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      . . . And God saw that the light was good;




      and God separated the light from the darkness . . .




      

        

          

            

              

                

                  

                    

                      

                        

                          

                            

							

                            

							

                            

                                Genesis 1:4


	

                            

								

                            

                              (R.S.V.)


							    


  


    


  


							        


      


    


  




                            


                          


                        


                      


                    


                  


                


              


            


          


        


      


    


  


      


  




  




     

  




  It was a bright, sunny day. Not, you might have thought, the sort of day for hunting ghosts. Nor was the house the kind of house you might expect to

  be haunted. But then psychic phenomena pay scant attention to time, place, or weather.




  It was a nice road, but ordinary, with that mid-morning, suburban quietness that areas only minutes away from high streets have. The houses themselves were an odd mixture of semis and

  detached buildings; bright new town houses sparkled at the far end, as yet undaunted by the daily grime.




  I drove slowly down the road, looking for the right house, and drew into the kerb when I saw the sign. ‘Beechwood’. Unimpressive.




  This was one of the detached buildings, tall, grey-bricked, Victorian. I took off my driving glasses and slipped them into the glove compartment; then I rubbed my eyes and settled back to

  study the house for a few moments.




  The small area in front, which obviously had been a garden at one time, had been concreted over to provide an off-the-road parking space for cars; but there were no cars there. I had been

  told the house would be empty. The windows were opaque from the glare of the sun and for a brief, uneasy moment, it seemed the house itself was staring out at me through mirror sunglasses.




  I quickly shrugged off the feeling – imagination could sometimes be a hindrance in my job – and reached over to the back seat. The black case was neither large nor heavy, but it

  contained most of the equipment I would need. The air had a deceptive edge to it when I stepped out on to the pavement, a hint that winter would soon have its turn. A woman whose small child

  preferred to skip rather than walk gave me a curious look as they passed by, as though my presence in her road had broken a routine. I nodded but the contact made her lose interest.




  After locking my car, I crossed the concrete area and climbed the five stone steps leading to the front door. There I paused, placing the case by my feet, and searched for the key. I found it

  and dropped it. The attached faded address card flapped loosely in the air when I retrieved the key and inserted it into the lock. For some reason I stopped and listened before I pushed the heavy

  door open, peering uselessly through the leaded glass of its top section. There were no sounds and no moving shadows.




  I wasn’t nervous, nor even apprehensive, for I saw no reason to be. I suppose my initial hesitation was simply due to caution. Empty houses had always made me so. The door swung open

  and, picking up my case, I stepped inside. I closed the door behind me.




  The rays of the sun shone brilliantly through the leaded glass of the door and windows on either side, casting my own shadow deeply and well-defined along the hallway. A broad staircase, its

  ascent beginning only five feet from where I stood, disappeared into the upper portion of the house, and near the top, from the overhang of the first floor, there dangled a pair of legs.




  One shoe – a man’s – had fallen off and lay on its side halfway down the stairs; I could see the heel of the man’s sock was worn, the pink flesh almost visible through

  the punctured material. The wall beside the hanging legs was scuffed and blackened as though it had been marked by the man’s death-throes. I remember dropping my case and walking slowly down

  the hall, craning my head upwards, not wishing to mount the stairs, but strangely curious to see the rest of the corpse. I remember peering into the gloom of the stairwell and seeing the bloated

  face above the grotesquely stretched neck, the ridiculously small loop of plastic flex, no more than three inches in diameter, biting into his flesh as though someone had tugged at his legs to pull

  it tight. I remember the smell of death coming to me, subtle yet cloying, elusive but all around. It was fresh, unlike the heavy, pungent odour of stale corpses.




  I backed away and stopped when I came into contact with the edge of the open doorway opposite the staircase. I turned in surprise and looked into the room; the others were in there, some

  lying on the floor, some sprawled in armchairs, some upright, staring, as though watching me. But they were all dead. I knew it not just from the smell, the unseeing eyes, the mutilated bodies. I

  knew it from the stagnant atmosphere, the stillness of the room itself.




  I pushed myself away from the door, sliding my body along the wall for support, my legs suddenly weak. A movement ahead made me stop and I saw there was a small door beneath the staircase. I

  could only go forward towards the sun-filled front door, not daring to rush back into the depths of the house. The door under the stairs moved again, only slightly, and I realized a draught was

  disturbing it. I moved closer, keeping my back pressed hard against the wall, and soon I was level with the small opening, sliding past, going beyond it. And then, for some reason still unknown to

  me, I reached out and pulled the door open, its back slamming against the rising staircase, rebounding so it half closed again. I thought I saw movement but perhaps it was only the shadows receding

  from the sudden light.




  There were stairs leading down to what must have been the cellar. All I could see was the blackness down there, a deep, almost solid darkness. And it was the darkness more than the corpses

  that made me flee from the house . . .
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  She sat at the kitchen table, lonely, brooding. She knew she had to face up to it: their life together was no good, it never would be. The idea of moving into the new town

  house seemed fine at the time; she thought a real home of their own would change his attitude. No more drab flats where everything mended, everything painted, was for the benefit of the landlord. A

  chance to build something solid, a foundation for their relationship. Marriage didn’t matter to her, she’d never pressure him. But the house was right for children . . .




  They had snapped up the chance of buying the place, for property prices were constantly soaring, reaching an unbelievable level, settling for a few months, then continuing their relentless

  upward flight. They had been hesitant about asking the agent to repeat the purchase price again, almost afraid he would realize his mistake and add on an extra three or four thousand. He had

  confirmed the original cost.




  Richard had been a little suspicious and she had stepped in quickly with a firm offer. Whatever unseen drawbacks there might be, this was at least a new start for them. Besides, it was mostly

  her savings that would pay the ten per cent demanded by the building society towards the cost of the property. The existing owners had already moved out – ‘Gone abroad,’ said the agent

  – so within a month they had settled themselves in. It wasn’t long before the rumours reached them.




  She looked down at the empty Diazepam container before her on the table, picking it up and twisting the plastic tube between her fingers. There had been seven left that morning. She had steadily

  cut down the Valium tablets, making progress, moving away from her breakdown of six months ago, suppressing the memory, coping. But Richard hadn’t changed. Her near self-destruction had only

  stemmed the flow briefly; his old ways had soon come slinking back. His excuse was the house now, the road, the other houses. The place made him uneasy, people were unfriendly. Others were moving

  away – at least three families in the two months they had lived there. There was something wrong with the road.




  She had felt it too, almost as soon as they had moved in, but her uneasiness had been quelled by her new hope. Things were meant to change, to become better; instead they had become worse. His

  drinking had always been hard to take, but bearable – his job as a rep for a finished-art studio demanded he drank with clients, anyway. The women he occasionally slept with didn’t

  matter to her any more – knowing his inadequacy, she doubted he even enjoyed himself. It was his resentment that had become impossible to live with.




  He resented being trapped by the responsibility of owning a home, resented being in debt to a building society, resented her demands, both physical and mental, on him. He resented being the

  cause of her breakdown.




  Now that she had finally come to bear the physical marks of his bitterness – bruising, scratchmarks – she knew it had to end, it was pointless going on. Even though they were not

  married, the house was in their joint names. But who would be the one to go? Would she come out with nothing after four years of torment? If he insisted, she knew she couldn’t stand up to

  him. She smashed the empty tube down on to the kitchen table. The pills hadn’t helped at at all.




  She stood, her chair scraping harshly against the tiled kitchen floor, and strode towards the sink. She filled the kettle, water splashing fiercely off the metal side, soaking her blouse. She

  swore, dumping the kettle on the gas ring. After switching on the gas she reached for her cigarettes, the packet lying open on the breadboard. She snatched one out and thrust the end into the gas

  flame, then quickly into her mouth, drawing her breath in sharply to make it light. Her fingers drummed against the aluminium draining-board, becoming more rigid as she tapped until it was her fist

  beating down, harder and harder, the sound echoing around the small kitchen. It stopped when a tear slid from her face on to her thinly covered breast, the single damp sensation more disturbing

  than the overall tap splatter of a few moments earlier. But one tear was all she would allow herself. She rubbed a hand roughly against her eyes, then drew in deeply on the cigarette, looking out

  through the window into the street below, the lights casting isolated silver pools along its length. Would he come home tonight? She was no longer sure if she even cared. She would have her coffee

  and go to bed; there she would decide what to do.




  She lit another cigarette – the last one, she noticed with annoyance – before carrying the coffee through the kitchen towards the stairs leading to the bedroom. The town house

  consisted of three floors, the ground being the garage and back workroom, the second level the kitchen and lounge-dining area, the third the two bedrooms and bathroom. She paused at the top of the

  stairs descending to the front door: should she lock him out? Steam rose in spiralling wisps from the coffee as she pondered. Abruptly she stepped on to the top stair, her mind made up and, just as

  abruptly, her hand grasped tightly around the balustrade. It was dark down there.




  Normally light shone in from the outside street-lamp through the reeded glass door, bathing the tiny hallway in its diffused light. Now she could only see a heavy blackness. Strange, she

  hadn’t noticed the street-light not working from the kitchen. Twisting her body, she flicked the switch controlling the downstairs light. Nothing happened, but the sudden movement caused hot

  coffee to spill over on to her fingers. She gasped with shock and quickly changed the mug over to her other hand, sticking her burnt fingers into her mouth to lick the offending liquid off. The

  pain served to remind her of the pain she might receive if she did lock Richard out. She stepped back on to the landing and walked down the hallway, her troubled mind not noticing the bright

  artificial light shining through the hall window from the street-lamp outside.




  Pinky Burton was still angry. The boys in the house opposite had no right to call him such names. They were nothing more than pimply-faced louts, yobbos. He couldn’t

  understand why he had even bothered to be friendly with the younger one, the one with the long, golden locks. Golden when he bothered to wash his unruly mop, that is. Neither had any respect for

  their elders, not even their father. Father? God, it was little wonder the boys were so offensive with a big abrasive man like that as a father. It was hardly surprising the brute’s wife had

  run off years ago. She obviously couldn’t stand any of them.




  It used to be a nice respectable road at one time, before the riff-raff moved in. He could remember when one had to have wealth to live in this road, and every family was respectable. And

  respected. These two guttersnipes certainly had no respect for him. It was nonsense to suggest he would take the time and trouble to spy on them. Perhaps he had watched them sometimes as they had

  worked, stripped to the waist, on the older one’s motorcycle. What of it? He was interested in machinery, always had been since his RAF days. The younger one wasn’t so bad at first

  – at least one could have a conversation with him – but the other yobbo, the sneery one, had obviously influenced his brother. How dare they suggest . . . just because a man . . .

  how did they find out about that anyway?




  Pinky turned over in bed and pulled the covers up over his ears. The road was full of nastiness. Never used to be. Nasty modern boxes they called town houses at one end, the old, bigger houses

  becoming dilapidated, allowed to run down; and greasy-haired louts like those two roaring up and down all night on motorbikes. Well, perhaps they were the only two, and they had one machine between

  them, but they still made enough noise for a dozen or more. And then there was the house further down, the big detached one – what on earth could have caused something like that? Totally

  unbelievable. Totally insane. Sign of the times. New – worse – atrocities every day. Made one wonder if there was any goodness at all left in the world. But nothing could match the

  inhumanity he had found in . . . Pinky still found it hard to form the word in his mind. Why had they sent him there? Hadn’t he done enough for his country in the last war? Had it been

  necessary to punish him so harshly for one misdemeanour? The child had suffered no real harm. All right, so there had been other minor offences to take into account. But they were minor,

  small lapses on his part. It wasn’t as if he had ever actually hurt anyone. The degradation inside that . . . place. The degenerates. The vicious, mean bullyboys. To put a man like him

  alongside such animals. And when he had been released after months that seemed like a thousand years, his position at the club had gone. None of the members had rallied round to support him as

  their bar manager. No, it was the cold shoulder, them and their bloody tweeds and afternoon golf, their bloody cocker spaniels and crusty-fannied wives. People he had known for years saying nasty,

  spiteful things. Thank God Mother had left the house – thank God she was long dead before it all came out. The shock would have killed her. He would never have been able to afford the place

  on the measly sum he earned as a part-time barman. And it was humiliating to be on a ‘suspect list’ of sex offenders. When any crime was committed in the area that had any sexual

  connotations he could be sure of a police visit. Routine enquiries they always said. Well it wasn’t bloody routine to him!




  He turned over restlessly on to his back and stared hatefully at the light patterns on the ceiling. The nebulous shapes shivered as a breeze disturbed the leaves on the tree outside, giving the

  reflected light from the street-lamp a living, embryonic quality. Pinky swore at the ceiling.




  The jeers, the sly insinuations, from the two louts over the road had cut deep that day. His other neighbours had always treated him with respect, had always politely acknowledged his greetings,

  had never pried into his affairs. But these . . . these scumbags had shouted out their obscenities for the whole world to hear, had laughed at him when his own temper had forced him to run back

  indoors. He did not know what he might have done if he hadn’t. Well, tomorrow the police would be informed of the racket they made with their infernal machine. He was still a citizen and, as

  such, entitled to his rights. Just because he had made a mistake once, it didn’t mean he had lost his civil rights! He bit into his lip and choked back a sob. He knew he would never venture

  into a police station again, not of his own volition. Those bastards, those dirty, little, long-haired bastards!




  Pinky closed his eyes tightly and when he opened them, wondered why it had become so dark, why the patterns on the ceiling had disappeared.




  She knelt on the bed, a small, huddled form. Susie was small for an eleven-year-old, but her eyes sometimes had a knowing look of someone way beyond her years. At other times

  they were completely blank. She pulled methodically at the hair of her Cindy doll, the silver strands falling on to her lap. Glass-mounted pictures of Beatrix Potter animals gazed down impassively

  at her from the blue walls of her little bedroom, oblivious of the sharp snap as a plastic arm was wrenched from the doll’s body. The tiny limb bounced off Peter Rabbit and clattered to the

  floor. Susie pulled at the other arm and threw this, too, across the room, towards the closed window. It fell on to her toy chest beneath the window and lay there, the hand bent back supplicatingly

  on its swivel-joint.




  ‘Naughty girl, Cindy,’ Susie scolded in hushed anger. ‘You mustn’t stare when you’re at the dinner table! Mummy doesn’t like it!’




  The doll’s expression did not change as her leg was pulled back and tugged. ‘I’ve told you time and time again, you mustn’t smirk when Uncle Jeremy tells you off! He

  doesn’t like it – it makes him angry. It makes Mummy angry, too!’ The leg came away with a sucking sound and was tossed towards the door. ‘Uncle Jeremy will go away and

  leave Mummy if he gets cross. Then Mummy will send me away. She’ll tell the doctors I’ve been acting bad again.’ Susie drew in a deep breath at the effort of tearing the last limb

  free, her small body sagging into a relaxed position when her exertions were rewarded.




  ‘There! Now you can’t run away and you can’t get into mischief.’ Susie smiled triumphantly, but her happiness lasted only seconds. ‘I hate that place, Cindy!

  It’s nasty. And the doctors and the nurses are nasty. I don’t want to go there again.’ Her eyes became tearful, then her face suddenly screwed itself up into an expression of

  spiteful anger. ‘He’s not my uncle, anyway. He just wants cuddles from Mummy. He hates me and he hates my dad! Why doesn’t Daddy come back, Cindy? Why does he hate me too? I

  wouldn’t touch matches ever again if he came back, Cindy, I promise I wouldn’t.’




  She fiercely hugged the limbless doll and rocked to and fro on her knees. ‘You know I wouldn’t, don’t you, Cindy? You know I wouldn’t.’ There was no reply from the

  doll and Susie thrust it away from her in disgust. ‘You never answer me, you naughty girl! You never show you love me!’




  She pulled at the pretty plastic head, her arms quivering with the effort, a scream building up in her throat. She suppressed her cry as the head popped free and laughed when she threw it at the

  stars outside the window. Her body went rigid as the doll’s head rebounded off the pane and rolled to the floor. She dared not breathe for a few moments as she listened for footsteps to come

  thumping along the corridor. She sighed with relief when no such sounds came. They were both asleep. Him, with her, in Daddy’s bed. The thought made her angry again. It wasn’t just

  cuddles he wanted. He did other things. She knew, she’d heard, she’d watched.




  Susie sprang from the bed and padded towards the window, careful not to disturb the toys lying scattered in the dark on the bedroom floor. She examined the pane of glass which had been struck by

  the doll’s head, looking for a crack to show up against the stars outside. It would mean more misery for her if the glass had been broken. She grinned when she saw there was no damage.




  Pressing her face to the window she tried to pierce the gloom of the garden below. She spent most of the summer days there when she wasn’t at the special school; a prisoner, not allowed to

  go out on her own. Susie could just make out the shape of the rabbit hutch, weather-beaten and empty, not understanding why they had taken the rabbits away. The baby ones had been gorgeous, lovely

  to hold, to squeeze. Perhaps if she hadn’t squeezed so hard they would have let her keep them.




  She returned to the bed and squatted on it, ankles crossed, her arms hugged around her raised knees. The blankets lay rumpled around her. If Uncle Jeremy went away, perhaps Daddy would come

  back. They could all live together again and be happy, like before. Like before the time she’d been really naughty. Before the trouble.




  Susie lay back in the bed, pulling the clothes up around her. She gripped the silky edge of the blanket and brushed it rhythmically against her cheek, staring out into the deep blue night framed

  by the window’s edges. One by one she began to count the stars, determined this time to number every one in the rectangle before falling asleep. And one by one, as she silently counted, the

  stars went out, until only blackness filled the window-frame.
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  Bishop glanced discreetly at his watch and was relieved that the two-hour lecture was nearly up. Usual mixed bunch, he thought wryly. Most of them deadly serious, several just

  curious, one –  maybe two –  sceptics. And, of course, the token headcase. He smiled generally at the gathering in the lecture hall.




  ‘So you can see by my list of equipment on the blackboard, parapsychology –  the study of paraphysical phenomena -uses technology rather than the more unreliable and, if I may say so, the

  dubious spiritualistic methods. Graph paper will usually tell you more about strange disturbances in a house than self-imposed mental trances.’




  A nervous hand fluttered in the air from the second row. Bishop noticed the man wore a clerical collar. ‘May I, er, ask a question?’ the equally nervous voice said. All eyes turned

  to look at the cleric who steadfastly kept his eyes riveted on Bishop’s as if embarrassed by his own presence.




  ‘Please do,’ Bishop encouraged. ‘In fact, we’ll spend the last ten minutes discussing any points you might want to raise.’




  ‘Well, it was just that for someone whose profession is the investigation of the paranormal or paraphysical . . .’




  ‘Call it ghost-hunting –  it’s simpler,’ said Bishop.




  ‘Yes, ghost-hunting. Well, it hasn’t really been made clear by you whether or not you actually believe in ghosts.’




  Bishop smiled. ‘The truth of the matter is, having been involved in the study of parapsychology for some years, I’m still unsure. Certainly I’ve come up against the

  inexplicable time and time again, but every day science is uncovering new facts about our own powers. Somebody once said that mysticism is just tomorrow’s science dreamed today. I think

  I’d go along with that. For instance, we know concentrated thought, or often unconscious thought, can physically move objects. Scientists throughout the world, particularly in Russia, are now

  studying the psychokinetic power. Years ago it would have been called witchcraft.’




  ‘But how does that explain spirit sightings?’ A middle-aged woman, plump and pleasant looking, had asked the question. ‘There are so many cases of hauntings you hear about

  practically every day.’




  ‘Perhaps not every day, but there are between two and three hundred sightings each year, and probably just as many not publicised. One of the many theories is that ghosts are caused by

  someone under stress, their minds giving out electrical impulses in the way the heart does, and these impulses are picked up later in particular circumstances.’




  The puzzled frown on the woman’s face and on the faces of several others in his audience told Bishop he wasn’t making himself clear. ‘It’s rather like a mental picture

  being transmitted by one individual to be picked up later by someone else who acts as a kind of receiver. Like a television set. This could explain why apparitions are often misty, faded or why

  sometimes only faces or hands appear: the pictures, or transmissions, if you like, are wearing out, fading until there’s nothing left.’




  ‘What about places that have been haunted for centuries, then?’ said a young, bearded man in the front row, who was leaning forward antagonistically. ‘Why haven’t they

  just faded away?’




  ‘It could be explained by regeneration: the transmission, or apparition, draws on energy from electrical impulses that surround us all. This could account for the appearance of a ghost. A

  spirit can “live” on indefinitely as long as its image can be seen by others: the ghost is actually telepathic waves, the image created in the mind of a living person years, days,

  perhaps centuries before and transmitted into the mind or minds of others living today.’




  Bishop sighed inwardly: he could see he was losing them. They hadn’t expected him to explain ghosts as a scientific phenomenon. They wanted the subject romanticized, the mystic aspect

  heightened. Even the sceptics among them looked disappointed.




  ‘You’re putting it down to electricity, then?’ The bearded man in the front row sat back and folded his arms, the slightest indication of smugness in his smile.




  ‘No, not exactly. But an electrical charge given to the nerve tissues of the brain can make a subject see flashes or hear noises. It would seem that a charge given to the appropriate

  receptive area of the brain can create a phantom image. Remember, the brain functions through electrical impulses and we’re also surrounded by them. Impulses picked out of the air by our

  senses – that’s us acting as receivers – isn’t a difficult concept to understand. You may have heard of crisis apparitions, where someone sees an image of a friend or

  relative who is going through some traumatic experience, perhaps dying, many miles away. A voice may even be heard at the same time.’




  A few heads nodded appreciatively.




  ‘This can be explained by the person who is undergoing that extreme moment of stress thinking of the person closest to him, perhaps calling out to them. At such times, brainwaves are

  extremely active – this has been proved by the use of electroencephalograph machines. When they reach a certain pitch a telepathic image can often be transmitted either to a recipient or into

  the atmosphere. New factors concerning our own brain power are being brought to light by science at an ever-increasing rate. My guess is that by the end of the century, mysticism and technology

  will be one. There really will be no such thing as “ghosts”.’




  A low murmur ran through the gathering as they looked around at each other with various expressions of bemusement, disappointment, or satisfaction.




  ‘Mr Bishop?’ The woman’s voice came from the back row and Bishop squinted his eyes to see her more clearly. ‘Mr Bishop, you term yourself as a ghost-hunter. Can you tell

  us, then, why you’ve spent so many years hunting electrical impulses?’




  A small ripple of laughter ran through the audience and Bishop smiled with them. He decided to use his reply as a closing statement for the lecture.




  ‘I’m involved in the investigation of hauntings because I believe they have special scientific significance. All phenomena have some rational explanation – it’s just that

  we are not yet advanced enough to perceive that explanation. Any useful information we can gain towards those ends must have value. Mankind is at an exciting stage of development where science and

  the paranormal are heading towards a meeting point. We have reached the time where parapsychology has to be taken seriously and studied logically with all the advanced technology we have at hand.

  We can no longer afford to tolerate the fools, the romantics, the misguided; even less can we tolerate the charlatans, the professional ghost-seers, or the mediums who live off the ignorance and

  distress of others. The breakthrough is nearly here and cannot be allowed hindrance by these people.’




  His last words induced a smattering of polite applause from the audience. He held up a hand to let them know he had not quite finished.




  ‘There’s one other point. Many people have been emotionally disturbed or frightened by evidence of the paranormal, by “ghostly” appearances: if I can help them understand

  such occurrences and not fear them, then that alone justifies my work. Now, I have a list of organizations dealing in psychical research, paraphysical studies, metaphysical and ESP research groups

  and plain old ghost-hunting organizations. There’s also a couple of addresses where you can find your own ghost-hunting equipment. Please help yourself to a copy before you leave.’




  He turned his back on them, shuffled his lecture notes together and placed them in his briefcase. As usual, his throat was dry after the two-hour talk, and his thoughts now were only of the tall

  glass of beer that would soothe it. He hardly knew this town, but he hoped the pubs were decent. First, though, he had the gauntlet to run, for there were always those eager to continue the debate

  on a more personal level long after the allotted time was up. The chief librarian, who had arranged the series of talks in the town library’s lecture hall, was the first to come forward.




  ‘Most interesting, Mr Bishop. I’m sure next week’s attendance figure will be even higher once word gets around.’




  Bishop smiled cynically. He wondered if there would be half as many judging by the disappointment on some of the faces.




  ‘I’m afraid they didn’t hear quite what they expected to,’ he said without apology.




  ‘Oh no, on the contrary, I think many now realize just what a serious subject the whole matter is.’ The librarian rubbed his hands together as if in glee. ‘I must say,

  you’ve certainly whet my appetite. Let me tell you of the strange experience I had just a few years ago . . .’




  Bishop listened politely, knowing he would have to hear several ‘strange experiences’ from the others in the hall before he could take his leave. As an authority on the subject, he

  was constantly used as a kind of father confessor by the many who had witnessed real or imaginary phenomena. A small group had soon gathered round and he answered their questions, encouraging them

  to make a serious study of the paranormal themselves. He also reminded them to keep an open mind and to maintain a careful balance between belief and scepticism. One or two expressed their surprise

  at his own reservations and he informed them his researches had always been more clinical than biased. The fact that a few years ago an American university had offered £80,000 to anyone who

  could prove conclusively that there was life after death and as yet the amount was still unclaimed had to have some significance. There was much evidence but still no substantial proof and,

  although he believed in the continuance of life after death in some form, he was still unsure there was a spirit world in the sense of latter and present- day concepts. While he spoke, he saw

  the woman who had asked the final question of the lecture period sitting alone at the back of the hall. He wondered why she hadn’t joined the group. Eventually, Bishop was able to disengage

  himself from his inquisitors, mumbling that he had some distance to travel that night and further questions could be asked during the course of the following lectures. Briefcase in hand, he strode

  briskly down the centre aisle towards the exit. The woman’s eyes gazed at him fixedly and when he drew near, she rose from her seat. ‘Could I talk to you for just a moment, Mr

  Bishop?’




  He glanced down at his watch as though worried about a pending appointment. ‘I really haven’t the time now. Perhaps next week . . .?’




  ‘My name is Jessica Kulek. My father, Jacob Kulek, is . . .’




  ‘Is founder and president of the Research Institute of Parapsychological Study.’ Bishop had stopped and was looking at the woman curiously as she made her way from her seat towards

  him.




  ‘You’ve heard of him?’ she said.




  ‘Who in the field of psychical research hasn’t? He was one of the men who helped Professor Dean to persuade the American Association for the Advancement of Science to finally accept

  parapsychologists as members. It was a giant step in forcing scientists throughout the world to take the paranormal seriously. It gave the whole business credibility.’




  She gave him the briefest of smiles and he realized she was younger and more attractive than he had at first thought from a distance. Her hair, neither dark nor fair, was short and tucked in

  closely to the nape of her neck, her fringe cropped high and neatly across her forehead. The tweed suit she wore was stylishly cut and emphasized her slim figure, perhaps too much so – she

  seemed too slender, frail even. Her eyes were made to look larger by the thinness of her face and her lips were small but finely drawn, like a child’s. She seemed hesitant, almost nervous

  now, yet he felt there was a determination about her that was belied by her appearance.




  ‘I hope my comment didn’t offend you,’ she said, an earnestness in her expression.




  ‘Hunting electrical impulses? No, I’m not offended. In a way you’re right: I am hunting electrical impulses half the time. The other half is spent searching for draughts, land

  subsidence and water seepages.’




  ‘Could we talk privately for a few moments? Are you staying here tonight? Perhaps your hotel?’




  He grinned. ‘I’m afraid my talks don’t pay well enough for me to stay overnight in hotels. I’d have nothing left over from the evening’s work if I did. No,

  I’ll have to drive back home tonight.’




  ‘It’s really very important. My father asked me to see you.’




  Bishop paused before answering. Finally, he said, ‘Can you tell me what it’s about?’




  ‘Not here.’




  He made up his mind. ‘Okay. I’d intended to have a drink before I hit the road, so why not join me? We’d better make our exit fast, though, before the throng back there catches

  us up.’ He pointed over his shoulder at the remaining group of chattering people who were gradually edging their way down the aisle. Bishop took her arm and guided her towards the door.




  ‘You’re a little cynical about your profession, aren’t you?’ she said as they descended the library steps, the cold night drizzle dampening their faces.




  ‘Yes,’ he answered brusquely.




  ‘Can you tell me why?’




  ‘Look, let’s find a pub and get out of the rain. Then I’ll answer your question.’




  They walked for five minutes in silence before finding a welcoming pub sign. He led her inside and found a quiet corner table.




  ‘What would you like?’ he asked.




  ‘Just orange juice, please.’ There was a slight hostility in her tone.




  He returned with the drinks, placing the orange juice on the table before her, sinking into the chair opposite with a grateful sigh. He took a long, satisfying swallow of beer before looking

  across at her.




  ‘Are you involved in your father’s research?’ he asked.




  ‘Yes, I work with him. You were going to answer my question.’




  He was irritated by her persistence. ‘Is it important? Has it anything to do with your father asking you to see me?’




  ‘No, I’m just curious, that’s all.’




  ‘I’m not cynical about my job – I’m just cynical about the people I come in contact with. Most of them are either fools or publicity seekers. I don’t know who are

  the worst.’




  ‘But you have a good reputation as a psychic investigator. Your two books on the subject are standard reading for any student of the paranormal. How can you deride others who follow the

  same pursuits as yourself?’




  ‘I don’t. It’s the fanatics, the idiots steeped in mumbo-jumbo mysticism, and the fools who turn the whole thing into a religion that I despise. The people they prey on, I just

  feel sorry for. If you’ve read my books you’ll know they’re directed towards realism and away from mysticism. For Christ’s sake, I’ve just spent two hours talking

  about that very thing!’




  She flinched at his raised voice and he immediately regretted his impatience. But she came back at him, her lips tight with her own suppressed anger.




  ‘Then why don’t you do something more constructive about it? The Society for Psychical Research and other organizations wanted you as a member. Your work could have been invaluable

  to them. As a ghost-hunter, as you like to call yourself, you’re one of the foremost in your field, your services are in great demand. So why do you disassociate yourself from others in your

  profession, others who could help you?’




  Bishop leaned back in his seat. ‘You’ve been checking up on me,’ he said simply.




  ‘Yes, my father asked me to. I’m sorry, Mr Bishop, we didn’t mean to pry. We just wanted to find out more about your background.’




  ‘Isn’t it time you told me why you came here tonight? What does Jacob Kulek want with me?’




  ‘Your help.’




  ‘My help? Jacob Kulek wants my help?’




  The girl nodded and Bishop laughed aloud.




  ‘I’m truly flattered, Miss Kulek, but I don’t think there’s much about psychic phenomena that I could tell your father.’




  ‘He doesn’t expect you to. It’s a different kind of information he wants. I promise you, it’s important.’




  ‘Not important enough for him to come himself.’




  She looked down into her glass. ‘It’s not easy for him nowadays. He would have come, but I convinced him I could persuade you to see him.’




  ‘It’s all right,’ Bishop conceded. ‘I realize he must be a busy man . . .’




  ‘Oh no, it isn’t that. He’s blind, you see. I don’t like him to travel unless it’s absolutely necessary.’




  ‘I didn’t know. I’m sorry, Miss Kulek. I didn’t mean to be so blunt. How long . . .?’




  ‘Six years. Chronic glaucoma. The nerve structure was already severely damaged before they diagnosed the disease. He’d left it too late before consulting a specialist – he put

  his blurred vision down to old age and hard work. By the time they realized the real cause, the optic nerves were too far gone.’ She sipped her orange juice, then looked at him defiantly.

  ‘He still goes on lecture tours both here and in America and, as head of the Institute, with its growing membership, his days are even more active than before.’




  ‘But if he knows I want nothing to do with organizations such as yours, what makes him think I’d want to help?’




  ‘Because your thinking is not that much different from his. He was once an important member of the Society for Psychical Research until he felt their ideas were at variance with his own.

  He rejected them too, Mr Bishop, to form his own organization, the Research Institute of Parapsychological Study. He wanted to research phenomena such as telepathy and clairvoyance to find out if

  the mind can gain knowledge by means other than the normal perceptual processes. It has nothing to do with ghosts and goblins.’




  ‘All right, so what information does he want from me?’




  ‘He wants you to tell him exactly what you found in Beechwood.’




  Bishop’s face paled and he quickly reached for his beer. The girl watched him as he drained the glass.




  ‘That was nearly a year ago,’ he said, carefully placing the empty glass back on the table. ‘I thought it had been forgotten by now.’




  ‘The memory has been revived, Mr Bishop. Have you seen today’s papers?’




  ‘No, I’ve been travelling most of the day. I haven’t had a chance to.’




  She reached for her shoulder-bag which was propped up against a table leg and drew out a folded newspaper. Opening it, she pointed to the main news item on an inside page. He quickly scanned the

  bold headline: TRIPLE TRAGEDY IN HORROR ROAD.




  He looked enquiringly at the girl.




  ‘Willow Road, Mr Bishop. Where the Beechwood house is.’ His eyes returned to the open newspaper, but she told him the details of the story herself.




  ‘Two teenage brothers were blasted by a shotgun last night while they slept. One died instantly, the other is now in hospital in a critical condition. His father is there with him, half

  his face blown away when he attacked the assailant. He is not expected to live. The madman who did it is in police custody but as yet no statement has been released.




  ‘A fire, which started in the kitchen of a house nearby, burnt through the floor of the bedroom above. The two sleeping people, presumably husband and wife, fell through when the floor

  collapsed and were burnt to death. Firemen found a little girl in the garden outside watching the flames, petrified with shock. It’s not yet known how the fire started.




  ‘In another house, near the end of Willow Road, a woman knifed her common-law husband to death. She then cut her own throat. Their milkman apparently saw the bodies lying on the hall

  stairs through the glass front door. The report says the woman was in her nightclothes and the man was fully dressed as though he had just come home when she attacked him.’




  She paused as if to let the related events sink in. ‘All this in one night, Mr Bishop, and all in Willow Road.’




  ‘But it can’t have anything to do with the other business. Christ, that was a year ago!’




  ‘Nine months to be exact.’




  ‘So how can there be any connection?’




  ‘My father believes there is. That’s why he wants you to tell him everything about the day you went to Beechwood.’




  Just the name made him feel uncomfortable. The memory was still too fresh in his mind, the terrible sight he’d witnessed inside the old house still firing his vision like a suddenly

  projected film slide. ‘I told the police everything that happened that day, why I was there, who had hired me. Everything I saw. There’s nothing new I can tell your father.’




  ‘He thinks there might be. There has to be something, some explanation. There has to be a reason for thirty-seven people committing mass suicide in one house. And why that house, Mr

  Bishop.’




  He could only look down at his empty glass, suddenly feeling the need for something much stronger than beer.
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  Jacob Kulek was tall even though stooped, his head thrust forward as if in a constantly enquiring gesture. The ill-fitting suit he wore seemed to hang from his thin frame in

  draped folds, his shirt collar and tie joining loosely at the very base of his neck. He rose when his daughter showed Bishop into the small room he used as a private study at the Research

  Institute, the building itself almost anonymous in the medical and financial ghetto of Wimpole Street.




  ‘Thank you for coming to see me, Mr Bishop,’ he said, extending a hand.




  Bishop was surprised at the firmness of his grip. A muted voice –  he realized it was Jessica Kulek’s –  came from a pocket-size cassette-recorder lying on a low coffee table beside

  Kulek’s easychair. The tall man reached down and switched off the machine, his fingers finding the stop button without fumbling.




  ‘Jessica spends an hour each evening recording for me,’ he explained, looking directly into Bishop’s eyes as if scrutinizing him. It was hard to believe he could not see.

  ‘New research information, business correspondence –  general matters that fail to receive my attention during the day. Jessica unselfishly shares her vision with me.’ He smiled at his

  daughter, instinctively knowing where she stood.




  ‘Please seat yourself, Mr Bishop,’ Jessica said, motioning towards another easychair facing her father’s across the coffee table. ‘Would you like some coffee –

  tea?’




  He shook his head. ‘No, I’m fine, thanks.’ As he sat, Bishop glanced around the room; nearly every inch of space on the walls was taken up by volumes of books. It seemed ironic

  that a man with a mind like Kulek’s should surround himself with what must have been the greatest source of frustration imposed by his infirmity.




  As if reading his thoughts, Kulek waved a hand generally towards the book-covered walls. ‘I know every work in this room, Mr Bishop. Even its position on the shelves. Masonic, Hermetic,

  Quabbalistic and Rosicrucian Symbolic Philosophy – middle bookcase of right-hand wall, third shelf up, seventh or eighth book along. The Golden Bough – end bookcase by the

  door, top shelf, somewhere in the centre. Every book here is important to me, every one taken from those shelves many times before my blindness. It seems that without vision, the mind is more free

  to turn inwards, to examine more closely one’s memory. There are compensations for everything.’




  ‘Your blindness doesn’t seem to have affected your work,’ Bishop said.




  Kulek gave a short laugh. ‘I’m afraid it is a hindrance. There are so many new concepts, so many old theories abandoned – Jessica and our little machine have to keep me aware

  of the changes in thought. My legs are not as strong as they used to be, either. My trusty cane serves both as a guide and a crutch.’ He patted the stout walking-stick leaning against the

  chair almost as though it were a pet animal. ‘I have reluctantly cut down on my lecture tours at my daughter’s insistence. She likes to have me where she can keep an eye on me.’

  He smiled reprovingly at his daughter and Bishop felt the closeness between them. The girl had seated herself in a high-backed chair near one of the two windows in the small study as if she were to

  be an observer only of the conversation about to take place.




  ‘My father would work twenty-two hours a day if I allowed him,’ she said. ‘The other two he would spend talking about the next day’s work.’




  Kulek chuckled. ‘She is probably right. However, Mr Bishop, to the matter at hand.’ His forehead creased into deep lines of concern and his shoulders became even more stooped as he

  leaned forward. Again, Bishop had to remind himself of Kulek’s blindness as his eyes bore into him.




  ‘I believe Jessica showed you the news item on Willow Road last night.’




  Bishop nodded, then remembered to voice his affirmation.




  ‘And have you seen this morning’s papers?’




  ‘Yes. The man who shot the boys and their father apparently refuses to speak to anyone. The little girl whose parents – no, it turned out to be the mother and her boyfriend –

  died in the fire is still in a state of shock. The woman who knifed her lover committed suicide, of course, so it can only be assumed that the motive was jealousy or a dispute between

  them.’




  ‘Ah yes, motive,’ said Kulek. ‘So it would seem the police have not established a clear motive for each case.’




  ‘There wouldn’t be one for all of them. Don’t forget, the mother and her boyfriend were killed in the fire. The girl was lucky to get out alive. There’s no mention of

  arson.’




  Kulek was silent for a few moments, then he said, ‘Don’t you think it’s rather strange for these three bizarre events to happen on the same night and in the same

  road?’




  ‘Of course it is. It would be strange if two murders happened over the course of several years in the same road, let alone on the same night. But how could there possibly be a connection

  between them?’




  ‘On the surface, I agree, there seems to be none other than the time and location. And, of course, the fact that mass self-destruction took place in that same place only months ago. Why

  were you asked to investigate Beechwood?’




  The abruptness of the question startled Bishop. ‘Mr Kulek, don’t you think you should tell me why you’re so interested in the events of Willow Road?’




  Kulek smiled disarmingly. ‘You’re quite right, I have no right to question you without giving you some explanation. Let me just say I have reason to believe the incidents in Willow

  Road and the suicides of nine months ago have some connection. Have you heard of the name Boris Pryszlak?’




  ‘Pryszlak? Yes, he was one of the men who killed himself in Beechwood. Wasn’t he a scientist?’




  ‘Scientist, industrialist – he was an unusual combination of both. He had two main interests in life: making money and the study of energy. A dedicated man in both pursuits. He was

  an innovator, Mr Bishop, and a man who could turn his scientific achievements into hard cash. A rare man indeed.’




  Kulek paused, a curious, hard smile on his lips as if he had a mental picture of the man he spoke of and the memory was unpleasant. ‘We met in England in 1946, just before the Communist

  regime was established in Poland, our homeland. We were refugees: we had realized what was about to happen to our ravaged country. Even then, I could not say he was the kind of man I would choose

  as a friend, but . . .’ he shrugged his shoulders ‘. . . we were fellow countrymen and homeless. The situation itself formed our relationship.’




  Bishop found it difficult to return Kulek’s stare, for the sightless eyes were unwavering. He felt a little unnerved by them. He glanced across at the girl, and she smiled encouragingly,

  understanding his discomfort.




  ‘One of the other factors that drew us together was our shared interest in the occult.’




  Bishop’s eyes quickly went back to Kulek. ‘Pryszlak, a scientist, believed in the occult?’




  ‘As I said, Mr Bishop, he was a most unusual man. We were friends for a few years – no, perhaps acquaintances would be a better word – then, because our ideas on so many

  matters differed, we went our separate ways. I settled in this country for a while, married Jessica’s late mother, and eventually went to the United States where I joined the Philosophical

  Research Society under the leadership of Manly Palmer Hall. I heard nothing from or of Pryszlak during those years. Nothing, in fact, until after I returned to England ten years ago. He came to me

  with a man called Kirkhope and invited me to join their very private organization. I’m afraid I neither agreed with the direction in which their research was taking them, nor had any sympathy

  for it.’




  ‘You said the other man’s name was Kirkhope. Would that be Dominic Kirkhope?’




  Kulek nodded. ‘Yes, Mr Bishop. The man who used Beechwood for his occult activities.’




  ‘You know Kirkhope was indirectly one of the reasons I went to the house?’




  ‘I suspected it. His family hired you?’




  ‘No, it was done entirely through the estate agents. Apparently Beechwood has been in the Kirkhope family for years, but never used by them. It was always rented out along with other

  properties they owned. It seems in the 1930s some strange practices went on there – the estate agents were not allowed to disclose exactly what kind of practices to me – and Dominic

  Kirkhope became involved. The goings-on were so bad that the Kirkhopes – Dominic’s parents, that is – had the tenants forcibly removed. New families moved in but they never stayed

  long – they complained the house “wasn’t right”. Naturally, over the years the house gained a reputation for being haunted and eventually it just remained unoccupied.

  Because of Dominic Kirkhope’s past association with Beechwood, it became a kind of bugbear to the family, a blemish on their good name. It was neglected for a long time, until just over a

  year ago they decided to try and rid themselves of the place once and for all. It was modernized, cleaned up, made presentable. But still it didn’t sell. There were continuous reports of an

  “atmosphere”. I think sheer desperation made them decide to hire a psychic investigator to try and root out the problem. That’s where I came in.’




  Kulek and his daughter were silent, waiting for Bishop to continue. They suddenly realized his reluctance to do so.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ Kulek said, ‘I know the memory is unpleasant for you . . .’




  ‘Unpleasant? My God, if you’d seen what they had done to each other in that house. The mutilation . . .’




  ‘Perhaps we shouldn’t have asked Mr Bishop to relive his terrible experience, Father,’ Jessica said quietly from her position near the window.




  ‘We must. It’s important.’




  Bishop was surprised at the sharpness in the old man’s voice.




  ‘I’m sorry, Mr Bishop, but it’s vital that I know exactly what you found.’




  ‘Dead bodies, that’s all I found! Torn, cut, dismembered. They’d done things to each other that were sickening!’




  ‘Yes, yes, but what else was there? What did you feel?’




  ‘I felt bloody sick. What the hell do you think?’




  ‘No, not within yourself. I meant what did you feel in the house? Was there anything else there, Mr Bishop?’




  Bishop’s mouth opened as if he were about to say something more, then it closed and he slumped back in his chair. Jessica rose and went to him; the old man leaned further forward in his

  seat, puzzlement on his face, not sure what had happened.




  ‘Are you all right?’ There was concern in Jessica’s eyes as she touched Bishop’s shoulder.




  He looked at her, his face blank for a few moments, then recognition came filtering through. ‘I’m sorry. I was trying to think back to that day, but my mind just seemed to close

  down. I don’t remember what happened, how I got out.’




  ‘You were found in the road outside the house,’ Kulek said gently. ‘You were lying half-collapsed against your car. Residents reported you to the police and when they arrived,

  you couldn’t speak, you could only stare at Beechwood. That much I found in the official police report. At first they thought you were involved in some way, then your story checked out with

  the estate agent’s. Have you no memory at all of what else happened in that house?’




  ‘I got out, that’s all I know.’ Bishop pressed his fingers against his eyes as if to squeeze the memory from them. ‘I’ve tried to think back over these past few

  months, but nothing happens; I see those grotesque corpses, nothing more. I don’t even remember leaving the house.’ He let out a deep breath, his face becoming more composed. Kulek

  seemed disappointed.




  ‘Can you tell me now why this is of so much interest to you?’ Bishop asked. ‘Apart from Pryszlak being involved, I can’t see why this business should involve

  you.’




  ‘I’m not sure that I can be specific.’ Kulek rose from his seat and surprised Bishop by walking to the window and gazing out as if he could see into the street beyond. He

  inclined his head towards the investigator and smiled. ‘I’m sorry, my behaviour as a blind man must seem idiosyncratic to you. It’s the rectangle of light from the window, you

  see. It’s all my eyes can perceive. I’m afraid it attracts me rather like a moth to a flame.’




  ‘Father, we do owe him an explanation of some kind,’ the girl prompted.




  ‘Yes, we do. But what can I really tell our friend? Would he understand my fears? Would he understand, or would he sneer?’




  ‘I’d like the chance to do either,’ Bishop said firmly.




  ‘Very well.’ Kulek’s thin frame swung round to face Bishop. ‘I mentioned earlier that Pryszlak wanted me to join his own organization, but that I did not approve of the

  direction in which his research was leading. I even tried to dissuade him and this man, Kirkhope, from continuing their dubious pursuits. They knew of my own beliefs relating to the psychic linkage

  between man and the collective unconscious; they thought I would ally myself with their particular cause.’




  ‘But what were they looking for? What were their beliefs?’




  ‘Evil, Mr Bishop. They believed in evil as a power in itself, a power derived from man alone.’
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  The two policemen began to wonder why they both felt so tense. Their night shift should have been an easy number for them; boring, but easy. The main duty that night was to

  keep an eye on the road, to report anything suspicious and let their presence be known to the residents by occasionally cruising the road’s length in the Panda. Two hours so far, two hours of

  tedium. Yet their nervousness had grown by the minute.




  ‘This is fucking ridiculous,’ the slightly heavier of the two men finally said.




  His companion looked across at him. What’s that?’ he asked.




  ‘Sitting here all night just to keep the bleedin’ neighbours happy.’




  ‘S’pect they’re a bit worried, Les.’




  ‘Worried? Murder, manslaughter, bloody house burning down –  all in one night? It’ll be another hundred years before anything else happens down this road, mate. They’ve had their lot

  all in one night.’




  ‘You can’t blame them, though. I mean, it’s not Coronation Street, is it?’




  Les looked out of his side window in disgust. ‘Bleedin’ right it isn’t’




  ‘We’ll have another ride down there in a minute. Let’s have a smoke first.’




  They lit their cigarettes, hands curled round the match flame to cover the sudden flare. Les wound down his window a little to toss the match out, leaving the gap open so the smoke could escape.

  ‘I dunno, Bob. What do you put it down to, then?’ He drew in deeply on the cigarette.




  ‘One of them things. Normal road, normal people – on the surface, anyway. Just happens sometimes. Something snaps.’




  ‘Yeah, well it fuckin’ snapped last year, didn’t it? Thirty-seven people bumpin’ themselves off? Nah, there’s something wrong with this road, mate.’




  Bob grinned at him in the dark. ‘What, touch of the old supernatural? Leave it out, Les.’




  ‘You can laugh,’ Les said indignantly. ‘Stands to reason something’s not right down here, though. I mean, did you see the nutter who blasted those two kids and their old

  man? Right round the twist, he is. I had a look at him down the cells. Sittin’ there like a fuckin’ zombie. Won’t do nothin’ unless somebody makes him. He’s an old

  poof, you know.’




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘Yeah, got a record. Been done a couple of times.’




  ‘Well how come he had a gun, then? There’s no way he’d have a licence, so where would he get a gun from?’




  ‘Wasn’t his gun, was it? It was the old man’s, the bleedin’ kids’ father. That’s the joke of it. This nutter, Burton, broke into the house and found the gun.

  I reckon he knew they had it. He found the cartridges, the lot. Even reloaded it to do the old man in after he’d got the boys. Then, so the sarge was sayin’, he tried to turn it on

  himself. Barrel’s too fuckin’ long on a shotgun, though. Couldn’t even part his hair with it. Bloody funny, tryin’ to get it up his nose and he can’t even get it past

  his forehead.’




  ‘Yeah, bloody hilarious.’ Bob sometimes wondered if his partner would have been happier as a villain.




  There was a silence between them for a few moments and once again the feeling of unease began to build up.




  ‘Come on,’ said Bob abruptly, reaching forward to switch on the ignition, ‘let’s take a ride.’




  ‘Hold it a minute.’ Les had raised a hand and was peering intently through the windscreen.




  ‘What’s up?’ Bob tried to see what his companion was looking at.




  ‘Over there.’ The bigger policeman pointed and Bob frowned in irritation.




  ‘Where, Les? You’re pointing at the whole bloody road.’




  ‘No, it’s nothing. I thought I saw something moving along the pavement, but it’s only the street-lights flickering.’




  ‘Must be, I can’t see anyone. They should all be tucked up in bed, anyway, this time of night. Come on, we’ll have a closer look just to be sure.’




  The police car slowly crept away from the kerb and crawled quietly down the road. Bob flicked on his headlights. ‘Might as well let anyone who’s interested know we’re

  here,’ he said. ‘They’ll sleep more easily.’




  They had travelled the length of the road three times before Les pointed again. ‘Over there, Bob. There’s somethin’ movin’ around in there.’




  Bob brought the Panda to a smooth halt. ‘But that’s the house that had the fire the other night,’ he said.




  ‘Yeah, so why should anyone be in there now? I’m goin’ to have a look.’




  The burly policeman clambered from the car while his companion radioed in a brief message to their station. He reached back inside and grabbed the torch in the glove compartment. ‘Bloody

  dark in there,’ he muttered.




  The gate was already open, but Les gave it a brisk kick as he went by; he sometimes liked to warn anyone who might be lurking in the shadows of his approach and give them the chance to get away

  – confrontations with villains wasn’t one of his bigger joys in life. He stopped for a moment, giving Bob a chance to catch up, and shone the powerful torch towards the house. Although

  the damage to the front, apart from the empty, hollow-eyed windows, was not too bad, the building had a shattered, humbled look, no longer a home. He knew the worst of the damage was at the back,

  for the fire had started in the kitchen. He swung the light to the attached next-door house. They were bloody lucky, he thought. They could have gone up with this one.




  ‘See anything, Les?’ He glanced angrily towards Bob who had crept stealthily up the front path.




  ‘Don’t creep about like that, will you?’ he whispered. ‘Frightened the fuckin’ life out of me.’




  Bob grinned. ‘Sorry,’ he said in a pleased way.




  ‘I thought I saw someone climbin’ through a window when we were in the car. Might just have been a shadow from the headlights.’




  ‘Let’s have a look while we’re here. Bloody stinks still, don’t it? Is there anyone still next door?’ Bob was moving towards the house and Les hurried to keep up

  with him.




  ‘Yeah, I think so. Their place wasn’t touched.’




  Bob left the path and crossed the tiny front garden to reach the glassless downstairs window. ‘Bring the torch over, Les. Shine it in.’




  Les complied and they both peered into the shattered room beyond the window-frame. ‘Bit of a mess,’ Les observed.




  Bob did not bother to agree. ‘Come on, let’s have a look inside.’




  They walked back to the open front door and the bigger policeman shone the torch along the length of the hall.




  ‘After you, Les.’




  ‘It might not be safe. Those floorboards might have been burned through.’




  ‘No, the carpet’s only been scorched. The firemen got here before there was too much damage done to this part of the house. Go on, get in there.’




  Les entered the house, gingerly testing each footstep as though expecting to go crashing through the floorboards at any moment. He was halfway down the corridor when a strange thing

  happened.




  The broad, undefined circle of light at the end of the torch beam began to dim as though it had run into a thick blanket of smoke. Except there were no swirling eddies, no grey reflected light.

  It was as if the beam had met something solid, something that was devouring its brightness. Something dark.




  Bob blinked rapidly. It had to be his imagination. There was a movement coming towards them, but there was no shape, no substance. The end wall seemed to be closing in on them. No, it had to be

  the torch batteries; they were dying, the light becoming dim. But there was still a bright beam along its length, only fading towards the very end.




  Les was backing away into him, forcing him to go backwards too. Almost as one, they retreated down the narrow corridor towards the open front door, the torch beam growing shorter as they went

  until it reached no more than twelve feet ahead of them. Inexplicably, they were afraid to turn their backs on the approaching darkness, fearing that to do so would leave them vulnerable,

  unprotected.




  They had reached the doorway when the torch beam grew strong again and began to force back the gloom. They felt as if an oppression had left them, a fear had been abruptly removed.




  ‘What was it?’ Bob said, his voice as well as his legs trembling.




  ‘I don’t know.’ Les was leaning against the door-frame holding the torch in both hands to control the shaky beam. ‘I couldn’t make anything out. It was just like a

  bloody great black wall coming at us. I’ll tell you something – I’m not going back in. Let’s get some back-up down here.’




  ‘Oh yeah. And tell them what? We got chased out by a shadow?’




  The sudden scream made both men jump. Les dropped the torch and it clattered on to the doorstep, its beam dying instantly.




  ‘Oh my Gawd, what was that?’ the big policeman said, his legs growing even weaker.




  The scream came again and this time both men realized it wasn’t human.




  ‘It’s coming from next door,’ Bob said, a brittleness in his voice. ‘Come on!’ He ran across the small garden and leapt over the low fence dividing the two

  properties. Les trundled after him. Bob was pounding on the door by the time the bigger policeman reached him. Inside they could hear a terrible, agonized howling, then another sharp scream sent a

  coldness running through them.




  ‘Kick it in, Bob! Kick the door in.’ Les was already standing back, bringing his foot up high and crashing it against the door lock. The small frosted-glass panel above the letterbox

  became illuminated and both men stood back in surprise. A faint buzzing noise came to their ears.




  Bob thrust his face up to the letterbox and pushed open the flap. His body went rigid and Les could see his eyes widening in shock in the light shining through the letterbox.




  ‘What is it, Bob? What’s going on in there?’ He had to push his partner aside when he got no reply. He bent down and stared through the rectangular opening. His thumb released

  the flap as if his own body were rebelling against the sight and refusing to let his eyes see any more. But the sight was already ingrained in his mind. The howling dog pushing its way along the

  corridor towards him, its back legs slithering frantically in the trail of blood it left behind. Its progress was slow, no more than a panic-stricken shuffle, for it had no front legs, just stumps

  oozing blood. Behind it, staring down and smiling, stood a man, in his hands a machine of some kind. A machine that whirred, its blades moving faster than the eye could see. He was walking towards

  the front door as the policeman’s thumb had let the letterbox flap drop.
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  He was beneath the ocean, swimming downwards, deeper and deeper, away from the silvery light of the sea’s calm surface, into the depths where it was dark, the blackness

  waiting for him, welcoming him. His lungs were bursting, the last bubble of air having escaped an eternity before, yet his body glowed in some strange ecstasy, the pain having no meaning as he

  reached for the sublimity waiting within that dark, cavernous womb. He entered and swiftly it closed around him, clawing at his limbs, clogging his orifices, choking him as he realized the

  deception. He gasped for air and the darkness filled him. He floated downwards, arms and legs no longer flailing, his body spinning in a tight circle, faster, faster. Deeper. Then the faint glow,

  the small shape growing larger, rising to meet him, black waters giving way to its progress. He recognized her face and tried to call her name, but the ocean smothered his cry. She smiled, eyes

  sparkling in her small, child’s face, and reached for him, a plump little hand appearing from the gloom. She still smiled when the other face appeared by her side, her mother’s face,

  the eyes wild, angry, the venom in them meant for him. They began to recede, to grow dim, and he called out for them not to leave him, to help him escape the terrible crushing darkness. They grew

  smaller, the girl still smiling, the woman’s face becoming blank, her eyes lifeless; they disappeared, two tiny wavering flames extinguished, only the total blackness remaining. He screamed

  and the gurgling became a ringing sound which forced its way into the nightmare, drawing him out, dragging his bedraggled senses back to the surface and reality.




  Bishop lay staring at the white ceiling, his body damp with perspiration. The telephone in the hall downstairs refused him time to think of the dream, its shrill cry insistent, demanding to be

  answered. He threw back the bedclothes and scooped up the dressing-gown lying on the floor by the bed. Slipping it on, he padded down the stairs to the hall, his mind still reeling from the

  nightmare. He had learned to control the memory, its harshness softened by constancy, but every so often it tore into him mercilessly, shattering the protective wall he had built around his

  emotions.




  ‘Bishop,’ he said into the receiver, his voice dull with fatigue.




  ‘It’s Jessica Kulek.’




  ‘Hello, Jessica. Sorry I took so long . . .’




  ‘There was another incident last night,’ she interrupted.




  His fingers curled tightly around the phone. ‘Willow Road?’




  ‘Yes. It’s in the morning editions. Haven’t you seen them yet?’




  ‘What? Oh no. I’ve only just woken up. I had to drive back from Nottingham last night.’




  ‘Can I come over and see you?’




  ‘Look, I told you last week . . .’




  ‘Please, Mr Bishop, we have to put a stop to this.’




  ‘I don’t see what we can do.’




  ‘Just let me talk to you. Ten minutes of your time.’




  ‘With your father?’




  ‘He’s at a conference this morning. I can come over right away.’




  Bishop leaned against the wall and sighed. ‘Okay. But I don’t think I’ll change my mind. Have you got my address?’




  ‘Yes, I have. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.’




  He replaced the receiver and stared down at it, his hand still resting on the black surface. Snapping himself out of his brooding thoughts, he walked to the front door and pulled the newspaper

  from the letterbox. The headline sent the remaining nightmare fragments scurrying away.




  He was washed, shaved, dressed and drinking coffee by the time he heard her car pull up outside.




  ‘I’m sorry, it took a little longer than I thought,’ she apologized when he opened the door. ‘The traffic across the bridge was terrible.’




  ‘That’s the trouble with being south of the river. You wait till you try to get back.’




  He showed her into the small sitting-room. ‘Join me in breakfast – coffee?’ he said.




  ‘Black, one sugar.’ She took off her fawn-coloured topcoat and draped it over the back of an armchair. The slim-legged jeans and loose crew-neck sweater she wore combined with her

  short hair and small breasts to make her look boyish.




  ‘Take a seat. Be with you in a minute,’ Bishop told her.




  He went back into the kitchen and poured her a coffee, topping up his own. Her voice made him jump, for she had followed him out.




  ‘You live here alone?’




  He turned to see her in the doorway. ‘Yes,’ he answered.




  ‘You’re not married?’ She seemed surprised.




  ‘Yes, I’m married.’




  ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.’




  ‘Lynn is . . . away. Hospital.’




  She seemed genuinely concerned. ‘I hope she isn’t . . .’
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