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			For Colin. We travel the Closes, roads and winding lanes together…

		

	
		
			Prologue

			November 1st, 1891

			The tall woman lifted her skirt as she crossed the filthy, narrow street. Her nose wrinkled at the stench of human waste, rotting fruit and vegetables and all manner of foul remains that sloshed their way down the gutters of the open sewer that was Henderson Close, deep in the squalid heart of Edinburgh’s Old Town.

			Henderson Close. The very mention of the name sent shivers down the spines of most of the woman’s acquaintances. They couldn’t understand why she did this. Helping those too feckless, in their eyes, to help themselves.

			A second-floor window rattled open. “Gardyloo!”

			Along with everyone else in the vicinity, the woman scurried for safety, just in time before a torrent of stinking night waste splashed onto the street. The stench hit her with a renewed force that made her eyes water and her stomach heave.

			Breathing through her mouth, the woman hurried on. The sooner she reached her destination, the sooner she could complete her mission and return to the safety of her cozy, lavender-scented flat in the more prosperous New Town.

			As she quickened her step, she passed poorly dressed humanity of all ages. Children in little more than worn-out rags, on such a cold day as this too. She pitied them their filthy bare feet, pock-marked with chilblains, and scabs that wouldn’t heal for want of a decent diet. She averted her eyes from the young girls, barely in their teens, who cradled their swollen bellies. The woman knew what went on. Some of these girls knew the fathers of their unborn babies all too well. They were closely related to them. Others wouldn’t be able to pick the right one out of a police line-up.

			She passed old women with no teeth and sparse grey hair. Yet most of them were probably barely past forty. Her age in fact. With her gloved hand, she adjusted the wire-rimmed spectacles a little higher on her nose, and arrived at number seventeen. A now-familiar clutch of apprehension tugged at her and she glanced around. No, everyone on the street was going about their normal business today.

			She stared up at the dilapidated tenement, nine stories high, as she had done many times before. With land at such a premium in Edinburgh’s teeming Old Town, they built upward, as high as the foundations would stand, and through lack of proper maintenance these old buildings sometimes collapsed, killing and maiming hundreds of inhabitants. Number seventeen was no better nor worse than any of its neighbors. Doors, and any remaining windows that weren’t boarded up, had once been painted in a long-forgotten color, now chipped and flaking off, revealing the rotten wood beneath. It used to be that the richer you were, the higher up you lived. Those at the top of the building could see the sky and were furthest away from the stinking street below. But, for the past century or more, the well-to-do had moved away to the elegant streets of the Georgian New Town. No noxious odors for them.

			The woman shook her head. Back to the purpose of her journey. The family she had come to see – the McDonalds – lived a wretched existence on the ground floor, barely able to afford the single room the mother, father and the youngest five bairns all shared. And the mother had another on the way. It had been like this all the years the woman had known them. Babies came. Babies died. More babies arrived. Mrs. McDonald must be in her late thirties or even older. Still they came. Her older ones were off her hands now. Her oldest.…

			Well, with any luck, at least what she had brought them would ensure food in the family’s bellies for the rest of the week. That’s why she came in the morning, when she knew the man wouldn’t be there or, if he was, he’d be sleeping off the last of the previous night’s ale. Not that Mr. McDonald was such a bad sort. At least, so far as she knew, he didn’t beat his wife or the children and, when he was sober, he would do anyone a kindness, but she couldn’t take a chance on the money getting into his hands. Too much temptation.

			So lost in her own thoughts was she that she was unaware of the three youths who had formed a semi-circle behind her. As she raised her hand to knock on the worm-eaten door, they grabbed her. A fourth assailant – older, in his twenties – seized her. Shards of pain shot through her shoulders. She cried out as the four of them manhandled her round the corner into an alleyway.

			The older one spat at her, threw her to the ground and kicked her. “Give us the money, woman!”

			She tried in vain to curl into a fetal position as the four boys threw kicks and punches. Fists slammed into her face, knocking off her glasses. Blood poured from her nose. A sickening snapping noise and screaming pain tore through her jaw. She closed her eyes and prayed for them to stop. Pain burst through her chest as her ribs cracked. She pleaded for merciful death to release her.

			A man’s roar. The oldest thug stamped on her hand, breaking her fingers. He tore the purse from her broken arm and made off. Hobnail boots thundered as men pursued them.

			Through the red mist of her agony, the woman recognized a familiar voice. Mr. McDonald was home, sober and here to help her. She felt him kneel beside her. He cradled her head. She tried to open her eyes but they were already swollen shut. Or the effort was simply too much. She tasted blood, felt it drip down her cheeks, mingling with the tears that cascaded down her face, and the muddy, stinking wetness of the ground beneath her face.

			Mr. McDonald stroked her forehead. “Oh Miss Carmichael, what have they done to ye?”

			Other voices joined his. Mrs. McDonald tried to wipe the blood off with the ragged hem of her rough wool skirt. “Lord preserve us. Who would do such a thing? Miss Carmichael too. All she ever does is out of the goodness of her heart.”

			The voices floated to the dying woman on echoing waves through the pathways of her mind, becoming fainter and fainter. Mr. and Mrs. McDonald leaned closer as Miss Carmichael struggled to speak. It was no more than a whisper, barely possible with her fractured jaw. “I am so sorry. They took it. Every penny.”

			A final tear tracked its way down Miss Carmichael’s face as the darkness enveloped her for the last time.

			* * *

			In the shadows, a well-dressed young man moved, unnoticed by the crowd gathered over the dead woman.

			A smile creased his lips as he walked away.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			2018

			“You have to remember, Hannah, people didn’t live underground in Henderson Close. It was only built over after the last of them had left.”

			Hannah screwed up her nose as she stared around her. A dark street. Tenements on both sides, claustrophobically close, soared upward, only to be abruptly cut off by the foundations of the newer building above.

			“They certainly lived close together in those days,” Hannah said. “If they’d leaned out of their window, they could have shaken hands with the person living opposite.”

			Beneath her feet, the street was pockmarked with holes and littered with loose stones. At least it was dry though, which is more than it would have been back in the time when Henderson Close was a bustling, filthy hive of activity.

			Ailsa, the general manager, went on, “Of course, in the old days, you would have needed to pick your way very carefully along here. As you can see, it’s quite steep and you would have met all sorts of rubbish washing down the gutters.”

			“I can imagine.” Hannah followed Ailsa up the silent street, clutching at the handrail for support.

			“Sensible,” Ailsa said. “I always advise my visitors to hang on. It’s quite gloomy down here and so uneven. I’ve tripped a few times myself, and I know where the potholes are.”

			Hannah laughed. Above her, someone had hung Victorian-style shirts and a couple of sheets on a line stretching across the street. Ailsa kept up a running commentary while Hannah concentrated on trying to memorize her surroundings and the stories associated with each location. She would be given a script later and would need to perfect her role.

			Each of the Henderson Close tour guides portrayed a character known to have lived there at some stage – some at the top of society and some very much on the bottom rung. Hannah would start next week dressed as Mary Stratton, English housekeeper to Sir William Henderson, an eighteenth-century banker and philanthropist, after whom the Close was named.

			For Hannah, newly arrived in Edinburgh from her native Salisbury, this was her dream job – even if the pay wasn’t up to much.

			Ailsa stopped outside an open door. “Now this is a significant stop for you. Sir William Henderson lived here with his wife and two daughters.”

			Hannah peered inside a workshop, which contained all the trappings of a Victorian printer.

			“Obviously, Sir William and his family would have lived higher up the building, so their quarters were destroyed when the redevelopment began in the late 1890s. The lower down the pecking order you were, the closer you lived to the stink of the street. Everything got poured down there. And I mean everything. Then you had chimneys belching out clouds of filthy, stinking smoke that coated the whole city with black soot. No wonder Edinburgh earned its old nickname of Auld Reekie.”

			“The effluent ended up in the Nor’ Loch, didn’t it?” Hannah had read about the disgusting foul lake.

			“Yes, that’s right. Along with all the so-called witches they dunked or drowned. They drained it in the early 1800s and constructed Princes Gardens. You wouldn’t think what it had been when you look at all the lovely flowers, would you?”

			Hannah smiled. “Maybe that’s the reason the flowers are so lovely.”

			Ailsa gave a light laugh. “You’re probably right.”

			They moved off. Ailsa pointed out places of interest along the way. “Once you’ve told them a couple of anecdotes about Sir William, and old Murdoch Maclean, whose printing shop you were looking at, move your guests off and around this corner.” Ailsa turned to the right.

			“Just around here, you’ll see where Miss Carmichael was viciously slain. You can make a fair meal of this.” She stopped. “Now, look down. What do you see?”

			The light wasn’t bright, but Hannah could make out a dark stain.

			Ailsa lowered her voice. “Miss Carmichael’s blood.”

			Hannah stared. “Really?”

			“Probably not, but it makes a good story. The guests love a ghost story and Miss Carmichael is the perfect subject. Little is known about her – what we do know is in the notes – but we’re fairly certain that this is the spot where she was beaten, robbed and kicked to death by a gang of four ruffians. Three of them were captured and hanged. The fourth escaped and was never apprehended. It is said that, to this day, Miss Carmichael wanders this street, looking for her murderer and demanding justice.”

			Hannah shivered. Ailsa laughed. “That’s exactly the reaction you want.”

			“Well, it is pretty gruesome,” Hannah said. “Mind you, the creepy environment helps. It’s so quiet here. Eerie.”

			“Especially just here.”

			The two stood in silence for a few seconds. The stillness lay between them in the gloom. Hannah swallowed, feeling an almost uncontrollable urge to move on but not wanting her new employer to think she was spooked. She forced herself to stand motionless, as Ailsa was doing. Listening. When Ailsa finally spoke, Hannah jumped.

			“You can’t hear any traffic from above,” Ailsa said. “So it’s pretty creepy. I’ve often felt as if someone was behind me, but when I’ve turned, there’s been no one there.” She paused again. Was she looking for some reaction? Hannah concentrated on breathing steadily. It always calmed her in fraught situations. Maybe it was some sort of test. The place was eerie and no doubt there were guests whose imaginations began to run away with them. It wouldn’t do for the tour guide to be the nervy type.

			Ailsa exhaled. “OK, come on, I want to show you Eliza’s room. She’s another character you can get some mileage out of.”

			The manager led the way further down the dark, narrow street. An unexpected ripple of cold air ruffled Hannah’s hair and she shivered.

			“You’ll get used to that,” Ailsa said. “All sorts of unexplained drafts and sudden chills. Sometimes even smells, and not always pleasant either. If you shut your eyes sometimes, you could almost believe you were there, back in the days when it would have been a seething mass of humanity.”

			Hannah smiled and wished she meant it. That chill had been strange. Almost as if someone had breathed cold air on her.

			* * *

			“You certainly look the part.” Ailsa straightened Hannah’s white cap and stood back. “Yes, every inch the eighteenth-century housekeeper, newly arrived from London, Mrs. Mary Stratton.”

			“Whatever happened to Mr. Stratton, I wonder?”

			“He probably never existed. Mary would have been given the courtesy title of ‘Mrs’. Same applied to the cooks. You didn’t find too many married servants in the 1700s.”

			Hannah drew a sharp intake of breath.

			“Nerves?” Ailsa asked.

			Hannah nodded. “It feels like a flock of butterflies are dive-bombing my stomach.”

			Ailsa laid a hand on her arm. “You’ll be fine. We’ve all been there. Just treat this dress rehearsal as if we were normal paying visitors. You know your part and you know the anecdotes and history of the Close. Just relax into your role and let Mary Stratton take over.”

			Hannah had an almost hysterical desire to laugh. “Sounds like a case of demonic possession.”

			Ailsa smiled. “You’ll soon get the hang of it. Come up to the gift shop and we can get started. We open in just over an hour, so there’ll be just enough time for the tour.”

			Hannah inhaled and picked up her long skirt as she followed Ailsa up the stairs.

			A small group of ten people was waiting for her. Some were familiar, some not, but all were her new colleagues and they would assess her performance before she was let loose on the general public the following day. All the rehearsing, research and practice had been leading up to this.

			Hannah said a silent prayer, moistened her lips, and began. “Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. I trust your journey here was a pleasant one.”

			Smiles and murmurings greeted this.

			“My name is Mrs. Stratton. Mrs. Mary Stratton. And I have the honor to be housekeeper to Sir William Henderson, who owns a private bank and also prides himself on his good works. Something we all know bankers like to engage in.”

			A ripple of laughter killed at least three of Hannah’s butterflies.

			“But more of him a little later. For now, I want to take you down the stairs, underground to a secret world known as Henderson Close. Please follow me and do take care to hold the handrails. The Close is inclined to be uneven and we wouldn’t want any accidents. Medicine was a little primitive in the eighteenth century and I am advised that we are clean out of leeches.” More giggles.

			Hannah led her group through a door at the back of the shop and down a flight of stone stairs.

			At the bottom, she steered them past some shattered old wooden doors and into a room devoid of any furniture, whitewashed and illuminated only by a few flickering candle lamps hanging on the walls.

			Hannah took up her position in the center of the room and began the story of Eliza McTavish.

			“She and her family of eight children and a ne’er-do-well husband lived in this one room. They cooked here, babies were born here, ate here, slept here and even died here. Eliza birthed sixteen children, lying on a meager mattress that was stuffed with hay.” On cue, a corner of the room lit up gloomily to reveal a lifelike waxwork of a sickly looking woman, her face frozen in an agony of childbirth. She wore a filthy greying shift streaked with ‘blood’ and lay on one side, on the straw mattress Hannah had just described. The light shut off.

			One of Hannah’s male colleagues piped up. “Where did they go to the bathroom?”

			Hannah pointed to a bucket in another corner of the room.

			“Eugh!” the man said, echoed by his fellow ‘guests’.

			“Yes indeed, sir, ‘Eugh’. Although after a little while, they do say you get used to it.”

			More laughter greeted this. Hannah gave an inward cheer as twelve more of her butterflies fluttered to the ground. Outwardly she wrinkled her nose and shuddered and slowly moved back to the far wall.

			“The year was 1645 and plague spread through the streets of the Old Town. As always, it hit the poorest first. Those who lived at street level, amid the vermin and the filth and.…” She pressed a button behind her and the silhouettes of two enormous rats flashed up onto the wall her guests were facing. A couple of them gasped and laughter erupted.

			“Yes, ladies and gentlemen,” Hannah said, lowering her voice to add gravitas, “the rats came and brought the fleas with their deadly gift of bubonic plague. Poor Eliza McTavish caught it. Soon she was gripped by a violent fever, chills. She coughed up bloody phlegm and then, at the last, her body erupted in massive boils called buboes. Pretty soon, her children started showing similar symptoms. Right as she lay dying in her bed, they called in the plague doctor.”

			Another press of the button and the rats scurried away to be replaced by an eight-foot-high profile of a frightening-looking creature sporting a floor-length cloak, hood and an enormous curved beak, like some gargantuan crow.

			Gasps and nervous laughter echoed around the whitewashed room and Hannah marveled at how authentically her colleagues performed their current roles.

			“Fearsome-looking figure, isn’t he? Yet he was a courageous – if somewhat foolhardy – man called Dr. Philip MacIver. He believed that by stuffing that beak with sweet-smelling herbs, he would keep the plague at bay. You see, it was thought that this plague and noxious fumes went hand in hand and, while there is a grain of truth in there somewhere, no one had actually thought to ask the rats about their involvement. Needless to say, poor Dr. MacIver perished of the plague soon after and, as you can imagine, there was no great rush of applicants for the position he had vacated.”

			The group was firmly on Hannah’s side. She could almost believe they were real members of the public. All her stage fright had evaporated and she was enjoying herself and ready to deliver the reveal.

			“So, what became of poor Eliza and her family, you may ask.” Hannah paused, as she had rehearsed so many times. She counted to five. “Well, go on then. Ask.”

			The group laughed. Ailsa put up her hand. “What became of Eliza and her family?”

			“I’m glad you asked that question, madam.” Hannah made a gathering gesture with her hands and the group moved closer. She looked around her before lowering her voice to a conspiratorial stage-whisper.

			“They do say that her neighbors were scared they too would succumb so, late one night, while everyone else was in bed, a group of them gathered out there, in the Close. They came armed with wood and sturdy nails and boarded up poor Eliza’s room so none could escape. The cries of poor Eliza faded away after a couple of days, but it took nearly a month before the last child’s cry was heard. Now what do you suppose that child lived on for all those weeks?”

			“Ratatouille?”

			Hannah jokingly rounded on the light-hearted male heckler with the ginger hair. “Ah, I see you are a man of discernment, well versed in the culinary arts, sir. Maybe you are right. Or maybe he feasted on something that tasted a little more like…pork.”

			Laughter, exclamations of mock disgust and a few nods showed Hannah she had delivered her lines well.

			“Now, good people, we must hasten away to the house where I reside and I will tell you how Henderson Close came by its name. Please be careful. The ground is more uneven here.”

			Hannah led her group through a narrow doorway, down to the left, and they stopped outside a tenement, with a partially open door leading into Murdoch Maclean’s print shop.

			“Are we all here?” Hannah began a head count, but caught a glimpse of a woman disappearing around a corner further up the Close. Hannah called out to her. “No, madam. It’s this way, if you please. We go there later.”

			She was aware of puzzled looks among the group. Ailsa spoke up. “It’s OK, we’re all here.”

			Hannah counted. Ten. “Well, I definitely saw someone go down there. I’d better check. Maybe a visitor managed to get in before opening time. Please, ladies and gentlemen, wait here for a moment.” Hannah set off.

			“I’ll come with you,” Ailsa said, “just in case. If there’s someone down here that shouldn’t be, I’ll deal with them.”

			Within a few seconds, Hannah and Ailsa had rounded the corner. The short passageway contained closed doors – each of which they checked.

			“Locked,” Ailsa said. “Exactly as they should be.”

			In less than a minute they had reached the brick wall blocking up the rest of the passageway.

			“This used to be an alley,” Hannah said, recognition flashing into her mind.

			“Not just any alley, either.” Ailsa pointed to the perpetual dark stain on the ground.

			Hannah shivered. “Miss Carmichael.”

			“Looks like you’ve had the perfect initiation.” Ailsa smiled.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Four a.m. Hannah stared out of the living room window of her small flat above a coffee shop on the Royal Mile.

			By day bustling with as many nationalities as a UN meeting, now all was quiet. A stiff breeze sent discarded sweet wrappers swirling and dancing along the street. Hannah cradled her coffee mug and turned away.

			Two table lamps at either end of the room cast a warm, comforting glow. Hannah rarely switched on the main light, preferring to relax, bathed in a gentle, candle-like softness.

			She thought over her strange experience during her dress rehearsal that morning. She knew what she had seen – however impossible that might appear. Perhaps it had been a trick they played on new staff. Maybe one of them had been behind one of those locked doors.

			In a few hours, she would begin her first official day. What if she saw that…whatever it was…again? How would she react? Ignore it? Could she even do that? Instinct had ruled her reactions earlier, but if her mind was playing tricks on her, as Ailsa and at least some – if not all – her colleagues appeared to believe, she would be humiliated in front of the general public. Someone might complain. Great start to her dream job.

			Think back calmly. What exactly did I see?

			In the sole fleeting glimpse, she had taken in a tall, slim woman in a long brown skirt and matching jacket, wearing wire-rimmed glasses and a hat. Old-fashioned. Not unlike a photograph she had of her great-great grandmother, taken sometime in the 1880s.

			In her mind, she replayed the reactions of some of her colleagues. Puzzlement, incomprehension, skepticism even, on one face after another. All except one.

			Mairead.

			Hannah searched for the young woman’s surname. Ferguson. Mairead Ferguson. That was it. Her expression had been different than the rest. Surprise yes, but something else. She had nodded, almost imperceptibly, but it had been a nod nonetheless.

			Exhaustion overwhelmed Hannah and this time she was fairly sure she would sleep, because now she knew what she was going to do.

			* * *

			Hannah arrived an hour before her first tour was due. She needed to see the one person who she was almost certain had seen what she had seen.

			“Mairead!”

			The girl smiled at her. She was already dressed for her role as Emily, a young kitchen maid.

			Hannah lowered her voice. “Before anyone else gets here, could I have a word? It’s about what happened yesterday.”

			“Yes, of course.” Mairead wound her long blonde hair around her hand before tucking it firmly under her white servant’s cap.

			Might as well go straight for the jugular. “You’ve seen her too, haven’t you?”

			Mairead’s eyes opened wider. “Seen who?”

			“The woman…ghost…what I saw yesterday.”

			Mairead cast her eyes downward and nodded.

			“Is it a wind-up?”

			Mairead shook her head. “No. When I saw it, I was on my own.”

			“Who…what is it?”

			“I’ve no idea. I used to be skeptical about ghosts, but not now.”

			“And you’ve only seen it once?”

			Mairead nodded. Her face had paled. When she spoke, her voice wavered, as if she wasn’t sure if she should tell Hannah. “About a month after I started. One of the visitors dropped a glove in the Close, so I went to get it for her. I saw a woman in Victorian dress, who turned down the alley where Miss Carmichael was murdered, and then vanished.”

			“Did you think she looked a bit…out of place?” Hannah stopped. Out of place? Of course she was out of place. She couldn’t even be there! But Mairead caught on to her meaning.

			“She certainly looked too well-dressed to be out and about in Henderson Close in the time period she was dressed for.”

			“I suppose the obvious suspect is Miss Carmichael herself, but has she been seen by anyone else. I mean, really? I know she’s supposed to haunt the place, but isn’t that simply one of those convenient ghost stories to please the punters?”

			“Don’t let Ailsa hear you call the visitors punters. She hates it. But to answer your question, I honestly don’t know for sure. I have had visitors who have said they’ve seen something out of the corner of their eye. One man swore a raggedy little boy tugged at his arm. The poor man went white and he was shaking. I’d say, with the sort of murky history Henderson Close has witnessed, anything is possible, but, as for Miss Carmichael—”

			The staff room door opened and Ailsa and a male colleague entered, dressed for their roles. They greeted Hannah and Mairead.

			“Well, Hannah,” Ailsa said, “first time solo today. How are the nerves?”

			Hannah had been so preoccupied with thoughts of the spectral that her butterflies of yesterday hadn’t materialized. Now, they came flying in with a vengeance. She made a rocking motion with her hand.

			“You’ll be fine. Let’s hope your vanishing friend doesn’t choose to make a repeat appearance.”

			* * *

			She didn’t, and Hannah’s confidence grew with each tour. She relaxed, joked with the tour groups, enjoyed friendly banter and all thoughts of Miss Carmichael faded away.

			A week later, she felt as if she had been doing the job for months.

			“I’m hearing good reports about you,” Ailsa said. “You’ve really taken to this and I’m delighted. I have to admit I had my doubts. Your CV was a wee bit sparse, to say the least.”

			Hannah grimaced. “I had to make the best of what I’d got in the way of transferable skills. At least my teaching background helped. I know how to make presentations.”

			“I think it was your Amateur Dramatics credentials that probably swung it for you. Your improvisation test was excellent.”

			“Thank you.”

			“No more mysterious encounters?”

			“None.”

			“You’re getting used to the atmosphere down there. It can be really daunting at first. We had one young chap who lasted one tour. I heard screaming, not far from Miss Carmichael’s corner. When I got down there, all hell had let loose. He was shaking, white as a corpse and pointing at something it seemed he could see but no one else could. He was babbling incoherently and his eyes.… Well, I’ve never seen anything like it. Needless to say the visitors were well and truly spooked. One lady fainted in my arms and had to be carried out. As for him, he took to his heels and we never saw him again.”

			“What had he seen? Or thought he’d seen?”

			Ailsa shrugged. “No idea. He never told us. Wouldn’t answer our phone calls and sent his elder brother to collect his P45.”

			“But no one else saw whatever it was?”

			“No. They all said the same thing. They were enjoying the tour. He had been telling them the usual stories and they all thought he was very good. Then, suddenly, he stopped in mid-sentence, pointed straight ahead and started screaming.”

			A shiver passed through Hannah.

			“Cold?” Ailsa asked. “It’s a wee bit chilly today.”

			“No, I’m fine. Just thinking about that poor lad. He must have been terrified to behave like that.”

			“Yes, I suppose he must.” Ailsa sighed. “Probably best he left when he did though. We can’t have the visitors upset. Bad for business. Ah well, better get on. Keep up the good work.”

			She left and Hannah glanced up at the clock in the staff room. Ten fifteen. Forty-five minutes before her first tour. Enough time to fully investigate Murdoch Maclean’s print shop. She had noticed a pile of old local newspapers in one corner and, with any luck, she might find a juicy story to add to her collection. It would be good to ring the changes a bit. Keep her presentation fresh.

			She opened the entrance to Henderson Close and made her way down the stairs, torch in hand. Emergency lighting was on twenty-four hours a day, but it would be too dark to see in the printer’s shop. The papers were yellowed with age and the print had faded to grey.

			She was alone down there. The silence wrapped around her like an uncomfortable cloak. Goosebumps rose on her arms and her palms broke into a cold sweat. Contrary to what Ailsa had said, it hadn’t been particularly chilly upstairs but down here…it felt as if someone had opened a fridge door. Probably because no one had been down here since yesterday, but.…

			Hannah shook her head. My imagination’s off again. A blast of cold air slapped her in the face. Her ears pricked. Footsteps.

			“Hello,” Hannah called. “Anyone down here?”

			Silence. Hannah exhaled and waited. Then, satisfied that her ears must have been playing tricks on her, she carried on, her torch bouncing shadows off the walls and floor.

			She had one foot over the threshold of the shop when muffled sounds wafted toward her. Chattering, cries, horses and carts clattering on the street. Growing louder. Nearer. Hannah froze. She clapped her hands to her ears and squeezed her eyes tight shut. This isn’t happening. Behind closed eyelids, she was aware that her surroundings were becoming lighter. Then there was the smell. Horse manure, human waste, rotting vegetables, cheap tobacco all mingling in a soup of impossible reality.

			“Well, lassie, will ye be coming in, or going oot?”

			The voice was male and accompanied by a strong smell of ink.

			Hannah slowly lowered her hands and dared to open her eyes.

			A man who looked almost old enough to be her father stood, composition roller in his hand, all ready to apply to the old-fashioned bed of type prior to printing. For a second, Hannah recalled seeing an old ‘hot metal’ printing press on a school trip to a newspaper. Yet, here it was, being used by.… “Murdoch Maclean?” she asked.

			“Aye, the very same.” The man sounded impatient.

			Hannah could barely hear him for the clamor of noise from the street. She nodded and gave him a half-smile before stepping back into the Close, leaving Murdoch Maclean to carry on with his printing. She retched at the stench from the gutters and the fresh manure in the middle of the street. Hannah swallowed hard repeatedly and forced herself to look upward. Tenements soared eight or nine stories – or even higher. Above them, sky, where grey clouds promised rain.

			Hannah’s bewildered gaze returned to street level and took in the poverty. Women in ragged shawls, some staring and pointing at her. Of course, she was dressed a century out of date.

			Barefoot children, coated in grime, played chase. Men leaned on rusting iron railings puffing on old clay pipes.

			A coal merchant’s wagon clattered past, his massive piebald shire horse whinnying.

			Hannah shut her eyes tight again, willing the scene to go away. Panic welled up inside her, rushing like a geyser. Somebody brushed up against her. Took her arm. The street noises vanished.

			“Hannah! Are you all right?”

			Hannah opened her eyes. Instant relief as she saw Mairead’s concerned expression. “Oh thank God.”

			“You look terrible, Hannah. You were clutching your head. Do you have a headache or something?”

			Hannah gave a light laugh, as she took in the familiar surroundings. “Or something, I think. I just had the weirdest experience ever. I mean, totally off the wall.”

			“I came down to tell you your eleven o’clock tour is comprised of one complete party of Americans and they’ve arrived half an hour early. Someone gave them the wrong time or they got confused or something. Anyway, Ailsa said if you want to get started now, that’s fine with her. I switched all the lights on. What were you doing down here anyway, all by yourself?”

			Hannah started back with Mairead. “I wanted to see if I could find some more stories to use, but if I told them what just happened to me, I’d have a harder time convincing them it was true than I’d have of persuading them that the stain is actually Miss Carmichael’s blood.”

			Mairead blinked. “Tell me about it later. I want all the details. But now we’d better get back. When Ailsa says ‘jump’, she expects a leap.”

			Hannah approached the Henderson house – and Murdoch Maclean’s print shop – accompanied by a dry mouth and a wave of nausea. She ran her tongue over parched lips. Seeing the silent room with its Victorian printing press, type blocks and all the tools of a printer’s trade, she offered up a silent prayer of thanks. The pile of yellowing newspapers lay stacked against the wall, but Hannah no longer had any desire to search through them. Just let me get through this. She took a deep breath.

			“Now ladies and gentlemen, here we have the house once occupied by my employer – Sir William Henderson. He and his family lived at the top of the building before the rebuilding took place. They lived nine stories up so, you see, Edinburgh was truly the home of the first skyscrapers. Sir William was a generous benefactor, giving money to countless good causes and, because he was also a canny businessman, he made sure everyone knew how generous he was.”

			“Oh my God!”

			A woman clapped her hand to her mouth. Her eyes wild. Terrified. The others in her party of Americans clustered around her.

			Hannah grasped the woman’s trembling free hand. “What happened? Do you need some air?”

			The woman shook her head and lowered the hand from her mouth. Her cheeks were bloodless, her lips ashen. “I saw.… I don’t know what I saw. But it was there.”

			“What was there, Lindy? Where?” A man – by the ring on his finger, her husband – put his arm around her as the crowd murmured among themselves.

			Hannah’s palms grew clammy. She gently released Lindy’s hand and cast quick glances around the room. All seemed normal enough.

			“Lindy?” she asked. “Was it a person you saw?”

			The woman stared at her for a moment, then gave a vigorous shake of her head. Her husband spoke. “What was it then? An animal?”

			He addressed Hannah. “She had one of these turns a couple of days ago in York.”

			The others nodded and muttered.

			The man continued, “We were all in this pub – The Golden Crown. It’s supposed to be haunted. We hadn’t been there ten minutes before Lindy screamed. Swore she’d seen a shadow flash across the bar.”

			“This one wasn’t a shadow.” Lindy’s color was returning to her cheeks. “It was a dark shape. A figure. But not like a real person. More like…a scarecrow. Yes, that’s the best I can describe it. A scarecrow. Eight, nine feet tall. With arms and legs that were no more than.… They looked like tree branches. No. Poles. Wooden poles. And it was standing right behind you.” She pointed at Hannah, who swung round. Nothing there.

			Hannah looked back at the group. “Did anyone else see anything?”

			Much head-shaking and a general chorus of, “No.”

			Lindy’s face drained again and her lips quivered. “What’s happening to me? This has never happened at home.”

			“We live in Kansas,” her husband said, as if that explained everything.

			Hannah nodded. “It is very atmospheric down here. And I’m sure the same can be said for the pub in York. I’ve had some strange experiences there I couldn’t explain either.”

			This seemed to help Lindy. She visibly exhaled. “Have you seen anything down here?”

			Hannah would dearly have loved to share her earlier experience with the group, who now seemed to be hanging on her every word, but she knew better. Her experience was so far-fetched it could well land her in trouble with the cynical Ailsa. Retelling well-documented ghost stories was one thing. Frightening the lives out of a group already affected by the behavior of one of their number was an entirely different matter. “Bad for business,” she would say.

			“Let’s just say that if these walls could talk, I’m sure they would keep us all entertained for hours.” The group laughed and the tension broke. Hannah turned her attention to Lindy. “Do you feel able to continue now?”

			The woman attempted a smile. “Oh yes, I’m feeling much better now. Probably…a trick of the light.” Lindy held Hannah’s gaze a few seconds too long, clearly willing her to agree with her. Hannah nodded.

			* * *

			Mairead choked on her mug of tea. “Scarecrow? What on earth would a scarecrow be doing in Henderson Close? There are no fields anywhere near.”

			“I know,” Hannah said, and sipped her coffee. “She was having difficulty describing what she’d seen, but she was adamant it wasn’t human.”

			“Well, that’s a new one on me, and, on top of your…I don’t know what to call it.”

			“Time slip? That’s what it felt like.”

			“Whatever you choose to call it, the activity seems to be heating up down there since you arrived. You’re not a psychic or a medium or whatever, are you?”

			Hannah smiled. “Not that I’m aware of. I grew up in Salisbury surrounded by stone circles and pretty much the whole of English history scattered around the countryside, but never once did I experience anything out of the ordinary. Then I move up here and…bang!”

			“Why did you come to Edinburgh anyway? It’s such a long way from your home.”

			Hannah sighed. “Long story. The short version is my marriage ended, and my daughter graduated from London University and promptly decided to emigrate to Australia. Salisbury is a small city and it was hard to escape some bad memories, so I decided I needed a fresh start. I’d been to Edinburgh a couple of times before I was married and loved it. I came here for the festival when I was a drama student. When I saw this job advertised, I knew I had to go for it. I don’t know quite what I would have done if they’d turned me down. I’d sort of committed myself to staying here as soon as I got the interview. Looking back now, I suppose I took one hell of a gamble. I’m only glad it worked out.”

			“Well, it may not be a West End role, but it is a lot of fun. Most of the time anyway.” Mairead rolled her eyes.

			“Oh that. No, that’s just one of those weird things that happens. It already doesn’t seem real. As if I dreamed it.”

			“And is that what that woman did? Dream up a scarecrow?”

			Hannah shrugged. “Haven’t the faintest. Maybe she did it to get attention. Who knows?”

			“I saw the group leave. They all seemed to have enjoyed it. They spent well in the gift shop so Ailsa was pleased.”

			Hannah grinned. “Maybe Lindy from Kansas did us a favor then.”

			“They all had their photos taken down there and purchased them.”

			“Probably hoping something ghostly would come out on the flash.”

			Hannah glanced up at the clock in the staff room. “Time to go. Let’s see what this next tour brings.”

			* * *

			But none of the remaining tours produced anything other than the usual gasps, chatter, some lively interaction with a small party of Australians and sore feet from all that standing and walking around on uneven terrain.

			Hannah arrived home, longing to relax her aching feet and legs in a lovely hot, scented bath. She unlocked her front door and the aroma hit her. The unmistakable smell of lavender wafted under her nose, reminding her of her grandmother’s house. Gran had used a lavender-scented beeswax for her special furniture.

			But I don’t.

			Hannah put down her purse on the hall table and made her way into the small living room. The smell seemed to be at its strongest here, but she was at a loss to know where it had come from. Goosebumps rose on the back of her neck, prickling her.

			In the kitchen there was no trace of the scent. Neither was there in the bedroom or bathroom. The windows were all tight shut.

			Hannah returned to the living room and glanced outside. No visible window boxes. Nothing to indicate the presence of any lavender blossom. Anyway, it was the wrong time of year.

			She shook her head and retraced her steps to the bathroom. Five minutes later she sank into a bourbon vanilla-scented bath, which wrapped her in its luxurious, velvety embrace. Hannah leaned back and closed her eyes. All thoughts of Henderson Close and inexplicable scents faded into the background.

			She let her mind drift back. Salisbury. The city of her childhood, with its peaceful cathedral close. All through the years she was growing up, she spent hours sitting on the grass, chatting to friends, watching the endless parades of tourists craning their necks up at the tallest spire in Europe. She had loved that place. Yet it had become impossible for her to stay there.

			“You’re the reason your marriage broke up and my Roger went off the rails with that woman.”

			Hannah could see her now. Violet Lockwood at full volume, like some overblown Brünnhilde, stabbing her finger into Hannah’s shoulder, her eyes wild.

			“He left me, remember?” Hannah had said, fighting to control her temper, forcing her voice to stay calm and quiet. She mustn’t let this woman get to her. “Roger left me for her. It was as much of a shock to me as to you. More so in fact, since I was his wife.”

			“Oh you always were so superior.”

			Hannah hated the sneering tone. Her mother-in-law had never come to terms with her little boy leaving home. In her eyes, Hannah had snatched him away and turned him against her. All rubbish, of course, and Violet’s own husband had left her because, according to Roger, she was so clingy and needy, he felt smothered. But Violet wasn’t finished with Hannah yet.

			“You drove your own daughter away to the other end of the world, and now you’ve made sure I never see Roger again. You’re nothing but a selfish, heartless little bitch.”

			Despite her resolve, Hannah snapped. “Don’t be so ridiculous. Jenna is doing very well for herself. She has a brilliant job and she’s happy. As for Roger…he only lives in London. Not exactly the far side of the universe. You can go and see him whenever you like.”

			Violet shook her head. “If it wasn’t for you, he would be a couple of miles away and I really could see him whenever I wanted. As it is, their flat’s too small and I would have to stay at a hotel.”

			Well done, Roger. It had to be deliberate. In truth the flat was probably plenty big enough to accommodate his mother for a couple of nights, but his opinion of his mother pretty much mirrored his father’s. All through their married life, there had been the last-minute, late-night phone calls. A lightbulb had blown. A drain was blocked with leaves. The gardener couldn’t come for a week and the lawn needed mowing – that was her favorite for a sunny early Sunday morning. And when Roger was away, it had been Hannah who had turned out at all hours to do her mother-in-law’s bidding. Not that Violet would ever acknowledge that, or even thank her.

			Hannah sat up in her bath. Damn the woman. Even from four hundred miles away she managed to invade her thoughts and raise her blood pressure.

			Her relaxing bath time ruined, Hannah reluctantly pulled out the plug.

			* * *

			The next day was Hannah’s day off. Lucky, she thought as four a.m. saw her once again standing by her living room window, clutching a mug of tea and contemplating the street below. The smell of lavender had disappeared as inexplicably as it had arrived. Yet another mystery to add to the growing collection.

			Autumn had well and truly settled in. The silent street glistened from an earlier shower of rain. Hannah shivered at the sight of it. It definitely felt colder tonight. She took a deep swig of her tea, started to turn away and stopped. She peered out into the semi-darkness illuminated imperfectly by streetlamps. No she hadn’t imagined it. There it was again. Down below, a shadow moved.

			Hannah held her breath. Something didn’t feel right about that shadow. It lacked substance, even if that didn’t make any sense. She waited. Her heart pounded.

			The shadow moved again. Lightning quick. Caught for the briefest of instants in the glow of a lit shop window. But it was enough. Hannah barely noticed the crash of her mug as she dropped it. The figure stopped. As if it had heard. It raised its head, directly up at Hannah.

			A woman in late Victorian dress. Not just any woman. In a split second, Hannah recognized her.

			The ghost from Henderson Close.

			Who vanished. Like a snuffed-out candle.

			Hannah staggered backward and sank onto the couch.
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