, obscured our view of them a little, but two figures stood out: a thin, stony-faced man of middle age with a crow-black hat that rose like a column; and, beside him, a woman in full mourning attire, her shoulders shuddering as she wept.

			It would be eighteen long years before I truly understood that woman’s grief. Before I learned all too well the relentless suffering of a parent who has lost a child.

			As the undertaker lifted a tiny lead and bronze casket from its bed of flowers, my father removed his hat, and a couple of elderly women passing us in the street crossed themselves. It occurred to me then how sad and peculiar it was that more of the villagers weren’t displaying similar gestures of respect for one of their own, especially one so young. On the contrary, most of the villagers were drawing away, their faces grim. Heads down, shoulders up, casting their gaze in any direction but the church gate and the mourners huddled there.

			Did I see something more than detachment on those faces? Guilt, perhaps? Fear?

			Certainly, there was no glimmer of prescience for what was to come. For how could any in this thriving farming community know that all of them, every man, woman and child, would soon be forced to leave their homes, and that their village would vanish from every map.

			Some forgot about that nowhere place at the foot of the valley. Even me. Until, of course, I was made to remember. Not by anyone living.

			But by a dead man.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			HOW THE MATTER AROSE

			A house is never still in darkness to those who listen intently; there is a whispering in distant chambers, an unearthly hand presses the snib of the window, the latch rises. Ghosts were created when the first man woke in the night.

			J. M. BARRIE, The Little Minister
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			THE REVENANT

			October 1978

			I am haunted by a man who told stories for a living. This cantankerous, ill-tempered and selfish man – the unlikely father of my lost child – is the reason I believe in the supernatural. I know now that death is not the end of life, and I know spirits walk the earth, because of Harry Price.

			I saw him tonight.

			Not in the flesh – that couldn’t have been. My old companion’s tombstone is already leaning and choked by ivy. All that remains of that notorious magician, scientist and showman is a date and a name.

			And yet, I saw him.

			A woman in her mid-seventies should be able to tell what is real and what is fantasy, but as I sit here at my desk, my fingers stiff and painful and swollen from arthritis, an icy coldness creeping up my legs, I have reached a conclusion: some stories are never finished. Some voices insist on being heard, even after death. Harry Price’s voice is one of them.

			Here’s what happened. Shortly after nine o’clock, I was in the kitchen at the back of our clifftop cottage, preparing to wash the dinner dishes. Vernon, my husband, was next door in the living room, listening to music on the radio. Karen Carpenter was singing, her floating voice reminding me that we had only just begun. The song raised a smile, which quickly contorted into a grimace, for as I plunged my hands into a cloud of soapsuds in the sink, I caught sight of a flickering light through the window – and my stomach became painfully tight.

			The flickering light was moving, bobbing out of the thick darkness, towards me.

			I stood in rapt stillness at the sink, looking at the light with an escalating sense of dread. I wanted to leave the room but felt strangely compelled to stay. It didn’t occur to me that there might be some mundane explanation for this light – perhaps someone with a torch roaming the fields; I just instinctively knew there was something unnatural about it. But it wasn’t the light that made me gasp for breath. What did that was the naked light bulb overhead, buzzing and flickering as if from a surge of power.

			I looked up at it – and it exploded.

			Instinctively, I flung my hands upwards, to protect my face from the shower of glass. A second passed, two, while I blinked away the dazzling flash, and then I removed my sodden hands from my hair and looked around the kitchen. Back to the window.

			And saw that I was no longer alone.

			A dark form was in the windowpane, brooding just over the reflection of my right shoulder. Immediately, I recognised the broad shoulders, the black fedora tipped over his eyes. And I knew, right away, that this spectral form was not an illusion, but the image of a departed soul.

			Harry.

			I might have turned around then, to confront him, but I was transfixed by his menacing reflection – so clear against the pressing dark.

			He looked ancient. Haggard. His skin the colour of old wax. Shiny, stretched over the bone. But it was unmistakably him: the domed, balding head, the pointed ears, the bushy eyebrows and pronounced nose. And those steely eyes locked on mine.

			The first time I peered into those cold blue eyes, aged twenty-two, it wasn’t just suspicion I saw there, but an intense passion that had made me tingle with excitement.

			What did I see now? A look of aching sadness. And something else: desperation.

			‘Harry,’ I whispered. ‘What do you want?’

			His mouth was moving, but there was no voice.

			‘I don’t understand,’ I said. ‘Why have you come?’

			This time, when he spoke I heard it. No more than a whisper – in the air, perhaps, or in my mind, drawn from my memory.

			‘Swear to me, Sarah, never to tell . . .’

			Then, when I said nothing, only stared, full of bewilderment, at his melancholy reflection, he mouthed one more word: a name. A name that I hadn’t heard in such a long time, and that I had hoped never to hear again.

			I spun around to confront him – why that name, after all these years? – and saw . . . nothing. Just an empty kitchen.

			A fire crackling in the grate.

			And my own breath, frosting in the crisp air that should have been warm.

			*

			‘What kept you?’ Vernon said, when I finally wandered into the sitting room, trembling and pale. His hearing isn’t so good these days. Perhaps, because of the radio, he hadn’t heard the light bulb pop, but I was a little relieved. I had no wish to tell him of the dreaded apparition that had vanished from my sight.

			‘Sarah?’ Vernon watched me with puzzled interest from his lumpy armchair next to the radio, a newspaper spread over his lap. ‘Something the matter?’

			I paused. The memories were there, cautiously shut away, and they would come if bidden. But that would mean inviting them in, and I didn’t know if I wanted to remember. These were ugly memories. Dangerous. As jagged as shrapnel.

			No, a voice somewhere in my head whispered. Remember, Sarah – when you consider the abyss, the abyss considers you.

			Better to say nothing. Trick of the light, that’s what Vernon would say. Trick. Of. The. Light. As if four short, ordinary words could so effectively explain an experience so extraordinary.

			But then again, perhaps there was something in that. Perhaps I had experienced some sort of a waking dream. A vision. Would it be so surprising? Only days earlier I had read a review about a new biography on the man. No wonder Harry Price had walked back into my mind!

			That man.

			That impossible man.

			People have asked me, ‘Who was he really, Sarah?’ and, even now, the answer remains elusive, but I suppose the simplest answer is this:

			Harry Price was a ghost hunter. Loathed and distrusted by many, he was also a showman, whose charisma and energy was second only to his inscrutable persona. It was his lifelong interest in magic that led him into the study of psychical research – driven by a noble need, as he saw it, to debunk the fraudulent claims of spiritualist mediums in a country where the shadow of grief fell long, after the Great War. Detecting fraud became his passion. His obsession. And in time, it became mine – although less so when I realised he was himself capable of the very crimes he sought to expose. Blatant fraud. Trickery. Lies.

			Until the moment his body was found in 1948 – slumped over his writing desk, a pen in one hand, a cursed watch chain in the other – he was a wretched victim of his own making. Haunted. By the memory of the son he never knew, the son I eventually misled him into believing I had aborted, and by his elaborate deceptions.

			Now, once again, those deceptions were creeping into my life.

			‘Sarah?’

			The questions were brewing in Vernon’s eyes. He had taken off his reading glasses and was watching me with uncomfort­able scrutiny. I turned away from him, feeling the eerie stirrings of déjà vu. The last time he saw me like this I had paced the house for days before barricading myself in the study, where I finally took up my pen and scratched out a manuscript: the account of how a young woman accepted the dubiously privileged position of confidential secretary to the most fascinating, infamous figure in psychical research, only to fall hopelessly into his orbit.

			When I finished writing, I took that manuscript to London and locked it safely away on the eighth floor of Senate House Library – along with the rest of Price’s great library, his equipment and possessions. What would I do now? Write about this night’s visitation? Speak of it?

			Yes. I decided Vernon had a right to know: this concerned him as much as me. And my husband was hardly a stranger to manifestations some would call ‘supernatural’.

			‘I’ve seen something.’ I heard my voice, thin and quavering. ‘Him.’

			A fearful glint in Vernon’s eyes. After a long moment: ‘We’re not going to do this again. We agreed never—’

			‘I saw him, Vernon!’

			He didn’t need to ask me who.

			‘Sarah, he’s dead.’

			I shook my head. ‘It was Harry. He was trying to tell me something. He whispered a name to me, Vernon. Her name. Why?’

			Vernon’s eyes found mine, only for a second but long enough for me to see they were full of sudden pale fear at the dreadful secret we shared. Then they shifted away.

			We had agreed: we would move on, forget about the ghosts of our past, live out our days in peace. Only now did it occur to me that perhaps words couldn’t banish old ghosts. Perhaps words even brought them back.

			Vernon sat in silence for a few moments longer, then reached to turn up the radio. A static, high-pitched whine, then the newsreader’s voice came through. His words put ice in my veins:

			‘Skeletal human remains believed to be those of a child have been unearthed by soldiers training in an uninhabited village in part of the British Army’s training grounds on Salisbury Plain.’

			My hand reached out and found the doorframe. I clung on as the newsreader went on.

			‘Frozen in time, abandoned hastily long ago, Imber is a ghost village, and has been the army’s battle school since early in the Great War, when its residents were evacuated. There is currently no information available regarding the person’s identity or cause of death, but police are treating the discovery as suspicious and are appealing for anyone with information to come forward.’

			Vernon’s mouth had fallen open. He snapped it shut, and glared at the radio. My heart was pounding so hard I could feel my pulse behind my eyes.

			‘The name, this discovery. The village. What if they’re connected? Oh, God—’

			‘Sarah,’ he said heavily, ‘I am not doing this again.’

			‘You can’t just distance yourself from this. You were as guilty as anyone else!’

			That did it. With a flash of anger, he threw down his newspaper, stood up and strode out of the room.

			Swear to me, Sarah, never to tell . . .

			I had given my promise, a long time ago.

			But it was a promise I could no longer keep.

			*

			On too many occasions I have been asked to talk about the most sensational, most disturbing incident in Price’s lifetime of inquiry into the unknown – but how to choose? His investigations took him to hundreds of alleged haunted houses, thousands of séances. And I was the one who assisted him, out in the field and at his laboratory on the top floor of 16 Queensberry Place, South Kensington, where we attempted to peer beyond the curtain that separates this world from the next.

			And what a time we had. Together, we saw objects hurled around empty rooms – objects that couldn’t possibly have been thrown by human hands. Together, we watched astounding mediums join hands with misty human forms. And together, huddled in the abandoned rooms of the remotest houses, we shivered as the mercury mysteriously plummeted.

			But only once did Price see what he was convinced really was a ghost.

			In private letters to his contemporaries – letters leaked to the newspapers but which were never supposed to be published – he describes a séance where something cold and soft touched his hand. He wrote of a spirit that materialised before him and sat on his knee.

			Plenty of his critics demanded hard evidence, but Price never provided it. Not the location of the house, not even the names of everyone else present. Later, Price admitted he should never have written about it. The whole affair came at a cost to his reputation: most concluded the story wasn’t true, that Price had simply made it up. They called him a liar.

			They were only half right.

			What Price described in his letters didn’t happen as he portrayed it, but it wasn’t made up either. More accurate to say he created a story only half true, drawing on earlier events. Events so traumatising he felt the only way he could write about them was to wrap them up in something false. But Price and I shared the knowledge of what was true, what we saw deep in the winter of 1932, at the bottom of a remote valley in Salisbury Plain, in the abandoned ghost town of Imber.

			That dreadful village, as quiet as death. Full of cold dismays and bitter despairs. From the start, Price resisted making the trip to that stark and lonely place. I am doomed to remember the state of him afterwards, in his long black coat and flannel suit, eyes wide and pleading. Behind him, the boarded-up mansion raging with flames. His face smeared with blood as he reached out to me with a deathly pale hand, shaking. ‘Swear to me, Sarah, never to tell,’ he had pleaded. ‘Promise me.’

			I was twenty-eight then. For forty-six years, I kept my promise. But reality has a way of intruding.

			*

			When Vernon left the room, I stood for a long moment and stared at the radio, trying to decide what to do. Skeletal remains unearthed?

			I could try ignoring this, but for how long? I had been ignoring it my whole life, but now memories, long buried, were surfacing. Shapeless terrors. They could not be interred again; they needed to be faced. Confronted.

			With a sinking dread, I went into my study and sat down at the desk – this desk, my hand trembling as I took up my pen.

			I will do the one thing I promised Price I wouldn’t do. I will disentangle the relics of my guilt. I will write the story of what happened in the lost village of Imber in 1932.

			The matter did not begin in Wiltshire, but in London. In a deserted picture house after dark. As I uncap my fountain pen, I can see it clearly: my gaze roams through the darkened auditorium across to the black pit of the orchestra, up to the gilded boxes, up to the domed ceiling and down to the balcony rails.

			I should never have gone. Just as I should never have made the trip afterwards, to the dismal village that I had first glimpsed at my father’s side on that snowy Saturday in 1914.

			But then came the spirit child.

			And the soldiers’ nightmares, and the tragic church service. The horror and sorrow. And the black, cold, evil.

			My name is Sarah Grey. And I need someone to know that the lost village remembers.

			The lost village has a secret that must be told.
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			GHOST LIGHT

			London, October 1932

			‘Who’s there?’

			The man’s voice – urgent, commanding – seemed to reach me distantly, as if I were underwater. I was not, though; I was in a vast field of swaying grass with the sun on my neck, watching a mill wheel turn as I waited.

			‘Who’s there, I say!’

			Dazed, I opened my eyes, and grimaced as pain throbbed at the back of my head.

			Where the hell am I?

			Not in a field, but on the floor, at the foot of a stage. Before me lay a scatter of discarded ticket stubs, and I caught the acrid scent of cigarette smoke. An old converted theatre . . .

			The Brixton Picture Palace.

			‘Show yourself now. I’m warning you!’

			I held my breath, listening.

			The gruff voice was coming from the back of the auditorium, where a door was ajar, letting through a shaft of light from the lobby. Who was this man? Some of it was coming back to me . . . According to my research, the cleaning ladies didn’t arrive until nine in the morning. I had chosen this time for a reason: there was supposed to be no one here after midnight.

			My stomach tightened as more alarming possibilities ran through my mind. The picture house owner? Private security? Or worse, a policeman!

			What a pitiful figure I must have looked: a young woman in her Sunday best, crumpled at the foot of the stage.

			No time for self-pity. Think!

			I tried to sit up, but a sharp pain in my left ankle stopped me. So did the pain in my head.

			What happened? Think. Try to remember.

			Forcing myself to breathe deeply, I sifted through jumbled fragments of memories.

			Torch failed. You heard something . . . a voice calling out. Got lost in the dark, went looking around . . . in the auditorium . . . No. You were walking across the stage. Then you . . .

			Fell. I had stumbled. Something had made me turn round too quickly. A figure . . .

			‘I know you can hear me,’ called the man, ‘because I heard you.’

			I could hear, perfectly well, but I was struggling to focus on anything. Well, except my ankle. The pain seemed to be getting hotter with each second. It was almost certainly sprained.

			That meant trouble on Monday. And what’s more, if I were caught, Mr Addison would have questions – quite legitimate questions – about what I was doing trespassing in a picture house after closing time. That was assuming on Monday I would be sitting in my office, and not in a police cell.

			‘All right,’ the man yelled, ‘I’ll find you myself!’

			Perhaps luck was on my side. If my pursuer worked for the picture house, as seemed likely, he might think I was locked in by accident. He might sympathise when he saw a young woman on her own, injured. But – and here was the chief problem – the moment he found my pocket electric torch and the plans of the building I had dug up at the Lambeth public library, any concerns about my well-being would rapidly give way to suspicion. He would probably think I’d broken in to commit a robbery.

			Footsteps crept nearer.

			I chanced a peek out from behind the row of dark mahogany seats. I couldn’t see my pursuer clearly, just a vague outline, a thin dark figure taking apprehensive steps. The circular spotlight from his torch bounced off the barrel vault ceiling and bobbed over the seats, before playing on an enormous pipe organ of silver and gold a few metres away.

			Concealed in the shadows at the foot of the stage, my face pressed against the floor, I pulled in a shaky breath.

			Held it.

			How – how – had I come to this?

			The evening had begun innocently enough, despite my mother’s asking that I stay at home, it being a damp and cold night. Maybe that was a genuine reason in her mind, but what was certainly true was that Mother’s eyesight wasn’t good and she appreciated me reading to her.

			‘I’m sorry, I can’t disappoint Amy,’ I lied. ‘Not at this short notice – she’ll wonder what’s happened to me. You see that, Mother?’

			A thin smile. A nod.

			When I arrived at the picture house at eight thirty, the lobby was packed with men in suits, neckties and fedoras, and women in fur coats. Gliding behind them, I passed into the auditorium and quickly dropped into a seat at the front. After the lights dimmed there was a brief animation, then a newsreel. Unemployment soaring, the Depression and a man called Oswald Mosley had founded the British Union of Fascists.

			Then for the main attraction: London After Midnight, a silent mystery picture. Just the sort of film my former boss would have loved – grimy bats swooping about, a house haunted by its memories. Actually, one of the characters rather reminded me of Price: a detective from Scotland Yard who hypnotised his suspects to investigate a murder, cajoling them into confessing. Or something like that. In truth, the finer aspects of the plot were lost on me, but I had been somewhat preoccupied during the show by the thought of what lay ahead.

			I hadn’t come to watch the film. I had come to remember. To relive what I missed. The thrill of the chase.

			Six months previously, I had quit my old job. Turned my back on Harry Price and his magical ‘ghost factory’ at 16 Queensberry Place, and not just because his gusto, his immense energy and magpie mind had ceased to be charming. As one who was intimately acquainted with his investigations, it had proven impossible not to be frustrated by his pretensions, his secretiveness and his frequent disappearances, his thirst for publicity. There was, however, a greater problem of abject betrayal, after he wilfully embarrassed Velma Crawshaw, a medium under his scrutiny, before a public audience. Exposing fraudulent mediums was the reason Price was famous, the reason I could pay Mother’s debts, but this had been a step too far, even for him. Velma had cancer. She would have terrible days to come. And Price knew; yet he had humiliated her. After that, I didn’t care about ghosts so much as people. People mattered. Especially the child I had concealed, two and a half years ago, then been forced to give up for adoption.

			Price’s child.

			After walking away from the laboratory, I didn’t go looking for similar positions with the Society for Psychical Research. I didn’t continue my subscription to Psychic News. Instead I accepted a position at a film-publishing house in Soho. The work was mundane, secretarial duties mainly. Now and then there were meetings about promotions, advertising, even cocktail parties – mostly there weren’t. Mostly, my thoughts lingered on the job I had left behind. Lately, I had caught myself wondering whether I had been too hard on Price. I had enjoyed that job more than I had been willing to admit.

			I had hoped the thrill of the chase would dissipate over time. I had hoped to push down the memories of Harry Price. But, like I said, reality has a way of intruding.

			*

			The Picture Palace had fallen silent – and entirely dark.

			I lay still, cursing myself for not staying at home with Mother.

			You would have been perfectly all right, if only you hadn’t fallen. If only the ghost light had been lit.

			The ghost light. In those days, every theatre – even the grander picture houses – had one: an exposed bulb standing on a pole at the centre of the stage. Empty theatres are pitch-black places where it’s all too easy to stumble off the stage and break one’s neck. The ghost light was supposed to be lit by the last person to leave the theatre, and then extinguished by the first person to arrive in the morning.

			Why was it extinguished now? At night?

			A common belief amongst anyone working in unoccupied theatres was that the ghost light protected against restless or resentful spirits who might play havoc in the auditorium after dark.

			Well, no spirits tonight. Just me. Playing havoc.

			All was quiet, no sign of my pursuer. But I wasn’t near to feeling relief.

			Carefully, silently, I lifted myself onto my elbows, keeping my head down, and shuffled forward. A bolt of pain shot up my leg, but I kept moving. If I could just drag myself away from the stage and in between the next row of seats, I might avoid detection, along with all the difficult questions that would entail.

			I had barely touched the green velvet trim of a seat when a beam of light dazzled me.

			‘What do you think you’re doing here?’

			My breathing stopped. The tall figure of a man loomed over me.
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			THE PICTURE PALACE AFTER DARK

			I recoiled. ‘Don’t touch me!’

			He was towering over me, but flinched and stepped back when I spoke.

			He raised his head. Something not right. His face? It was impossible to see clearly beyond the glaring circle of his handheld torch.

			‘Why didn’t you answer when I called out?’ he asked.

			‘Do you normally answer voices in the dark?’

			‘I’m asking the questions, miss.’

			‘And I don’t have the first idea who you are!’

			‘Well, I bloody work here.’ He sounded affronted. ‘Now, explain yourself.’

			I had to squint then, as he brought his torch closer to my face – a blinding white circle of interrogation.

			‘Sir, please, is that absolutely necessary?’

			I was trying to sound confident, but this stranger’s imposing stature was not of the sort that normally inspires confidence in a young woman, afraid and alone in the dark. Worse, because of the intense torchlight, I could see very little of him.

			At last he said, ‘My apologies, miss, I was expecting . . .’

			‘A man?’

			‘Actually . . .’ He paused, but then shook his head and said, ‘Follow me. You shouldn’t be in here.’

			Because the threatening edge in his voice had now been replaced by a more reasonable tone, fringing on concern, I took his proffered hand and allowed him to help me to stand. The pain in my ankle was still acute, but to my surprise I found I could walk, even if with a limp.

			But I wasn’t the only one walking oddly. As the stranger led me out of the auditorium, I noticed he did so with short, shuffling movements, almost as if he were uncertain of the route.

			A short while later we were in the resplendent art deco foyer, with its sumptuous carpets and the elegant curved staircase. The ceiling was an impressive dome, lit around the edges. Another light was thrown by a solitary lamp at the ticket desk. I saw two signs on the wall nearest me. One indicated the way to the smoking room; the other simply read, ‘Ladies, please remove your hats.’

			The stranger clicked off his torch, gave me a long measuring look. From the cobweb of lines around his eyes I guessed he was somewhere in his middle age, and he looked very far from healthy. His face was pale and painfully thin, with sunken cheeks so hollow, especially on the left side, it was as if someone had dealt him an almighty blow and left a permanent dent.

			And there was something else. Something that twisted my stomach into an uneasy knot.

			One eye, his left eye, was unmoving, and seemed to look flatly past my shoulder. His other eye shifted towards me. Strained. Watchful. Wondering.

			‘So, what were you doing in there?’ he asked.

			‘I fell asleep when the picture ended.’

			‘Of course you did,’ he said, with obvious sarcasm. ‘With respect, miss, the ushers check the auditorium at the end of every perform—’

			‘Yes, and when I woke up there was no one else here.’

			He raised an eyebrow.

			‘And then, you see, I tripped and fell.’

			‘Off the stage?’ he said, measuring me with his good eye. Self-consciously, I smoothed my bobbed hair into place. ‘But what were you doing up there in the first place?’

			‘With respect, sir, that’s not the question you should be asking. Is it?’

			‘It isn’t?’

			I put more confidence into my voice. ‘Why was the ghost light extinguished? I wouldn’t have fallen if it had been on. And it’s supposed to be left on all night.’

			The eyebrow climbed higher. ‘You work in the business? In theatres?’

			‘Yes,’ I lied, offering a smile, but he only angled his head away from me, gazing at the lobby doors as if half-expecting them to bang open. The side lamp on the curved ticket desk lit the right side of his pallid face, throwing the left into shadow.

			Just then, I felt the faintest pull towards him. I hesitate to use the word ‘recognition’, because I was almost sure we had never met. Even so, the sensation seized me for a second and heightened my interest.

			‘Forgive me, but do we know each other?’

			‘No, I don’t think so.’ He turned back to me. ‘You are free to leave.’

			‘Thank you,’ I said, but I didn’t move.

			I wasn’t intimidated any more; I was curious. His voice was even as he spoke, but his gaze darted around in agitation. I had the feeling there was something he wasn’t telling me. Something, perhaps, he wanted to tell me. Perhaps, if I was lucky, he might even help with my peculiar mission, for I had come here seeking answers.

			I had come to hunt ghosts.

			‘Your ankle’s bleeding,’ he said.

			I looked down; my stocking was torn and the skin over my ankle bone was grazed.

			‘There are some bandages in my room. I’ll get them if you’re happy to wait.’

			I should go home, I thought. But if I leave now this whole trip will have been for nothing.

			‘Where is your room?’ I asked, and followed his gaze to a nearby staircase, which climbed into shadows. ‘Up there?’

			‘Yeah, that’s where the magic happens,’ he said flatly. ‘Stillness and flicker, light and shadow.’

			The penny dropped. ‘You’re a projectionist.’

			He nodded, looking curiously troubled.

			I tried picturing the inside of his projection booth, but what came was a melancholy memory: Price in his white lab coat, hunched over his materials for lantern-slide making in our – his – workshop; Price surrounded by batteries and plugs, screws and gadgets; his racks, print-washers, measures, printing frames; his stereoscopic reflex cameras and their many lenses; his projection lanterns.

			Seeing all that for the first time, four years earlier, I had thought these had to be the playthings of a vastly intelligent man – a skilled engineer, but also a lonely man, single-mindedly devoted to his interests . . . to his obsessions.

			‘Actually, I’d very much like to see where you work – if that isn’t too much trouble?’

			The projectionist looked at me uncertainly.

			‘Really,’ I insisted, ‘I take an interest in illusions. Cameras and projection equipment.’

			‘Uh . . . if you say so.’ He sounded dubious.

			‘Bolex Model C,’ I said confidently.

			‘Pardon me?’

			‘That’s the model of projector you probably use here. Yes? Sturdy construction, grey enamel finish with reel arms strong enough to take, oh, I don’t know, four hundred feet of reels? The threading system isn’t much good, but the rapid motor rewind is still pretty useful. So is the draught ventilation and cooling system for the lamp. Oh, and the adjustable base – of course!’

			He looked impressed.

			I gave him a wide and winning smile. ‘Like I said, I take an interest.’

			*

			As we took the stairs, I became aware of a faint odour. Sulphurous. I sniffed the air.

			‘Something burning?’

			The projectionist paused, nervously, on the step ahead of me and drew his head back. ‘I don’t smell anything.’

			Before I could reply, the main doors into the foyer behind us shook suddenly and violently.

			I caught my breath. This narrow stairwell was poorly lit, and as accustomed as I had become to unexpected events and empty dark buildings, the spontaneous movement of objects could still rattle my nerves.

			Again, the double doors in the foyer shook – more urgently. Turning, I glimpsed figures silhouetted in the glass, and then came raucous laughter. Teenage boys, I guessed, now running off.

			The projectionist sighed heavily, then continued his heavy tread up the stairs, and I followed, passing playbills on the left wall, and on our right, a storage area for the usher’s uniforms: white spats and gloves and smart blue tunics.

			At the top of the steps the projectionist opened an unassuming steel door, and immediately I was struck by the distinctive aroma of film and a hot smell from the carbon lamps. I hesitated, thinking it might be wiser to wait outside, but he promptly motioned for me to follow him into the cine-chamber.

			Almost at once I had the strangest feeling, the strangest impulse to walk right back out again, but I forced myself to stay and look around.

			A solitary, dismal place; a tin box, with only just enough room for two people. Most of the space was taken up by two very imposing Ross projectors, fuelled by copper-coated carbon rods, and a record player with a huge notice plastered on the underside of the lid: ‘Operator Beware: it is imperative ‘pick-up’ arm needle is changed after each disc has been played once.’

			Fixed to the wall was a humming mercury-arc rectifier contained within a metal cage-like cabinet, and in its eerie, ultraviolet glow I saw that the rest of the walls were covered with switches and buttons; rows of fuse boxes; lens cabinets; input sprockets; fireproof cabinets stocked with reels of film; a fire extinguisher; and, on the bare concrete floor, a pail of sand.

			Uneasily, I found myself thinking of Price again.

			From behind me, I heard a thud. I knew what it was even before I turned and looked.

			The metal door had shut.

			My gaze shifted from the door to the projectionist beside me. The alarm must have shown on my face because he quickly said, ‘The door self-closes. Fireproof. Regulations . . .’

			I nodded, feeling a stab of self-reproach. What the hell was I thinking, coming up here alone – with a stranger? It would be easy for him to do anything he wanted to me . . . I just had to hope he had no ill intentions.

			‘Can you switch the light on?’ I asked, and noticed that he paused for a moment longer than was comfortable.

			‘Light,’ he said, in a voice that was very distant, almost a whisper. ‘The light from the projector has the power to entrance, truly. A bright beam cutting through the smoky darkness. A spectacle. Sometimes that beam is all you need.’

			‘For what?’ I asked, feeling nervous now.

			‘To see the past,’ he said slowly, ‘present and future.’

			He was staring hard at me.

			‘Anyway,’ I said, clearing my throat and nodding at the light switch.

			He blinked, then with a sigh he flipped a switch and a stark bulb overhead flickered on, washing us with a cold, bright light.

			‘Thank you,’ I said.

			He advanced towards the largest projector and stationed himself beside it, motionless, staring silently through a tiny window down into the deserted auditorium.

			Perhaps it was the thickness of his hair, perhaps it was the line of his jaw, but it struck me then that he was younger than I had assumed. I saw now that his left eye wasn’t just unfocused but had a glassy, dead sheen; his voice had the hoarse and cracked quality of an older man; and he moved with the measured gait of someone on whom the years had worked their toll. But all of this, I was sure now, was only an illusion. He was young, perhaps no more than thirty-five.

			‘You actually work in here?’ I asked. ‘In these horribly cramped conditions? If I were you, I would complain.’

			Something in his eyes gave out a warning as he touched the side of his face. ‘Men like me, we may as well have no opinions.’

			I wondered what he meant by this as I glanced over the canisters of film hanging on the wall and the heavy-looking projectors, all the time conscious of his gaze on me.

			It struck me that this poor man’s occupation wasn’t just depressingly solitary, but extremely unsafe. That narrow staircase we had just climbed had to be a fire hazard. How many times had Price warned me about nitrate film exploding into flame and releasing clouds of noxious smoke? Nitrate film easily caught fire because of the heat from the lamps. That was why projection booths like this one were built to shut down like a prison in the event of a fire – but God help anyone trapped inside.

			‘It must get unbearably hot.’

			‘You would think so,’ he replied rather gloomily, and just then I felt a chill pass over me. But from where? The metal door was shut flush.

			Then my gaze travelled from the door to the projectionist, and I saw the unique device at which he was staring. A projector, much older and smaller than the rest, fashioned from mahogany and brass and adorned with a crucifix and a winged skull. It was a thing of exquisite quality, eerily beautiful; it looked as if it belonged in a museum of rare Victorian curiosities.

			‘It’s from Germany,’ the projectionist explained. He ran his hand lovingly along its smooth surface. ‘A very early projector, powered by candlelight, primitive but extremely effective. See here, the adjustable lens, the moveable carriage system – all designed for a very specific purpose.’

			‘What purpose exactly?’

			‘Wonders,’ he whispered, not taking his gaze from the machine.

			It was like watching a young child enraptured with a gift on Christmas morning.

			Next to this projector was a small wooden box, open and packed with lantern slides painted with indiscernible, colourful images. I reached out to examine one.

			‘Hands off!’

			I flinched back.

			‘My hobby,’ the projectionist added. For a moment, an oppressive sadness seemed to gather on his face, like a black cloud. ‘The slides . . . I paint them when I’m alone.’

			Perhaps if I had asked just a few more questions about the painted glass slides and the antique projector with its intricately carved base, crucifix and skull, I would have spared myself from the sea of abnormality that would soon swallow me at the lost village of Imber. The first murmurs of those waters were surging around me then, and I heard them over the lonely silence. It wasn’t just the projectionist’s unease, his defensiveness – after all, he didn’t know me, so why should he trust me?

			The truly unnerving observation was the dark hollowness of his face; there was a formidable dent in the side of his head and around his left cheekbone – not quite as though someone had bashed it in with a hammer, but almost. And that single eye with the glassy sheen; it didn’t look like an eye at all, I realised now. More like a dusty marble.

			‘Sir, why are you here, alone, so late? You seem somewhat – forgive me – agitated?’

			He breathed out heavily. When he next spoke, something of the old sternness in his tone had returned. ‘You seem very interested in me, for someone who was just accidentally locked in, Miss . . .’

			‘Grey. Sarah Grey. And your name?’

			He blinked, and for a moment his eyes were blank. ‘Albert.’

			I was sure I had never known an Albert. Still, though, a faint familiarity bothered me. Why didn’t I ask him his surname? I’ve asked myself so many times. Perhaps he wouldn’t have given me the name, even if I had asked; but if he had told me, so much of what was to follow could have been avoided.

			‘May I enquire how long you have held your position here?’

			‘Too long,’ was his reply. He glanced out of the window, at the dark auditorium, then back at me. ‘Miss Grey, why don’t you tell me why you really came here tonight?’

			There was no need to share the truth – that the history of the picture house had become a consuming passion for me. I replied, simply, ‘I’m doing some research on the building. A private history project.’

			He looked suddenly afraid. Appalled.

			‘Which aspect of its history, exactly?’

			That was harder to answer. On one level, the reason was simple: three weeks ago, the Standard had reported that while the picture house was locked up, deserted, passers-by had heard its organ playing. An interview with Lyndon Clarkson, the picture house manager, was published as well. On the narrow stairwell leading to this very cine-chamber, Clarkson claimed to have seen a blue light hovering in mid-air. Then, when he climbed the stairs and shone a torch on the door of the cine-chamber, he saw the ominous shadow of a man – though nobody else was there.

			Of course, I was sceptical. Superstitions run riot: there’s barely an old theatre in the country that isn’t the setting for stories of spooks in the stalls and goosebumps in the gods, and so it’s always been.

			But the truth was that over a year earlier, months before I walked out on him, Price had attempted to treat an escalating nervous condition that had been making my life unbearable. Looking back, the reason I was suffering was very clear, even if I hadn’t wanted to acknowledge it then. The shadow of guilt at giving my baby up for adoption had lengthened. Rarely would I make it through the night without waking in fitful sobbing gasps. Each morning, the face of a mother, and yet not a mother, looked back at me from the mirror, heartbroken, ashamed and questioning.

			I had lied to Price; told him I was in low spirits, that was all. He had attempted to help me with hypnosis, and it seemed that ever since then I had felt drawn to this building, without any clear reason. I still sometimes dreamt of Harry Price – I’d see him sitting in his favourite armchair, speaking to me in a slow, velvety voice. Perhaps it was more than a dream. A memory. Whatever it was, I couldn’t access it all. Price was asking me questions, and I was answering, but the detail was lost.

			‘You’re here because of the stories, aren’t you? The legends.’

			‘Actually, yes,’ I replied. ‘This theatre does have a history, you know.’

			He said nothing, but the disturbed look in his one good eye told me he did know.

			I had read all about the history of the largest and most luxurious cinema in South London. I knew that the first theatre on the site was a conversion of a Baptist chapel, which had become a warehouse; that the subsequent theatre was called the Arcadian and that it was consumed by a fire on a Sunday night in the middle of the last century. Apparently an illusionist from Germany tragically ‘miscalculated’ his act. That had to be the understatement of the century. Hundreds of children aged between eight and ten were inside when smoke began to billow into the auditorium, and panic erupted.

			Eighty-six little bodies were pulled from the building. Charred. Asphyxiated. Many trampled to death.

			That didn’t necessarily mean the Brixton Picture Palace was haunted, though, did it?

			No, but there’s an atmosphere, I thought, a distinctly bad atmosphere. And now I thought about it, perhaps I did remember why I had fallen from the stage.

			Hadn’t I glimpsed a small figure, moving in the dark? And heard a child’s voice calling for help from somewhere below?

			Hard to be certain. I could quite easily have imagined such things. I needed more to go on.

			‘The reports of strange happenings here,’ I said, leaning forward. ‘True?’

			‘One man’s truth is another man’s undoing,’ the projectionist said. ‘Gotta be careful what you say. You hear about people being locked up in Bedlam these days for seeing all manner of things.’

			‘Albert, whatever you tell me will remain entirely between us.’

			He looked at me fixedly.

			I smiled and said, ‘I promise. And if is within my power to help, I will certainly do so.’

			Something glimmered in his good eye; I thought perhaps it was hope. His breathing quickened, his fists clenched. ‘You asked me earlier about the ghost light on the stage,’ he said, ‘why it was turned off.’

			‘I did.’

			‘You want the truth? The ghost light does not keep spirits away. It attracts them.’

			I admit, I was taken aback by this. Not so much the revelation – that would come later – but more that a witness should be so forthcoming. I thought back to Price and our first visit, three years earlier, to the haunted rectory in the hamlet of Borley in Essex. When we met its troubled residents, Mr and Mrs Smith, Price had performed astonishing conjuring tricks over lunch to compel the poor couple to confide in us. He had wanted to test their reactions, smiling as he studied them, as though they were mere experiments to him, playthings. And yet here I was, with none of Price’s charisma, winning a complete stranger’s trust purely through offering a listening ear.

			‘Tell me what you have seen, Albert.’

			‘When you’re in here alone late at night after a show, when all the customers have gone home and the only thing left is the ghost light on the stage – I challenge anyone not to be unnerved. Sometimes on the stairs I feel a presence behind me, a woman; I hear the steps creaking and groaning. And I find boxes of flyers and materials moved between rooms.’

			‘Poltergeist phenomena. That’s what it’s called. The spontaneous movement of objects without any apparent physical influence.’

			‘Call it what you like, it makes no sense to me.’ He looked again out of the little window; the dark auditorium seemed like a magnet to his eyes. ‘Sometimes,’ he said, ‘after hours, I see people down there. In their seats. I know how that sounds, but I see them, I do. They don’t move, they don’t speak, they just sit there. Outlines in the dark. An audience that isn’t there.’

			I tried picturing that – shadowy forms of the departed, the brooding empty seats – and felt the prickle of gooseflesh on my arms. ‘That’s why you came down looking for me. You thought I might be . . .’

			He nodded and we fell silent. The silence was a comfortable one this time, and very quickly it rekindled the vague notion that I shared a faraway connection with this man. Somehow. Something in common.

			‘Well,’ I said, to snap him out of his reverie, ‘as you can see, I am no ghost.’

			I went to the viewing window and looked down at where I had fallen from the stage. It was impossible to see the spot directly from this angle. Which meant the projectionist was either mistaken or lying, or he had indeed seen something . . . abnormal.

			‘I know what you’re thinking. You’re wondering how I could see anything with it being so dark in there. But there was a red light floating and bobbing through the rows of empty seats. Some sort of . . . orb.’

			‘I don’t recall seeing any light,’ I said.

			‘But it was there,’ he countered. ‘It was in there with you, Miss Grey.’

			That left me cold. But he wasn’t finished yet.

			‘One night,’ he said, wringing his hands, ‘I was doing my usual checks in the chambers beneath the stage, close to the original eighteenth-century foundations, when I glanced over my shoulder and I saw the figure of a young woman. I called out to her, as I called out to you earlier tonight. I told her she had to leave. Seconds later, she was just . . . gone.’

			‘Gone?’

			‘Vanished.’

			‘And that convinced you?’

			His head snapped up. ‘I didn’t say I believed in ghosts, miss. I’m only telling you what I saw.’

			‘Thank you, Albert. I appreciate that. And I believe you.’

			‘You do?’ A weary kind of relief came onto his face.

			Something beneath the stage. The thought broke in from nowhere, but was too powerful to ignore.

			‘Take me down there, won’t you, please? Beneath the stage. Show me where you saw this woman.’

			Albert gave me a strange look.

			‘I’ll go alone if I have to,’ I told him, ‘but I do want to see. Show me the way down.’

			His head was shaking vigorously. ‘Working here as long as I have, you get to know a building, every nook and cranny. The chambers below ground are out of bounds.’

			‘Clearly not to you.’

			‘Miss, down there, no one can hear you. It’s not safe, especially not with your ankle—’

			The dusty bare light bulb above us hummed, flickering for a moment. I sprang back, letting out a small cry. Instantly, the projectionist whirled round. His eyes were riveted on the metal door but he made no attempt to open it. His breathing quickened; his shoulders trembled.

			Somewhere beneath us, in the foyer maybe, a door slammed.

			‘We must go—’ I started to say, but Albert swung round and cut me off.

			‘No,’ he said. ‘No. You don’t understand, miss.’ He reached for his antique projector. ‘I have to leave. I must leave.’

			‘It’s all right,’ I said, not knowing if it was or wasn’t, but knowing I had to do something. ‘Wait here – you have a good view of the auditorium. Keep an eye on me, all right? I’ll go and investigate.’

			‘I really don’t think—’ be began, sounding close to terrified now, but I cut him off with a reassuring glance.

			‘Albert, trust me. I’ve done this before, it’ll be all right.’

			I sounded confident, but as my hand found the door handle I didn’t feel that way. I didn’t feel confident at all.
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			OLD HABITS

			Moments later I was alone in the grand theatre foyer, standing before the double doors to the auditorium and peering through the circular viewing window. I saw nothing within but clotted darkness; heard nothing but silence. I put my hand to the doors, pushed them and entered.

			The centre aisle sloped downwards beneath an ornate cantilevered balcony towards the stage, and I began to feel my way along carefully, seat by seat. It was pitch black; no sign of the ghostly red ‘orb’ the projectionist claimed to have seen from his window.

			What would Price make of that? Some unknown atmospheric phenomenon?

			No, he would go further: he would postulate that Albert was deluded, infected by the superstitions of haunted theatres. Albert saw a light because that was what he expected to see, and the loneliness of his position, combined with a fanciful disposition, only made him more likely to see it. Locational bias.

			Maybe that was right. Maybe.

			I wasn’t frightened, but I suppose my nerves were on edge, which was why, rather than venture deeper into that artificial darkness, I stopped and called up to the projectionist in his cine-chamber.

			‘Albert, please, are you still up there? Switch the ghost light on.’

			He made no reply, but he must have heard me, because seconds later the solitary bulb on the stage up ahead buzzed and flickered, before dimming to a steady yellow glow.

			His words came back to me then: The ghost light does not keep spirits away. It attracts them.

			I should go back.

			But something was drawing me on. I wanted to go on. I wanted, for some reason I did not completely understand, but could not resist, to see beyond the ornate art deco façade of this building, into its heart, beneath the stage; to continue what I had started and to discover why for so many months I had felt drawn to this place and the dank, dingy passageways I knew were waiting below.

			And anyway, I told myself, I had been in far worse situations than this. It wasn’t as if I were crawling through cobwebs and grime under the eaves of a rambling old house miles from anywhere. That said, the deserted movie palace was certainly eerie. Thickly silent. The ghost light throwing a sickly glint off the acoustic wood and gold wall panelling.

			‘Albert, you shout out if you see anything from up there, all right?’

			No reply.

			I focused on the bare bulb up on the stage ahead of me, and crept stealthily towards it.

			That was when I caught the scent of burning again, like you do when someone has lit a candle nearby. Except . . .

			No sign of any flame, anywhere.

			I was standing now exactly where Albert had found me: next to the first row of seats in the theatre. Thankfully, I had tripped close enough to the side of the stage that I had avoided falling into the dark orchestra pit.

			I tried hard not to think about those many poor children, who perished here in the fire. A glint caught my eye – something at my feet, throwing back the reflection of the ghost light. Kneeling and straining to see, I could just about make out something small and oblong on the carpet. What was it? Something the projectionist had dropped?

			Naturally enough, I picked it up. Holding it between my fingers, I saw that it was fashioned from wood, its angles smooth and regular.

			Suddenly – a wracking shudder.

			A blinding white flash.

			Perhaps it was exhaustion, perhaps I had hit my head harder than I thought. Whatever it was, I felt plunged into a dreamlike obscurity, as though the panelled walls, the carpeted floor, my entire surroundings had fallen away.

			I was caught in another place, a warm place where the grass stood waist-high, swaying around me. Everything was still and hazy and silent. Vast and limitless was the view ahead of me, golden fields and little woods ruffled by a late summer wind. In the distance, next to a glistening pond, a mill wheel passed the slow turns of the day. The orange glow of the late afternoon sun showed the rooftops of the nearby village and the white ribbon of a track cutting through a vast forest.

			And then, just as abruptly as I had left, I was back in the empty auditorium, where the solitary ghost light cast its sickly glow.

			Now the fear came again, spreading through me like a creeping black shadow.

			What the hell had just happened? Where had I gone?

			The warm place.

			I looked down at the object in my hand. Its wooden sides framed a fixed sheet of glass bearing the faintest image. A photographic lantern slide. I felt the strangest sensation. A tingling, crawling in the palm of my hand, but that had to be my imagin­ation. I slipped the slide into my overcoat pocket, and at that instant the giant screen behind me flickered. Burst into light.

			I spun round.

			My heart almost burst with surprise. The silent picture from earlier was spooling again. In jerky movements, a phantom coach was bearing a young traveller into the land of the dead, white trees like talons clawing their way out of the filthy earth. Some poor soul being stolen away to a monster’s castle.

			‘Albert, can you please turn that off?’ I intended it to sound casual, but it came out sounding stern.

			On the screen, the hideous form of a creature with fangs approached slowly, emerging from the shadows.

			‘Albert!’ I shouted.

			I squinted up towards the cine-chamber.

			No sign of Albert.

			I began to grow annoyed. Was he trying to frighten me? No. More likely he had abandoned his post; he had said he needed to go. But go where?

			Alarm seized me then. Albert hadn’t seemed very steady on his feet, not steady at all. What if he had come after me in a hurry and tripped, fallen on the stairs? It didn’t explain why he had turned on the projector, but it might explain why he wasn’t answering.

			I turned and started back up the aisle. I was passing the third row of seats when I noticed that the double doors were open, allowing neon light to seep in from the foyer. A figure was silhouetted in the doorway.

			‘Oh, Albert, thank heavens. I thought you had—’

			I froze.

			The shadowy silhouette I was looking at, the figure framed in the doorway, blocking my exit, was not Albert.

			A thought surfaced and bobbed in my consciousness like a corpse released from the murky depths: a spirit.

			‘Oh dear God,’ I whispered, and for an instant it felt as if time had slowed down. Stopped.

			‘Well, well. Sarah. Here you are. It’s funny, but I remember wondering if you were the sort of woman who likes to take risks.’

			That voice, those words . . .

			The figure took one step forward.

			Two steps.

			Three.

			And I recognised the black frock coat that came down to his knees and the hat in the style of Humphrey Bogart; a black felt fedora, tipped forward.

			And I clung to nearest seat and whispered again, ‘Oh dear God.’

			Just turn and walk away.

			But I was too stunned to move.

			‘Well, Sarah, surely I deserve a “hello”?’

			‘Harry?’

			I felt oddly detached, as if I were witnessing this scene from outside myself.

			For the briefest of moments, it was as if the last six months had never happened, that I had never found new employment with Mr Addison at the film company in Soho, or rediscovered my social life at the jazz clubs in Piccadilly. I could still have been the confidential secretary at the National Laboratory for Psychical Research, sharing with Price the thrill of that unpredictable path into the unknown and the exposing of yet another fraudulent spiritualist intent on making a fat living from the bereaved and vulnerable.

			His face was shaded but I could tell he was looking at me with focused intensity. I noted the dark pouches under his eyes. He’d been spending too much time in that vast library of his. Alone.

			A flash of anger shattered my shock. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’

			‘Come now, Sarah,’ he said. ‘You’re a clever woman. It’s just a question of cause and effect. What do you think I am doing here?’

			‘You followed me.’

			‘I assure you I did nothing of the sort,’ he said calmly, removing his hat. ‘Oh, don’t do this. You know how it is with peculiar old buildings. They have that persistent but frustrating propensity to just . . . reel me in!’

			I shook my head defiantly; it was too much of a—

			‘Coincidence? Lazy assumption. That’s just another way of describing something we can’t explain. Why not name this encounter for what it is? Synchronicity! Meaningful coincidence.’ His face lit up with boyish excitement, and he added, ‘We are meant to be here, right now. You and me, Sarah. We were drawn here.’

			‘I didn’t think you believed in all that.’ My words came out sounding heavy and sour.

			‘Well, all right.’ He stared at me a moment, then cracked a grin. ‘When I saw the newspaper accounts two days ago, the reports of unexplained happenings in a cinema after dark, I’m afraid I couldn’t help myself. Honestly, though, I had no idea you’d be here.’

			I looked at him doubtfully. It was true, Price rarely lost any time before setting out to investigate. ‘Information is like bread,’ he used to preach at me. ‘It goes stale very quickly – so it’s our duty to get it out there as soon as we can, so it can be hungrily devoured.’

			‘Fascinating old place,’ Price continued, glancing around at the empty seats trimmed with green velvet and the flickering silver screen behind me. The helpless traveller in the film had entered the monster’s lair now and I was almost expecting the gleaming white and gold pipe organ at the front of the stage to start playing on its own.

			Price’s gaze floated up to the vaulted ceiling and down to the brass safety rail running around the cantilevered balcony above us.

			‘Oh yes, most atmospheric. Yes, I’ll certainly give it that. But I suspect there’s precious little here of any interest to psychical research.’

			Something beneath the stage, I thought, with a kind of grim curiosity, and I thought of the projectionist, Albert, and his antique projector, of the intriguing small object tucked away in my pocket, and the warm place to which I had travelled in my mind just moments ago. The experience had the hazy, indefinable quality of a dream, but I could still feel the glow of the sun on my neck and the breeze against my face. It was too eerie.

			‘Little here of interest,’ I repeated. ‘You’re confident about that, Harry?’

			He nodded. ‘Heard a door slam, that was all. I had a quick nose about, went up to the projection booth.’

			‘Did you meet Albert, the projectionist?’

			Price looked at me blankly.

			‘Well, you must have seen him. I was just up there with him. I doubt very much Albert would have just walked out and left me in here,’ I said, remembering how he said he wanted to do just that.

			‘Well, he’s gone now, Sarah. We are alone and there’s nothing to fear. You can take that assurance to the bank.’ Price looked out at the auditorium and shrugged. ‘Once you’ve seen one creaky old theatre, you’ve seen them all.’

			‘Then you’ve had a wasted trip.’

			He turned and met my stare. ‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that.’

			The tenderness of his gaze was tinged with an intensity of purpose. He probably thought his expression exuded boyish charm, but all it did was kindle my frustrations.

			I threw a look at the vampire on the flickering screen and then glared at my old employer. It was just like him to pull a stunt like this. Creep up to the cine-chamber, set the projector in motion. Thrills and chills were the ghost hunter’s speciality.

			‘Sarah, why do you look at me like that? Such disdain, as if I myself were a trickster.’

			I couldn’t contain my anger any longer. ‘That is exactly what you are! You tricked Velma, one of your closest friends – Harry, she was dying – into performing before a live audience when you knew you would expose her as a fraud. Humiliate her.’

			‘Not this again. I tried to warn her—’

			‘And didn’t you trick me when you arranged to sell the laboratory from under us, put me out of a job, without ever mentioning your intentions, not once?’

			‘The negotiations were in a delicate phase of—’

			‘You suppressed knowledge of a hoaxed séance in which I was personally involved. You breezily walked away from the rectory in Borley, leaving the Smiths to deal with the mess you left behind, like some sort of travelling salesman! Then you left me alone in that stinking laboratory of yours for months—’

			‘Sarah, please, I was unwell. I tried—’

			‘No, you didn’t! You made me feel worthless!’ I brushed his hand aside as he reached out to me. Then, for a moment, a chasm of silence opened between us. He opened his mouth to say something, closed it again. Outside I could hear the winter wind whining around the corners of the old theatre.

			The scratch of a match; a cigar went to his delicate lips and glowed. There was the soft crackling of tobacco as he drew in a lungful of smoke.

			The scent of burning.

			The cigar tip glowing red again.

			The floating, bobbing red light.

			It was him. He was the one the projectionist had seen. Price all along. No ghostly glowing ‘orb’, nothing so sinister or otherworldly. Just Price’s smouldering cigar. How long had he been skulking around in this auditorium?

			‘You walked out on me, Sarah. You had responsibilities.’

			‘A life going nowhere.’

			‘Yes,’ he said with a hint of mockery. ‘I suppose you were going nowhere’ – he released a mouthful of smoke – ‘until you met me.’

			The words skewered me, not just because they were cruel. Because they were true.

			Before taking employment with Price, I had been drifting, or, as Mother would put it, ‘a wanderer with my head in the clouds’. Taking the job had been a chance to better myself, and to find meaning in Mother’s ceaseless grief for my father; to show her, I suppose, that the answers to life’s problems weren’t to be found with spiritualist mediums communing with the dead, but with honest and open scientific inquiry.

			‘I’m curious, Sarah; what exactly is your new position?’

			‘That’s not your concern.’

			‘It is well remunerated?’ He saw my set expression and added, ‘I mean, does the role satisfy you?’

			‘Very much.’

			I could see Price dissecting the lie, reading the concern in my eyes about how we were possibly going to pay the bills at the end of the month.

			‘And your mother – how is Mrs Grey faring?’ he asked pointedly. ‘Still squandering every spare household penny on fraudulent mediums?’

			I swallowed hard. ‘Actually, she has put all that behind her.’

			He cocked his head and peered at me through a cloud of cigar smoke.

			‘She has moved on with her life,’ I told him with conviction. ‘We have both moved on.’

			‘And yet . . .’ Arms spread wide, he cast his gaze around the empty theatre. ‘Here you are!’ He grinned. ‘Old habits – eh, Sarah?’

			Fearing the truth was written on my face, I forced myself to look away. Nothing could be more demeaning than to grant him the satisfaction of knowing I missed the laboratory, our work. His dark and exhilarating world. Him.

			‘Dearest Sarah,’ he said softly, ‘although you never came close to the eighty words a minute I desired and your dictation was a little woolly, you were – and we both know this – without doubt the most capable, the most reliable investigative companion I could ever hope to find.’

			I was startled – he really thought that of me?

			His gaze fell to my lips, just for a second, before flicking back up. ‘The truth is,’ he said, ‘I have missed you.’

			My mind swirled. His face was open and defenceless. Looking at that face, the hawkish nose, those gimlet eyes and projecting ears, I couldn’t help but think of his son. The son he didn’t know about. The son I had carried and delivered alone, in secret, and then given up for adoption. April 1930. Concealing the lie had been easier than I’d imagined: Price had been admitted to hospital with heart problems for an extended period, and I’d taken myself away to Yorkshire as my body swelled. Would our son grow up to resemble Price? Would he behave like him?

			I hoped not. God, I hoped not.

			‘Why don’t you come back? Come back to the laboratory and work for me.’

			My throat closed and my pulse kicked up a gear as I saw not the laboratory but a convent. A nun reaching for the tiny swaddled package in my arms. My hands, my own hands, handing over my beautiful baby – half me, half Harry.

			Price kept his eyes on me through the haze of smoke around his head. There was something vulnerable in his expression and for a moment – a very short moment – I felt an aching sorrow for him. He had never even seen his baby boy’s face. Never would.

			It would be many years before Price learned of his son; and to my shame, he would go to his grave believing I had aborted the pregnancy.

			And whose fault was that?

			I swallowed the guilt. Some men do that – they make us liars, even to ourselves.

			‘Come back?’ I shook my head. ‘That’s not going to happen. That is completely out of the question.’

			‘Sarah,’ he said, ‘what if I told you I was in touch with a clairvoyant capable of contacting life forms in distant solar systems? Or that I am due to examine a young girl who can break tables without even touching them and levitate chairs? Then there’s a house in Battersea suffering from the most violent poltergeist disturbances. What if I could show—’
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