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DISCLAIMER









By their very nature, stories of the occult come in all shapes and sizes. The author and the publishers make no claim that any of these stories have any basis in fact. They are merely tales that have enjoyed popularity in the public domain in some form or another. Such stories are reproduced herein for entertainment purposes only and are not intended to be taken literally.











INTRODUCTION









There are many ways to be a fool, but perhaps the most foolish of these is to believe that the world is as it seems. Across many centuries and across many cultures, people have believed that the physical world we inhabit is only one part of a larger magical realm, in which strange happenings are normal and what we call normal is strange.




  From things that go bump in the night, to unexplained disappearances, to apparent feats of magic beyond belief, human history is filled with phenomena that science struggles to explain, but that no rational being can ignore. 




  So come on a journey into the occult, that mystical place of supernatural phenomena, where twins are reincarnations of their dead sisters, where dolls come to life, where a ghostly wedding feast happens on the anniversary of a bloodcurdling massacre. A place where people mysteriously fall from aeroplanes and aeroplanes fall from the sky, disappear or encounter objects unknown to humans. Where death is always close by and may never be explained. But where death may not be the end, either, if you are lucky – or unlucky – enough to enter another realm. 




  Where people are cursed by witches, or by destiny, and die in unexplained ways. A place where children turn into ghosts, ghosts into children and imaginary friends may be one or the other. Behind every doorway is another possible encounter with the weird, the eerie, the terrifying and the occult. It is a place where a person can be possessed, or a whole family or community, where mass hysteria can rule and devils be found in every pair of eyes. 




  And that's just the human world. This is also a journey to the limits of all living creatures, and many that are not living. This is the world of cryptozoology, which seeks out all those beasts which science has no name for, beasts that roam not only the Earth but the other worlds that are alleged to exist above, below and in the spaces between. From Gorgons to Grootslangs, deathworms to banshees, you will feel a strange sense of familiarity with these creatures who not only walk the Earth but also walk in dreams. You may have caught them out of the corner of your eye – pray you don't meet them face to face.




  The door is open, so come into this world, because this world is your world. You may go about your ordinary business but occasionally stop to wonder why you feel a little strange sometimes, and what that knocking in the walls might be. Take this journey and, whatever you believe now, by the end you may see things a little more clearly…














HAUNTINGS








Hopefully it's just the occasional hand on the back of the neck. Or the vague feeling that you are being watched. A sudden change in the temperature of the room. Or a billowing curtain when the window is shut.




  But it seldom is. Usually that's just the first hint that something isn't right. Before you know it, the knocking in the night is getting louder. Things have started to move around the room. You wake up screaming with something on your chest. Blood starts dripping from the walls. And then the room goes black – and the really bad stuff begins.




  Ghosts have been with our culture for as long as death has. Be they poltergeists, spectres, ghouls or wraiths, they haunt a space somewhere between this world and the next – and they are seldom happy. Would you be? Unable to find any rest, unable to re-join the humans, they are condemned for eternity to live in the shadow-world. Is it any wonder they are angry?




  From haunted houses to haunted castles to ghost ships, a spirit can make its home anywhere, but it is usually tied to the place it died, and it usually died in a horrible way. Those who took its life, or denied it a proper burial, are probably long gone. But you're not. And if revenge must be had, isn't one human soul as good as any other?














CRESCENT HOTEL AND SPA – ARKANSAS









Everyone likes the chance to get away and enjoy a nice holiday, and where better than a hotel and natural spa for the rich and famous? But the luxurious Crescent Hotel in Arkansas is now more famous than anyone who has stayed there. It may well be considered the most haunted hotel in America.




  According to legend, while the Crescent Hotel was being built in 1886, an Irish stonemason named Michael fell to his death from what is now Room 218. By all accounts, Michael seems unhappy to be trapped in the very place he met his end. Residents of the room have described doors opening and slamming, the scream of a man falling from the ceiling and, worst of all, hands reaching out of the bathroom mirror towards them.




  But Michael is not alone. In the 1930s, the Crescent became a cancer hospital run by the unqualified "Dr" Norman G. Baker. In the hotel's cellar Dr Baker injected his wealthy patients with his "patented cure". The experiments were, unsurprisingly, unsuccessful, with most subjects dying – after which Dr Baker would conduct post mortems. The souls of his poor victims are allegedly still down there, waiting to be healed. 




  The washers and dryers which now stand where Dr Baker's patients died are suspected to turn off and on by themselves in the middle of the night. A nurse pushing a gurney has been heard at all hours of the day. And more than one hotel guest has reported seeing Dr Baker himself, dressed in a white linen suit, purple shirt and lavender tie. There are no mentions of bloodstains on the suit. He was a very hygienic man, by all accounts.




  But the victims of Dr Baker are not the only unquiet spirits at the Crescent. Employees have claimed to have seen Christmas trees moving from one end of the hall to the other, and dining rooms magically set up after being left in a mess, or morphing into a mess after being set up. 




  One waitress said she saw a Victorian wedding taking place behind her in a mirror, while a cook was sure he spotted a small boy in glasses and old-fashioned clothing skipping around the kitchen. Soon after, he said, pots and pans went flying off the shelves just above Dr Baker's cellar.




  Do ghosts attract other ghosts? Or is it a particular location that attracts the dead? Perhaps we could ask those who have stayed in Room 221, where a number of guests have reported being visited by a thin smiling man in Victorian garb, with his head tilted to one side, who disappears as soon as they turn their back. He has even been said to show people to the room, but never stays to receive a tip…




  Perhaps he is from one of the couples that are said to dance around the hotel's main salon in the dead of night, forever at a ball they attended when the hotel first opened, forever condemned to dance. Guests have alleged they were startled after accidentally going into this room and seeing the spectres spin round and round. Saddest of all is the tale of a man at a table by the window who says again and again, "I saw the most beautiful woman here last night and I am waiting for her to return." He has been waiting for over a hundred years. The Crescent Hotel and Spa remains open for business, should you wish to make a reservation. Although the last owner did die in a mysterious car crash shortly after buying it… 














THE HMS EURYDICE









The naming of ships can be a hazardous thing. Some names which seemed unremarkable at the time have now taken on dreadful significance, like Titanic, with its 1,500 victims. Or Mary Celeste, found on the high seas completely deserted, its crew mysteriously missing. And there was a terrible irony about the HMS Arrogant foundering in 1709, leaving no survivors.




  But to name a boat after Eurydice – the mythological Greek woman whose fame rests not only on dying violently but being fated to live forever in the Underworld – seems the height of folly. Perhaps some of the 319 crewmembers who embarked in 1878 from the West Indies towards Portsmouth, England, knew the story of Orpheus and Eurydice before they set off. None could have known that they too would be immortalized in verse – "The Loss of the Eurydice" by Gerard Manley Hopkins. Unlike the Greek Eurydice, though, no one could descend to save the crewmembers.




  Approaching shore, the Eurydice was caught in a heavy snowstorm. As the Times reported, "Suddenly a great squall bore down on the bay, blackened with snow and ice circulating at enormous speed. According to eyewitnesses, Eurydice continued at full sail with her gun ports open before disappearing in the blizzard. Why she was sailing with open gunports has not been resolved."




  Not everyone perished straight away – most of the crew froze to death in the icy waters, or were sucked down by the force of the ship's descent. The captain, Marcus Hare, went down with the ship. He was a devout Christian, and the story goes that he was still praying as he sank below the sea. Why this experienced seaman chose to travel into the storm remains a mystery. Perhaps the Fates drove him on.




  Watching from the shore, a three-year-old Winston Churchill would have seen only five of the 319 men picked up, three of them dying before they reached the shore. All other hands sank to the bottom of the sea, where their bones lay with the ship that was their tomb.




  If it was the name Eurydice that drove it to the Underworld, perhaps the fate of the original heroine, never dead, never saved, also explains why the ship keeps allegedly reappearing. Numerous eyewitnesses have stated they have seen the boat travelling the very waters where it sank. Many a sailor has sighted it at sea, only for it to disappear on approach. Sailors tell tall stories, of course. But what of Royal Navy Submarine Commander F. Lipscomb, a man of impeccable credentials, who reported that he had to swerve to avoid the ship in the 1930s? The fully rigged ship vanished as suddenly as it had emerged, leaving all on the submarine terrified. Lipscomb was not known as a man given to idle fancy. In 1997, an even more spectacular manifestation was described by Prince Edward, the Earl of Wessex, who said he saw the boat off the coast of Portsmouth – its three sails still billowing from the storm over a hundred years ago. "I am quite convinced as far as ghosts are concerned. There is something definitely out there, but what it is I don't know," said the prince. Could it be that 314 men still sail the open seas, with Captain Hare at the tiller? Does that mean his prayers worked, or the opposite?




  Back in 1878, the Eurydice was soon replaced by the HMS Atalanta, named for the goddess who protected Jason and the Argonauts as they sought the Golden Fleece. Perhaps names don't matter that much, as two years later it sank, too, taking 311 more lives. Unlike the Eurydice, it has never been seen again. So far.












THE UNIONDALE GHOST









It's an empty road, the road that stretches from Willowmore to Uniondale in South Africa. Highway N9 is surrounded by desert and there's not much to see – just the odd guest house, the carcass of an animal or two. Oh, and maybe the ghost of Maria Charlotte Roux.




  It was on Good Friday 1968 that 22-year-old Maria and her fiancé Giel, an army corporal, were travelling in a Volkswagen to visit Maria's parents and discussing their wedding plans. She was sleeping in the back when a gust of wind forced their Volkswagen off the road. We don't know if she died instantly, but the passing motorist who found them said she looked angelic and was smiling "like someone who had complete peace with herself". 




  Giel survived, and a year later married another woman. Is it this that disturbed the peace of Maria Charlotte Roux? That her beau found love with another woman, so soon after her body was buried? 




  All anyone knows is that eight years later to the day, Good Friday 1976, Anton La Grange was driving his Mercedes on the same stretch of road when he came upon a female hitchhiker with an angelic face. She entered his car and he asked where she was heading. "Porter Street 2, De Lange," the girl replied. He drove for a while and turned to make sure she was okay. The hitchhiker was gone.




  La Grange reported the incident to local police officer, Sergeant Potgieter, then carried on his journey. But then, "Just outside Uniondale, I heard the most chilling sound I've ever heard in my life," he remembered. "To this day I can't tell you if it was a laugh or a scream. It was right in the car, really loud… although I was absolutely alone!"




  He went back to the police and they searched the car. No sign. This time Sergeant Potgieter followed. Just outside Uniondale, La Grange said he saw in his rear-view mirror the passenger door open and close. Sergeant Potgieter said he saw it too. "I saw the right rear door slowly open and close," he said, "as if somebody got out."




  Potgieter was no stranger to the area, and he suddenly remembered why that stretch of road was burned into his memory. There was that girl, eight years earlier, with the angelic face. Sergeant Potgieter showed La Grange a picture of Maria. She looked uncannily like the girl La Grange had picked up. Where did Maria's parents live? Potgieter checked. Porter Street 2, De Lange.




  Four years later, Good Friday 1980, motorcyclist Andre Coetzee was travelling fast on the same section of Highway N9 when he said he felt what seemed like arms slipping around his waist. He looked down and saw a woman's hands holding tight. Horrified, he sped up. He felt three hard whacks on the back of his helmet and the arms disappeared…




  Again and again motorists travelling on the N9 have claimed encounters with the otherworldly hitchhiker, always dressed the same and looking to get to Porter Street. She would ride with them for a while across the desert highway, then disappear. Perhaps Maria Charlotte Roux, wherever she is, is still trying to get home. Perhaps she still wants to discuss those wedding plans.




  She was last seen in 1984. Coincidentally, that was the year that her fiancé Giel died – in a separate car accident. Could it be that Maria finally won back her man? Could it be the girl with the angelic face is once again at peace with herself? 














CHEAP PROPERTY









No one knows for sure who the first reported ghost in history was. But we do know the Romans described being haunted by them. The great Roman author and statesman Pliny the Younger included a number of ghost stories in his letters. It seems that even then, spectres had taken up the activities they would later become famous for. Pliny describes them moaning a lot and rattling their chains!




  In Roman times a house said to be haunted was up for sale, and potential buyers kept being scared away. The great philosopher Athenodorus wanted to buy it, but he was suspicious of the low price. He asked the agent if he could spend a night there and see if there was a problem. 




  During the night he heard the chains rattling, but instead of running away he went towards where the sound was coming from. There he said he saw an old man with a beard, weighed down by chains, standing next to a pile of bones. Athenodorus understood right away that the bones were the remains of the old bearded man and had him reburied with all the proper ceremonies.




  That was the end of the ghost, and Athenodorus got the house dirt cheap!














A SIMPLE CHILDREN'S TOY









"Many moons ago I lived. Again I come. Patience Worth my name. Wait, I would speak with thee. If thou shalt live, then so shall I. I make my bread at thy hearth. Good friends, let us be merrie. The time for work is past. Let the tabby drowse and blink her wisdom to the firelog."




  It started as a simple children's toy. In the Pittsburgh Dispatch of 1891, the novelty shop Danzigers tempted shoppers with the promise of the Wonderful Talking Board, or Ouija, "without doubt the most interesting, remarkable and mysterious production of the nineteenth century".




  If ever a product came to exceed an advertisement's promises – "furnishing never-failing amusement and recreation for all classes" and "forming the link between the known and the unknown" – it is the Ouija board, which some believe has finally allowed the living to talk to the dead.




  The new toy was an instant hit, and its popularity was such that some have speculated that the dead had a hand in converting the sceptical to fork out their money. How it worked no one knew. Even the name was mysterious. It was not, apparently, based on combining the French for "yes", "oui", and the German "ja", but was picked by a ghost when the inventor asked for a suggestion via the board.




  Soon thousands of people were sitting around boards, feeling the "planchette" or just a glass slide from letter to letter as their loved ones communicated from the Other Side. Detectives used a Ouija board to ask murder victims who their killer was, while two women murderers in New York claimed the board had chosen their victim. Religious groups expressed outrage at the craze for summoning the lost with these "tools of Satan". It was on 8 July 1913 that Pearl Curran, a housewife from Illinois, sat reluctantly at a neighbour's Ouija board. A 29-year-old high school dropout, Curran had never written a word outside of the addressing of envelopes for the McKinley Music Company where she had briefly worked. The planchette began to slide around the board as Pearl looked on astonished. "Many moons ago… Patience Worth is my name… Let the tabby drowse and blink her wisdom to the firelog."




  Patience Worth explained to Pearl that she came from "across the sea" and had died in 1694. She was a writer from England, a "green rolling country with gentle slopes". She had travelled to America, where she was subsequently killed by Native Americans. She still had many stories to tell.




  Over the next 20 years, Pearl claimed that Patience dictated many novels, short stories and poems – 88 of them published in one year. After a time they barely needed the board; like "a child in a magical picture book" Pearl found herself inside the stories and simply had to dictate them. "I hear the talk, but over and above is the voice of Patience, either interpreting or giving me the part she wishes to use as story."




  Pearl's achievements never led her to financial security. The death of her husband left her with four children to care for. Two subsequent marriages failed. But Patience was with her till the end. Pearl supposedly told her friend, "Patience has just shown me the end of the road and you will have to carry on as best you can." Pearl had not been in ill health, but she developed pneumonia and died soon after.




  It seems that the simple children's toy had once again delivered on its advertisers' promise: to answer questions "about the future with marvellous accuracy".














DANCING BEN









In the Old Town of Philadelphia there are a number of historical edifices, such as the Independence Building and the American Philosophical Society Building. In the latter it is said there dwells a ghost who continues to surprise and delight any tourists who are lucky enough to catch a glimpse.




  When Benjamin Franklin died in 1790 he had a reputation for sobriety. He was, after all, one of the Founding Fathers, whose Declaration of Independence remains the cornerstone of US law. He was also a writer, scientist, statesman, diplomat, inventor, printer, publisher and philosopher. He still appears on the $100 bill.




  So one would expect his ghost to be a sober fellow as well.




  Alas not. It is said by a number of witnesses that the ghost of Benjamin Franklin likes to inhabit the statue of him that stands in the American Philosophical Society building. Others have claimed to have spotted the spectre striding along the street towards Franklin's old house, a walk the great man made many times. Some report him visiting local pubs like the City Tavern along the way, though they remain coy about whether he has a tipple. 




  Allegedly, one day he knocked a cleaner over in the Society library in his haste to get a book which he obviously needed to check something up in. The cleaner was, it is said, unhurt, although honoured to have "had such a close encounter with" the great man.




  But Franklin's ghost's favourite pastime is apparently dancing! Many people have said they have seen him cavort around the rooms, perhaps after getting home from the City Tavern.




  What makes all of this even more remarkable is that Dancing Ben does all of this not in the finery in which we are accustomed to seeing him dressed. He does it in the garb of the statue, which, in the manner of statues of that era has him clad in nothing but a toga. So if you happen to be walking in the Old Town of Philadelphia and a portly chap in a toga cavorts past you, or even offers to buy you a drink, don't go phoning the police. Get him to sign a $100 bill!














THE BELL WITCH









At first the family thought it was rats. The sound of gnawing went on all night sometimes, and over time it increased in volume. It was a farmhouse in Tennessee and vermin were not rare, but wherever the family looked for them they found nothing.




  In 1817, things had already been getting weird for the Bell family. The father, John Sr., had been in a cornfield when he saw what he thought was a dog, but it had the head of a rabbit. He shot at it, but it escaped. A week later one son had seen a terrifying giant bird of a species no one could identify, which shrieked at him and flew away. Their daughter, Betsy, saw a girl in a green dress swinging from a tree. On approach, she disappeared.




  The gnawing sounds started sounding more human. Sheets would jerk seemingly of their own accord from the children's beds and John Sr.'s mouth became paralysed. Then the children began receiving scratches in the night. Betsy was not only scratched but slapped and had pins stuck into her. The Bell Witch was working overtime.




  God-fearing people, the Bells asked their neighbours, the Johnsons, to join a prayer session. James Johnson read out loud from the Bible. But when he and his wife went to bed that night at the Bells' farmhouse, their sheets levitated and chairs in the room turned upside down.




  As John Sr. grew sicker – his swollen mouth made it impossible for him to eat – the Bell Witch made herself increasingly known. Her name was Kate. When asked what she wanted she replied, "I am a spirit; I was once very happy but have been disturbed." At times she was even polite, especially about Lucy Bell, the mother, who she never terrorized. Kate described her as, "The most perfect woman to walk the earth."




  But this did not last long. Soon after, Betsy began courting a local boy. On one occasion, the family watched in horror as Betsy was choked and slapped to the sound of a woman's laughter. The Bells sent Betsy away to stay with friends and the witch followed her – so she came back. Only when she ended the courtship did the attacks stop.




  The case became so famous that it is said the president himself, Andrew Jackson, tried to pay a visit, but that his carriage wheels became stuck and he could not arrive. Kate later admitted it was she who had done it.




  Finally, John Bell Sr. was found in bed with a vial of poison beside him. Kate informed them she had poisoned him, and he would never rise from the bed again. He didn't, dying a few weeks later.




  Finally, in 1821, Kate declared she was leaving but would be back in seven years. In 1828 she did return, but she seemed weakened and only stayed a few weeks, again saying she would be back in seven years. She never returned.




  Some say that poltergeists are the result of a girl in puberty causing great hormonal energy – certainly incidents like the Bell Witch seem to cluster around teenage girls. Was Betsy's maturation into womanhood responsible? Was she giving out an energy so strong that she could make objects move and even kill her father? Or is this just blaming women and their sexual energy?




  The jury is still out. The Bell family, their friends and neighbours would have no doubt about what happened. Nor, it seems, would the US president. 














THE TWO WOMEN OF YOUNG & JACKSONS









Young & Jackson's bar is one of the best-known landmarks in Melbourne, Australia. Opposite the main train station, where travellers to Melbourne have come and gone for hundreds of years, it is perhaps most famous for the iconic painting Chloé by the French artist Jules Joseph Lefebvre, which hangs in the main bar. 




  Chloé is, like most of Lefebvre's paintings, a nude, and its appearance in Melbourne in 1883 so scandalized the good folk of the city that it was removed from the National Gallery and bought by Young & Jackson's. More than one late-night drinker has declared his love for Chloé, and more than one late-night drinker has had his declaration rebuffed. During both world wars soldiers would write home to her, promising they would return to her side. Chloé never responded. But Chloé is not the only woman to make her presence felt at Young & Jackson's. Those weaving down the stairs of the bar to the street might find themselves quickly sobering up. At first she appears to be a beautiful woman standing against a lamp post, though her nineteenth-century clothing is enough to tingle anyone's spine. Delicate hands show beneath ruffled sleeves. The bottom half of her face is deathly white, but beautiful like a China doll. It is said that one cannot resist approaching her, for her downturned eyes compel even those in a hurry to draw towards her. No one knows her name and some have speculated she is a trick of the light, appearing as she does stood against a lamp post, but there is no doubt that those who have seen the ghost of Young & Jackson's never forget her.




  It is only when one gets close that she raises her head in greeting… and then one sees the true horror. Beneath that delicate chin runs an open scar where her throat has been slit from ear to ear. The smile she gives comes not from her mouth, but from this gruesome opening made by violent means. Blood pours down her white blouse in an endless stream. And then she is gone.




  Who is she, this mysterious woman? Many claim she is a murdered prostitute, although the fineness of her clothes has made others suggest otherwise. Could she be connected to the nearby Old Melbourne Gaol, where Ned Kelly was hanged and where visitors to the mysterious Cell 17 report being attacked, scratched and bitten by a spirit which remains trapped there? But no women were housed within, despite four being taken there and hanged. Hanging does not open the throat. Or perhaps, like so many who have died violently, her story will never be known. She is just someone who was chosen to depart this world too soon, and taken too violently to find a place on the other side. Now she stands outside Young & Jackson's waiting for what? For love? For revenge?




  No one ever knew Chloé's true identity, either. According to Jules Joseph Lefebvre, after completing the painting he travelled for several months. When he returned his subject had tragically died by her own hand. "She was a girl of more refinement and elevation of sentiment than is usually to be found among persons of her position," he said, "and driven to despair, the poor child poisoned herself by washing phosphorus from friction matches and then swallowing the decoction." Could it be the woman at the top of the stairs and the one at the bottom have more in common than the lovelorn drinkers suspect?














A PIECE OF AMERICAN HISTORY









The three-bedroom farmhouse in Villisca, Iowa is beautiful. Like a doll's house it has white clapboard walls, a gabled roof and a porch perfect for a rocking chair. Only the sign in the front garden gives one pause: "The Villisca Ax Murder House, June 10 1912".




  Darwin and Martha Linn bought the house in 1994 and planned to turn it into a museum, a look into how life was in the early twentieth century. But there was something about the house which the estate agent may have forgotten to mention. On the evening of June 9 1912, the Moore family, Josiah and Sarah and their four children, Herman (11), Mary (10), Arthur (7) and Paul (5), had been joined for the night by two of Mary's friends, sisters Ina Mae (8) and Lena Stillinger (12). They spent the evening at their local church at a Children's Day service.




  The next day a neighbour, Mary Peckham, became concerned when she noticed the Moores had not come out to do their morning chores. She fetched Josiah's brother Ross and tried knocking on the farmhouse door. No one answered so they unlocked the door and went inside.




  There they found the two Stillinger girls dead in the guest bedroom. They had been bludgeoned to death. In the other bedrooms lay Josiah and Sarah and all the Moore children, who had also been murdered the same way. The murder weapon, Josiah's axe, was found in the guest room, drenched in the blood of its six victims. Next to it was placed a slab of bacon from the icebox. In the basement they found cigarette butts which they guessed were left behind by the killer as they patiently waited for the family to go to sleep. All the mirrors in the house had been covered, as had the faces of the victims. A bowl of bloody water suggested that the killer had washed their hands afterwards. There were many suspects who had been in the town that night for the popular Children's Day service. They included the Reverend George Kelly, who was committed to a mental hospital two years later, and Paul Mueller, a German immigrant and, it would be discovered later, a serial killer whose 59 victims all lived near railway tracks, and whose modus operandi was that of the Moores' killer. Both were questioned by police but no one was ever found guilty.




  Having discovered the house's murky history, Darwin and Martha Linn decided not to open a museum. Since 1912 many unusual things have purportedly happened at the house. There have been reports of the sounds of giggling and screaming, and of a strange fog that moves through the house when a train passes in the night. Some visitors have seemingly become possessed. Most of the enquiries the Linns were getting at their museum were from paranormal investigators, eager to explore the house and on occasion sleep in the rooms where the murders took place.




  And so the Mueller Villisca Ax Murder House became a hotel of sorts, where anyone can stay (for a small fee). Martha will hand you the key and leave you to it. Maybe you'll get a good night's sleep. Or maybe you'll end up more like Robert Steven Laursen Jr. of Wisconsin who stayed there with friends in 2014, for a "recreational paranormal investigation". At 12.45 a.m., in the very room in which the Moores were bludgeoned to death, Laursen stabbed himself in the chest, almost bleeding to death. He's never spoken about why he did it. Or perhaps he has no words. Booking available online, or give them a call.














THE LAST BUS









Ghosts are everywhere in China, according to folk belief. First of all, there are the ancestor spirits which supposedly remain with their families for centuries after their physical bodies have died. In traditional Chinese religion, everyone has two souls: the han, which ascends into heaven when a person dies, and the po, which stays on Earth. A family must pay respect to the han spirit through rituals – woe betide anyone who does not! These spirits become godly beings who can play with the destinies of those on Earth. If you want good luck in this world, you had better pay tribute to these beings in the next world.




  If you fail to conduct the proper rituals when your ancestor dies, their spirit may join the hungry ghosts who are released from heaven on the fifteenth day of the seventh month of the Chinese calendar, and who take part in the Hungry Ghost Festival. Roaming the Earth, they seek the food which was denied them during the death rituals. You can tell a hungry ghost as they reputedly have a long thin neck, showing that they were underfed by their wicked family. If you think a hungry ghost is coming, you had better have a meal ready and offer prayers. Some people burn banknotes – and even cars and television sets – to punish themselves and hopefully appease the ghost. If it works, you will have a year's grace before the hungry ghost comes looking again.




  Ghosts can be inventive, and they don't always feel the need to roam in a spooky fashion. They might travel in a more conventional way…




  Most of us know what it is like to take the last bus home. It is dark outside, the bus never seems to arrive, and when it does it is almost empty. So in 1995, when a young man stepped onto the last bus to Xiang-Shan, a place known as Fragrant Hills, he might have been relieved to see the bus, but may well have been nervous as it was so empty. No one was on it apart from the driver and conductor, and a very old woman.




  Soon after, the driver was hailed by two men on the side of the road. Although they were not at a bus stop, the driver took pity on them and let them on. Strangely, they were dressed in robes from around 300 years ago. They were carrying a third man with long messy hair. They all sat down. The young man noticed how white their faces were.




  The young man heard a scream. The old woman was standing above him. "You've stolen my wallet," she screamed. The young man said he had not. The old woman insisted, grabbing the conductor and repeating the accusation. The young man again denied it. The old woman demanded the bus be stopped so she could take the young man to the police station. "Just here!" she screamed. "There is one just here!" The driver stopped and the young man reluctantly got off.




  There was no police station. The young man became angry at the old woman. "Why did you do that?" the man demanded. The old woman looked at him tenderly. "You see," she said, "when those two men got on, the wind lifted their robes a little – and they had no legs. They were not men, my child, they were ghosts. I had to get us both off the bus."
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