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    To be haunted




    is to glimpse a truth
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  A dream, a memory




  A whispered name.




  The boy stirs in his sleep. A pale, vaporous moon lights the room. Shadows are deep.




  He twists his head, turning towards the window so that his face becomes a soft mask, unblemished, colourless. But the boy’s dream is troubled; beneath their lids, his eyes dart to and

  fro.




  The whispered name:




  ‘David . . .’




  Its sound is distant.




  The boy frowns; yet the voice is within his own slumber, a silky calling inside his dream. His arm loosens from dampened bedclothes, his lips part in a silent murmur. His floating thoughts are

  being drawn unwillingly from their free-roaming hinterland towards consciousness. The protest trapped in his throat takes form, emerges as he wakens.




  And he wonders if he has imagined his own cry as he stares through the glass at the insipid moon.




  There is, in his heart, a dragging sorrow that seems to coagulate the blood, so that movement in his veins is slothful, wearisome, somehow making all effort to exist a ponderous, perhaps even

  hopeless, affair. But the whispering, almost sibilant, voice dispels much of that inner lassitude.




  ‘. . . David . . .’ it calls again.




  And he knows its source, and that knowledge causes him to shudder.




  The boy sits up, rubs the moisture from around his eyes (for he has wept while sleeping). He gazes at the dim shape of the bedroom door and is afraid. Afraid . . . and fascinated.




  He draws aside the covers and walks to the door, the trouser cuffs of his rumpled pyjamas caught beneath the heels of his bare feet, a boy of no more than nine years, small and dark-haired,

  pale-skinned and strangely worn for one so young.




  He stands at the door as if fearing to touch. But he is puzzled. More – he is curious. He twists the handle, the metal’s coldness leaping along his arm like iced energy released from

  a brumal host. The shock is mild against the damp chill of his own body. He pulls the door open and the darkness beyond is more dense; it seems to swell into the bedroom, a waxing shadow. An

  illusion, but the boy is too young to appreciate such natural deception. He shrinks away, reluctant to allow contact with this fresh darkness.




  His vision adjusts, and the inkiness dissipates as if weakened by its own sudden growth. He advances again, timorously rather than cautiously, passing through the doorway to stand shivering on

  the landing overlooking the staircase. To descend this would be like sinking into the blackest of all pits, for darkness down there appears absolute.




  Still the hushed whisper urges:




  ‘. . . David . . .’




  He cannot resist. For there is hope for him in that summons. A fragile hope, one that is beyond the tight and restricting bounds of sanity, but nonetheless the faintest denial of something so

  dreadful that he had become fevered with its burden.




  He listens for a moment more, perhaps wishing that the peripheral voice would also rouse his sleeping parents. There is no sound from their room; grief has exhausted their bodies as well as

  their spirit. He stares into the umbra below, terribly afraid and, even more terribly, compelled to descend.




  The fingers of one hand slide against the wall as he does so, their tips rippling over the textured paper. Disbelief mingles with the fascination and the fear, small lights – caught from

  who knows where? – glitter in his pupils, tiny twin beacons moving through the shadows, gleamings that slip jerkily into the depths.




  At the foot of the stairs he pauses once again, glancing back over his shoulder as if seeking reassurance from his spent parents. There is still no sound from their bedroom. No sounds in the

  house at all. Not even the voice.




  From ahead, at the end of the corridor in which he hesitates, comes a soft glow, a shimmering strip of amber. Slowly, each footstep measured, the boy goes to the light. He stops outside the

  closed door and now there is a sound, a quiet shifting, as though the house has sighed. It could be no more than a breeze stealing through.




  His toes, peeking from beneath his pyjama legs, are bathed in the warm shine from under the door and he studies them, a delaying diversion from what he knows he must do next. The light is not

  constant; it flickers gently over the ridges of his toes. His hand grasps the doorhandle and this time there is no cold shock; this time the metal is wet. Or is it merely the wetness of his own

  palm?




  He has to wipe his hand on the pyjama jacket before he can make the handle turn. Even so his grip is tenuous, skidding over the smooth surface before lodging and turning. A brief thought that

  there is someone clutching the other side, resisting his effort; then the handle catches and the door is open. He pushes inwards and his face is flushed by the lambent glow.




  The room is a display of burning candles: their light bows with the opening of the door and their waxy smell welcomes him. Shadows momentarily shy away then rush forward in their own greeting as

  the myriad flames settle.




  At the furthermost point of the room, resting on a lace-clothed table, is a coffin. A small coffin. A child’s coffin.




  The boy stares. He enters the room.




  His step is leaden as he approaches the open casket, and his eyes are wide. The moisture on his skin glistens under the candlelight.




  He does not want to look into that coffin. He does not want to see the figure lying there, not in such alien state. But there really is no choice. He is only a child and his

  mind is not closed to unnatural possibilities. Optimism may sometimes be bizarre in the very young, but it is no less potent for that. A voice has whispered his name and he has responded; he has

  his own reasons for grasping at the inconceivable.




  He draws closer. The form inside the silk-lined casket is gradually revealed.




  She wears a white communion gown, a pale blue sash tied at her waist. She is – she was – not much older than the boy. Her hands rest together on her chest as if in supplication. Dark

  hair frames her face and in her death she is almost serene, a sleeping, untroubled child; and although, in truth, she is perfectly still, unsteady light plays on the corners of her lips so that it

  seems she suppresses a smile.




  But the boy, despite his yearning to disbelieve, knows there is no life within that pallid shell: the rituals of grief these past two days (not yet complete) were more convincing than her

  shocking absence. He is close above her, his brow pleated by a desperate longing. He wishes to speak her name, but his throat is constricted by the wretchedness of his emotion. He blinks,

  dislodging a swell of tears. He leans forward as if he might kiss his dead sister.




  And her eyes snap open.




  And she grins up at him, her young face no longer innocent.




  And her hand stirs as if to reach for him.




  The boy is frozen. His mouth is locked open, lips stretched taut and hard over bone, the scream begun but only breaking loose a moment or two later, a shrilling that cuts through the louring

  quietness of the house.




  His cry wanes, dissolves, and the boy’s eyes close as reason seeks sanctuary behind oblivion’s velvet walls . . .
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  . . . His eyes opened and uncertainty surfaced with the wakefulness. The clatter of iron on iron, wheels on tracks, and the rhythmic lurching of the carriage banished the

  lingering shreds of his dream. He blinked once, twice, disturbed by gossamer after-images that had no clear form and certainly no context. David Ash drew in a breath and let his head loll to one

  side so that he could watch the passing scenery.




  The fields were wearied by the season. Leaves, once crispy-brown now rain-soaked and dulled, were beginning to gather beneath the trees, leprous things discarded by their hosts. Here and there a

  house or cluster of buildings nestled against a hillside, a brief intrusion on the landscape with no prevalence at all over their surroundings. The late-autumn sky appeared as greyly substantial as

  the land it glowered over, a solid force whose lowest reaches softened hilltops.




  Sudden blackness as the train entered a tunnel, the noise of its passage loudening to a hollow roar. A flaring of light, the man, alone in the compartment, revealed by the small flame.




  Ash flicked off the lighter and the red glow of his cigarette cast deep shadows over his cheekbones and brow. He stared into the darkness and tried to recall the dream that had left him so

  clammy-cold. It was as elusive as ever. He exhaled smoke, wondering why he was so sure it was the same dream that always left him feeling this way. Perhaps it was because of the faintest odour of

  candlewax remaining in the air – no, in his mind – afterwards; perhaps it was because it always took a while for his heartbeat to settle. Or perhaps it was because he

  could never remember this particular dream.




  Daylight burst into the compartment once more as the train rushed through a deserted station. One day, Ash considered, glad of the distraction, there might be hardly any stopping-points at all

  between cities, towns and villages, the rail network becoming a vast arterial system with few minor organs to service. What then would become of these ghost stations? Would spectral commuters

  continue to line the decaying platforms, would the guard’s warning to Mind the doors! still echo softly in the ether? Repeated images absorbed by concrete and board to be filtered

  back into the atmosphere long after the reality had ceased to exist. It was one of the Institute’s standard theories regarding ‘apparitions’ and one that he endorsed. Would that

  prove to be the case in this new investigation? Perhaps not; but there were plenty of other explanations of so-called ‘phenomena’ to choose from. He watched cigarette smoke rise lazily

  in the air.




  The train clacked over a level crossing, a solitary car waiting behind the barrier like some small animal mesmerized into immobility by a passing predator.




  Ash glanced at his wristwatch. Can’t be far to go, he assured himself. At least the journey had been restful, he’d had a chance to sleep . . . No, not so restful after all. The dream

  – whatever its content – had left him a little shaky. And his head ached dully, as it always did after the dream he could not remember. He touched fingertips to the inner corners of his

  eyes and squeezed gently to ease the ache. The pressure did not work, but he knew what would, an infallible cure. There was no buffet carriage on this train though, nowhere to get a stiff drink.

  Maybe just as well – it created a poor impression to meet a new client breathing alcohol with your first hello.




  He rested his head against the seat back and closed his eyes, the cigarette dangling loosely from his lips, ash floating down onto his rumpled jacket.




  The train sped onwards, hurrying through the countryside, occasionally slowing to a stop at favoured stations, few passengers alighting, even fewer climbing aboard. Towns and villages broke the

  landscape here and there, but mostly hills and pastures beneath a sullen and swollen sky drifted by the compartment’s windows.




  The journey was over for Ash when the train pulled into the modest country station of Ravenmoor. He quickly hitched up his tie and shrugged on the overcoat that had been sprawled on the seat

  opposite. Pulling down a black suitcase and a holdall from the overhead rack, he rested them on the floor. He held the door ajar as the train came to a lumbering squealing halt.




  Stepping down, he reached back for his luggage, then slammed the door shut with an elbow. He stood on the platform, the only passenger to leave the train. The station appeared empty of all other

  life and the absurd notion that it was already a ghost station occurred to him. Ash shook his head, abashed that he, of all people, should entertain such a thought. A uniformed figure emerged from

  a doorway further along the platform and threw up a hand in an informal gesture towards the engine. The train began to pull away and the guard disappeared again without seeing his charge safely on

  its way. Ash waited for the last carriage to pass by before walking along to the station’s single-storey building, the comforting clatter of wheels on tracks soon receding into the distance.

  The end of the train was just disappearing around a bend as he entered the gloomy ticket hall.




  There was no sign of the guard inside and no one waiting to collect his ticket. An elderly couple were standing before the plastic window of the ticket desk, the man bending down to talk through

  the narrow money slot, ignoring the face-level grille. Ash strolled on through to the road outside.




  No parked vehicles, no one coming forward to greet him. He frowned and placed the luggage on the kerb; he checked his watch. Ash stayed there for a while, studying what he assumed was the

  village high street. In immediate view there were a few shops, the inevitable building society, a post office – and The Ravenmoor Inn directly across the road. Hands thrust into his overcoat

  pockets, a fresh cigarette keeping him company, he waited for a car to pull alongside. That did not happen, so he paced the pavement, disliking the chill, a thirst itching at his throat.




  A further ten minutes went by before he shrugged, returned to his case and holdall, and crossed the unbusy road.




  The door of the inn opened on to a vestibule, with separate entrances to the bars on either side. Ash went through to the saloon and its occupants awarded him only brief attention. It was

  lunchtime active, but Ash had no problem in finding space at the bar, and no trouble in catching the barman’s eye. The broad-faced man detached himself from a conversation and strolled over

  to the new customer with all the casual authority of a landlord.




  ‘Sir?’ he enquired, indifference to a non-regular plain in his expression.




  ‘Vodka,’ Ash ordered quietly.




  ‘Something with it?’




  ‘Ice.’




  The landlord gave him a long look before turning to the optics. He placed the glass in front of Ash and dropped in two ice cubes from an ice bucket nearby. ‘That’ll

  be—’




  ‘And a pint of Best.’




  As the other man sidled away to draw bitter from a pump, Ash put two pound coins on the bar, then swallowed half the vodka. He leaned against the counter and let his gaze wander around the room.

  The inn was untypical of the usual ‘Railway Tavern’, for its low-beamed ceiling, large inglenook fireplace with polished horse brasses displayed over the mantel, declared more rural

  traditions. A thin man wearing a flat cap, his face blue-red with veins broken by harsh winds, watched him from a corner seat, eyes unblinking and cold. Three business types, hunched over snacks on

  a minute round table, burst into laughter at a hushed joke. A couple by the door, both approaching middle age, sat close enough together for their thighs to touch and listened over-attentively to

  whatever the other was saying in the manner of a man and woman each married to a different partner. By the fire was a group in tweeds and mufflers, the men mostly satisfied to listen to the

  conversation of their womenfolk while they sipped their gin and tonics and pondered the virtues (or perhaps the boredom) of retirement. Generally, the buzz of chatter, a thin haze of cigarette and

  pipe smoke, the yeasty smell of beer from the cask. Reassuring and cosy if you were a regular, clannish and faintly inimical if you were an outsider.




  He turned back to the landlord as his pint was settled on to a counter mat.




  ‘D’you have a phone?’ Ash asked.




  The other man nodded towards the door. ‘Through there. Where you came in.’




  Ash thanked him and collected his change. He took his luggage over to a table beneath a window, then returned for his drinks, sipping the top of the bitter before carrying it and the vodka over

  to his seat. Discarding his overcoat, he made for the door, taking what was left of the vodka with him.




  The payphone was further along the vestibule and he went to it, digging in his pocket for coins and laying them out on a narrow shelf next to the instrument. Sifting through with a finger he

  found a 10p and balanced it in the appropriate slot. He dialled a number and pushed in the coin when a girl’s voice answered.




  ‘Jenny, it’s David Ash. Put me through to McCarrick, will you?’




  A hundred or so miles away the telephone rang in an office of the Psychical Research Institute. Bookshelves filled with volumes on the paranormal and parapsychological, together with folders

  containing case histories of certain types of phenomena, lined the walls; grey, chest-high filing cabinets occupied the few gaps between shelves. A desk, its top cluttered with documents, journals

  and more reference books, faced a door that was ajar; a smaller desk, likewise untidy, took up space near a corner. A room crammed with the written word, but at that moment, empty of life.




  The phone shrilled persistently and there were hurried footsteps outside in the corridor. The door was pushed wider and a woman, somewhat matronly in appearance, bustled in. She wore an outdoor

  coat and there were bright spots of colour on her cheeks from both the cold and the climb to the Institute’s first floor. In her arms was a large bag and a bulging manuscript envelope. She

  hastily picked up the phone.




  ‘Kate McCarrick’s office,’ she said breathlessly.




  ‘Kate?’




  ‘Miss McCarrick isn’t here right now, I’m afraid.’




  ‘Will she be long?’ asked Ash, frustrated.




  ‘David, is that you? It’s Edith Phipps here.’




  ‘Hello, Edith. Don’t tell me you’re into office work now.’




  She gave a small laugh. ‘No, I’ve just arrived. I’m having lunch with Kate. Where are you calling from?’




  ‘Don’t ask. Look, d’you think you can find her for me?’




  ‘I expect s—’ Edith looked up as someone entered the room. ‘Kate’s here, David. I’ll just pass you over.’




  She held out the receiver to Kate McCarrick, who smiled in greeting then raised her eyebrows questioningly.




  ‘It’s David Ash,’ the older woman told her. ‘He sounds grumpy.’




  ‘When doesn’t he?’ Kate replied, taking the phone and moving around the desk to her seat. ‘Hello, David?’




  ‘So where’s my reception committee?’




  ‘What? Where are you?’




  ‘Where the hell d’you think? I’m at Ravenmoor. You told me someone would meet me at the station.’




  ‘They were supposed to. Wait a minute, let me get their letter.’




  Kate left her desk and went to a filing cabinet. She slid open a middle drawer and riffled through the protruding name cards, her search stopping at MARIELL. She took the file back to her desk

  and opened it out: there were just two letters inside.




  Ash’s irritated voice came through the receiver. ‘Kate? Will you—’




  She lifted the phone. ‘I’ve got it right here . . . Yes, a Miss Tessa Webb confirms she’ll meet you at Ravenmoor Station. You caught the 11.15 from Paddington,

  right?’




  ‘Yeah, I got it,’ came the reply. ‘And there were no delays. So where’s the lady?’




  ‘Are you calling from the station?’




  There was a pause at the other end. ‘Uh, no. There’s a pub across the way.’




  Kate’s tone deepened. ‘David . . .’




  At the Ravenmoor Inn, Ash drained the remains of the vodka and swirled the ice around the empty glass. ‘It’s lunchtime, for Christ’s sake,’ he said into the phone.




  ‘Some people eat for lunch.’




  ‘Not me, not on an empty stomach. So what do I do now?’




  ‘Call the house,’ Kate told him, still frowning. ‘Have you got the number on you?’




  ‘You never gave it to me.’




  She quickly scanned the correspondence before her. ‘No, sorry. Miss Webb didn’t include it in either of her letters. We’ve spoken on the phone, but it was she who rang me.

  Stupid of me not to have got the number then. You’ll find it in the book though, under Mariell, the family name. I gather from her letters Miss Webb is a relative, or maybe just a secretary.

  The house is called Edbrook.’




  ‘Yeah, I’ve got the address somewhere. I’ll ring.’




  Kate’s voice was soft: ‘David . . .’




  Ash hesitated before hanging up.




  ‘After you’ve called the house,’ Kate said, ‘why don’t you wait for our client in the station?’




  He sighed wearily. ‘Presenting the wrong image for the Institute, am I? Okay, this is my first and last drink for today. We’ll talk later, okay?’




  In the office, Edith noted the concern subduing her employer’s smile.




  ‘All right, David,’ Kate said. ‘Good luck with the hunt.’




  Ash’s farewell was flat: ‘Have a nice day.’




  Kate was thoughtful when she replaced the receiver and Edith, by now settled in a chair on the opposite side of the desk, leaned forward anxiously. ‘Problem?’ she asked.




  Kate looked up, her attractive face breaking into a warmer smile. ‘No, he’ll be fine. Our client didn’t turn up to meet him, that’s all. Probably a confusion over time,

  or else she’s running late.’ She shuffled papers on her desk, retrieving an appointments book which had been buried. ‘Two sittings for you this afternoon, Edith,’ she said

  on finding the appropriate day. ‘A widow, freshly made, and an elderly couple who want their son’s death confirmed. Would you believe he was reported missing as long ago as the

  Falklands conflict?’




  Edith shook her head regretfully. ‘The poor dears – so many years of uncertainty. They want me to locate his spirit?’




  Kate nodded. ‘I’ll give you details over lunch.’ She pushed back her chair and stood. ‘Personally, I could eat a horse. But I’m counting on you to stop

  me.’




  ‘Perhaps we could share it.’




  ‘You’re not much help, Edith.’




  The psychic smiled up at her. ‘We’ll just have to remind each other of the calorie count when we eat. Not that you couldn’t do with a few more pounds. Now, tell me more about

  our widowed friend while we walk . . .’




  Ash thumbed through the local directory he’d found inside a shelf beneath the telephone. He muttered as he scanned the Ms. Where the hell was Mariell? He turned the

  page, looking for variations in spelling. Double-R? No such name. He flicked to the back section, looking for Webb. A few of those hereabouts, but no T for Tessa. And none of these Webbs lived at a

  place called Edbrook. On a chance, he tried the Es. No, not listed under Edbrook, either. He cursed under his breath; Miss Webb should have told Kate that the Mariells were ex-directory.




  He was about to slam the book shut when a hand lightly touched his shoulder. Ash shivered as cold air breezed through the open doorway.
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  She was small and dark-haired, her skin pale and her features delicate. Her smile was apprehensive.




  ‘David Ash?’ she asked.




  He nodded, for a moment, ridiculously, unable to speak. A glint of amusement was in her eyes now.




  ‘You’re Miss Webb, right?’ he said at last.




  ‘Wrong,’ the girl replied. ‘I’m Christina Mariell. Miss Webb is my aunt. I persuaded her to let me fetch you from the station.’ Her head inclined to one side as she

  studied him. Then: ‘Sorry I missed you.’




  He cleared his throat, realized his whole body had tensed. Ash smiled back at her. ‘That’s okay,’ he said. ‘I needed some nourishment anyway.’




  Her attire was simple: a long coat, slim-fitting, curving in gently at the waist, hardly swelling at all over her breasts; the shoulder padding was squarish but by no means exaggerated, the

  collar tight around her neck. He couldn’t decide if she were ultra-stylish or hopelessly old-fashioned; not that he had any real sense of such things.




  ‘I wanted to be the first to meet you,’ she told him as though excusing her presence.




  Ash was surprised. ‘Oh yeah?’




  ‘It’s exciting. I mean, a ghost hunter . . .’




  ‘No, it isn’t really. How did you know who I was?’




  The girl held up a copy of a book and his own monochrome image frowned back at him. ‘You’re a someone,’ she said.




  Ash grinned. ‘True. It sold at least three hundred copies. Can I buy you a drink?’




  ‘My brothers are waiting for you back at the house. We really should go.’




  Ash hid his disappointment. ‘If you’re sure . . . let me get my luggage from the bar.’




  She turned to him, saying, ‘I’ll wait for you outside.’




  He stared after her, a little bemused. Then he shrugged and returned to the saloon bar to drain half the pint of bitter before picking up his case and holdall. He nodded towards the thin man

  with the veined face, who continued to watch him from beneath the flat cap with no apparent interest, then went through to the vestibule once more, this time stepping out of the main door into the

  autumnal day.




  He stopped to appreciate the car in which Christina Mariell sat waiting. It was a model he hadn’t seen in many a year, and only then in magazine features on popular old cars. The

  Wolseley’s bodywork and wheels appeared to be in immaculate condition and its engine was running smoothly with only a mild escape of exhaust fumes from the rear. The girl leaned across and

  pushed open the passenger door, her smile the invitation.




  Ash shoved the suitcase over onto the backseat and eased himself into the front, keeping the holdall on his lap. ‘Some car,’ he commented. ‘There can’t be many still

  around of this era.’




  She gave no reply but engaged first gear and pulled out into what little traffic there was. When they were some distance along the high street, she said: ‘What do you drive?’




  ‘Uh, nothing at the moment. Another four months before they let me back on the road again.’




  She looked at him and he caught the surprised amusement.




  ‘You don’t imagine I’d use British Rail by choice, do you?’




  Christina returned her gaze to the road, the smile still playing on her lips.




  ‘So tell me,’ Ash said.




  She was puzzled, but the smile remained. ‘Tell you what?’




  ‘Why your family is so keen to have me on this job.’




  She kept her eyes on the way ahead. ‘You’ve got quite a reputation for solving mysteries of the paranormal.’




  ‘The irregular normal, I prefer to call it.’ He shifted the bag on his lap so that he could stretch his legs. ‘There are other investigators employed by the Institute just as

  good as me.’




  ‘I’m sure there are some almost as good, but it seems that you’re the best. My brother, Robert, made extensive enquiries before deciding on you. And you came highly recommended

  by Mrs McCarrick. We’ve also read your articles on the para—’ she gave a small laugh ‘—sorry, the “irregular” normal, as well as your book, of

  course.’




  ‘Who’s we?’ he asked, interested.




  ‘Both my brothers, Robert and Simon. Even Nanny’s shown an interest.’




  ‘Nanny?’




  ‘Nanny Tess. My aunt . . .’




  ‘Miss Webb?’




  Christina nodded. ‘Nanny’s looked after us all since my parents died. Or perhaps we’ve taken care of her, I’m not sure which.’




  There were fewer houses on either side as the car reached the outskirts of the village. The stubby tower of a church rose above gravestones like a flint conduit to the heavens; someone in black

  looked up from their insular mourning as the car sped by, pallid face as bleak as the monuments around.




  ‘And all of you have been made aware of this . . . haunting?’ Ash asked, returning his attention to the girl. ‘I believe that’s how Miss Webb referred to it in her

  letters to the Institute. You’ve all experienced the phenomena?’




  ‘Oh yes. Simon first saw—’




  He held up a hand. ‘Not just yet. Don’t tell me about it now. Let me see what I can find out for myself to begin with.’




  ‘You won’t know what to look for.’




  He saw that her hair was auburn, its shade depending on the light she was in. And her eyes were blue, tinged with grey. ‘I don’t need to at this stage,’ he explained. ‘If

  you really are being haunted, then I’ll know soon enough, won’t I?’




  She was smiling again. ‘Not even a hint?’




  And he returned the smile. ‘Not a whisper. Not yet.’




  The two pills felt ridiculously burdensome on Edith’s tongue, like swollen pellets, difficult to dislodge. She took a gulp of Perrier water, washing away the sour debris

  in one swallow. There, you devils, she said in her mind, enough of your arrogance; now go about your business and keep this tired old blood flowing.




  She thanked the waiter with a smile as he placed fillets of sole before her, then looked across the table at Kate who was glumly surveying an egg and anchovy salad. Edith shook her head.

  ‘I should be the one punishing myself with health food,’ she said with only the faintest hint of guilt.




  ‘This is the price I’m paying for a weekend’s indulgence,’ Kate replied, squeezing lemon over lettuce. ‘However, penance is one thing, masochism is another.’

  She reached for her white wine and took a long sip. She shrugged at Edith. ‘It compensates.’




  The psychic saluted her companion with the Perrier as though it were champagne. She noticed the faintest of lines around Kate’s eyes, a certain tightness around the mouth, first hints that

  ‘prime’ was beginning its metamorphosis into ‘maturity’. Still, forty was no longer regarded as ‘over the hill’ for a woman and Kate certainly had the kind of

  handsome looks that would follow her into old age. Unlike me, Edith considered, who never had had the sort of features she’d wished to follow her into later years. No, for some people the

  ageing process was a bonus (count me among them, she thought) whereby ‘awkwardness of countenance’ mellowed and became absorbed into the whole. Perhaps that was why the really old

  looked so alike, a unification in physical balance, almost a return to the uniformity of birth.




  ‘Edith, you’re miles away,’ Kate’s voice interrupted.




  The psychic blinked. ‘I’m sorry. My mind wanders too much these days.’




  ‘Not unusual for a medium.’




  ‘Our thoughts need direction.’




  ‘Not all the time. This is lunch, remember? You can relax.’




  ‘Like you?’ Edith gently chided. ‘When was the last time you completely relaxed, Kate?’




  The other woman looked genuinely puzzled. ‘I have no problem with that at all – you should see me at home.’




  ‘I wonder. The Institute is always so busy, and with the Parapsychological Conference imminent . . .’




  ‘Well, yes, the annual conference always presents a lot of work for us, especially when we’re the host country.’




  ‘And the many investigations you’re involved in?’




  ‘Most so-called paranormal phenomena take no more than a few hours for our investigators to dismiss as perfectly natural happenings, even though the circumstances might be

  unusual.’




  ‘But others can mean weeks, even months of painstaking study.’




  ‘True enough. Let’s be honest though, they’re the ones we like.’ Kate sliced her egg and began to eat. ‘Incidentally, I think the case that David is on might prove

  interesting – it could be a genuine haunting. I just hope he handles it correctly.’




  Edith, picking up her knife and fork, leaned forward. ‘Are you worried about him?’ she asked.




  Kate smiled distractedly. ‘Not as much as I used to be.’




  ‘Now what does that imply? Does it mean you’re no longer so involved with him, or that he’s a little more settled?’




  ‘I hadn’t realized it was common knowledge that we’d become “involved”.’




  ‘Why should it be a secret? You’re divorced, he’s unmarried, you see a lot of each other – a reasonable assumption for people to make, wouldn’t you

  agree?’




  Kate shook her head. ‘Our relationship was never that serious. An occasional “thing” I suppose you could have called it.’




  ‘Less occasional now, though.’




  ‘A good deal less.’




  Edith tasted her fish and refrained from adding salt. ‘He’s an unusual man,’ she said after a while. ‘I’m surprised you’ve lost interest.’




  ‘I didn’t say I had.’




  ‘Then he—’




  ‘David can sometimes be too absorbed in his own cynicism to allow much room for a developing relationship.’




  ‘Or too absorbed in his work,’ Edith suggested.




  ‘It more or less amounts to the same thing.’




  The older woman pondered her companion’s response. ‘I see what you mean . . . He has such an active prejudice against all things spiritual, I often wonder why he and I are

  friends.’




  Smiling, Kate reached over and touched the medium’s arm. ‘It’s nothing personal, Edith. He regards your type of sensitive as misguided, but sincere. I think he appreciates the

  comfort you give to the bereaved. No, it’s the outrageous charlatans that he despises, the kind who practise deceptions for their own profit. You’re different, and he’s aware of

  that; he really believes you can help people.’




  ‘And how does that sit with you, Kate? Having two such opposing factions under the same roof.’




  ‘The Institute’s research has to have balance. We need people with honest scepticism such as David’s to give credibility to our genuine findings on paranormal

  occurrences.’




  ‘Even though he attacks much of that evidence, genuine or not?’ Edith lowered her voice as a couple were shown to a table nearby. The restaurant was busy, a hubbub of conversations

  and movement. ‘Many of my kind hate him for his constant negative reaction against us. They look upon him as a threat to their own validity.’




  Kate was insistent. ‘But many others – outsiders – regard that attitude as positive. Let’s face it, Edith: David has an impressive record for exposing phonies and for

  explaining hauntings or certain psychic phenomena in perfectly rational, materialistic terms.’




  ‘You sound as if you’re on the side of the sceptics.’




  ‘You’ve known me for too long to think that. But as a director of the Institute I have to keep my mind open to the logical as well as the illogical, don’t you

  see?’




  ‘Of course I do,’ Edith replied. There was a sparkle in her eyes when she added, ‘And I know how often you accept the logical when every instinct tells you

  otherwise.’




  Kate laughed and acknowledged her friend’s point with a raised glass. She sipped the wine, then resumed her half-hearted attack on the salad lunch.




  Edith’s expression was serious when she ventured, ‘But David’s conflict is far greater than yours.’ She laid down her fork and drank more of the Perrier while Kate

  watched her.




  ‘I don’t understand,’ the younger woman said.




  ‘You don’t? Surely you’ve suspected? Goodness, you know him too well not to.’




  Kate’s tone was mild. ‘Edith, what exactly are you getting at? Are you telling me David has some dark secret he’s kept hidden from me all this time? Something locked in his

  closet, like his manhood, for instance? I can assure you, you couldn’t be more wrong . . .’




  Edith held up a hand, smiling as she did so. ‘I accept your word for that, Kate dear. No, I mean something far more important. Have you never realized that David has the gift? Or perhaps

  it should be called the curse.’ She gave a brief shake of her head. ‘Oh, his psychic ability is repressed, severely so, but it’s undeniably there. His problem is that he

  won’t admit it, not even to himself. And I don’t know why that should be.’




  ‘You’ve got to be wrong,’ Kate protested. ‘Everything he does, says . . .’ She waved a hand in exasperation. ‘He’s dedicated his life to disputing such

  things.’




  Edith gave a small laugh. ‘If you’ll excuse the expression, Kate, it takes one to know one. My thoughts have met David’s more than once, but he’s always managed to lock

  me out very quickly. It’s like automatic shutdown with him.’ She toyed with her food, her attention elsewhere. ‘Can you imagine the turmoil going on inside his poor mind? As you

  say, he’s spent years disproving something that subconsciously he knows to be true.’
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