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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      I have taken some considerable liberty with the locations described in this book. While place names may be familiar, some places have moved, others have grown, others have disappeared.

      Despite it all, I have tried to keep the indomitable spirit of Dartmoor throughout.
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      It was too cold to be outside without reason, but Andy Johnson didn’t seem to care. He stood with his back to the parked car, hands on his hips as he stared out across the patch of brushy moorland as though wondering what to do.

      A biting wind ruffled unruly hair and tugged at the lapels of a shirt that hung loose beneath the hem of a dark green sweater. Andy slowly shook his head, then stepped forward, climbed over the leaning barrier that marked the end of the road, and started out across the moor.

      In the distance, the low, rolling hills of Dartmoor shone after recent rain. A mottled green patch of forest and the distant glitter of the English Channel in a V between hills stood to the south. Half a mile away, the old St. Michael’s church at Brent Tor rose on its cragged hillock, stark against the grey sky.

      Private investigator John “Slim” Hardy climbed out of the ditch where he had been crouched for the last two hours. He stuffed the digital camera into his pocket with hands numb from the cold even through leather gloves, and paused a moment to shake the stiffness out of his joints. Then, after checking the zip on his coat to make sure it was right up to the neck, he climbed out onto the last section of road and headed after Andy, following the disturbance in the grass and the footprints left behind.

      He remembered a time which felt so long ago now, when he had been paid to investigate another man acting in a mysterious manner, and the truth had changed his world. If he had known then the road that it would have taken him down, he might never have accepted the case, but what was done was done, he thought, as he followed an obvious trail downhill towards a stand of straggly, wind-battered trees. Andy was clearly in a hurry, stomping through bushes and leaving one deep indent in a marshy patch that could have been easily avoided. Worried now, Slim quickened his pace.

      The path steepened, beginning to angle as it led down into a hollow where two hills converged. Slim saw a thicket of dead trees up ahead, caught a glimpse of Andy’s jacket among the leafless boughs. He was already backing out, his business done, and Slim scrambled to get off the path before Andy turned and spotted him. He had blown his one excuse of being a fellow rambler on a previous occasion; the same explanation wouldn’t wash twice.

      There were few options. A cluster of low-lying rocks was the best he could do, but a crouch wasn’t enough, and Slim found himself lying flat on his side, his legs curled against the rock, the sodden grass soaking through his coat into the sweater beneath.

      It was enough, though. He heard Andy huffing as he climbed up the path less than ten yards away without so much as a pause. Slim lay still, counted to twenty and then got up, just in time to see Andy crest the top of the hill and vanish from sight.

      By the time Slim, sodden and cold, reached the top of the path and climbed over the barrier to where the road ended, Andy’s car was gone.

      He waited for a few minutes in case Andy had forgotten something, then trudged down the hill to the hollow where Andy had gone.

      It was starting to rain. Beginning with a gentle patter, it was growing in intensity, the grey skies threatening to downpour. Slim had already given up any hope of getting dry, so he wasn’t worried about the rain’s effect on him as he walked beneath the twisted boughs of several gnarled trees that appeared almost if not already dead.

      A moment later he found himself standing in a muddy clearing near the riverbank of a slow, meandering stream, likely pretty on a fine day but now gloomy and grey beneath the overhanging trees. In the water, a handful of finger-length fish darted away from the shallows as Slim approached, retreating to the safety of deep water.

      Animal tracks pockmarked the mud by the riverbank, those of moorland ponies and cattle, as well as dogs, perhaps foxes. They used this shallow section as a ford as well as a drinking hole, and the mud was similarly churned up on the other side.

      As he had known it would be, the stone monument, a tasteful but bland stick of granite roughly the size of a postbox, was still there, tucked into the trees just back from the riverbank, its lower half green with algae and lichen, its upper half partly overgrown.

      The inscription was caked with mud but still visible.

      
        
        Elissa Anne Lowescroft

        You flew like a bird into the sky

        We watch always for your return

      

      

      Slim walked around the monument, even wiping off a little dirt, but there was nothing else. No ages or dates. Only the name and the inscription, and after Andy’s visit, a little blue teddy bear, no larger than the palm of Slim’s hand, recently placed on the top, already sodden by the rain.
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      ‘They claimed she suffocated in the marshy area up from the stream,’ Simon Clifford, a local reporter for Cornwall and Devon Live News told Slim over a coffee in a Plymouth city centre café. ‘It was one of those nightmarish scenarios that parents dread. A school trip gone wrong. They were climbing up to Brent Tor from the southwest when the weather had a turn. Fog rolled in as they headed for the coach, but Elissa somehow got left behind. Things happened quickly. A search went out that same afternoon but there was no sign of her. It wasn’t until the next morning that her body was discovered.’

      ‘You say they claimed she suffocated. In water? Why not drowned? And, who is “they”, and why “claimed”?

      Simon sighed. ‘It was one of those grey area cases which left a lot of people, including many of us in the press, with unanswered questions. She was nine years old. She had a minor head wound consistent with having tripped and hit her head, as well as a few bruises, but nothing serious. She was supposedly knocked unconscious, allowing her to asphyxiate in the shallow water. Not an official drowning, because there was no water on her lungs, according to the autopsy report. However, the fact that she died in marshland meant that’s how it was often reported and that’s what many people still believe. That their was a minor head wound left many people with doubts. The parents, though, accepted it, and the police encouraged us in the press to accept it, to let the case lie out of respect for the family.’

      ‘But of course, you didn’t?’

      Simon sipped his coffee. He was old now, perhaps in his seventies, but the wonder was still there in his eyes. He gave Slim a sad smile and shook his head.

      ‘There was too much which didn’t make sense. Elissa was a kid, sure, but she wasn’t a baby. She rode horses in competitions. And she was a girl scout. I’m not saying she could have survived out there for days, but she wasn’t stupid. Friends said she was a sensible girl, level-headed. But that wasn’t all.’

      Slim leaned forwards. Simon took another sip of coffee.

      ‘There was a teacher there that day, a young guy, Philip Reece. It was his first job. He was supposed to be bringing up the rear, watching the kids. When they noticed Elissa had gone, he retraced their steps, looking for her. By the estimations of the other teachers, he was gone about half an hour, and when he returned, he was in a terrible state, babbling and incomprehensible. He had an immediate breakdown and never recovered, leaving his job and being sectioned under the Mental Health Act.’

      The connotations were obvious. ‘He killed her, didn’t he?’

      Simon Clifford smiled. ‘That was the natural assumption, of course. And the police pointed the finger. But there was no evidence. And I mean, none. By all accounts he was a friendly, compassionate man who wouldn’t hurt a fly. He loved his job, and he was well liked by the kids.’

      ‘But people can flip.’

      ‘I can tell you’re a detective, John. As a reporter, I considered the same line of thought. But nothing connected Reece to Elissa’s death. Nothing. Even the autopsy report, which estimated she had died a significant period of time after she had lost the group.’

      ‘So, he blamed himself? That’s understandable. What teacher wouldn’t?’

      ‘It wasn’t that he had an opinion one way or another. In police interviews he was literally hysterical, screaming and wailing. I’ve listened to a section of the recording, and it’s traumatic just to hear. I can’t imagine what it was like being in the room with him. And after that, he entered a state of catatonia. Not speaking, not reacting, nothing. He was committed to an institution, where he died a few years later.’

      Slim frowned. ‘That sounds like an overly dramatic reaction, even to something so terrible.’

      ‘Maybe. From the transcripts, and other reports I’ve read about Reece’s period of incarceration, the few times doctors were able to get him to speak, he claimed to have seen something else out there in the fog that day on the moor.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Another little girl. One wearing a hat. A little girl with straw-coloured hair.’ Clifford, clearly uncomfortable, took a sip of his coffee and stared out of the café window. When he turned back to Slim, his cheeks had gone pale. ‘No different to any other little girl, except that she had yellow eyes, and no nose or mouth.’

      Slim shivered. ‘It could have been a hallucination. Something brought on by stress or panic.’

      Simon nodded. ‘It could have been a lot of things. Unfortunately, no one ever got to ask Reece for further details.’

      ‘How did he die?’

      ‘He wrapped a plastic bin liner around his neck and somehow managed to strangle himself.’

      Slim sat back. A ghastly end to a wretched life. As he lifted his own coffee and took a sip, however, one more question came to him, one which ordinarily might sound stupid, but now seemed of great importance.

      ‘What colour was it? The bin liner, I mean?’

      Simon gave him a grim smile. ‘You’re a detective, you know the way these things go. It was yellow. Of course, it was yellow.’
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      ‘Something must have triggered it,’ Slim, walking side by side with Andy’s mother as they headed up Exeter High Street in the direction of the cathedral. Every few steps he paused for her to catch up. She didn’t like walking with a stick, she said, but Audrey Johnson had an aversion to sitting at home and insisted on taking a walk, even though an obviously dodgy hip and a stick made it troublesome.

      ‘I mean, Andy’s in his thirties,’ Slim continued. ‘He wasn’t even born when that little girl died. And if you say there’s no family connection, then there can’t possibly be a logical reason for it. You say it’s become a regular habit?’

      ‘I’ve known about where he goes for six months,’ Audrey said, ‘but he’s been wandering off for over a year. It took me a long time to figure out where he was going, so it’s hard to know exactly when it started.’

      ‘Do you keep a diary or anything like that?’

      Audrey frowned. ‘I have the one for his medicine that the doctor recommended. I could look back through it, see if there’s anything in there. Some note in the margin or something. I doubt it, though. It’s hard enough keeping up with him as it is. I don’t have time to do such things. It’s only when it became a pattern that I started looking into it. All I want to know is why.’

      Andy Johnson, born 1990, thirty-three years old, diagnosed autistic, a ward of his single, widowed mother. Suffering both depression and from obsessive compulsive disorder. He was a psychiatrist’s dream but a social nightmare. Still believing he had a job, his mother would help him dress each morning, take him on a thirty-minute drive around town before bringing him home again, sitting him in a spare bedroom styled as an office, where he would make marks on bits of paper, type on a computer disconnected from any networks, and make phone calls to no one.

      And so it had been for the last twelve years, until Andy starting going off on “house calls”, stealing his mother’s car.

      Once she started to realise, she had begun to track him, eventually discovering his regular attendance at Elissa Lowescroft’s monument near Brent Tor, not far from St. Michael’s church.

      ‘In the end I put my phone into a pocket of his bag with a GPS tracker app running. He didn’t know it was there, and when he came back, it showed where he had gone. I went out there myself to have a look. After that, whenever he disappeared, I went out there, and found he was going back to the small spot each time.’

      Slim had asked it before, but now he asked it again, as always listening for any details that may have changed, any new information.

      ‘After you stopped him using your car, he found other means?’

      Audrey nodded. ‘The first time, when I hid the keys, he hot-wired it. Tell me, how does someone like him learn something like that? I didn’t even know it was possible in real life.’

      ‘It depends on the age of the car,’ Slim said. ‘But I agree, it’s not a skill that’s easy to acquire.’

      ‘After that, I left my car at my sister’s, and he used a bike.’ She gave an incredulous shake of her head. ‘Thirty miles. He was sick for two weeks. He nearly had to go to hospital.’

      ‘What did you do?’

      ‘I got rid of the bike. The next time, though, he stole Mr. Rogers’s car, from number 16 across the street. It was all I could do not to have Mr. Rogers call the police. I lied and told him Andy had gone out to get his medicine, but he was furious. I’m so very lucky people round here accept Andy for what he is.’

      Slim nodded in agreement. It sounded like Andy was lucky not to have been committed. It had likely happened for lesser reasons.

      ‘And the bears? Where does he get those?’

      ‘He makes them himself. Sews and stuffs them out of things he finds around the house.’

      ‘I see.’

      ‘Each one is a little different, but he uses the same basic colours. Always shades of blue.’

      ‘He takes a new one up there every time?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And what does he do with the old ones? Does he bring them home?’

      Audrey put a hand over her mouth, stifling a sob. ‘Yes. He keeps them in his room.’

      ‘What is it?’

      Audrey took a moment to compose herself. ‘He keeps them in a drawer,’ she said. ‘And they all look so sad.’

      ‘Could I see them? Or could you show me a picture?’

      ‘Of course,’ Audrey said. ‘Oh, that poor little girl. I know he’s trying to comfort her spirit or something like that, but I just don’t understand why. There must be a reason. I mean, there has to be, doesn’t there, Mr. Hardy?’

      Slim was silent for a moment, looking down at his boots in a moment of contemplation. At last he looked up, not at Audrey, but at the sun, partially hidden behind grey clouds.

      ‘Everything happens for a reason,’ he said. ‘It’s just that some reasons are a little more complicated than others.’
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      Dartmoor was a desolate undulation of bare hills sprinkled with bent, wiry trees, tumbling stone walls, rocky tors, patches of gorse and bracken. The best thing about the area around Brentor—the parish’s name styled as a single word combined from the name of the local tor—was the tiny hilltop church, half a mile from where Elissa’s monument stood by the side of a trickling stream.

      Not far from the moor’s western edge, where it was bordered by farmland, St. Michael’s church was claimed to be the highest in England, standing at an altitude of 338m atop the rocky hill of Brent Tor. Dating from the 13th Century, the church, with a capacity of only forty parishioners, had largely had its use reduced to seasonal events, but from the outside it had spectacular views across Dartmoor and into Devon and Cornwall. South you could look right down the Tavy River valley, the English Channel visible in the distance, while to the east Dartmoor stretched away as a series of rocky hilltops.

      Having parked in the little car park at the foot of Brent Tor, Slim, armed only with a packet of sandwiches and a flask of hot black coffee, walked to the hilltop and looked down on the area where Elissa Lowescroft had died.

      Further to the north was the dramatic Lydford Gorge, a series of swirling whirlpools and plunging waterfalls, but the tributary of the River Burn, which ran through the valley towards Brent Tor, was altogether more sedate, in places little more than a trickle running beneath overhanging vegetation. Slim had already walked a half mile along the river in each direction from Elissa’s monument, wanting to get a feel for the place, then up the hill, the ground underneath his feet dry and hard in the good weather, but filled with pits and divots which likely became soggy and uneven during rain, leaving the hillside a nightmare for unsuspecting walkers.

      The nearest buildings were some distance away, Brentor village a cluster of houses over the hill to the northwest, while to the east there was nothing but a few isolated farmhouses. Many of the buildings were now holiday lets, the local population having dwindled to a few hundred, according to what internet sources he had found.

      Cold calling had worked for information in the past, but the first three doors he tried in Brentor village were answered by residents who’d lived in the village less than five years and had no idea what he was talking about when he mentioned a river monument further up the valley. As he came upon the village hall, however, through the windows he noticed an older lady clearing tables from a recently finished coffee morning. He went inside, knocking on the door as he entered.

      ‘Excuse me. I’m sorry to bother you.’

      The woman, in her seventies and overweight, wearing a floral blouse that attempted to hide it, looked up and gave Slim an expectant smile. Her eyes were rheumy behind glasses, the grey in her hair fought by a weak blonde dye.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘My name’s John Hardy,’ Slim said, at this stage of his investigation feeling no need to hide his identity. ‘Are you a local? I just had a couple of questions.’

      The woman put down the pile of plates she had just stacked. ‘Well, I suppose so,’ she said with a genial chuckle. ‘Nearly twenty years now since we moved down.’

      It wasn’t long enough, but it was a foot in the door. ‘I’m not from round here,’ Slim said, coming inside and closing the door as a gust of wind threatened to tear it from his grasp. ‘But I’m staying locally, and I’m interested in the history of the area. Do you think you could point me in the direction of someone who’d be able to help me?’

      ‘Well, let me think … have you been up to Gale Farm? It’s about three miles east of Brent Tor, in Willsworthy. It’s still owned by William Gale. The Gales are one of the old families around here. Say it quietly, but old William is losing his marbles a little bit. They still bring him to the coffee mornings sometimes, and if you catch him on a good day, he’d probably have plenty to tell you.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      The woman introduced herself as Lilian Taylor of Brent View. Slim remembered it as one of the bigger houses just outside the village, having taken particular note of each place as he went from door to door. She explained that Gale Farm had been run by the Gale family for generations. Now, William’s grandson, Aaron, ran all the day to day business, his father Jake having died relatively young and his mother moved up to London to be closer to the rest of her family, where she had later died. Aaron, in his mid-forties, now had two teenage kids in secondary school in Tavistock.

      ‘What happened to his father?’

      Lilian sighed. ‘I don’t know the details, but as far as I know, it was a road accident. Back in the early eighties, around this time of year, I think. He went off the road, into a tree or something. Aaron was only a boy at the time, so I heard. He was in the back of the car, but suffered only minor injuries.’

      ‘That was lucky.’

      ‘Yes, yes it was.’ Lilian was lingering, clearly with more to say. Slim waited, letting the silence become uncomfortable, until she couldn’t resist.

      ‘Obviously it was long before we came down here, but what I do know is that it was over at Postbridge,’ she said. ‘It’s a small village—hardly even that, really, out across the moor. It’s supposed to be haunted. There have been several accidents over the years, with reports of a ghostly pair of hands pulling drivers off the road.’
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      A small local bookshop in Tavistock was enough to reveal the secrets of Postbridge. With a pamphlet on Dartmoor’s ghosts in hand, Slim retired to a nearby park to read, but while the story contained mention of ghostly hands twisting steering wheels and wrenching people off motorbikes on a number of occasions over the last hundred years, to Slim’s disappointment there was no mention of yellow-eyed children without noses or mouths.

      Nevertheless, interested in where the trail might lead, he headed out to Postbridge, which was a desolate place in the middle of Dartmoor, a cluster of isolated houses the only evidence of the village Lilian had claimed, little more than a bridge over a trickling stream. He made a couple of passes over the bridge, during which nothing untoward happened, then tried knocking on the doors of the handful of nearby houses. One was a holiday let, and he received no answer at the others.

      Thinking that he’d probably come to a dead end, he drove back across the moor to Gale Farm. Parking at the end of a long, winding farm lane snaking between low stone walls and crossing a river via a stone bridge that had obviously been widened to allow the passage of modern farming equipment, he walked the rest of the way, finding himself in the shelter of farm buildings, with a smelly farmyard and a dog hassling him from a kennel outside a cow shed. He adjusted his coat, then went up to the farmhouse door and knocked.

      ‘Just a minute!’ came a voice from inside, and Slim heard the fussing of a couple more dogs. Then the door opened to reveal a blonde woman in her late thirties, rather more glamorous than Slim might have expected from such an isolated place, and looking strangely familiar. She was holding back a yapping terrier with her foot while behind her an elderly dachshund barked at the wall, apparently oblivious to Slim’s presence.

      ‘I’m sorry to bother you,’ Slim said, taking a step back in case the terrier got a break and went for his ankles. ‘I was looking for Aaron Gale.’

      ‘He’s out in the fields somewhere,’ the woman said, finally getting the terrier under control, clipping a lead to its collar. She looped it over a coat hook set back from the door, that Slim guessed was placed for such purposes. The dachshund, losing interest, wandered back into the kitchen. ‘I’m Melanie Gale, Aaron’s wife. Can I help?’

      She had the kind of smile you could dissolve into, and Slim wondered where he had seen her before. Perhaps describing the weather on a local news channel circa five years ago maybe.

      ‘I’m actually looking for information on some of the local myths and legends,’ Slim said. ‘I heard your family is one of the oldest around here.’

      Melanie laughed. The terrier gave a single gruff yap, but had otherwise calmed down. ‘Some of us are. Why don’t you come in? I’ll call Aaron. He’s probably due a cup of tea.’

      She led Slim into a modern kitchen, the antithesis of the house’s cottage exterior, and had him sit at a glass-topped dining table.

      ‘I’m dragging the Gales into the twenty-first century one item of furniture at a time,’ she said, giving Slim a sideways smile as she perhaps noticed his reaction, then turned away and pulled a smartphone out of her pocket. Slim, whose ancient Nokia 3310 had no signal, this time made sure to keep his reaction neutral.

      Melanie went out into the hall. Slim heard the murmuring of her voice. It had a smooth, almost soothing quality, and he wondered if in fact she was a former radio host or some kind of public speaker.

      ‘He’s only in the shed across the way,’ she said, coming back in. ‘He’ll be five minutes. Brew?’

      ‘Coffee, if you’ve got it.’

      ‘Milk and sugar?’

      ‘Ah, black, strong, ideally brewed yesterday.’

      ‘Got it. Will see what I can do.’ As she turned away, she added, ‘Was there anything in particular you wanted to know about? Sorry, I didn’t catch your name.’

      ‘I’m sorry. It’s John Hardy. But most people call me—’

      Melanie put down the cup she was holding with a loud crack and turned sharply. Instead of an expected frown, however, she wore a broad smile.

      ‘Slim? Slim Hardy? No … way.’

      Slim felt his brow prickle with sweat. She had that rare look of someone who knew him.

      ‘Yes. I’m a private investigator.’

      ‘We were watching telly the other night and they had a programme on about one of your cases.’

      He forced a smile. ‘I know the one.’

      He had refused to participate, shunning the limelight. Unfortunately, a few people connected to the case had been willing to talk, so they had got around Slim’s reluctance by using archive footage from a couple of awkward television appearances he’d done in the past, when he’d needed the money for drink.

      ‘I can’t believe you figured that out.’

      ‘I got lucky. They glossed over that.’

      ‘So, what are you doing here?’ Melanie asked, as a loud thump indicated the opening of the front door, and the terrier, still tied up in the hall, let go with a frantic rabble of barking. The dachshund, however, had retreated to a basket by the back door and this time just lay its head on its paws. ‘Are we under investigation?’

      She said it with a smile while waving her hands in the air. Slim shook his head.

      ‘Absolutely not—’

      The door opened, and Aaron walked in. As Slim regarded the man, he wondered if he had been too hasty. Aaron, stocky and skin-headed, cold of eyes and sour of expression, with faded tattoos on his arms and neck, his shirt and trousers filthy and with an old scar running the length of his face from eye to chin, might not have been old enough to kill Elissa Lowescroft, but it was inconceivable that he wasn’t guilty of something.
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