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  PART ONE




  Death’s brother, Sleep.




  – Virgil




  I’m not asleep . . . but that doesn’t mean I’m awake.




  – Author Unknown




  





  ONE




  Outside




  It started the way it always did.




  I sat up in bed, unsure of what had woken me. My first thought was the new family who had moved in upstairs. Rowdy, Dad called them, amongst other things. Not even a month since they’d

  arrived and they’d managed to upset everyone, crashing up the stairs at all hours, swearing, slurring and burping.




  Not this time, though. There was only the hum of silence. Our flat, and the rest of the block, was quiet. The room was dark, apart from the light in the hallway. Dad had left it on overnight a

  lot recently, even though neither one of us spoke about it.




  Something moved on the other side of the door, disturbing the light creeping in through the door frame. A figure, moving past in the direction of Dad’s bedroom. I wondered how long Dad had

  been there, watching me through the gap, and whether he had been into my room while I was still asleep. I knew he lay awake some nights, thinking. Worrying. About me, about Mum. About the accident,

  and how different things had nearly been. The familiar guilt crept up on me. Before I knew it I was out of bed and across the room, shivering in only my boxers. The flat was freezing. I darted out

  into the hallway, squinting at the sudden brightness, my hand reaching for the light switch. I wanted to show him, in the smallest possible way, that tonight I was all right. I glanced at the clock

  at the far end of the hall.




  Three in the morning.




  I should have known then. The time was the first signal. That was the problem, though. I never knew until it was too late.




  My fingers found the light switch just as my toes met the puddle. I froze, my hand hovering in place. The laminate flooring was dotted with patches of water, each the size of a footprint,

  leading to the bathroom. I was standing in one and it was icy cold.




  Down the hallway, the bathroom door clicked shut. My eyes trailed over the watery footprints. My ears caught a noise – a stifled sob – coming from the bathroom, and a faint trickle

  of running water. Then my hand was away from the light switch and out in front of me, reaching for the bathroom door as I followed the wet trail.




  I wanted to ask Dad why he was crying, even though I knew the answer, deep down. A dense wall of steam wafted over me as I pushed the door open. It wasn’t warm, but instead cool and damp.

  I shivered again. The door continued to open without a sound and some of the steam cleared from the bathroom as it spread out into the hall.




  I took a step inside, clouds of water vapour clinging to my skin. The trickling sound came from the bath. One of the taps was on. Through the haze I could just make out an arm draped along the

  side of the tub.




  ‘Why are you up so late?’ I asked. ‘And why are you crying?’




  No response came. It was only then that I noticed how thin the arm on the side of the bathtub was. How pale, and hairless . . . and female. I stumbled forward, glimpsing – without

  intending to – more than I was meant to see.




  The woman in the bath faced forward, but she didn’t see me. Her eyes were dull and empty, and her long hair trailed like seaweed. The water had a pinkish tinge to it and lapped softly at

  the overflow. The running tap was keeping the water warm, and the slow, steady trickle kept it at a level designed not to flood.




  Most of the steam had now evaporated through the open door, making everything horribly easy to see. The slight curve of a smile on the colourless lips. The razor blade on the edge of the tub.

  The incisions on her wrists, red and grinning.




  Too late I realised. Remembered.




  This has happened before. Which could only mean one thing . . .




  I turned, staggering from the bathroom and raced for my room, zigzagging one way to leap over the cat and the other to avoid tripping over my football boots. I should have been leaving the

  horror behind when I left the bathroom, but now I had remembered, I knew there was more.




  Light from the hall streamed across my bed as I reached the door. I wanted to fall into it and huddle under the covers until I’d stopped shaking. Two things stopped me.




  First, there was a shadow by the side of the bed. A tall, thin shadow that was somehow a shade darker than all the others in the room – and vaguely human. It was motionless and faceless,

  yet somehow, I knew what it was staring at.




  A body lay in my bed. I saw the short, dark hair on the pillow. Already I knew who it was.




  Me. Asleep.




  A whimper tried to force its way out of my throat, but didn’t quite make it. I knew I needed to get back to myself, back into myself, but the shadow at the bedside was even more

  terrifying than the woman in the bathtub.




  Slowly, the shadow’s head moved. Its focus changed, no longer on the me in bed, but on the me at the door. I lurched forward, scrambling for the opposite side of the bed and approached my

  body. The bed didn’t move – I was weightless, light as air.




  I needed to get back in. I had to get back in.




  My sleeping body’s mouth was open. I’d done it that way before. I leaned over, trying to prise its mouth wider while pushing my face into the tiny, impossible cavity. I felt the

  prickle of the shadow figure’s stare on my back and knew it had taken a step towards me. Towards us.




  I pushed again, desperate, my hands clamped round the side of my body’s face. Just as I thought it was never going to work, that I’d never get back in, it happened. I felt a

  scratching sensation, then a rush of tightness all over, and then . . .




  I was back in my body, jolted awake – for real this time. Heart thudding. Gasping, trembling, crying. Alone in the room. There was no shadow, though the feeling it brought still drenched

  me in sweat.




  I wanted to collapse back into the covers, but there was one last thing I had to know. I eased myself off the bed and crept down the hall. This time, there was no woman in the bathroom. It was

  empty – and so was my bed when I returned to it.




  It ended the way it always ends. With me, burrowed under the covers, too afraid to sleep again until dawn.




  





  TWO




  Traces




  ‘It happened again last night.’




  Dad stood by the living-room window, smoking what was probably the fifth cigarette of his twenty a day. His free hand held the nicotine-yellowed curtain aside, offering a view of the green in

  front of the flats. Green it wasn’t. The tiny area of grass with its single tree and miserable NO BALL GAMES sign was dwarfed by grey high-rise blocks all around.




  Dad tensed. He let the curtain fall and turned to me as I sat on the couch, flicking cigarette ash from the cushion.




  ‘Want some breakfast?’ he asked.




  I shook my head. ‘I’m not hungry.’ I felt sick from lack of sleep, but already it was after eleven.




  ‘Some coffee, then. Get yourself washed. You look like death warmed up.’ He shuffled out of the room, leaving ash on the carpet like a trail of breadcrumbs.




  I got up and went into the bathroom, shutting the door against the clinks and clanks from the kitchen. I couldn’t help but look into the tub. A grimy tidemark sat much lower than the water

  level I’d seen – or thought I’d seen – in the night. In the cold morning light, I wasn’t sure any more. Even so, I decided against showering if it meant stepping into

  the bathtub. In any case, the boiler had been playing up for weeks now, running cold every few minutes – or even seconds on really bad days – but strangely, none of the plumbers Dad had

  called out could find anything wrong.




  I walked to the sink and filled it, splashing icy water on my face and neck. I could have boiled up some water in the kettle, as Dad had been doing, but the coldness was at least helping to jerk

  me out of the sleepy-eyed state I was in.




  After washing I towelled off, flossed and brushed my teeth, avoiding my reflection. I didn’t need to look in the mirror to know Dad was right: I looked like death. The ‘warmed

  up’ bit had been optimism on his part.




  I used to be okay-looking, with blue eyes – really blue – and dark, almost black hair, and good teeth. Not any more. My bloodshot eyes screamed out for rest. My hair needed

  cutting and, most days, was greasy enough to fry chips in. My teeth were still all right, but stained from the amount of coffee I was guzzling to stay awake. I hadn’t done any sport for

  months. Oddly, I hadn’t put on weight, but lost it. I hid my body under layers of clothes, but nothing short of a mask would conceal the hollowness of my cheeks or the deep smudges beneath my

  eyes.




  I knew what I looked like. Haunted – homeless even. That part wasn’t the shock. What was shocking was that I didn’t even care.




  Dad knocked on the door. ‘Elliott? Your coffee’s out here.’




  I came out of the bathroom and nearly kicked over the mug on the floor. I picked it up and followed Dad into the kitchen. The smell of burnt toast filled the room. I sat down, sipping the bitter

  coffee. I reached for the sugar and dropped in another spoonful.




  ‘Did you look in on me last night,’ I asked, stirring, ‘when I was in bed?’




  ‘No. I went to bed before you. You know that.’




  I did know it, but still I grasped at any possibility that the figure I’d seen at the door wasn’t Tess.




  ‘Yeah, but—’




  ‘I heard you before,’ he interrupted. ‘You said “It happened again”. So, which one was it?’




  I tasted the coffee again. Still grim.




  ‘The first kind. The girl, in the bath—’




  ‘The out-of-body thing?’




  I nodded. ‘I saw her, Dad. Felt the wet footprints in the hall. Everything was just . . . like before. The blood in the water, the shadow in the bedroom.’ I stopped there.

  Dad’s face was already looking greyer, matching his hair.




  ‘Why don’t you call Dr Finch?’ he said. ‘See if he can get you in today, or maybe tomorrow. There might be a cancellation.’




  ‘What’s the point?’




  ‘Talking about it might help.’




  ‘I’m talking now.’




  Dad reached for his cigarettes again and lit up. ‘You know what I mean,’ he said, calmer after the first drag. ‘Talking with a professional.’




  ‘I have talked,’ I said. ‘And talked and talked. All he does is tell me what it says in the books. That none of it’s real and that it’s all to do with waking

  up during REM sleep.’




  Dad breathed out a lungful of smoke. ‘Then maybe you should start listening.’




  ‘Maybe you should!’




  ‘I’ve listened, Elliott. What you’re telling me isn’t new. As for the woman, all of us – me, you, Adam, your mum – we all heard what happened here. Your mum

  and I kept it from you for as long as we could, but we knew you’d hear about it eventually. That sort of thing’s bound to get round.’




  ‘I’ve known since the first year of high school that a woman killed herself here,’ I said. ‘It bothered me at first, but gradually I stopped thinking about it. I

  hadn’t thought about it in ages. Now suddenly, I’ve got this . . . this condition and I’m seeing her.’




  ‘You think you’re seeing her.’




  ‘No, I—’




  ‘Why is it you see her when she’s in the bath, dying? Why do you think that is, eh?’ he demanded. ‘When people talk about Tess Fielding they don’t talk about

  anything else but how she died. If she’s a ghost – if that’s what you’re seeing – why’s it always at the moment of death? Why not any other glimpses of her life

  before that, when she lived here?’




  I shrugged, not meeting his eyes. ‘Perhaps it’s not the everyday events that leave traces. Perhaps it’s the violent ones.’




  ‘Traces?’ Dad shook his head. ‘If you paid more attention to the books Finch gave you instead of that mumbo-jumbo paranormal stuff . . .’ He stubbed out his cigarette.

  ‘It’s not surprising you’re preoccupied with death, not after what happened. That’s why you’ve become fixated on the story of Tess. You might have thought

  living in her flat didn’t affect you, and maybe it didn’t. But now your mind’s up to its own tricks, and Tess is an easy one for it to play.’




  I got up and dumped my coffee in the sink.




  ‘Where are you going?’




  ‘Adam’s.’




  Dad raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re going out like that?’




  I looked down at my torn jeans and rumpled T-shirt. ‘So?’




  He shook his head. ‘Don’t you think it’s time you went back to college? If you’re well enough to go to Adam’s, then—’




  ‘Leave it, Dad. I’ve told you I’m not ready.’




  I grabbed my keys. The bang of the door echoed through the block as I left, starting down the three flights of stairs. The further down I got, the more it smelled like a urinal. I moved more

  quickly, glad to escape, and jogged to the car. I unlocked it and clambered in.




  The car purred into life, the sound of the engine drowned out by Kurt Cobain screaming through the speakers. I kept the music on loud as I swung round the green and eased out of our road. The

  noise would help me stay awake.




  Before the accident I’d enjoyed driving. As soon as I’d passed my test I’d been on the road, glad of the freedom and the possibilities. My car wasn’t exactly a Ferrari,

  but it was decent and I hadn’t done anything stupid like blacking out the windows and putting on one of those massive exhausts like all the other boy-racers. I didn’t even race.

  That’s why what happened to me was so unfair.




  I stopped at the traffic lights on the high street. Somehow, one of my hands had found its way into my hair. My fingers worked over the knot of scar tissue at the back of my head, taut and

  smooth. I’d never grow hair there again, although the rest of my hair covered it well enough.




  Ahead on the right was a parade of shops. People were queuing to get into the post office and, at the opposite end of the row outside the chip shop, I saw a huddle of girls, blowing on chips

  that they were eating straight from the paper. I recognised a couple of them. Juliet’s friends. Tossing their hair and giggling. I searched for Juliet but couldn’t see her. Then she

  stepped out of the chippy, pushing her dark hair back.




  Like she knew she was being watched, her eyes found mine. If she didn’t recognise me, which was entirely possible, she’d know the car. We’d been out a few times last year,

  although she’d been eyeing me up in the corridors ever since college had started.




  The last time we went out had been to a party. Someone’s eighteenth. Juliet was drinking but I was sober. Driving. She suggested going upstairs. I told her no way, not at a party where

  anyone could just walk in.




  I took her back to Adam’s instead.




  I didn’t call her afterwards. It wasn’t that I didn’t like her, I’d just been there before. There’s something about girls. You get too close and they think they own

  you. Adam had warned me over and over, seen it happen to too many of his friends. One minute you can be full of ideas and ambitions. The next, your girlfriend’s got a bellyful of arms and

  legs and you’re trapped, just like that. Well, no thanks.




  So I never called her. I was a coward. Gave her a cheeky wink the first couple of times she questioned me. I had the face for it back then. The kind of face that could get away with pretty much

  anything: forgotten phone calls, missed coursework deadlines. I knew it and I used it.




  I took her number again. It was like a game. When she realised she was the one getting played her eyes went all serious and I knew she knew.




  ‘Did I do something wrong?’ she asked one day by my locker. ‘Is that it? Why you haven’t called?’ Her chin wobbled and I had that awful feeling that you get when

  girls cry and you don’t know how to make them stop.




  ‘You didn’t do anything. I just . . . I don’t want a relationship.’




  Her friends – and mine – watched from further down the corridor. I put my arms around her. She tensed and I knew she wanted to pull away, but didn’t want to make a scene. She

  let me hold her. Slowly, I bent my head and kissed her. It was a kiss goodbye, and she knew it.




  ‘Are you going to tell everyone now?’ she asked.




  ‘I’m not like that.’




  Her eyes were full of hurt. ‘Yes, you are. You’re a bastard.’




  I walked away from her, knowing she was right.




  I hadn’t lied though. I was a bastard, but I had morals. I never spread it around that I’d slept with her. I stared back at Juliet from the car, wondering whether to chance a

  smile. Over the past few months, the look in her eyes had gradually softened from being angry to dismissive. What I saw in them now was something else: pity. I didn’t like it.




  I felt my face twisting into something uglier, meaner.




  Cars honked behind me. The lights had changed. I blinked, breaking eye contact with Juliet, only to stall the car to more hooting. Finally, crunching the gears, I got through the lights.

  I’d been given the all clear to drive again only three weeks ago. I tried to tell myself that I was rusty, but it felt like just another thing on the long list of stuff I was no longer any

  good at.




  My brother lived a ten-minute drive away in a house he shared with his girlfriend and another couple. After parking, I went up the path and tapped on the kitchen window.




  The front door opened seconds later and Adam stood there, wearing only his jeans. He beckoned me in. I closed the door and sat at the kitchen table as he went upstairs. I watched him go, all

  broad shoulders and nut-brown skin. A knot of tension in my shoulders untangled.




  Adam’s was the only place I could relax. It was cluttered with four people’s stuff, but it always felt warm and inviting, like a home should. It smelled good, too. I eyed a pot of

  fresh coffee on the side.




  I got up and took a cup from the shelf. ‘All right if I have some coffee?’ I called.




  ‘If you must.’ Adam came back into the kitchen, tugging a shirt over his head. ‘You know you’re not supposed to drink it.’




  ‘A couple of cups in the morning doesn’t hurt.’ I helped myself to milk. ‘It’s only later in the day that I’m not supposed to. Anyway, that stuff Dad drinks

  is rank. I have to come here to get a decent fix.’




  Adam’s nose twitched. ‘The boiler’s still not fixed, then?’




  ‘No. Why?’




  ‘Because you’re starting to smell like a tramp.’




  I took a gulp of coffee. ‘I washed my face.’




  ‘Your face isn’t the part that stinks. I can smell your armpits from here.’




  That’s what I love about Adam. He’s never been one for bullshit.




  He pulled a towel and some clothes from a pile of fresh laundry and threw them at me. ‘Go and sort yourself out.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘And make it quick – I’m

  opening up at twelve. You’re making me late.’




  ‘Can’t I just—’ I began, but Adam shook his head.




  ‘Not today. Amy’s going to be home at lunchtime and she’s revising. She won’t want you lounging around.’




  I slunk off to the bathroom and flicked the shower on, peeling off my clothes. I ducked my head to my armpit and my eyes watered. Adam was right. I felt something stir within me, some prick of

  shame. The warm spray hit my skin as I stepped into the bath. I closed my eyes because I wasn’t afraid to. There was no dead girl in the bathtub here.




  Ten minutes later I emerged wearing my brother’s clothes. Like my own, they hung off me as a reminder of how thin I was. In fact, everything about Adam reminded me of what I used to be.

  There wasn’t much of an age gap between us – Adam was twenty, three years older. Before, people could tell we were brothers. We had the same features, almost identical build and

  colouring. Now I was just a bad version of him. Like a cheap cover song. The words are all there, in the right order and in tune, but it’s never as good.




  Adam gave me an appraising nod. I didn’t know whether to feel pleased or irritated by it. I went to pour another coffee – the first had gone cold – but Adam was on his feet,

  pulling his jacket on.




  ‘No time. Get your keys, you can give me a lift.’




  Still warm from my shower, I shivered as we stepped outside. It was May, that odd, changeable time of year that’s not quite spring, but not yet summer. In the car, Adam flicked through my

  CD collection and changed the disc, then his fingers played along over an imaginary set of frets.




  As we approached the crossroads I glanced over at the chippy again. This time only workmen and school kids were outside.




  ‘I saw Juliet earlier.’




  Adam paused mid-strum. ‘Juliet . . . is that the brunette you pulled last year?’




  I nodded. I’d told only Adam. I knew I could trust him. We had a code, me and him. Well, mainly him. Adam always knew what to do and what to say. How to sleep with girls without getting

  into a relationship or pissing them off too badly. And the first rule of not pissing them off was not to brag about it.




  ‘You should have seen the way she looked at me.’




  ‘Thought she’d have got over it by now.’




  ‘She has. She didn’t look at me like she used to, like she hated me. She looked at me like I was pathetic . . .’




  ‘That’s the price you pay for dumping someone.’




  ‘No, I mean pathetic like she felt sorry for me.’




  Adam went quiet. ‘You’ll get it back. You just need some time, and you’ll be like . . . like it never happened. You need to start looking after yourself. Come running with me

  again. You’ll be like you always were – girls throwing themselves at you.’




  ‘I’m too tired to run,’ I said through my teeth, fighting to keep my temper. ‘And I’m not interested in girls right now.’




  Adam stiffened at my tone and, for a moment, the tension in the car was too thick to ignore. Then a dreamy look came over his face. ‘That’s what I thought until I met Amy.’




  ‘Yeah, right . . .’




  ‘I’m serious!’ He grinned and something inside me twisted. ‘You just haven’t found the right girl yet. You’ll know it when you do. You won’t want to

  mess her around.’




  ‘True.’ I couldn’t help myself. ‘There is this one who keeps showing up naked in the bathroom every once in a while, but she’s missing something . . . oh, yeah,

  that’s it. A pulse.’




  Just like that, Adam’s smile was gone. He whistled through his teeth and stared out of the window. Neither of us said anything else until the car stopped.




  Already I regretted my outburst. Adam made me feel better and I didn’t want to leave him just yet, especially not to go back home. All that waited there for me was daytime TV and dread

  every time I needed to go into the bathroom. My thoughts must have shown on my face.




  ‘Come in for a bit if you like,’ said Adam.




  I looked towards the darkened windows of The Acorn. ‘I don’t want to talk to anyone.’




  Adam’s hand rested on the door release. ‘It’ll only be the regulars and they won’t bother you. It won’t be busy. Come on – you can help me set the bar

  up.’




  He got out and I found myself taking the keys out of the ignition and following him across the car park. A lone customer, a sixty-something man, waited to be let in. He tapped his watch and

  exchanged banter with Adam about oversleeping but didn’t look at me. I kept my head down anyway. Most people knew me as ‘that Drake boy from the accident’. Adam unlocked the doors

  and went in while the customer and I hung back, waiting as the alarm was switched off.




  The place reeked of real ale and stale drip trays, the sort of smell that made you feel hungover even when you weren’t. While Adam collected the till trays from the office, I filled the

  ice buckets and water jugs. He returned just as I was slicing some lemons, and logged the tills in. All the while the customer waited patiently at the counter, reading the paper.




  ‘The usual?’ Adam asked him, barely waiting for an answer before flipping a pint glass under the Guinness tap. He pulled half then left it to settle, then poured an orange juice for

  himself and a Pepsi for me. A minute later, a second man wandered in. Adam had his drink on the bar before the old guy even reached him, then went back to top up the Guinness.




  ‘Doesn’t this job do your head in?’ I asked him. ‘Same people, same drinks, same conversation? Day in, day out?’




  Adam shrugged. ‘Sometimes. But it’s not for ever – just until the band takes off.’ He swore as the pump gurgled. He flicked it off. ‘Barrel’s gone.’ His

  eyes went to the door as more customers trickled in. ‘Don’t suppose you’ll do the honours?’




  I finished the lemons and put the knife down with a sinking feeling in my gut. I knew how to change a barrel. Adam had shown me a few weeks ago and it was easy enough. The problem was that I

  didn’t want to go down into the cellar.




  I went to the sink and washed the lemon juice off my hands. ‘Yeah, I’ll go.’




  The building was split into three: the public bar, which was the busiest at this time of day; the saloon bar, which held the pool table, TV and fruit machines; and a function hall out the back.

  The cellar was accessed by a small door at the end of the saloon bar. I pushed it open and went through. Cold air raised the hairs on my arms. I fumbled for the light switch and snapped it on, then

  started down the narrow staircase.




  At the bottom the cellar spread out, rows of metallic barrels, and pipes and pressure gauges on the walls. Two huge fans blasted out chilled air, whirring with a monotonous drone. The constant

  cold and the claustrophobia of the low ceiling was enough to spook anyone, but like most old places, that wasn’t where it ended. There was a story attached.




  I scanned the barrels until I found the one that had gone. In moments I’d disconnected it and shunted a new one into its place. Once attached, a quick twist and the pressure gauge popped

  back up. That was all there was to it. I did all this with my back to the wall, throwing quick glances into the darker corners of the cellar. As I crossed back to the staircase, a sliver of light

  flashed from above.




  Sunlight lit the edges of the delivery hatch, two square wooden doors that opened out on to the street. This was where it had happened. In the Sixties, a landlord named Richard Stacker had

  fallen through the hatch. It wasn’t especially high, but he’d hit some barrels before landing on the stone floor, breaking his neck. His ghost was said to haunt the entire pub, though

  the cellar had the most sightings. Adam had never seen anything, though he admitted that he hated coming into the cellar. The cleaning lady, a devout Catholic named Mary, refused point blank to

  come into the cellar and crossed herself every time Stacker’s name was mentioned. Apparently she’d seen him in the doorway once.




  I’d never seen anything, but the cellar always got me nervous – especially so soon after one of my ‘experiences’. The creeping sensation on my arms was back, the tiny

  hairs rising like hackles even though I was quite far from the cold-air fans now.




  I ran from the spot and clattered up the stairs, back into warmth and light.




  Adam smirked. ‘You survived, then? Old Stacker never showed up?’




  I took a long swig of my drink. ‘Not that I could see.’




  Adam fetched a bucket and started pulling the new barrel through. My eyes found Stacker’s picture in a grainy newspaper cutting, framed on a shelf next to the darts trophies.




  ‘That reminds me,’ Adam swilled the contents of the bucket, ‘Pete wants to do one of those haunted nights. You know, like the ones they do on the telly? He’s paying some

  guy to hold a séance overnight and charging for entry.’




  I raised my eyebrows. ‘Do you reckon many people will come?’




  Adam nodded to a clipboard next to the phone. ‘You should see the sign-up list. It’ll be booked up before the week’s out if it carries on like this.’




  ‘Pretty sick, cashing in on someone breaking their neck.’


  

  Adam shrugged. ‘It’s basically just a lock-in with a few spooky extras and an all-you-can-eat buffet. You should

  come. I can get you a free ticket.’




  ‘Why would I want to do that? I’ve got enough problems at home.’




  Adam leaned closer and lowered his voice. ‘That’s the point. Perhaps if you spent a night somewhere different you’d be able to tell whether the stuff at the flat . . . whether

  it’s real or not. Think about it – if you are picking something up, then what’s to stop you picking up something here as well?’




  I shook my head. ‘No way. People talk about me already. What if I freak out in front of everyone? It’d just make everything worse.’




  Adam nodded. ‘Yeah, I suppose. It was just a thought.’ He crossed the bar to refill someone’s glass, leaving me staring at the photograph of the dead landlord.




  Because, despite what I’d said, I was thinking about it. I was really thinking about it. Even though I’d never risk a ghost hunt or séance or whatever on my

  doorstep, the idea had taken seed. Hauntings were big business and there were other places, away from here, where no one knew me. Where it wouldn’t matter if something happened and I showed

  myself up. Where I could find out once and for all if what I was experiencing was real, or if I was just plain crazy.




  Old Stacker grinned back at me, grainy and yellow. I lifted my glass in a toast and silently thanked him. For the first time in six months I had a plan – and some hope.




  





  THREE




  Hit and Run




  I suppose I should explain what happened to make me this way.




  I never thought I’d die young. Never even thought about dying at all. I thought about the same things most seventeen-year-old boys think about: nights out, driving, girls, sex, and how to

  get drunk without having ID. The only thing I thought of to do with The Future was getting my college grades and maybe going to university one day. So occasionally I thought about art, too,

  although since getting the car my social life had taken over everything else. I admit, I was slacking, but I didn’t care. I was enjoying myself.




  The accident made all the local newspapers and even a few nationals. DEATH SMASH: BOY CRITICAL and HIT-AND-RUN MYSTERY DRIVER were a couple of the headlines I remember. I know how

  it looks. Young boy, just passed his driving test. Speeding, probably showing off to a girl or his friends. Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?




  But I wasn’t the one driving. Wasn’t even in the car. Like I said before, I didn’t speed or drive like a dickhead. I liked my car and wanted it – and myself – to

  stay in one piece.




  It was a Saturday afternoon and I’d gone to meet some mates in town. I didn’t plan to be long – all I needed was a new shirt for the evening. The place was heaving with

  Christmas shoppers. A single road divided the car park and the mall, but it was a busy one. One direction was clear, but the side closest to me hummed with traffic. I jogged to the crossing and

  pressed the button, waiting for the lights to change. As soon as they did, the cars stopped and I stepped off the kerb.




  It went like this: I got to the middle of the road and heard a car engine, too loud and too close. It was still moving, not from behind the ones nearest that had stopped, but from the other

  side, the clear side with no traffic. Or at least, there had been no traffic until then. I remember turning my head at the last moment and seeing sunlight on a dark car bonnet – black or

  maybe blue.




  Prick, I thought, running for the pavement. Can’t you see the red light? But the car didn’t stop, didn’t even slow, and I stared after it speeding away. The

  number plate started and ended with an S but the rest was obscured with muddy splashes.




  Someone screamed behind me, jerking my eyes from the road. Only then did I see that people had got out of their cars and were forming a cluster on the crossing. Voices babbled, panicked voices

  that drifted to me in snatches.




  ‘. . . don’t move him . . .’




  ‘. . . just called an ambulance . . .’




  ‘. . . give him some space . . .’




  ‘. . . didn’t stop, the bastard just kept going . . .’




  ‘. . . number plate, but it was too fast . . .’




  ‘. . . oh God, his head . . .’




  Someone had been hit? I saw a woman crying, gripping the handles of a kid’s bike, and I felt sick. Was it her child in the road? There were so many people I couldn’t see anything.

  But then someone shifted and a little boy came into view on the other side of the woman. I saw him looking at me, his eyes huge and dark, and he shrank back, his thumb wedged in his mouth.




  I loitered on the pavement, not sure what to do. It felt shitty to stand there doing nothing, but what could I do? I didn’t know any first aid. On the other hand it would have felt

  callous to walk away. I noticed an odd taste in my mouth and resisted the urge to spit.




  Sirens screamed, quickly getting closer until flashing lights lit up the street and an ambulance came into view. Two paramedics – a man and a woman – jumped out and urged the

  onlookers back. The crowd split and suddenly hushed, and I could see the legs of the person lying still in the road.




  Weird, I thought, he’s wearing the same jeans as me . . .




  The taste in my mouth was back. Sort of . . . spices and meat. I ran my tongue over my teeth, but it was somehow more a smell than a taste. More people moved out of the way and, for the

  first time, I saw a middle-aged woman leaning over the body, giving it mouth to mouth. The female paramedic reached over and touched her arm. The woman sat back. There was a half-eaten sandwich by

  her side, scattered across the tarmac. The bread was spotted with blood.




  ‘He stopped breathing about a minute ago,’ she said, pushing grey hair out of her eyes. ‘I’m a nurse . . . off-duty . . . I . . .’




  Her voice was drowned out by a rushing noise that seemed to be coming from inside my head. Without realising it, I’d moved closer to the body. His eyes were closed, his mouth open and

  slack. Beneath his head a patch of the road was darker and shiny-wet, circled like a wreath that still grew and spread. I watched the male paramedic begin to pump the boy’s chest. The woman

  fitted something over his face.




  I knew that face. My face.




  I hadn’t made it across the road.




  A stream of words came out of my mouth. I didn’t hear or understand them. No one else heard them either, I knew that now. Because my body was over there, being pounded and pumped, and yet

  I was over here, away from it. Helpless. A spectator in . . . what? My own death?




  ‘Too late.’ The woman shook her head, but continued to hold the mask in place. ‘There’s still no pulse. He’s gone.’




  ‘Keep going.’ Despite the chill in the December air, sweat beaded the man’s upper lip as he continued to work. ‘Just a bit longer.’




  ‘I’m here!’ I shouted at them, leaning over my body. ‘I’m not gone! Don’t stop – don’t give up on me!’




  And they didn’t. Over and over again they pressed on my chest, their voices a steady beat, shouting instructions to each other. My chest rose and fell as air was forced through the mask

  into my lungs.




  How many seconds had passed? How many minutes? There was only so much time before my body would shut down for good and then whatever part of me this was, the part of me watching it all, would be

  gone too. Unless . . . unless this was it – the reality of being dead. Was I dead already? My life couldn’t be over, not yet. Not now, not like this . . . but there was so much blood on

  the road. Even if I survived, what kind of life would I be going back to? Would I be disabled? Brain-damaged?




  Something was happening. A tugging sensation, almost like a magnet, pulled me closer to my body. My chest felt tight, heavy with another person’s weight, and I could smell something

  artificial. Plastic . . .




  I saw my body’s eyes flick open and then . . . then I wasn’t outside myself any more. The paramedics’ faces loomed over mine.




  ‘We’ve got him back. Hang in there, son.’




  For a moment I was numb, totally numb. Am I paralysed? Panicking, I tried to sit up.




  ‘No, stay still, don’t try to move yet . . .’




  I’d moved then. Good. I’d moved . . . I wasn’t . . .




  Pins and needles at first, all over. Then pain. Like nothing I’d experienced before. Each beat of my pulse jarred my smashed head. It felt like there were teeth in there. Sharp animal

  teeth, fighting and snarling at each other for the biggest bite of my brain. The smell of blood reached me even through the mask. The back of my head was sticky and hot with it. I hoped that was

  all it was. Just blood and not the contents of my skull.




  The female paramedic leaned over me. Her face vanished and reappeared, vanished and reappeared, in time with the flashing lights going off behind her head, silhouetting her and then not.




  Pain. It was all I could focus on. She started speaking and I tried to listen and understand but couldn’t.




  ‘We’re going to move you now, love. Get you to hospital. You’ll be taken care of.’ She looked at her colleague. ‘Ready? Lift . . .’




  I blacked out.




  One operation, a metal plate, and twenty-eight stitches later I woke up. Ten weeks after that, two of which were in intensive care, I was allowed home. Changed, physically and mentally. For the

  next two months I’d suffered crippling headaches and blurred vision. Gradually they’d subsided. The doctors said I was lucky, that my recovery was one of the most incredible

  they’d seen. Lucky. I didn’t feel it.




  The police still hadn’t caught who’d knocked me down. Lots of people gave statements at the scene of the accident. The car was black. The driver was white, female, in her early

  twenties or younger. The number plate began and ended with an S, but there had been mud over the rest. No one knew any more.




  They also failed to trace the off-duty nurse; the eater of the abandoned sandwich that I’d been able to taste on her breath. The newspapers – and the doctors – called her a

  hero. By delivering oxygen to my lungs and stemming the blood flow she had almost certainly saved my life. An appeal for her to come forward never brought any results. Perhaps, like me, she

  didn’t welcome the attention. She’d acted on impulse, done what she thought was best and gone on her way. Even though I understood, I would have liked the chance to thank her. You know

  how you have those little scenarios in your head, where you’ve worked out exactly what you’ll say to a person and what they’ll say back? I had it all planned out. I was even going

  to buy her a sandwich.




  I also thought about the driver.




  I thought about her a lot, at first. What I’d say to her if I ever saw her. I thought about it so much that there were a few different scenarios that unfolded in my head. Sometimes I just

  asked her why. Why hadn’t she stopped when the lights were on red? Why hadn’t she stopped after she’d hit me and I was bleeding in the road? Did she even care? Sometimes I told

  her I hated her and how she had ruined my life and changed me. Sometimes I imagined she had been caught and was being sentenced, and that when she tried to catch my eye from the dock to beg my

  forgiveness, I’d stared straight ahead, ignoring her.




  I wondered if she ever thought about what she’d done. Was she sorry? Was her mind tormented? I didn’t see how it could be. Everyone who had witnessed what happened said the same

  thing. The driver hadn’t hesitated or slowed at all.




  The police questioned me, my family and friends, about any known grudge against me. They knew of none. There was Juliet, of course, but she didn’t drive and the thought of her trying to

  run me over for dumping her was absurd. Added to the busy location, the idea that it had been deliberate was quickly ruled out.




  There was another chain of thought that recurred in my head, and that was the question of what could possibly have been going through the woman’s mind to warrant her not stopping.




  Maybe the car was stolen. Maybe she’d been carjacked and someone was in the backseat, forcing her to drive. Maybe she’d just robbed a bank . . . or been called to the bedside of a

  dying relative . . . or was pregnant and in labour . . . or a government spy on her way to prevent an act of mass terrorism. Maybe, maybe, maybe. My mind reached for possibilities, excuses, it

  didn’t matter how far-fetched. Just anything, any reason that would explain how she could disregard my life so casually.




  Every day that passed left the trail colder. The police told me I should accept that I might never see justice done. I tried to tell myself that it didn’t matter. That the most a

  conviction could bring would be a few months in prison – a couple of years, tops. Perhaps it was better this way, because she would have to live not only with her guilt but with the fear of

  the truth catching up with her.




  But the simple truth was that she had got away with it.




  Most hit-and-runs will make the news. It can vary from a small, easily-overlooked piece to a full front page, depending on the circumstances. Sometimes, there’s an element that the press

  get hold of and won’t leave alone; something that makes a story big. The thing that made my story a big one wasn’t that I was young, though I was. The stand-out thing about my accident

  was that I’d been clinically dead for nearly two full minutes before the paramedics brought me back.




  I’d known it before I even saw the report. How else could it explain what I’d experienced in the time after the impact when I stood outside myself, watching strangers leaning over my

  body and seeing the culprit speed away? The doctors had theories about what I’d seen and felt. They called it a ‘near-death experience’. Lots of people who’d been pronounced

  dead or who’d been close to death apparently had them. Some were similar to mine, with the person coming out of their body. Others detailed encounters with bright light and feelings of being

  at peace. I didn’t relate to that at all. I remembered my panic and desperation. It hadn’t been my time to go and I’d known it.




  I did a lot of research in the months following the accident. Just a little at first, then more when the other stuff started happening. Psychics and spiritualists believe near-death experiences

  are proof of the afterlife. Scientists and doctors go with theories that it’s the brain’s way of coping when a human knows they’re dying; a way of comforting ourselves

  that’s genetically programmed into us.




  What the doctors couldn’t explain was how, before knowing any details of witness statements, my description of the number plate matched those of others when I was still flat on my

  back with my life hanging in the balance.




  So that’s why, the first time I came out of my body after the accident and saw myself in bed, I thought I was dead.




  





  FOUR




  Past Lives




  When I stopped the car at the gates I thought there had been a mistake. They were closed, and a notice on a wooden board propped outside said as much. I switched off the

  ignition and reached over to my jacket (or rather, Adam’s jacket because I didn’t possess a suit) on the passenger seat. From the inside pocket I removed a piece of headed paper and

  re-read it. Right place, right time, so what was going on?




  I got out, glad of the breeze and the chance to stretch after the forty-minute drive. To the right of the gate was some kind of security lodge. The blinds were drawn but there was a camera, an

  assistance button and a speaker. I pushed the button, not really expecting a response, but there was a crackle, then a male voice.




  ‘Can I help?’




  I cleared my throat. ‘I’m here for an interview with Arthur Hodge?’




  Crackle. ‘Your name?’




  ‘Elliott Drake.’




  ‘End of the drive, main building. Someone will be out to meet you and you’ll be shown where to park.’




  There was a low buzz and the gates began to open. I got back in the car and nudged it forward until there was a space big enough for me to pass through. The car rumbled along the gravel drive.

  Either side, the grounds were impressive; leafy and green and stretching back further than I remembered, though it was a long time since I’d been here. In the rear-view mirror I caught sight

  of the gates swinging shut, sealing me in.




  The visitors’ entrance, a modern brick building, lay straight ahead and as I got closer I saw a stocky man on the steps, motioning for me to head left. Two vast gravelled car parks

  stretched back, the first for coaches and the second for cars. I parked as close to the exit as I could and got out, struggling into the suit jacket. I hated the feel of it. The last time I’d

  worn one had been for Mum’s funeral almost three years ago, and that had belonged to my brother, too. The fabric stuck to my clammy neck and I wished again that I hadn’t listened to

  Adam and bothered with a suit. I doubted I’d get the job anyway, and it was sod’s law that today was turning out to be the hottest day of the year so far.




  By the time I’d trudged back to the building, dust from the gravel underfoot had settled on my newly-polished shoes, turning them from shiny black to dull grey. Added to the rumpled suit

  and sweat slicking my face, I felt a mess. Ironic, considering that I’d spent the last few months looking like a tramp and not caring.




  Even so, the stocky man waiting on the steps made me look smart. He was sweating more heavily than I was, from the palms of his hands – which he wiped quickly on his creased shorts –

  to the top of his balding head. He arranged his fleshy mouth into a smile and I couldn’t help but relax. If he’d got a job, then my chances were better than I thought. I hoped by

  the time he’d led me to meet Arthur Hodge that I’d cooled down and stopped sweating.




  ‘Elliott?’ The man held out his hand. I took it, nodding.




  ‘Arthur Hodge, Head of Tours.’ He pumped my hand up and down in his damp, meaty one. ‘This way.’




  Luckily, he turned away too quickly to register my surprise. I followed him past the entrance building under a stone archway draped with wisteria. Blossoms brushed against my shoulders,

  releasing a waft of scent that lingered even as we approached a terraced row of old cottages with bright doors. A sign on the wall read PRIVATE – STAFF ONLY. He led me across a

  courtyard, through more archways trailing with greenery, before entering a door. It was so low I had to duck and I barely had time to look around before he ushered me along a narrow hall with doors

  either side. Each one held a small brass plaque with a name and a title: head of this, or manager of that. Soon we came into a small office and he invited me to sit. As he bent over the desk, a

  strand of gingery hair flopped from where he’d carefully combed it to conceal his bald spot. He flapped a hand, brushing it back into place. I looked away.




  Everything about the room was old. Chunky beams sloped crookedly from one side of the ceiling to the other and there was a cast iron fireplace behind the desk. Arthur Hodge tapped some papers

  smartly, commanding my attention.




  ‘So, Elliott. Welcome to Past Lives. Like the Black Country Museum and Beamish, we are a living museum, an open-air village in which visitors can truly experience historical life.

  There are now thirty-two buildings on our site, a third of which stand where they were originally built. The remainder consists of historic buildings from around the country which have been moved

  and carefully rebuilt here. Some of the original buildings – the Elizabethan, for example – were preserved as part of the county council’s heritage and arts services for many

  years before the museum was formed. Others, such as the Victorian school, stand at their original sites but were partial ruins from the wars. Rather than destroy them, they became part of the

  museum and were reconstructed.’




  I nodded. I didn’t know much about the place at all, except for one thing: that it was supposedly home to some of the most haunted buildings in Britain.




  Arthur Hodge clasped his hands together and smiled his fleshy-lipped smile again. ‘Let’s begin, then. You’ve applied for the role of Trainee Tour Guide, the main task of which

  is providing guided tours, but as the job description explained, this role sometimes involves other duties such as helping out in the shop or tea rooms and such. Is this your first visit to Past

  Lives?’




  ‘No,’ I said. My voice came out thinly. I fought to mask my nerves. ‘I’ve been once before on a school trip. It was years ago though – I was only ten.’




  ‘And what did you think of it?’




  ‘Well, it’s a long time ago, but I remember liking the sweet shop . . .’




  Arthur’s smile faded a little and I mentally kicked myself. I needed to work harder than that – what child wouldn’t remember the sweet shop? I rushed on.




  ‘And the horse and cart rides . . .’ The rubbery mouth began to turn back up, and I clawed at memories, trying to dredge up something that would appease him.




  ‘We watched shoes being repaired by the cobbler . . .’ One image slid into another and I smiled, half with relief and half with the memories of that day that until just now, I had

  entirely forgotten.




  Arthur’s smile was back, too. He made a note on my application.




  ‘There was a ghost story, too,’ I remembered. ‘Something about a woman and a window. I wrote about it when we got back to school.’




  The smile broadened. ‘That story’s only the tip of the iceberg as far as the supernatural activity in this place goes. We’re careful about how much we reveal, depending on the

  audience – but we’ll get round to that. Now, tell me, Elliott. What do you think you can bring to this particular role?’




  I’d found out about the job a week ago. As soon as I got home from The Acorn, I’d started researching ghost hunts and paranormal nights on the internet. Dad was

  out, and I was grateful not to have him peering over my shoulder, huffing and puffing about ‘all that old clap-trap’.




  There were a lot of ghost events advertised, most of which looked terrible. Tacky websites dripping blood and hammy videos of people running around in the dark screaming, holding flickering

  torches. But there were a couple of websites which looked more understated and genuine, with positive reviews from people who’d taken part. There were just two problems with those: the

  distance (one was a manor house in Cornwall, the other a castle in Scotland), and the logistics of any visit I took. If there were any ghosts, I wasn’t going to connect with them by

  running around with a bunch of strangers. I needed to sleep. It was then that I had the idea of staying in a haunted hotel.




  Another hour spent trawling the net and I had notes on a few possibilities. A couple of phone calls later, it became obvious that even those were a waste of time. One night’s stay in any

  of them would clean out my already pathetic bank account.




  I gave up and watched some telly instead. I was seriously considering taking Adam up on the haunted night at The Acorn, when I idly flicked through the paper to find the TV pages. And the word

  ‘paranormal’ caught my eye, on an advert in the corner of the newspaper.




  

    

      Past Lives – the UK’s best living museum!




      Step back in time and experience history like never before. Situated at the heart of the Essex countryside, Past Lives is an open-air historical village with something

      for the whole family. Learn to dance like an Elizabethan, experience life in a Victorian schoolroom, and witness a real-life joust! For full details of our short breaks and award-winning

      events, including ghost walks and paranormal nights, visit our website or call us on —


    


  




  The telly forgotten, I returned to the computer and tapped in the website, intending to look at the admission fee – but the first thing I saw on the homepage was a job vacancy. And the

  sensible part of my brain asked, why pay to be there when you can be paid to be there? It didn’t have to be permanent. Just as long as it took for me to find out what I needed, and

  then I could quit.




  Thirty minutes later I’d sent off the online application.




  Two days after that an email arrived. I’d got an interview.




  The interview quickly went downhill, despite the promising start. I stuttered my way through every question, even the more basic ones. I knew it was going badly when Arthur Hodge stopped taking

  notes and instead adopted a little nod which he administered to each of my answers without variation. It was starting to piss me off. Added to that, I’d had another sleepless night and my

  eyes felt grittier than they’d done in ages, like someone had thrown sand in my face. The gravel dust in the car park hadn’t helped and I felt a scratch of irritation with each

  blink.




  ‘According to your application, you should be halfway through your A-levels,’ he said, picking up his pen again. ‘Art, History, and Photography. Is that correct?’




  By his tone I could tell he thought that I’d lied. It didn’t help my mood.




  ‘Yes.’ I tried to ungrit my teeth. ‘I completed the first year.’




  ‘But not the second?’




  ‘I dropped out. Well, no that’s not exactly right . . . I decided to take a year out. It’s on hold.’




  I’d have exchanged a week’s sleep at that moment in return for using Arthur Hodge’s smug face as a dartboard.




  ‘Why the change of heart?’




  What the hell, I decided. I had nothing to lose by telling the truth. It wasn’t like I’d see him again after today.




  ‘I dropped out because I had an accident last year,’ I said. ‘I got knocked down by a hit-and-run driver and spent weeks in hospital recovering. By the time I went back to

  college I was way behind. I figured it’d be easier to take this year out. When I go back to do my A-levels everyone will be new. No one will know what happened to me and I’ll be able to

  carry on as normal, without all the questions and staring.’ For the first time since coming into the office I realised the tremor had left my voice. It was strangely calming to unburden

  myself, to be me and not have to think about the right or wrong answers for a minute or two.




  It had certainly wiped the smug expression off Arthur Hodge’s face. I was half expecting the pitying look I’d come to dread, but instead he looked understanding, and slightly

  ashamed. Perhaps I was still in with a chance.




  ‘Ah.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Yes, that explains things somewhat.’ He rearranged the papers and got up. ‘Well, that concludes the interview. If you’d like to

  follow me, then I’ll give you a quick tour and tell you a bit more about the role. It’s important that you understand exactly what’s required and how tiring the work can be. Much

  of it is physical and some people have found they can’t hack the pace.’




  I got up and followed him out to the courtyard once more. He unlocked a wooden gate and, beyond, the museum stretched ahead in a higgledy-piggledy street. It was largely empty, but as I looked

  about I saw a few signs of life: two gardeners tending flowerbeds along the edge of the cobblestone road; someone washing the windows of a crooked building, and a fair-headed girl mucking out a row

  of stables further on.
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