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  For Eileen, without whom . . .




  
 





  It’s hard to dance with the devil on your back




  Sydney Carter
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  There was a stillness about the meadows. Insects stole nectar from flowers in the hedgerows, but their drone was subdued, their movement lazy. Cows grouped together in shady

  places although the morning sun was not yet full-blown; they chewed early-morning grass while their tails listlessly flicked at horseflies. Yellow and black caterpillars plagued the ragwort and

  here and there the cinnabar moth sleepily stretched its wings of cerise and black. Honeysuckle sprayed from wooded areas into the sunlight, its roots back among the trees where the soil was dark

  and moist, and the muted song of the warbler came from the deeper shadows inside the woods.




  The sky, an intense blue, seemed to hang low over the distant Chiltern Hills.




  Spiders weaved webs among the hedges of a lane and a carrion crow skimmed low along its dusty length. The bird abruptly soared above the treetops, then swooped down again to perch on a tilted

  gravestone in the cemetery beyond. It cocked its head to one side as if curious about the gathering of people there, their garb as black as its own.




  An ancient church, its stonework scarred and worn by centuries of inclement weather but brightened this day by unhindered sunlight, rose high over the proceedings; uneven buttresses strengthened

  the square tower, and dark lancet windows within the tower’s walls seemed to watch the assembly with the crow.




  The freshly dug grave was small, cut from the earth for a child’s coffin, and the mourners’ faces reflected that special grief. A woman stood apart from the others and closer to the

  grave itself, her head bowed, her shoulders hunched; it was as if the pain of sorrow were a physical load to bear – and perhaps it was, for Ellen Preddle’s body felt weakened, her

  muscles shrivelled within their skin, the suffering too oppressive. She wept, but her weeping was in silence: the heartbreak was nothing new, just more cruel than ever before.




  The vicar, a tall but stooped figure, glanced at her from time to time over his prayer book, anxious that the ceremony should not be interrupted by unseemly hysteria and aware that Ellen Preddle

  was near to breaking point. The death of her husband barely a year ago had not affected her in this way – in truth, he had been a worthless individual – but the son had always been the

  focus of her life. They were devoted to one another, mother and child, the lost father’s wickedness soon forgotten by them, quickly erased from their thoughts and their conversation. George

  Preddle’s death had been horrific and the vicar wondered how widow and son – the son himself now deceased – had come to terms with it. Particularly as the child had been witness.

  The vicar felt no shame for his less-than-godly attitude towards the late George Preddle, for the farm-worker had been too despicable to elicit sympathy even from a man of the cloth; nevertheless

  he did feel guilt, but this was of another kind. He returned his attention to the book of prayer, his gnarled hands trembling.




  The coffin was gently lowered into the pit and for one dreadful moment the vicar thought the bereaved woman might throw herself after it. She swayed perilously over the graveside as if in a

  faint. Fortunately, one of the mourners stepped forward – a relative or friend, someone certainly not from the village – and took Ellen by the elbow, to pull her gently away from the

  open earth. She went without protest, almost as though there was no will left in her. She tucked her chin further into her chest as the man patted her back.




  Soon the funeral was over and Ellen Preddle, her body even more bent than before, was led away down the thin path between the gravestones and through the lychgate to the waiting vehicles. The

  vicar was surprised when she climbed into the first one alone, saying something briefly to her comforter before closing the door. The black car slowly drove off, leaving the other mourners standing

  in a group looking after it, surprise on their faces. The man to whom Ellen had spoken shrugged his shoulders and the rest shook their heads in pity, then made towards the remaining vehicles.




  I have to be on my own, Ellen told herself as the black Volvo drove the short distance to her cottage. No need for anyone else. They don’t understand. They

  couldn’t understand what it was like to lose your only child, the only person who could love you blindly in return for your own devotion, who never questioned your words, who was

  never bad, was never mischievous like other children. Simon was all she had after George had gone and had his silly accident. Just Simon and her. And that was all they needed. Just one another and

  no one else. Oh Simon, Simon. Why you? Why did the Almighty take you from me? As punishment for the things I did with – the things I did for – George, those dirty things,

  things you could never tell another living soul, things to be ashamed of till the day you died, shameful, horrible things. Was this the punishment? Oh Lord, he made me do them. I didn’t enjoy

  it. But I did them for you, don’t you see? Oh send my boy back, dear God, give him back to me, don’t take my precious away. I’ll do anything, dear Lord. Just give Simon back to

  me. Please. Please. Please.




  The moan finally escaped her, a sound she had held in check all morning. She could contain the grief no longer. Ellen sobbed, and the sob became a howling.




  The driver of the funeral car watched her in the rearview mirror and even his eyes, eyes that had witnessed twenty-odd years of bereavement pain, misted over just a little. Poor woman, he

  thought to himself, poor, pitiful old thing. No wake after the service, no sharing of the misery. Back to her own place to mourn alone. It wasn’t the way, not the way at all. Now was the time

  to talk, for comfort – and a few stiffeners. A moderate amount of alcohol was no bad thing after such a tragedy, even if the deceased was a child. In fact, especially if it was a

  child. Numb the senses a bit, turn heartbreak into sentiment for a short while. Poor, poor woman.




  Villagers about their business on that sunny morning paused to stare after the sombre black vehicle as it glided down the narrow lane, the older men removing their hats in respect, several of

  the women crossing themselves, and vicariously feeling the tiniest piece of Ellen Preddle’s pain. Once the car had driven past with its lonely passenger, they resumed their routines, the

  sadness lingering, but shifted to one side by their own requirements. Poor Mrs Preddle, a good woman, but an ill-used one. And now a pathetically unlucky one. Death was no friend, but to some

  neither was life.




  The limousine moved smoothly on, its speed in keeping with the solemnity of the occasion.




  Why had it happened? Ellen asked herself over and over again. She had only popped out for five minutes – all right, perhaps ten minutes – to buy a stamp and post a letter at

  the post office and Simon was safe in his bath, playing happily, like so many other times, the tub not even half full. A few moments of the day, a few brief minutes to post the letter and yes, yes,

  a chat, a little gossip with Mrs Smedley, the postmistress, just a small exchange, less than three minutes – three terrible minutes when Simon was drowning in his bath – and

  then straight back to the house. But she had known something was wrong the moment she set foot on the short path to the front door; something had stirred within her, a sensing, a cold touch of fear

  jabbing at her heart. But he was eleven years old, for heaven’s sake, old enough to take a bath on his own! Everybody admitted to that. Even at the inquest, the coroner went out of his way to

  say no blame could be attached to Ellen (although his words had been dour, with no softness, no kindness to them), and everyone had agreed. An accident, a terrible accident. There were no marks on

  his body, no indication that he had slipped – nor any that he had been held under water. The coroner had surmised that the boy had either fallen asleep in the bath, sedated by the

  water’s warmth, or that he had been playing a game, holding his breath too long beneath the surface and involuntarily swallowing too much water when his breath had suddenly given out. Perhaps

  that explained his open-mouthed horror.




  That had been the official verdict. Death by misadventure. Why then could she, herself, not believe it?




  The funeral car was drawing to a halt outside a row of three slate-roofed cottages, but it was only when the driver applied the handbrake and turned towards her that Ellen realized she was

  home.




  ‘Can I help you inside, Mrs Preddle?’ the driver asked.




  ‘No,’ she replied. Nothing else, just a spiritless ‘no’.




  Fine with him. Peculiar that she’d insisted on returning home alone, though, no relatives or friends invited back to offer comfort, no wafer-thin paté sandwiches, no tiny cakes, tea

  or coffee, perhaps a little sherry or something stronger, no ritual to help the bereaved accept the passing. No doubt the other mourners would find their way to the Black Boar to cheer themselves a

  bit. Only natural. People needed it. But apparently, not this one. Insisted on being on her own. So be it, the choice was hers. Foolish though, not healthy; you needed people around you at times

  like this. The driver left the car and opened the passenger door.




  Her head bowed again, Ellen stepped out onto the kerbless road. A curtain twitched in the end cottage, her neighbour concerned rather than curious. Ellen hardly noticed.




  She opened the gate, oddly registering that the hinges needed oiling, their screech jarring the stillness of the day. She went through, then paused halfway up the short, paved path. On either

  side peonies, lilacs and primroses spread in cheerful array, flowers she and Simon had lovingly tended together, making their tiny garden the prettiest among the three joined cottages. The black

  car behind her stole away.




  Ellen peered up at the small window over the front door, the window that belonged to the bathroom where Simon . . . She stopped the thought. Where Simon . . . It persisted and she drove

  it from her mind. She continued to look at the window though.




  A peculiar sensation startled her; it was as if an icy bead of sweat had trickled down her spine.




  She walked forward, her steps forced, and her gaze only left the little bathroom window when she had to search in her handbag for the door key. The chill at her back had now spread into the rest

  of her body so that her muscles felt tight and awkward. Fitting the key into the lock took some concentration.




  The key turned, but Ellen did not push the door open straight away; instead she drew in a breath to steady herself, confused by the tenseness that had subjugated her distress. A different

  feeling welled inside her and she could not understand it. It was a kind of expectancy, and made no sense at all. Ellen knew there was no hope, that everything that was precious to her had been

  taken. There was nothing left, no joy, no future. Nothing . . .




  With a neat, embroidered handkerchief she dabbed the moisture from her cheeks. Then, her eyes alight with a strange anticipation, she pushed open the door.




  There was no hallway, for the front door opened immediately into the cluttered living room, with its low ceiling and stout beams inlaid on white uneven walls. A crooked staircase of worn oak led

  up to the bedrooms and bathroom.




  There were wet patches on the stairs.




  But it was the small naked figure sitting in an old lumpy armchair before the empty fireplace that she was drawn towards. The boy’s hair was still damp, plastered shiny and flat against

  his scalp and forehead, and droplets of water stippled his pale shivering body.




  There was a great sadness in Simon’s eyes as he watched his mother from across the room.
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  David Ash uttered a soft groan as he shifted position. The loose joints of the straight-backed chair creaked and he quickly became still again. He looked at his wristwatch, the

  luminous dial informing him it was almost 2.50 a.m.




  God, there had to be better ways of making a living, he told himself, carefully flexing his shoulders. Nearly three in the morning and here he was, skulking in the semi-darkness between racks of

  towels and sheets, trying not to breathe too loudly, desperate for a cigarette . . . longing for a drink. He eased himself upright, rubbing his hands over his face to clear the tiredness. Even the

  scraping of his chin stubble sounded too loud at that ungodly hour.




  The door of the laundry room was slightly ajar so that the night-lights plugged into the wall sockets of the corridor outside provided a dim glow. He went quietly to the door and peered through

  the gap. Silence out there, not a soul stirring. The smell of stale food lingered as though it had soaked into the dull wallpaper itself; he wondered if he scratched the wall with a fingernail,

  would the odours waft out, released as if from a magazine scent card. Ash cleared the idle thoughts and listened again. No, not a sound. The old folk were at peace.




  He backed away, turning to the Olympus camera resting on a stack of towelling. He pressed its battery check lever and a tiny red light glowed like the single eye of a demon. The battery was

  fine, but hadn’t he tested it only two hours ago? He pressed fingertips against his temples, squeezing gently and willing the dull headache to leave. Was it due to tiredness or boredom? Or

  was tension the true cause?




  Should be used to it. Endless hours of inactivity, waiting in darkness for so long that eventually even the imagination gave up. Gave up the ghost. Literally.




  He allowed himself a smile, and if it could have been seen there in the darkness, its irony would have been plain.




  Ash reached for the thermos flask by the chair and quietly poured himself a coffee. What the coffee needed was a measure of brandy, but no, he had promised Kate. He was always promising Kate. No

  booze, not when he was working. It was a rule he did not always keep.




  Yes, Kate, I know I’ve got a problem, and yes, Kate, I know it’s getting worse. Ash spoke the words in his mind, imagining her standing there before him in the darkness of the

  laundry room. But think back, Kate, think back three years. Could she blame him? Could she believe him?




  He’d often wondered about that. She had been the only one he’d spoken to of those three nights at Edbrook, the only person who wouldn’t doubt his sanity. Yet he had caught the

  uncertainty in her eyes – no, it hadn’t been as strong as that; it had been no more than a hint of incredulity. And who could blame her? Even he had doubts when he thought back, even he

  sometimes wondered if it had not all been a terrible dream, a grotesque nightmare, one that haunted him to this day. His fingers rose to the faint scar on his cheek, a thin ridge of hard flesh that

  was only visible in a certain light, and he wondered . . .




  No! He almost said the word aloud.




  He took a large swallow of stale coffee and sat back down on the chair. Concentrate on now, he advised himself. Think only of the present, forget about things that happened so long ago, things

  that made no sense. (But they did make sense, didn’t they, David? Everything that took place in that old house three years ago was perfectly, though peculiarly, logical. That is, if you

  believed in malign spirits.)




  It was as if these words inside his head were spoken by another, and they were insidious, almost sly, a whispering that did not want him to forget; yet the tone was his, they were his own words,

  repeated often, lest reality and time diminish their significance.




  Ash shivered, though it was not cold inside this room with its warm pipes and smell of fresh linen. Maybe he should leave these night-time surveillances to others, those more stable

  investigators or researchers who viewed these matters less emotively. As he once had. There were enough members of the Institute to cover such work, it hadn’t been necessary to take this one

  on alone. Yet it had been his idea, it was he who had suggested this solitary vigil to the owners of the Bonadventure Rest Home after a month’s investigation had proved futile. He had

  discovered no paranormal activity, no haunting – and no Sleep Angel.




  The Sleep Angel. Harbinger of death, portent of doom. Or so the home’s old folk would believe.




  A figure wearing a flowing gown that somehow glowed green had appeared before three of the oldest residents and informed them it was time for them to die. And they had followed the instructions,

  two of them a few days later, the third, it seemed, instantly. (One of the other residents, an elderly woman whose capricious bladder gave her cause to leave her room more than once a night, had

  witnessed the so-called ‘angel’ entering the dead man’s room as she was returning from the bathroom. She, herself, had scurried back to bed and pulled the covers over her head in

  case the visitor noticed her and decided to pay her a call too.) It was the first two who had recounted the Sleep Angel’s words to them, which they repeated until they, too, obeyed the

  instruction.




  Claire and Trevor Penlock, the owners of the Bonadventure, had endeavoured to minimize the stories and to soothe their clients’ anxieties, but the residents had little else to do with

  their time but gossip and exaggerate, and the Penlocks feared that rumours about the home would soon spread. While deaths in such places, given the average age of the usual residents, were

  commonplace – if not expected – word that unearthly forces were actively encouraging the ‘passing on’ would definitely be harmful to the Bonadventure’s reputation.

  Reluctantly the Psychical Research Institute had been contacted and arrangements for a discreet but thorough investigation had been made.




  Initially Ash had wondered if this seraphic spectre was some kind of contagious hallucination, first imagined by someone close to death (someone whose religious beliefs might well inspire

  visions of a heavenly guide to the next world), and he had spent time talking to the residents, gently probing but finding little evidence of mass hysteria, or even any great interest in the

  supernatural. Nor did he notice much senility among them. He also questioned the staff, from the matron, Penlock herself, to the junior care assistants and the cook, giving particular attention to

  the two senior care supervisors who alternated weekly on overnight duties. He checked that the building itself was secure at night and was satisfied that all windows and doors were either bolted or

  locked. Each night he installed tripod-mounted cameras with automatic detectors at the end of corridors and the main hallway as well as placing thermometers at certain strategic points to record

  any dramatic and unaccountable dips in temperature at any time. Outside the bedroom doors of the home’s most elderly residents, or of those whose health was vulnerable, he sprinkled powder so

  that footsteps, ethereal or physical, might show the following morning. He studied architectural drawings of the building itself, including those detailing recent renovations, and looked into its

  history, interested to learn of any past paranormal phenomena. All to no avail. No one, apart from the deceased and the old lady, had witnessed the manifestation, nothing was disturbed during the

  nights of his investigation, and the cameras only took pictures of the senior care supervisors making their night rounds or certain senior citizens visiting the bathrooms.




  Yet Ash was not quite satisfied. Which was why he had suggested these further night-time vigils should be in secret. And on particular nights only.




  Twice the matron had smuggled him into the home while the supervisor was busy on her evening rounds administering medicine, but already Ash was beginning to suspect it was all a waste of

  time.




  On this night, however, his patience was to be rewarded.




  He heard a noise from somewhere nearby. Silence followed.




  He waited a few seconds longer, then slowly eased himself up so that the chair’s joints – or his own – made no sound. He tiptoed to the door and peered through the narrow

  gap.




  Directly opposite was the lift that serviced all three of the home’s floors and to the right of this was a short wheelchair ramp, rather than steps, leading to another corridor where the

  central staircase was situated. He opened the door wider and stole a look outside: the corridor to his left was empty and all the bedroom doors appeared to be closed. Only the door to the bathroom

  was open.




  He shut the laundry-room door, leaving a slight gap again, then slunk back into the gloom.




  Another sound. It could be the building settling. Or it might be someone on the staircase around the corner from the ramp.




  Ash moved even further back so that light from outside, dim though it was, would not shine on him. He became conscious of his own breathing.




  He also became aware that the orange glow from the corridor’s night-lights was changing subtly; a soft greenness was merging into it.




  His breathing stopped as a shape floated by the door.




  Jessie Dimple woke suddenly. In her dream her limbs had been lithe, her skin had been smooth, and her heart had been alive with passion. She had been running through a field of

  buttercups, their brilliant yellow, against a background of vivid green, lifting her spirit so that each step was a graceful leap that became a wonderful arc, and soon she was floating, flying,

  always returning to the earth, to the flowers, but easily lifting again, up towards the clear sapphire sky, to soar then sink, soar then sink, in rainbow curves that grew longer and longer, higher

  and higher, until eventually she hardly touched the ground at all, she really was flying, flying towards—




  She gave a moan, annoyed at her awakening, sad that she had once again became an aged crone whose bones were too brittle, whose skin was too wrinkled, and whose heart and soul were too wearied

  with the effort of life.




  She lay propped up in bed by an A-pillow, the only way she could sleep these days without choking on her own throat fluids, and tried to remember. Ah, the dream . . . such a wonderful dream . .

  . where gravity and age held no sway and the body played servant to the spirit. The peace the dream had brought. The freedom . . .




  But what had awoken her? It was still dark outside the window.




  She stirred in the bed, but her blurry eyes could not see the face of the clock she kept on the bedside cabinet. She sank back and allowed her cloudy gaze to roam around the room, trying to

  remember if she had taken all her pills and medicines that day, the verapamil for her angina, the Sinemet for the Parkinson’s, the thioridazine for her confusion and the lactulose for her

  bowels. Yes, yes, the matron or the supervisor would have made sure of that. Indeed they would have teased her for knowing and demanding each prescription as though they were not up to their job.

  Well, Jessie had been a nurse during both world wars, when she was young . . . when she was young . . . so long ago, a lifetime ago . . . when Howard had been alive and the children . . . the

  children had loved her, had cared for her as she had cared so very much for them. But they had their own lives to live now, they couldn’t be spending all their hard-earned time with an old

  thing like her who had eighty-two years of life behind her, they couldn’t be visiting every day, every week, every month, when they had their work – their very important work – to

  see to, their own lovely families to take care of . . . to cherish . . . as she cherished . . . them.




  Moisture blurred her eyes now and the dark shape of the crucifix on the wall opposite became even more indistinct. With a quivering hand, Jessie lifted the edge of the top sheet to her eyes and

  softly wiped away the tears.




  There now, you silly old thing. Getting more and more sentimental in your old age. Getting more and more daft. Well, they’ll be here tomorrow, if not, then the next day. They had busy

  lives. But they cared very much. Places like this were expensive, but they never grumbled. Her boys were good to her. But when had she seen them last? Had it been yesterday? No, no, the day before.

  Oh, you’re a stupid old biddy. It had been a long while ago, yes, a long while. A month? Longer, Jessie, much longer. They came when they could, though, and the wives and the grandchildren

  came with them. Not every time, but often. Occasionally. Sometimes. Well, what did young children – teenagers now, weren’t they, or were they even older than that? Hard to remember,

  hard to picture them – what did they want with horrible places like this? This was for old folk, not the young. The young didn’t like the smells and the sickness and the gibberish and

  the forgetfulness and the reminder of what one day would be their own lives. And that was hardly surprising. Why, if she had her own way, if she were not so useless and helpless, she would be

  elsewhere too!




  Her dry, lipless mouth tilted to a smile. Elsewhere. Oh Jessie, there was only one other place for you, my girl. That is, if He wanted you. She closed her eyes and prayed that He did, and her

  thoughts of heaven were not unlike her dream.




  She opened her eyes again when she sensed – not heard – the movement of the bedroom door.




  The Sleep Angel was standing there in the opening, a green glow shading the whiteness of its flowing gown. Its face was in shadow, but Jessie knew its expression would be kind.




  The angel came towards her, gracefully, quietly, and Jessie imagined it was smiling.




  It spoke, so softly that Jessie barely heard the words, and it told her it was time to let go, that there was a better place waiting for her, where there was no pain and no sadness, and all she

  had to do was give up her spirit, discard her life . . .




  And as it leaned towards her as if to kiss her toothless mouth, Jessie wondered if the smile was not a frown, if the frown was not a scowl, if the scowl was not a grimace of loathing. Jessie

  suddenly felt fear and something stiffened inside her bony chest, became tight yet seemed to expand, causing a pain that was worse than anything she had felt before. The hurt was outrageous, cruel,

  and had nothing to do with peaceful resignation.




  As she clutched at her struggling heart she became aware that light was blazing above her and that another presence was in the room. The Sleep Angel was falling away from her and it was

  screaming . . . was screaming . . . was screaming as she, herself, was screaming . . .
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  You look as if you’ve had a bad night.’ Kate McCarrick shuffled papers together and laid them to one side as Ash took a chair opposite her. He placed a plastic

  coffee cup on the edge of her desk, then fumbled in his jacket for cigarettes.




  ‘Bad morning,’ he told her, shaking one loose from the pack. ‘Any success?’




  ‘Not in the Institute’s terms. The Bonadventure isn’t haunted.’




  Kate pushed back her chair and went to one of the grey filing cabinets situated between well-stocked bookshelves. She opened the B drawer. ‘I didn’t expect it to be. If the sightings

  had been by members of staff I might have given them a little more credence. Unfortunately elderly people are not always reliable as witnesses to the paranormal. Either their eyesight’s bad,

  or their imagination is over-active.’ She thumbed through the files and stopped when she reached the one marked Bonadventure Rest Home. Opening it, she returned to her desk.

  ‘You’ve done me a report?’ she said, looking up from the file at him.




  He smiled wearily. ‘Sorry, Kate, I haven’t got round to it yet.’




  She removed her reading glasses and studied him for a moment: his dark, tousled hair, pale, unshaven face, his rumpled clothes. ‘I’m sorry if I’ve asked a stupid

  question.’




  He removed the unlit cigarette from his mouth and reached forward for the coffee. He sipped it before saying: ‘Busy night, busy morning. I’ll get a written report to you later

  today.’




  ‘No, you look as if you need some sleep. Tell me now, report me later.’




  As he sipped again he wondered if Kate had a lover at present. She still looked good; her figure, although not as slim as it once was, was still seductive, her hair still had a natural sheen.

  Maybe the jaw was just a little less firm, and maybe there were a few more lines around her eyes than before, but Kate had an allure that not all women carried into their forties. He remembered the

  first time they had made love, her delicate softness then, the way her teeth had nipped at his flesh, how her lips had moistened every part of him.




  ‘David?’




  ‘Uh?’ He shook his head, clearing the memories, and as his gaze met hers he knew she had guessed his thoughts. Her tone was brisk and her frown drew fresh lines across her forehead.

  ‘I take it you’re not registering a paranormal incident.’




  ‘Afraid not.’ Ash put the coffee cup back on the desk and reached in his pocket for matches. He struck one and held it up to the cigarette between his lips; but it stayed poised as

  he stared into the tiny flame. He became aware that Kate was watching him and quickly lit the cigarette, hoping she had not noticed how his hand had trembled for a moment. ‘No, no ghost,

  although for a while there I wasn’t sure.’




  She leaned forward, interested.




  ‘The residents were partially right,’ he went on. ‘There was a Sleep Angel stalking the corridors of the home, but it wasn’t what they imagined.’




  ‘Nevertheless it managed to frighten some of them to death.’




  Ash shrugged. ‘Well, they died – two a couple of days later, the last one the same night. He died of a heart attack, although he’d been diagnosed as having cancer of the bowel

  only a short time before. He was in his late eighties and he was very ill – it wouldn’t have taken much to send him over.’ He exhaled smoke. ‘A cynic might even say his

  visitor did him a favour.’




  She let it go. ‘The other two – what happened to them?’




  ‘They were both in their eighties, and their health wasn’t so good either. From what they told the matron afterwards it seemed their visitor convinced them it was time for the long

  sleep.’




  ‘It told them to die?’ Kate was startled.




  ‘Uh-huh. That’s why they called it the Sleep Angel. I suppose you could call it a kind of verbal euthanasia.’




  ‘That’s unbelievable.’




  ‘Wait till you’re old and tired and feel there’s nothing left to do with your life anymore.’




  ‘Every other day. So what or who was this agent for the afterlife? Did you see it last night?’




  He looked around her desk for something to tap his cigarette into and Kate reached for the bin under the desk. She passed it over to him and he flicked ash before putting it by his chair.

  ‘Yes,’ he replied with a tired sigh, ‘it showed up all right. It was in the early hours of the morning, still dark, and I was watching from the home’s laundry room. They say

  old people or the very sick often pass away around that time – the body’s in its deepest state of unconsciousness about then – so I had a hunch something might happen around two

  or three. I also made sure I was hiding on the same floor as the oldest resident. Anyway, just after three o’clock something moved past the laundry-room door, something with a greenish glow

  to it.’ He scratched the stubble under his chin. ‘It scared the hell out of me when I took a peek into the corridor.’




  ‘Someone dressed up to frighten.’ Kate said it as a statement rather than a question.




  ‘Right. Or at least, to play the part. Flowing white gown, long, loose sleeves. And underneath the costume she’d taped those small luminous glow-tubes, you know the kind that kids

  play with on Halloween? Clear plastic tubes filled with a chemical liquid that shines in the dark.’




  ‘I’ve seen them.’




  ‘She used them for effect, to give her an eerie kind of glow.’




  ‘She?’




  He raised a hand briefly as if in resignation. ‘One of the senior care supervisors, a woman who’d been with the home for years.’




  ‘She must be a special kind of cruel bitch.’




  ‘I’m not so sure. The police and her employers are still trying to figure out if she frightened the old people out of malice because she was sick of them, or if she genuinely wanted

  to relieve their suffering by helping them on their way to something better.’




  Kate sat back and absorbed what Ash had told her. ‘That’s awful,’ she concluded.




  ‘She frightened another choice candidate for heaven last night, but I got there before she could do too much damage. I just hope the old lady gets over the shock.’ He drank more

  coffee, drew on the cigarette, and smiled across the table at her. ‘So there you have it. I’m afraid it doesn’t help the Institute’s researches.’




  We can live with that. Our task is to validate incidents of the paranormal or supernatural, but it’s almost as useful to expose false claims. In fact, it gives the organization more

  credibility when we do the latter; people might just understand we’re not here to support charlatans and cranks. I’m only sorry you spent so much time on this investigation. Tell me,

  did you suspect at the start that someone was playing games at the home?’ She instantly regretted her phrasing, for a disturbed, almost haunted look clouded Ash’s dark eyes. She quickly

  added: ‘Did you think the supervisor was involved somehow?’




  He gazed past her shoulder at the window. It was bright out there, even though they were in the shaded part of the building, and street noises drifted up. Something black swept by, a bird so

  large that Ash thought it must have been a crow. For some reason a tiny shiver ran through him.




  ‘I guessed someone was behind it,’ he said, ‘and it was easy to find out who was alone on duty the nights – or early mornings, to be more precise – the apparition

  showed up. I offered the Institute’s services for another few nights as long as they told the staff the investigation was over. Nobody was to know I was still there. I suppose the supervisor

  thought she’d won and could just carry on as before.’




  ‘She really imagined she could keep getting away with it?’




  ‘She’s quite mad, Kate. She’s capable of imagining anything.’




  Kate closed the Bonadventure file and put it to one side. ‘Well I’m glad we’re done with it. It didn’t seem likely to me.’




  ‘How many of these cases do at the beginning?’




  It was a remark Ash would never have made a few years ago and Kate was puzzled. Somehow he seemed unhappy, disenchanted even, with the outcome of this particular investigation, and that puzzled

  her too. Ash, who once had been so cynical about psychic phenomena and the aims of the Psychical Research Institute, had gone through a slow but appreciable change of attitude. He no longer

  dismissed all paranormal events out of hand, even though, once engaged in an enquiry, he did his utmost to disprove the existence of ghosts or communication from the dead. The majority of cases

  taken on by the Institute proved either to be hoaxes or caused by freak conditions, and nobody was better than David Ash at exposing fraudsters or discovering odd but real circumstances behind

  bizarre occurrences. In fact, it was his very scepticism towards all things supernatural that had prompted Kate to offer him a job with the Institute in the first place: their researches needed

  both balance and a critical eye, and who better than a non-believer to give them that? And he had proved excellent in the task, discounting claims of hauntings, poltergeist activity and

  spiritualism time and time again with a logical, well-reasoned argument backed up by solid evidence. There were those in the organization who thought he did his job too well and that he was harming

  the Institute’s reputation with his constant refutation of what they, themselves, endorsed; but Kate had always resisted their arguments by explaining that Ash, because of his impartiality

  – no, his positive opposition to such beliefs – lent them enormous credibility when circumstances involving the paranormal were proved beyond all doubt.




  David Ash had been good for the Institute, and how he had relished – albeit in a quiet, grim way – his successes. That is, until three years ago. After the Mariell affair. That was

  the case that had shattered his confidence and driven him to nervous collapse.




  What was the truth behind it, David? Did your investigation cause the breakdown, or were you already headed that way? How much of what happened there was your own imagination?




  Ash was rising to his feet, draining the last of the coffee as he did so. He dropped the empty plastic cup into the bin and said, ‘I need some sleep. I’ll write you a report tonight

  and get it to you first thing tomorrow. You might give the Penlocks a ring, by the way – I think they could do with a few kind words.’




  ‘I’ve got another assignment for you,’ she said.




  ‘I need a break, Kate.’




  ‘Fine. Take tomorrow off. Sleep the whole day through after you’ve delivered the Bonadventure report.’




  ‘Your benevolence is awesome. Surely someone else can take care of it.’




  ‘I thought this one would interest you.’ Besides, I know you hate it when you’re not working, she thought. Time on your hands frightens you, doesn’t it, David?

  That’s when you start thinking too much, that’s when you start to dream. ‘Have you ever heard of a village called Sleath?’ she asked.




  He shook his head without taking time to consider.




  ‘It’s in the Chilterns. Not too far to travel.’




  ‘What’s the problem there – a haunting?’




  ‘No, David,’ she replied. ‘It isn’t just one.’
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  It was good to get away from the city, even though the fine weather had broken and light rain was cooling the air. Occasionally the sun broke through and the landscape

  sparkled, the greens of the meadows taking on a new lustre, the hills in the distance softening to a shimmer; the beech woods lent darker shades while wild flowers added glitter.




  There was little traffic on the minor roads, but Ash kept the Ford to a steady speed, enjoying the twisting lanes and the peacefulness of this Home Counties hinterland. Now and again he checked

  the map book lying on the passenger seat beside him. Once off the main highways the route had become more complicated and he began to understand why he had never heard of the village of Sleath; it

  was one of those places made even more isolated by the era of trunk roads and motorways, when such diversions had become rare for most travellers. He drove through combes and over gentle hills

  whose crests were clothed in beech woods. Occasionally there were signs warning motorists of wild deer crossing roads and once, when he had stopped to consult the road map, he heard a woodpecker

  drilling away somewhere deep in the woods. He wound down the window and drank in the country-fresh air, relishing the different scents of the trees and plants, all enhanced by the light rain.

  Birdsongs were clear and individual in the stillness, yet in perfect harmony also; even the distant tapping of the woodpecker was in soft accord. Ash started off again, not quite sure of his own

  location on the map, but trusting he was headed in the general direction of the village.




  Sleath. Odd name. But then the countryside was littered with strange-sounding villages and towns, many of them amusing, a few of them sinister. This one, he mused, was of the latter variety.




  He looked at his wristwatch. Should be there soon. Easy to get lost in a maze of roads like this, though, some of them wide enough only to take single-file traffic. Kate had said it was off the

  beaten track, and she’d been on the button with that. He hadn’t even come upon a signpost with the village name on it yet. Wait a minute – one coming up now.




  He stopped the car at the crossroads and peered up at the weather-battered sign, its post grey and cracked with age, the names on the pointing arms chiselled out of the wood and stained a

  blackish brown. He shook his head in mild frustration: the three arms told him what was to the right and left, and even what was behind him; but it failed to inform him of what lay directly ahead.

  He examined the map again.




  Had to be the road opposite, unless he’d totally lost his sense of direction. He looked up at the signpost again, noting the villages inscribed on the three outstretched arms, then finding

  them on his map. ‘Okay,’ he mumbled to himself, ‘dead ahead it is.’ He engaged first gear and glanced right and left.




  The car had only moved forward a matter of inches when he stabbed at the foot brake and brought it to a halt once more. A tractor had appeared to his right, its clattering engine preceding the

  machine itself round a curve in the road. The driver, a man whose ruddy face was in perfect harmony with the red and rust machine he rode upon, gave a cheery wave as he swung into the lane that Ash

  himself was about to take. The man wore an olive-green anorak with the hood pulled up over his head against the rain, and his grin revealed a sparsity of teeth, each one a dull yellow, given

  unfortunate importance by the gaps between.




  Ash quickly wound down his window and called after him. ‘Is that the way to Sleath?’




  The tractor continued its journey down the high-banked lane without so much as a glance back from the driver and Ash could only watch as it disappeared round a bend. Its huge wheels left muddy

  clogs of earth on the road and the noise of its diesel engine faded to a low chugging. Ash disengaged gear and released himself from his seatbelt so that he could reach into his jacket pocket. He

  found the cigarettes and lit one, tossing the still flaming match out into the wet road. It was extinguished before it hit the ground, and the tiny curl of smoke that rose from it was quickly

  dissolved by the rain. He looked at the half-burnt matchstick for a second or two before resting back in the seat and closing his eyes. He drew deeply on the cigarette and remembered another time,

  in a different car, and someone taunted by the small flame he held, her face turning towards him in the moonlight . . .




  His eyes snapped open.




  Enough. Forget the past. Those kind of memories could lead to insanity.




  But it seemed as though it had only happened yesterday.




  He buckled the seatbelt, jerked the car into first, and stamped on the accelerator. The rear wheels squealed on the road’s damp surface before gaining grip, and then the car shot across

  the junction into the lane opposite. Wind and rain gusted through the open window, clearing the cigarette smoke, but not the thoughts that tormented him. The car gathered speed and Ash had to make

  himself ease up. He soon reached the bend the tractor had disappeared round and he braked hurriedly, that reflex action bringing his thoughts back to the present, for the moment banishing those

  dark memories, the images that might have been recalled from a dream, a nightmare, rather than from true events. He was even grateful for the further distraction when the front right-hand wing came

  perilously close to the opposite bank as he steered round the bend.




  He pulled the steering wheel to the left and trod harder on the brake pedal, hoping the car wouldn’t skid on the mud left on the road by the tractor. Vegetation growing on the steep bank

  swayed in the breeze as the car skimmed past.




  Ash brought the Ford back into the centre of the lane and slowed down even more when he saw the red tractor up ahead. He came up behind the machine, its driver, resembling some mediaeval monk in

  his hooded anorak, still completely oblivious to him. There was no room to overtake and Ash had to brake again to avoid collision. Frustrated, and tempted to give a blast of his horn, he followed

  the clattering farm vehicle at a slow, almost leisurely, pace. The sound of the diesel engine was even worse in the confines of the bank-sided lane, the decibels only slightly lower than those from

  a pneumatic drill. So much for the peace and quiet of the countryside, thought Ash as he wound up the window. And the black fumes that occasionally spewed from underneath the machine did little for

  the sweet country air and the freshness of the rain.




  Ash became aware that his hands were gripping the steering wheel so tightly that the knuckles were showing white. He flexed each of his fingers in turn, loosening the tendons, willing himself to

  relax. He rested his elbow on the window’s edge and took the cigarette from his mouth. He blew smoke over his shoulder in a steady stream. His fingers soon began to drum impatiently on the

  steering wheel.




  A minute went by and he decided a friendly toot on the horn wouldn’t do any harm. The driver in front neither looked round nor pulled over and Ash wasn’t sure if the man was playing

  games or really hadn’t heard. Either way, there was nothing he could do: a cat could barely squeeze past the tractor, so narrow was the gap on both sides.




  ‘Come on,’ he said aloud as they approached a passing-place cut into the bank. The man in front drove relentlessly on.




  They went by a gate whose muddy entrance would easily have allowed the tractor to pull in to let him through, but the other man ignored it. A little irritated by now, Ash pressed the horn button

  again, this time holding his thumb there for several seconds. Still he was ignored. He wound the window back down and poked his head out, ready to call after the farm-worker, but saw that the bank

  dipped just ahead and a grass verge ran alongside the lane for quite some way.




  He flicked the cigarette out of the window and readied himself to step on the accelerator. There would be just enough room and enough time to overtake the lumbering tractor if he drove partly on

  the verge.




  Ash waited for the right moment, then pushed his foot down, swinging the car to the right so that the wheels on that side mounted the verge. He increased speed, the front bumper almost grazing

  one of the tractor’s great rear wheels as it passed by. The Ford lurched and rocked, but he held the steering wheel firmly, keeping it steady.




  He drew level with the muddy tyre and glanced anxiously at it. He kept as far away from it as he could, but there was a ditch or deep rut on the other side of the verge that restricted his

  options for manoeuvre. Incredibly, the hooded man still hadn’t noticed him – or at least, was pretending he hadn’t. Ash thumped the horn, anger behind the blow.




  But the tractor appeared to be matching his speed, the big wheels keeping him at bay. It even seemed deliberately to be moving over towards him.




  With dismay, Ash realized that he was running out of space: the grass verge ended abruptly thirty yards or so ahead and the bank, tree roots entwined in its earth, reared up again.




  He slammed on the brakes and the nearside wheels began to slide over the wet grass, causing the car to veer inwards.




  Ash shouted something, probably a curse, as the Ford bucked and skidded and the bank loomed larger in the windscreen. He was going to hit it.




  He pumped the brakes to release the lock and held the car straight, afraid of pulling over into the tractor and just as afraid of crashing into the bank. He froze –




  – and the tractor suddenly swung away from him, sweeping through a gate into a field on the left of the lane.




  Ash yanked the wheel round and the car shot off the grass, the right-hand tyres now gripping.




  He kept his foot away from the brake pedal, allowing the car to coast, relief instantly dismissing the fear – although not the stress. But now he saw there was a narrow, hump-backed bridge

  ahead and there was no time to stop. He could only pray there was nothing approaching on the other side.




  The car hit the rise of the old stone bridge at speed and Ash’s head almost bumped the roof as he was thrown upwards at the crest. He fell back, controlling the car as best he could, his

  stomach still riding high in his chest.




  He was over and the verges were broader on this side, leading down to the small river he had just crossed.




  But a figure was standing in the middle of the lane.




  Ash cried out as he swung the wheel again.




  Oh, God, I’m going to hit him!




  The thought screamed inside his head as the car slewed across the hard surface of the lane, its rear end swinging round, tyres squealing in concert with the screaming inside his mind. The world

  outside the windscreen – the trees, the foliage, the figure itself – spun to the right as the Ford mounted the grass with a violent lurch that nearly wrenched the steering wheel from

  his grip.




  His body was rocked as the wheels hit bumps and ruts, but his foot remained pressed hard against the brake pedal as he ignored all expert advice on how to control a skid. His back pushed into

  the seat for added leverage, and his wrists locked rigid.




  Time-expanded moments went by as trees in front grew threateningly and rapidly large. The vehicle rocked to a halt and Ash was thrown forward, then jerked back into the seat by the seatbelt.




  He remained motionless while he struggled to subdue his jangling nerves and fast-beating heart. But then the image of the figure standing in the centre of the lane – frozen there, not

  even trying to escape, mesmerized like a rabbit under the gaze of a fox – burst through the shock. With a speed that had much to do with coursing adrenaline, he released the seatbelt,

  pushed open the door, and was stumbling across the grass to the road way, his eyes frantically searching for a fallen body. Rain pattered against his head and shoulders, and once he slipped, but

  regained his balance without going down. He was sure the car had hit him – he must have, he was standing right in his path – yet he couldn’t remember hearing or feeling a

  blow. He stopped when he reached the lane’s hard surface, and he whirled around, searching for the body, running to the other side and back again, his head turning this way and that.




  There was no one in the road.




  He hurriedly scanned the verges, but no one lay prone in the grass, no figure stood, or was slumped, by the trees. Perhaps he had staggered away somewhere, traumatized by the accident, whether

  he had been struck or not. Perhaps he had crawled down the riverbank.




  Ash ran to the edge of the bridge and peered into the water. The river was really a fast-flowing stream, so clear and shallow he could see the rocks and sand of its bed. Dense bunches of willow

  moss clung to the larger stones and blue forget-me-nots sprung from shadier spots along its edges; but there was no one floating down there. Relieved but perplexed, he hurried to the other side,

  the idea that a body might be swept downstream never a serious consideration – the water wasn’t deep enough – but reason telling him the person he’d hit or almost hit

  had to be somewhere close by. His breaths coming in short gasps, he looked along the riverbank. Leafy branches hung over its length, creating a shadowed tunnel, and here and there

  undergrowth crept down to the very edge of the water. Nevertheless, the stream ran fairly straight, affording him a good view for some distance. Still he could find nothing that remotely resembled

  a body.




  He looked around again, forcing himself to take his time, studying the terrain with panic-suppressed care, scrutinizing the foliage and between the trees for a glimpse of material or an

  outstretched limb, anything that would indicate an injured person. And still he found nothing.




  Mystified, his dread growing rather than diminishing, he ran to the brow of the short, humped bridge. He stood there, staring back down the empty lane he had just driven along; in the distance

  he could hear the faint clatter of the tractor he had followed.




  He was taking longer and deeper breaths by now, but a sudden notion took him so violently that for a moment he stopped breathing altogether. Ash raced down the incline and made for the car.




  Almost there, he fell to his knees and slid on the wet grass. One hand slammed against the Ford’s metalwork and he ducked low, peering into the darkness underneath.




  A sigh that contained a muted groan escaped him when he saw there was no one lying there in the shadows, and he twisted around and rested his back against the door panelling, one leg

  outstretched, the other bent with his wrist resting across the knee. He lifted his face up to the sky and the light rain pecked at his closed eyelids. ‘Thank God,’ he said in a low

  whisper.




  There had been no one standing in the lane.




  It was the only answer. He had imagined the figure.




  As though very weary, Ash hauled himself up, pulling on the Ford’s slippery bodywork as he did so. Once on his feet he leaned against the car, an elbow on the roof, his other hand on the

  bonnet; his shoulders hunched, he drew in deep, deliberate breaths, giving himself time for the tension to drain away.




  He had seen someone there as his car had crested the old stone bridge, though. And he had been sure he was going to hit the boy as he’d desperately turned the wheel.




  The boy.




  A strange little boy wearing a three-button coat that was too tight and short trousers that came well below his knees. How could it have been his imagination if he had noticed details like

  that?




  Yet there was no one around, no one at all. Even the sound of the tractor had faded away.




  A cry, so sharp in the rain-splattered stillness, made him spin around. He looked for the bird – it had to be the guttural squawk of a crow – but failed to find it. It was probably

  somewhere high in the trees.




  Ash pulled open the car door and reached over into the back seat. He unzipped the battered leather holdall lying there and delved inside, rummaging until he touched cold metal. He brought out

  the silver-plated hip flask and turned to sit in the passenger seat, legs outside the car despite the rain. Unscrewing the top, he lifted the flask to his lips and took a long swig of the neat

  vodka.




  Its heat swelled in his throat and chest, then abated so that only a mild flush remained.




  It helped a little.
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  He caught glimpses of the village through the trees as he drove down the hill. The road curved dramatically, almost back on itself, and he concentrated on the manoeuvre, only

  looking towards Sleath when the road had straightened again. He just glimpsed the church tower beyond the cluster of other buildings before the woods thickened and the view was lost.




  Ash tossed a cigarette butt out of the window and realized his hand was still trembling from the incident earlier. Only a few minutes had passed since then, but already reason was imposing its

  simplistic logic: he had imagined the boy standing in the lane. The near-accident because of the tractor had probably triggered off something in his mind, a memory perhaps; or maybe it had induced

  an hallucination of some kind. Whatever, he had swerved to avoid something that wasn’t there. Couldn’t possibly have been there. What the hell, he’d investigated enough cases of

  so-called phantoms or apparitions to know most were caused by over-active imaginations or trauma. He knew perfectly well that the human mind was full of tricks and he’d just been a victim of

  one of them. Yet the unease lingered (why else did his hand still tremble?) and certain memories endeavoured to push themselves to the fore as if in league with his mind’s brief deception.

  No, that was wrong, he thought. His memories were stronger, they were the stimuli, and his imagination was susceptible to them. It was a logic that was far from simple, but it strengthened the

  original rationale and therefore was more convincing. And it was a notion that Ash was anxious, although not happy, to cling to, for anything else conjured more questions and more doubts within

  himself.




  The road levelled out and he found himself approaching a small, rough-stoned bridge. Nearby, on the opposite bank, was an old millhouse, its wheel redundant and green with slime. The grassy

  banks were steep, with overhanging trees creating shady tunnels along the narrow river’s length. Ash slowed down and crossed the bridge, the sound of the Ford’s tyres changing tone for

  a second or two. And then he was in the village called Sleath.




  By now the rain had stopped and the sun, when it could find an opening in the clouds, speckled the wet roadway with gold.




  Ash drove slowly, looking from left to right, studying the old-world houses, many of them constructed of red brick and timber, while others were even more quaint with white wattle and daub

  panelling between dark-stained beams, the thatched roofs of these dripping from the recent rainfall. One or two of the chimney stacks seemed unreasonably high, particularly on the multi-gabled

  building on his left, a place he assumed, because of its size, was some kind of municipal centre, the village hall perhaps. The chimneys rising almost to the point of folly from its various

  rooftops of rust-brown tiles were constructed in oversailing courses and capped by star-shaped terracotta pots. The entrance, large oak double-doors, was closed and there were several notices

  pinned to the wood. Most of the houses were set close to the road, only the odd one or two maintaining tiny front gardens bordered by low picket fences.




  Ash was impressed. Surprised, too, for although the village was a tourist’s dream, very few people were in evidence on the main street. Situated in the Cotswolds, or the Lake District, or

  in certain areas of the south-west, the place would have been overrun by snap-happy sightseers, particularly at this time of year. Sleath, it seemed, was a well-kept secret.




  He had arrived at a green, at the centre of which was a large, teardrop-shaped pond; its surface was murky, calm, a yellow plastic duck floating incongruously near a bank of reeds.




  The road encircled the green and Ash steered the Ford to the left, passing by the small parking area that had been stolen from the grass and tarmacadamed, white lines neatly inscribed on its

  surface. There were several free parking spaces, but he ignored them for the moment.




  Beyond the rooftops, beech-covered hills enclosed the village in a tight and, one might imagine given its unheralded location, covert valley. The sodden clouds were already beginning to drift

  away, their edges tattered, the breaks between them widening by the second, and the sun was confident and warming the air again, giving promise of another fine summer’s day. Thin wisps of

  steam were rising from the road’s surface.




  He passed two shops, one a baker’s, the other a newsagent’s, both of them converted houses and in keeping with the village itself. There were customers inside, but still the street

  he drove along was quiet, free for the moment of strollers or people going about their business. He glanced at his wristwatch and saw that it was only five to eleven. Villages like this were never

  busy at this time of day. At least, he didn’t think they were. A van approached from the opposite direction and went by on the other side of the green. It was followed by a green

  single-decker bus, which pulled into the kerb outside a row of three shops. Only one passenger alighted.




  Two old ladies sitting on a bench beneath a large elm watched Ash as he steered the car around the green, heading back in the direction he’d come from. One said something to the other as

  he cruised by and after some conferring they continued to stare, their necks craning to follow his progress. Not far from where they sat passing the time of day was a combination of stocks and

  whipping post, the wood so aged and sturdy it appeared, like the elm close by, to have grown from the soil itself. He wondered wryly if they still used these instruments of punishment and

  humiliation today. Perhaps they kept them for over-curious strangers, he thought, almost smiling.




  There was more to see of Sleath if he proceeded north, but he had already spotted what he’d been looking for and besides, there would be plenty of time later to reconnoitre. He drove past

  more quaint dwellings and the three shops – a post office, a hardware store, and a butcher’s – that the green bus had stopped in front of earlier, and pulled up outside the Black

  Boar Inn.




  A faded painting of the inn’s namesake, its tusks fairly bristling along with the dark hairs on its back, its eyes glaring down at him, hung from a bracket over the main door. There were

  benches outside the inn, presumably for customers who liked to observe the world passing by as they imbibed; they were unoccupied, but then not much of the world was passing by at that particular

  hour.




  Ash took a moment to study the inn before leaving the car: the façade was timber-framed with red bricks, certain sections of these laid in a herringbone pattern, infilling the close-set

  studs; all the windows were leaded and wisteria, with drooping racemes of purple-blue pea-flowers, climbed up from the ground to cling to the walls around them while still leaving large segments of

  wood and timber exposed for admiration. Again he wondered how the tourist guides had missed this place and hoped the interior wouldn’t be a disappointment.




  Ash stepped out onto the pavement and locked the car. The sign above him creaked as it was swung by a rogue breeze, and he took another, more leisurely look. The animal was depicted in all its

  natural ferocity, but time and weather had tempered the effect.




  He entered the Black Boar Inn and the escape from the sun’s fresh-found brightness came as a relief. Inside it was cool and shadowy, although rays of sunshine had just begun to blaze

  through the windows onto the worn red-patterned carpet. There were two bars, lounge and public, both attractive in their own way, the latter gloomy with wood panelling yet welcoming, the former

  brightened by cream walls, stout scarred beams, and the sun-filled windows themselves. In this, the lounge bar, there were high-backed settles to protect drinkers from cold draughts, and at the far

  end was a large inglenook fireplace fitted with leather-covered brick benches at the sides and shelves behind, presumably where food would have been kept warm in another era. Naturally there was no

  fire burning, but logs were piled high in the grate. The counter itself was of polished oak with brass pumps set on its top, and it stretched through both bars, a low panelled partition dividing

  the two. Neither bar was busy with customers at that time of day: an elderly couple sat drinking coffee in a settle by the window, while a late-middle-aged man sporting a check jacket and

  olive-green corduroys read a broadsheet newspaper at one of the lounge’s small round tables. At a corner table sat two other men, deep in conversation until they noticed him by the door. One

  wore spectacles and looked to be in his sixties, while the other might have been a little younger, his dark hair greying at the temples. He was big-framed and wore a black suit and open-necked

  shirt; his eyes were pale and for a moment Ash felt uncomfortable under their gaze. In the public bar two gentlemen of mature years and clothing to match, their ruddy faces declaring a

  lifetime’s outdoor toil, were playing dominoes, and at the L-shaped counter a young man in denim shirt and jeans supped a pint of beer. A dartboard adorned the wall at the end of the room,

  the door next to it marked GENTLEMEN. Ash had paused no more than a second or two to take all this in, and now he went to the bar in the lounge area.




  Behind the counter a girl, with short blonde hair whose cut would have been severe had her face not been so engaging, glanced up from wiping glasses and walked down to meet him.




  ‘Good morning,’ she said with a smile that did not quite reach her eyes. Ash noticed dark blemishes around them, suggesting she had not slept too well lately.




  He gave a nod of his head and quickly examined the range of brand bitters on the brass pumps. He pointed at what he assumed to be the local brew. ‘Just half,’ he said.




  The girl reached for a handled glass and drew back the pump. ‘Nice day now,’ she said conversationally as she pulled the beer.




  Ash complied with the ritual. ‘Another hot one, I think.’ He looked around the room again and saw that the man at the round table had lowered his newspaper and was watching him over

  his reading glasses. When their gazes locked the man flicked his paper and raised it again. The two men felt no such embarrassment: they continued to watch him.




  Ash smiled to himself and turned back to the bar.




  That’ll be—’ the girl was saying as she placed the half-pint on the bar mat in front of him.




  ‘And a vodka,’ he interrupted. ‘Neat. No ice.’




  She regarded him with mild surprise before turning to the optics. ‘No tonic?’ she reaffirmed, her back to him.




  ‘No thanks.’ He lifted the bitter and took a long swallow. It was cold, tangy, a good brew. Reaching for his wallet he asked: ‘D’you have rooms here?’




  She returned with the vodka. ‘For accommodation, you mean?’ She gave a little laugh, realizing the inanity of her response. ‘Yes, we do, but you need to talk to Mr Ginty, the

  landlord. I’ll get him for you, if you like.’




  He handed over a five-pound note for the drinks. ‘Yeah, if you could.’




  She gave him change, told him she wouldn’t be a moment, and disappeared through a door at the far end of the bar.




  Ash sipped at the vodka, taking it steady: it wouldn’t do much for the Institute’s image if their investigator was under the influence for the first meeting with a client. Still, the

  incident with the ‘boy-who-wasn’t-there’ demanded at least one more stiff drink, and this was only a single. The bitter didn’t count.




  Still he felt eyes on him and he glanced to the left to see the youth in denims studying him from the other bar. Ash mentally shook his head, feeling like the proverbial ‘stranger in

  town’. Did all outsiders receive this kind of attention, or had word got around that a psychic investigator – a ghost hunter – would be visiting the village today? But

  then the person who had contacted the Psychical Research Institute had insisted that the whole matter be treated as confidential, so it was highly unlikely that the client would have blabbed. If

  odd things were happening in Sleath, though, the residents might be inclined to be suspicious of anyone or anything new. Especially if the ‘anyone’ was enquiring about rooms for the

  night.




  ‘Mr Ginty will be down in a minute.’ The barmaid had returned and was smiling across the counter at him. She had nice even teeth, he noticed, and her long pale blue skirt and mauve

  half-sleeved blouse tucked into a belt at her waist complimented her slim figure. She wore very little make-up and her voice, with its soft local burr and slightly broadened vowels, was as pleasant

  as her manner. She seemed more like a trainee teacher than a barmaid, but maybe this was the standard in this part of the country.




  ‘Are you on holiday?’ she asked as she reached for a cloth and resumed wiping glasses.




  Before he could reply a group of men entered the inn, their voices raised enough for customers in both bars to look in their direction. They went through to the other room and appeared again

  next to the young man who had been drinking alone. One of them slapped him on the shoulder, then ruffled his red curly hair.




  ‘Suppin’ a bit early in the day, aren’t yer, Danno?’




  The youth scowled back at him. ‘Some of us have done a half-day’s grind already.’




  ‘Listen to it,’ the other man said, looking around at his companions. They laughed and he leaned hard against the youth’s shoulder to say in a mock-low voice: ‘Sometimes

  the best work gits done at night, boy.’ He joined in his friends’ laughter.




  All three were roughly dressed, one in a fake oil-skin coat still glistening from the rain, the other two in jackets that had seen better days. Ash noted that their boots were muddy when they

  had entered and he assumed they were farm- or landworkers. The shortest of the three wore a maroon baseball cap, a red-Indian chief its colourful motif; he was unshaven and his hair hung long and

  lank beneath the headgear. ‘Come on, Ruthy,’ he called down to the barmaid. ‘You got men dyin’ of thirst down ’ere.’




  She moved towards them, her smile even less genuine than before. ‘And I don’t want to know what you’ve been up to,’ she said, stooping for the pint glasses on a shelf

  under the counter.




  ‘An’ we won’t be tellin’,’ the one next to the youth replied with a leery grin.




  Ash took more vodka and cooled the burn with two large swallows of bitter. A thick-bellied man wearing a tie but whose shirtsleeves were rolled up to the elbow emerged from the door behind the

  bar. His face was broad and not particularly friendly, the pores on his nose and cheeks puncturing his rough skin like pin-pricks; his sparse hair was slicked back across his scalp and Ash guessed

  he used Brylcreem rather than gel. The landlord gave the three newcomers at the end of the bar a brief scowl and they immediately became less raucous, although their bantering and laughter

  continued.




  He stopped by Ash. ‘You’re looking for a room?’ His manner was neither solicitous nor bluff: at the moment it was appraising.




  ‘D’you have one available?’ Ash replied.




  ‘Oh, we’ve more than one available. How many nights would that be for, sir?’ As he leaned on the bar towards Ash, loud laughter erupted from the other room. He turned towards

  the source, a flicker of annoyance crossing his features, and the laughter instantly became more subdued. ‘Mouchers,’ he said in a confidential tone to Ash.




  The investigator raised his eyebrows. ‘Mouchers?’




  The landlord’s voice was even lower. ‘Part-time poachers. Rest of the time, they collect dole money and steal. Their day’s work is done. No doubt what they bagged last night

  –’ his accent made it ‘las’noight’ – ‘or early this morning is stashed away in their garden sheds.’ He gave a rueful grin. ‘Steady enough work

  for those willing to risk a backside full of gamekeeper’s buckshot, I suppose. Now then, sir, how many nights did you say?’




  ‘I’m not sure.’ Ash was watching the men with more interest. The one with the cap was curling his finger for the barmaid to come closer, but she wasn’t having any of it.

  She placed the last pint on the bar, standing well back as she did so. The youth looked uncomfortable, as if he wasn’t enjoying their fun at all. Ash turned back to the landlord. ‘It

  could be for a couple of nights,’ he said, ‘or it might be a whole week. I could probably let you know for sure sometime tomorrow.’




  ‘Fair enough.’ The landlord straightened. ‘I’ll get a room aired for you while you finish your drink. Ruth,’ he called to the barmaid who came back down the bar to

  them, ‘ask Mrs Ginty to get the main guest room ready, will you, dear?’




  She smiled distractedly at Ash and went off to find the landlord’s wife.




  ‘Now, if you’ve come by car,’ the landlord resumed, ‘which I assume you have, you can park it just ‘cross the road next to the green. Only room enough for my own

  car round the back, I’m afraid, but yours’ll be perfectly safe over there. My name’s Tom Ginty, by the way, or Thomas as it says over the door, proprietor of the Black Boar Inn,

  as was my father before me, and his father before him.’ He extended a large hand and Ash reached across to shake it. The man’s grip was hard, but the greeting was perfunctory and

  quickly over. ‘You can bring your bags in when you’re ready, and I’ll take them up to your room for you. We do full lunches in the bar and for dinner there’s a small

  restaurant through there –’ he indicated a door near a staircase that Ash hadn’t noticed before – ‘that’s open to non-residents too.’




  ‘Fine. Can I get you a drink?’




  ‘Bit early in the day for me, sir,’ the landlord replied without a hint of disapproval. ‘Thanks all the same. So, touring, is it?’




  ‘Uh, no. D’you get many tourists?’




  ‘Ah.’ Ginty picked up the cloth from the shelf beneath the counter and mopped up a puddle. ‘We’re a bit off the beaten track for too much of that, an’ that’s

  the way we like it.’
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