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  CHAPTER ONE
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  Georgina read the letter a second time – and then a third – because it was so extraordinary there was a strong possibility she had misunderstood it. The heading was

  impressive. In ornate lettering, it announced itself as being, ‘The Caradoc Society for the pursuit of knowledge of psychic phenomena and the paranormal. Founded 1917.’




  

    

      15 October 20—




      Dear Miss Grey




      I am asked by the trustees of the Caradoc Society to enquire if you might be able to help us with the disposal of the Society’s assets.


    


  




  This was the first astonishing statement, although to someone who had spent the last ten days trying to count up the damage wrought by a cheating business partner, the word ‘assets’

  struck an optimistic note. The fact that the business partner had not only absconded with most of the money but had taken David with her was not making Georgina’s task any easier.




  The writer of the letter went on to explain, with careful politeness, that it had recently been decided to bring the Society and its activities to an end. Georgina thought the wording suggested

  this was a decision taken voluntarily, which was cheering to someone who had just been made abruptly and comprehensively broke.




  

    

      As you will know, the generous bequest in 1940 from your great-grandfather, Dr Walter Kane, enabled the Society to buy its present headquarters – Caradoc House.

      Unfortunately the house must now be sold and the greater part of the proceeds used to pay off our debts. However, we are told there should be a little money left over, and the Society’s

      solicitor believes that any credit balance can legally be passed to Dr Kane’s descendants. The Society’s bankers also feel this to be reasonable.




      However, just to strengthen this decision, it would be helpful if you, and any other direct descendants of Dr Kane could provide family papers – perhaps letters written by Dr Kane

      around the time he created the Trust. We have a few documents which came to us on his death, which we shall, of course, pass on to you.




      I look forward to hearing from you, and if you felt you could travel to Thornbeck to bring any appropriate papers to us, we would be very pleased to see you. The King’s Head has quite

      pleasant accommodation, or we have a tiny flatlet in Caradoc House itself which in the past we have used for visiting speakers. You would be most welcome to make use of that as our guest.




      Yours sincerely




      Vincent N. Meade




      Secretary to Caradoc Society


    


  




  Clearly Vincent N. Meade assumed Georgina knew all about great-grandfather Walter Kane’s bequest, but this was the first she had heard of it. She did not really know much about Walter at

  all, except that he had been a prison doctor in Cumbria in the 1930s and had apparently abandoned his wife and small daughter to live abroad. A bequest to a society dedicated to psychic research

  was intriguingly at odds with the image of a prison doctor.




  Georgina had no clear idea what kind of evidence would substantiate her claim to any leftover moneys from the Thornbeck set up: ordinary proof of identity would surely be enough on its own. But

  the possession of letters from or to Walter might be a useful addition, in the way that correspondence about paintings or porcelain were useful in creating a provenance. It was just possible there

  might be something in the bundle of family photographs which had been stored in the attic since Georgina’s parents died nearly ten years ago. She pulled on an old tracksuit and skewered her

  hair on top of her head with a clip before climbing up there. It was cramped and awkward in the attic and stiflingly hot. It was unexpectedly good to realize there was no likelihood of David coming

  in and making disparaging remarks: ‘Goodness, George, you have made a fright of yourself, haven’t you?’ or frowning at dispossessed spiders that had scuttled angrily down

  into the flat.




  There weren’t any photos of Walter in the suitcase, which was annoying because Georgina was getting interested in him and would have liked to know what he had looked like. Had he had the

  family grey eyes and lightish brown hair?




  There were several tattered medical articles – none of which had been written by Walter – and some faded postcards sent from unidentifiable people and places, but these would not be

  the kind of thing Vincent N. or the Caradoc Society solicitor wanted. Was there anything else? She picked out a handwritten letter dated September 1940, and felt a wholly illogical thump of

  pleasurable anticipation at seeing the words in graceful handwriting, ‘My dear Walter’ at the head.




  The letter had a Thornbeck address, and was signed by Lewis Caradoc.




  

    

      I am glad to know you are still safe. Up here, we are managing to dodge the bombing, in fact we are very free of raids, although I cannot dissuade my wife from making her

      regular visits to London. Even after so many years she is still searching for people to replace that infamous pair of tricksters in Finchley, but I never question her activities, just as she

      never questions mine. Are you smiling that narrow-eyed smile as you read that, my dear Walter?




      My very warmest regards to you, my dear boy. Try to remain safe if you can – after all we went through together I should be devastated to lose you. I was very interested to hear you

      have invited a young nurse to dinner on your forthcoming leave – are you going to succumb to romance at last? I hope so, and I look forward to hearing more. The Berkeley Grill was as good

      as ever the last time I was there, but if you do decide on the Hungaria, mention my name to Luigi, and I’m sure he will find you a decent table.


    


  




  Georgina rather liked the sound of Lewis Caradoc who had been known at the Berkeley Grill and the Hungaria and had made that dry remark about his activities not being questioned by his wife. Who

  had the Finchley tricksters been? And had it been her own great-grandmother Walter had been taking to dinner? The dates would be about right.




  She thought she would telephone Vincent N. Meade to explain about this letter, and ask if it would be of use. It was a pity it did not provide any clues about why Walter had left money to

  psychic research, though. Might there be answers in Thornbeck itself? If Georgina went there, would she find them? More to the point, could she afford to go there?




  ‘Just about,’ said Georgina’s accountant, who was trying to tow her out of this financial crisis, ‘but you’re running dangerously low.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘What about this place?’ She cast a sharp professional eye over the small Chelsea shop, the lease of which had cost Georgina everything she owned and a bit more besides because

  freeholders in London demanded your life blood like Dracula, if not your soul, as a down payment like Faust. ‘From the look of it you won’t be able to afford to keep it on by

  yourself.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘How long has the lease actually got to run? . . . How long? Oh dear. You’d better try to sub-let. And there’s the stock.’ This was said with a glance at the

  fabric swatches, books of wallpaper patterns, and the narrow shop window with the careful display of chairs covered in William Morris patterned material and silky waterfalls of fabric. Georgina and

  the perfidious partner had tried to be thrifty over the buying in of fabrics and papers, but it had been necessary to have bales of material for curtains and sofa coverings on hand, and to have a

  few choice pieces of furniture to set colours and materials against as well.




  ‘You’ll probably have to sell what you can,’ said the accountant, having taken in the nearly Chippendale chairs, the little Regency table and a few other things. Some pieces

  had been bought quite cheaply in street markets, but the sort of clients Georgina and her partner had been targeting knew the difference between Christie’s and the Portobello Road, so the

  showroom furniture had had to be good. ‘You’ll only get a fraction of what you originally paid, anyway.’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘George, I wish you’d stop saying you know and think what you’re going to do next.’




  ‘I know exactly what I’m going to do next,’ said Georgina. ‘I’m going to drive up to Thornbeck to find out about my great-grandfather’s peculiar bequest to

  this Caradoc Society.’




  ‘Is there likely to be any money in it?’




  ‘Well, that’s not why I’m going, but if I’m lucky I might get next month’s rent out of it.’




  ‘Where will you stay in Thornbeck?’




  ‘At Caradoc House. The local pub’s a bit booked up. Vincent Meade says a television company’s in Thornbeck – they’re assessing whether to use an old prison in some

  programme that focuses on unusual buildings. C.R. Ingram’s researching the possibility.’




  ‘That sounds rather fun,’ said the accountant. ‘Is it the C.R. Ingram who writes those books about ancient cultures and the human psyche and the power of the imagination and

  whatnot?’




  ‘I think so. I don’t expect there’s more than one C.R. Ingram.’




  ‘He’s quite eminent,’ said the accountant. ‘I saw that TV documentary he did last year about the empty reassurances of religion. He followed it up with a book.’




  ‘Talismans of the Mind,’ said Georgina. ‘I didn’t read it, but I saw the programme.’




  ‘Didn’t the Archbishop of Canterbury condemn it, or the Pope issue a proclamation or something?’




  ‘I don’t think it got as far as that,’ said Georgina. ‘One or two vicars might have objected.’




  ‘Still, he’s probably worth meeting if you can engineer it, although personally I wouldn’t trust a man who goes by his initials.’




  ‘I wouldn’t trust any man at all,’ said Georgina, and went to phone estate agents about sub-letting the shop and after that to look out road maps for the journey to

  Cumbria.




  The drive to Thornbeck took longer than Georgina expected, but she did not mind because it almost felt as if she was leaving the tangled mess of faithless lovers and failed

  business ventures behind, and entering a different world altogether. By the time she got onto the northbound M6, she was thinking how good it was not to have David with her unfavourably comparing

  her car with newer, faster ones on the road and looking out for hotels and restaurants with Egon Ronay stars where they could have lunch. Remembering this Georgina took a perverse pleasure in

  pulling into a service station near Coventry, and buying ham rolls and fruit which she ate in the car.




  By the time she left the motorway it was growing dark. The roads were becoming steeper and mountains reared up on the horizon; they were bleakly monochrome in the failing light and slightly

  menacing, but Georgina thought them beautiful. You could plan an entire room in those colours; rather minimalist it would have to be. Soft grey walls, with inset oblongs of cream . . . velvety

  sofas in that really deep charcoal that was not quite black but much darker than grey . . . modern, matt black pottery . . . She remembered with a fresh stab of bitterness that the days of planning

  beautiful rooms were temporarily on hold.




  The further north she went, the more the place names began to have the cadences of Old England, and even of Middle Earth. Ambleside and Ravenglass; Thirlspot and Drigg; Grizedale Forest. This

  was all unexpectedly restful.




  She skirted Wast Water, which was the loneliest, most broodingly sullen stretch of water she had ever seen, and thought that if the car broke down out here she would be marooned. Probably she

  would become one of the many ghosts that lurked here, and people of the future would refer sombrely to an early twenty-first-century traveller who had vanished one late-autumn day. ‘No one

  knew where she came from,’ they might say, ‘and no one ever knew what happened to her, but on moonless nights her shade can occasionally be seen, wringing its hands . . .’




  This image cheered Georgina up so much that she drove all the way round Wast Water singing the famous feminist anthem, ‘I Will Survive’ with discordant defiance, after which, in

  deference to the surroundings, she went on to ‘River Deep, Mountain High’. At least David was not there to wince, make sarcastic comments and pointedly switch on the radio.




  She reached a set of crossroads, and pulled onto the side of the road to check the map. Straight across, sharp right, and then it was about six miles to Thornbeck, which was the merest fleck on

  the map. Good. She had just taken the right turn, when she saw the weather-beaten signpost with its worn lettering pointing down a narrow lane leading away from the main road. It was the kind of

  lane that was so narrow you might easily miss it altogether, but Georgina did not miss it. She slowed down to study it.




  TO CALVARY it said, and underneath, in smaller, faded letters, were the words, TWO MILES, and a tiny arrow pointing the way.




  Calvary. It was not precisely a place name you would expect to see on a signpost in the heart of this quintessentially English countryside in the twenty-first century, but it was a deeply

  evocative word. You had only to see it written or hear it spoken aloud, and you instantly saw the image of the hill in Jerusalem, and the stark rearing silhouette of the crucifixion. It did not

  matter if you had not travelled any further east than the Norfolk Broads, or if you had spent your life in a remote Tibetan valley and never been within hailing distance of a Christian church; it

  was an image that everyone, regardless of beliefs or disbeliefs, recognized.




  Georgina recognized these images as well as anyone, but for her the word also conjured fragments of memories handed down within her family. ‘Your great-grandfather was a doctor . .

  .’ ‘He worked in a prison – Calvary Gaol in Cumbria, where they took condemned men to be executed . . .’




  So down that lonely looking lane was Calvary. Had Walter lived there – had he been entitled to prison quarters – or had he had a house somewhere nearby? Georgina wished all over

  again that she knew more about him. It was somehow unfair of him not to have left any memories behind, although it made him rather a good ancestor because it made him mysterious.




  Georgina thought the landscape would have looked much the same in Walter’s time. He must have known this road; he must have travelled along it dozens of times and turned down the narrow

  lane. Am I going to do that now? thought Georgina, still staring up at the sign.




  She put the car into gear and drove on to Thornbeck, leaving Calvary and its disturbing echoes firmly behind her.




  October 1938




  Walter Kane almost missed the signpost to Calvary Gaol, but he saw it at the last minute and swung the car sharply across the road and into the narrow lane.




  It had been quite a long drive to Thornbeck, but it had been fun because he was still enjoying the novelty of owning a car. It had been an extravagant purchase – if his mother had been

  alive, she would have been deeply shocked. A very imprudent thing to have done, she would have said. The action of a spendthrift. Oh Walter, how could you be so feckless? It had always been tacitly

  understood that when Walter reached twenty-one and inherited his father’s money outright, it would be sensibly invested. To provide a little income, his mother said; that’s what you

  want, Walter, because you won’t make a lot of money from doctoring: don’t expect that you will.




  Walter had not said he did not want to make money from being a doctor, and he had not said he did not want his father’s money, either. On his twenty-first birthday he had deposited it in a

  bank, vowing he would have to be in very dire financial straits indeed before he touched it, but he had relented sufficiently to draw out enough to buy the car – a dogged little Austin Seven.

  It was not really so very spendthrift of him: if he was offered this Calvary appointment a car would be very useful in such a remote place.




  No. Let’s be honest about one thing if about nothing else, he thought. The car is because I don’t want any comparisons between this journey and the one my father took along this road

  over twenty years ago. I want to arrive at Calvary as my own master, in command of my own life, and I don’t want any ghosts travelling with me.




  But the ghosts were with him anyway and, as he drove along the narrow road towards the prison, he found himself thinking that the landscape could not have changed very much since 1917. There

  might have been fewer houses then, although the farmhouse across the fields would have existed – to an untrained eye it looked Elizabethan. I don’t suppose you’d have seen it,

  though, said Walter to the memory of his father. You wouldn’t have seen the lanes or the hedgerows either. Oh damn, in another minute I’ll be conjuring up a reproachful spectre from the

  past, like something out of Hamlet, doomed to walk the night, forbidden to tell the secrets of the prison-house. That would be just like my father, as well, because from all accounts he

  was fond of dramatic gestures.




  But there were no such things as ghosts and if this particular prison-house did have secrets it could keep them locked inside its walls, because he did not want to know what they were. He would

  not think about them. He would think instead that his appointment with the board of prison governors was for three o’clock, and if he did not drive a bit faster he would be late. He had no

  intention of being late, or of doing anything that might jeopardize his chances of getting this job. He wondered if there would be a house to go with it. It had not been mentioned in the

  correspondence, but perhaps they would discuss it during the interview.




  He rounded a curve in the lane, and there, looking down from a gentle slope of the English countryside, was Calvary. The place of execution set on the hill.









     

  




  CHAPTER TWO
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  ‘It’s one of the original murderers’ prisons,’ said Chad Ingram, studying the photographs spread out on the table in the King’s Head coffee room.

  ‘It’s two hundred years old and brimful of memories, and its execution shed must be absolutely boiling with despair, terror and hatred.’




  The youngest member of Chad Ingram’s team, who was a final-year student on loan from Harvard University, and who was bowled over by England in general and by Dr Ingram’s glossy

  British courtesy in particular, studied the photographs with absorption and said it was a sinister-looking place.




  ‘It does look quite sinister but I think that’s partly because it’s built on the top of that sloping ground,’ said Chad. ‘It makes it seem as if it’s staring

  down at everything.’




  ‘I don’t suppose you want my opinion,’ said the third member of the team.




  ‘But you think it’s a waste of time being here,’ said Chad, smiling.




  ‘Oh God, the ultimate nightmare – a boss who reads minds. But yes, I do think it’s a waste of time,’ said Drusilla. ‘Calvary’s much too well known.

  You’ll never get objective reactions to it.’




  The Harvard student considered Drusilla’s statement and then diffidently supported it. His name, to his endless annoyance, was Phineas Farrell, although luckily most people settled for

  calling him Phin. He said, ‘See, what we’re trying to do is prove whether or not buildings might have the imprint of their pasts, or if people just react to what they already know,

  right?’




  ‘Quite right, Phin. That’s why we’re avoiding places like the Tower of London or Glamis Castle.’




  ‘Family monsters and beheaded queens,’ said Drusilla. ‘Too predictable for words. Unless, of course you want to send your viewers to sleep.’




  ‘But Calvary will almost fall into the same category as those two,’ said Phin, who had secretly been hoping Dr Ingram’s project would take in the Tower and Glamis but would not

  now have admitted this to save his life. ‘People mightn’t know the actual history of Calvary, but unless they’re – uh – Martians or something they’d know what

  happened inside a condemned cell.’




  ‘I’d have to agree with Phin on that,’ said Drusilla. ‘People will be halfway to seeing ghosts before you so much as switch on a tape recorder. Actually, Chad, I’m

  surprised you got permission to film.’




  ‘The government’s trying to sell the entire building,’ said Chad. ‘I think they’re hoping a TV programme will help – it sounded as if they were having a bit

  of difficulty getting a buyer.’




  ‘I’m not surprised,’ said Drusilla at once. ‘There isn’t, actually, a great deal you can do with a defunct gaol, is there?’




  ‘There must be all kinds of things. You could, um, convert it to something, or you could just mow it down and rebuild on the site.’




  ‘It’s a Grade II listed building,’ said Chad.




  ‘Oh, I see.’




  ‘And they think getting it on TV will help them to flog it? Phooey,’ said Drusilla. ‘But listen, if they pay me enough to retire to the Bahamas I’ll wait for a moonless

  night and burn the place down so they can claim on the insurance. Phin, you can help me, it’ll add some excitement to your life.’




  Phin, who felt he was having more than enough excitement in his life as it was but who was beginning to understand British irony, said gravely that he would carry the matches.




  ‘Before you get involved in your arson plot, could we hear what you’ve unearthed about Calvary, Phin?’




  Phin put on his glasses and reached for his notes. He had taken a great deal of care over his research, and had smoothed his cowlick of hair into place for this meeting so as to look serious and

  scholarly – he hated the way it tumbled down when he got enthusiastic over things. Drusilla said it made him look like an eager yak, but Phin had tried having it cut before he left home and

  his father had told him he looked like a convict. Phin would rather look like a yak than a convict, so he had let it grow.




  He read his notes aloud. Calvary Gaol had been built in 1790, and was credited with an average of eight hangings a year. ‘That sounds kind of a high figure because it’s quite a small

  gaol, but in its day it served a wide area. And it’s not so high when you compare it with Newgate or Tyburn. It dealt with a lot more than eight executions in the early years, but then they

  stopped hanging people for sheep stealing or poaching, or for . . .’ He frowned, then said, ‘This one’s a little flaky, but it seems that it used to be a capital offence to lie in

  wait for victims with the aim of disabling their tongues or slitting their noses.’ The other two appeared to accept this without comment and Phin supposed the British were used to the

  eccentricities of their laws. ‘And then from around the early 1800s the death sentence was often commuted to transportation so the figures go right down. Calvary still gets an impressive

  total, though.’




  He turned a page, losing his place in the process, and Drusilla said, ‘The suspense is killing me.’




  ‘Anyhow, overall it’s had about eight hundred executions.’




  ‘I knew it would be some frightfully grisly quantity.’




  ‘Was the execution shed in use all the way through?’ asked Chad. ‘Or did they trundle one of those scaffold carts out and prop it against the wall for the occasion?’




  ‘They built an entire death block right at the start, and they used the same execution chamber all the way back from 1790,’ said Phin, thankful he had anticipated this question and

  had the answer ready.




  ‘Oh, wonderful. Two hundred years of concentrated despair in one place. We’ll all be positively wallowing in melancholy and Weltschmerz by the time we get the cameras

  in.’




  ‘Did you pick up any individual cases?’ asked Chad, ignoring this. ‘Neville Fremlin was executed at Calvary, wasn’t he?’




  ‘Wait a bit and I’ll find . . . Yes. Neville Fremlin, hanged in October 1938.’




  ‘Oh well, then I rest my case,’ said Drusilla. ‘I shouldn’t think there’s anyone in existence – except possibly your Martians, Phin – who hasn’t

  heard of Neville Fremlin, even seventy or so years on. Even I’ve heard of him.’




  ‘The press of the day called him the Silver-Tongued Murderer,’ said Chad thoughtfully. ‘All his victims were women, weren’t they? But Fremlin’s secondary to our

  project. You might almost call him a bonus.’




  ‘Whatever you call him, he reinforces my point,’ said Drusilla. ‘Fremlin was one of the better-known murderers of the twentieth century, which means that the place where he was

  hanged is nearly as famous. Anyone we put in there will know its history. It wouldn’t be a clean slate.’




  ‘I know it won’t,’ said Chad. ‘That’s why we’re going to use someone who won’t know Calvary’s history.’




  ‘Wouldn’t that be kind of difficult?’ asked Phin.




  ‘Only if he really has got a Martian lined up and I wouldn’t put it past him.’




  Chad leaned forward, his face alight with enthusiasm, and Phin stared at him and thought Dr Ingram must be at least forty but when he became keen on a thing – like he was keen now –

  he looked at least fifteen years younger and you felt as if a magnet had suddenly sparked into life.




  ‘An uninfluenced subject isn’t so difficult,’ he was saying. ‘And it wouldn’t need to be a Martian, either. There’s a colleague of mine – his

  name’s Jude Stratton, and . . . Yes, Drusilla? D’you know Jude?’




  ‘I know of him,’ said Drusilla, who had looked up at the sound of the name. ‘He was a freelance journalist, wasn’t he? Foreign affairs mostly. He used to do a lot of

  stuff for documentaries and programmes like Newsnight.’




  ‘Yes, but two years ago he turned to full-time writing.’




  ‘You mean after he was in the bomb blast in the Middle East.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Chad, looking at her very levelly. ‘I did mean that.’




  ‘The blast blinded him,’ said Drusilla slowly. ‘Permanently. I remember the news reports.’ She looked at Chad. ‘Have I got this right? You’re going to put a

  blind man into Calvary without telling him where he is – and see how it affects him? Watch his reactions to the atmosphere of the place?’




  ‘And then make a television programme from it?’ said Phin.




  ‘That’s exactly what I’m going to do,’ said Chad. ‘Jude Stratton is going to spend a night in Calvary’s execution shed without knowing where he is.’




  ‘You can’t do it,’ said Drusilla, and from her tone Phin realized that for once she had forgotten about being languid. ‘I know you’re my boss, and I know I’m

  not always entirely respectful—’




  ‘You’re hardly ever respectful.’




  ‘But you simply can’t do it. It’s – it’s inhumane.’




  ‘It’s not,’ said Chad. ‘I’ve already talked to Jude – he’s intrigued and curious and he’ll do it. He’ll be a good subject, as well –

  he’s certainly got his fair share of imagination, but he’s also extremely analytical. I’m driving back to London tonight to collect him. I’ll stay at his flat overnight and,

  traffic permitting, we’ll be back here late tomorrow afternoon. We’ll make the experiment tomorrow evening.’




  ‘You’ll never manage the practicalities,’ said Drusilla. ‘He’ll realize where he is.’




  ‘He won’t know precisely. He’ll probably get the sense of travelling north, but that’ll be all.’




  ‘At the very least he’ll pick up regional accents and know which part of the country he’s in.’




  ‘I don’t know that it matters if he does. But we can minimize that risk. If he doesn’t come into the bar he won’t hear many people. I’ll arrange for him to have a

  meal in his room, and we’ll drive him to Calvary about nine. He says he’ll bring a Walkman or an MP3 player, and listen to Mozart as we go in. That way he won’t get any clues

  until he’s where we want him. Did you get the keys, Drusilla?’




  ‘Yes, the solicitor – what’s his name? Huxley Small – left them at reception. I picked them up and got cornered by that man from the Caradoc Society at the same

  time.’




  ‘Vincent Meade,’ said Phin. ‘He’s very eager to help us.’




  ‘I don’t know about eager, I thought he was bloody pushy,’ said Drusilla. ‘He’s already written an intro script for us – he pressed it into my hand and closed

  my fingers over it.’




  ‘Have you looked at it? Is it any good?’




  ‘Flowery,’ said Drusilla. ‘In fact he’s rather flowery himself. I have to admit he knows quite a bit about Calvary, though.’




  ‘Then he might be useful at some point.’ Chad stood up. ‘If I’m going to get to London by tonight I’d better set off. Phin, I’d suggest you came with me

  – there’d be room at Jude’s flat for you and you’d be perfectly welcome – but I don’t think there’d be room for you in the car.’




  ‘Because of the equipment?’ Phin was by now used to the jumble of cameras and recording machines which usually littered Dr Ingram’s car. It made for an uncomfortable journey

  but at least it took your mind off Dr Ingram’s driving which was just about the worst Phin had ever encountered.




  Chad grinned. ‘No, not equipment. Jude’s bringing a few bottles of wine with him and some caviar and smoked salmon. He says if he’s taking part in one of my wild experiments

  he’ll do so in civilized comfort.’




  Phin thought it would take a certain amount of style to walk into an unknown building you could not see, suspecting there was something sinister about it but listening to Mozart as you went and

  eating caviar while you camped out. He was starting to look forward to meeting Jude Stratton.




  Jude Stratton had tided his flat in readiness for Chad Ingram’s visit, doing so in the impatient, but organized way which had become a habit over the last two years. The

  necessary enforcement of routines and systems had not come naturally to him, and there were still times when, in bitter fury against the stifling black wall perpetually before his eyes, he flung

  things about, not caring where they landed or what they hit. The specialist nurse who had tried to teach him the ways of the blind – the little practical tricks designed to make life easier

  – had said severely that this was simply a waste of time and energy; since he insisted on continuing to live on his own, at some point he would have to pick up whatever he had thrown, and if

  he broke a mirror or a window he would very likely walk into the splintered glass in bare feet and end up in hospital.




  Jude had not cared and had said so. But in the end he started to adopt the ways he had been taught, although there were still too many times when anger got the better of him. He supposed those

  times would get fewer, and he even supposed he might one day become used to being blind, although he would never be resigned.




  Chad Ingram’s project had intrigued him, although he had proposed it in terms so guarded Jude had said that if it turned out to be a plot to overthrow the House of Windsor or infiltrate

  the White House, he could count him out. ‘And if it involves reality television, I’d rather have the insurrection.’




  ‘It’s not reality television and it’s not insurrection,’ Chad had said. ‘It’s completely seemly and perfectly proper. I just want you to spend a few hours in

  a building – a building you’ll never have entered before – and see what emotions get dredged up. I can’t tell you what it is, or even where it is, because that might give

  you a clue.’




  The chances were that it would be a follow-on from one of Chad’s recent projects – that television documentary he had done about the spurious safety net of religion –

  Talismans of the Mind. It had been vividly presented and the subjects covered controversial and it had caught the public’s imagination. On the strength of the programme a publisher

  brought out a book which had gone straight into the bestseller lists.




  If Jude had been a betting man he would have put money on there being some kind of ghost legend in Chad’s latest venture. He thought that was all right; he thought he would not be fazed by

  other people’s ghosts; it was his own ghosts he could not handle. The ghosts of all those journeys with the camera crews and the interpreters to the war-torn zones of the Middle East, none of

  them really knowing what they might have to face, most of them frightened but managing to hide the fear under flippancy. And then that last trip, when the bomb had gone off near the Syrian border

  and the world had exploded in a searing display of sky rockets and comets. When the sky rockets had died away, there had been the appalling realization that there was nothing in front of his eyes

  but a smothering darkness.




  Still, after the coping with the ravages of rose-red cities with biblical names and histories older than time, and pretending to dodge bombs as if they were no more troublesome than mosquitoes,

  spending a few hours in a haunted house would be a stroll in the park. So Jude had agreed to Chad’s request, remarking that he had never thought he would find himself taking part in one of

  Chad’s bizarre experiments.




  ‘It’s very lucrative bizarre-ness, especially if the programme gets made. I’ll even put you on the strength for expenses.’




  ‘Can you afford me?’




  ‘Can anyone afford you?’ said Chad, and on that note had rung off.




  Jude had enjoyed the conversation and he would enjoy being with Chad again. He packed a suitcase, identifying clothes by the small squares of fabric sewn into the hems. This was one of the many

  things he had been taught, and it was one of the many things he had initially resisted. Who cared what you wore? he had said angrily, but the nurse had said people did care and he did not want to

  find he had put on a dinner jacket to go shopping in the supermarket or worn an anorak on a hot dinner date.




  ‘Some chance of dinner dates, hot or otherwise,’ Jude had said, beating down the stab of regret for Fenella who had ended their relationship, employing her own brand of hurtful

  flippancy. (‘Really, Jude, darling, can you see me toting a lover with a white stick and dark glasses, now honestly, can you? In any case, we were never even within hailing distance

  of the sickness and health stuff, were we?’) He had pretended to agree and not to care, but Fenella’s behaviour had hurt.




  He closed the case, feeling for the lock, and closed his mind to the past at the same time. He had already found that the only way to cope was by not looking back.




  October 1938




  Walter Kane knew there were times when the only way to cope was by not looking back into the past.




  He was not sure, however, if this was going to be possible at Thornbeck. The governing board of Calvary might not know who he was, but Sir Lewis Caradoc certainly would. Walter had not been able

  to decide if that would be awkward. Still, Caradoc’s letter had been friendly and courteous, although Walter already knew this was an extremely courteous man.




  ‘If you could arrange to arrive in Thornbeck at around midday,’ Caradoc had written, ‘it would be my pleasure to give you lunch at my house. As you are probably aware

  it’s some years since I held the post of Calvary’s governor, but I still take an interest in it and the present board are kind enough to consult me on administrative decisions. For that

  reason, if for no other, I should very much like to meet you.’




  Walter, understanding that the lunch was probably an informal preliminary interview, had written back to accept, and Sir Lewis had sent directions on how to find his house. It was a slight

  surprise when he turned out to live in the old farmhouse Walter had admired from the road.




  ‘Were you thinking I’ve chosen to remain in Calvary’s shadow?’ said Sir Lewis, welcoming him, and Walter, who had not expected quite such perception or directness, said,

  ‘Yes, I was thinking that. It’s a beautiful house, though.’




  ‘It is, isn’t it? Parts of it are Tudor. It’s much too beautiful for a discussion about the judicial killing of murderers, but we’d better discuss it anyway.’




  It was slightly disconcerting to take a seat in the mellow, low-ceilinged room, and know that the man facing him across the table had lived most of his life among convicted killers. Caradoc must

  be sixty at least but he had the energy of a man far younger, and his eyes were dark and intelligent. There was no one else present; Walter tried to remember if there was a Lady Caradoc and could

  not.




  ‘Hanging’s an ugly business, Dr Kane,’ said Sir Lewis. ‘I make no apology for talking about it while we eat, by the way: if you get this job that kind of ugliness will be

  part of your life.’




  ‘I understand that. And I’m aware that hanging’s an ugly process.’




  ‘It’s squalid and raw.’ Caradoc studied Walter for a moment. ‘And,’ he said softly, ‘whatever your private beliefs, hanging a man is a distressing

  business.’




  They looked at one another. Then Walter said, ‘You’re thinking of my father, aren’t you, sir?’




  ‘Ah. So you do know what happened to him,’ said Caradoc. ‘I wasn’t sure whether you did.’




  ‘I do know.’




  ‘You can’t have been more than seven when he died. Hardly old enough to have understood.’




  ‘I didn’t understand,’ said Walter. ‘Not then, not properly. But later on I did.’




  ‘Did you know I was Calvary’s governor at the time?’ said Sir Lewis.




  ‘Yes.’ No need to delve into that memory of over twenty years ago: a younger Sir Lewis seated behind a desk and Walter’s mother seated opposite him, her face hidden by a thick

  veil but the tear marks nonetheless visible.




  ‘Say goodbye to your father, Walter . . .’ That was what she had said as they were taken down the long passages with the cold stone floors. For a moment, he could see his own

  seven-year-old self, frightened and bewildered, not understanding why he had been brought into a place of clanging doors and turning locks, and of people looking at him with pity.




  ‘Say goodbye, Walter, that’s what we’re here for.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Walter at last. ‘I did know you were at Calvary then.’




  ‘I thought you must.’ Sir Lewis frowned and then said, ‘Dr Kane, you’re young to be a prison doctor, but your qualifications are very good indeed and I think the board

  will look favourably on your application. There’s no reason why any of them should connect you with your father. You’ve changed your name – it’s only a slight change, but

  it’s remarkable how different Kane sounds from O’Kane. And it’s not for me to grill you about your work, but there is one question I’d like to ask.’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘Was it because of your father – because of what he did and because of what happened to him – that you decided to study medicine and applied for the post here?’




  ‘It was partly because of my father, sir. It made me want to – to make lives more bearable for people facing death, or facing a life sentence. There’s still a dignity owing to

  them, no matter what they might have done.’ He frowned. ‘That sounds a bit high-minded and grand, but it’s what I feel.’




  ‘I understand. Your mother’s dead, I think?’




  ‘Yes.’ There was no need to elaborate; to tell Caradoc that she had died of a broken heart and because she could not face the world any longer. Walter said, ‘I would very much

  like to have this appointment, Sir Lewis.’




  The smile came again. ‘I would very much like you to have it as well, Walter,’ said Lewis Caradoc.




  ‘He’s very young, of course,’ said Edgar Higneth, Calvary’s governor. ‘I had hoped for an older man. More experienced. More able to deal with the

  really difficult ones. But the other applicants were quite impossible.’ He mimed the lifting of a glass. ‘One drank, the other was clearly inept. And you can’t have either in a

  prison of this nature, as you know, Sir Lewis.’




  ‘I think Kane will deal with Calvary’s inmates very well,’ said Lewis. ‘He’s serious about his work and he’s completely honest. They’ll see that and

  they’ll respect it.’




  ‘Yes. Very well, I’ll back your decision,’ said Higneth. He paused, and then said, ‘It looks as if Kane will have a baptism of fire. You’ve read the newspapers, I

  take it?’




  ‘The Knaresborough case? Neville Fremlin? Yes, certainly, I have. There doesn’t seem to be much doubt about his guilt.’




  ‘I don’t think there’s any doubt at all,’ said Higneth. ‘Five women killed for sure – two stabbed through the base of the skull and two probably strangled.

  The fifth was too badly decomposed for them to establish how she died. The bodies were all buried in Becks Forest a few miles outside Knaresborough.’




  ‘And one other possible victim, wasn’t there?’ said Lewis.




  ‘Yes, except they haven’t found her body. They’re bringing Fremlin here tomorrow, so I shouldn’t wonder if the newspaper reporters don’t flock here as well. Still,

  it’ll be over by this time next month.’




  Extract from Talismans of the Mind by C. R. Ingram.




  It’s undeniable that down the centuries, men and women have ceaselessly sought for reassurances to ward off the darknesses of death – charms, spells, formulae.

  Sometimes the charms have been elaborate and ceremonious – Druidic rituals or the breaking of bread and wine before an altar – and sometimes they have been macabre, as in the theft of

  the hand of a hanged murderer.




  Answers have been sought in strange places – a round table in a darkened room with a group of grief-stricken people groping for a hand-holding assurance that death is not the end. There

  have even been men and women who have sought enlightenment within the death cells of the world’s prison-houses – the despair-soaked rooms where the remaining minutes of a life ticked

  away like tiny hammer blows, all the way to the stroke of eight . . .









     

  




  CHAPTER THREE




  [image: ]




  Thornbeck, when Georgina reached it, was one of those nice little market towns with which this part of England is sprinkled. It was tucked into the foothills of an unassuming

  mountain which the local map disclosed as being Mount Torven. There was a clean-looking main street with bow-fronted shops and a couple of large chain stores specializing in walking boots and

  camping and climbing equipment. There were also three white-fronted, bow-windowed pubs advertising bar food. None of it was aggressively touristy and at half past five in the afternoon the place

  was modestly busy with people clambering onto buses or negotiating cars out of parking areas. After the lemming-like migration of London’s rush hour this was restful.




  Caradoc House was on the outskirts of this subdued activity. Georgina, following Vincent Meade’s directions, was not quite sure what she had expected of a place that had been built or

  purchased with Walter’s bequest, and she had whiled away the drearier parts of the journey by considering the possibilities. In the event, it turned out to be a medium-sized grey-stone house

  that might originally have belonged to a modestly prosperous businessman, and it was situated on a steep winding little street near to a rather attractive square. Mount Torven reared up behind it.

  Even on the brightest of summer days the rooms at the back would not get very much light, but if you lived here you probably would not mind because the surroundings were so gorgeous. Georgina liked

  the house. It faced straight onto the road, but she managed to park at the side, and then walked around to the front. A square brass plate proclaimed it as, ‘The registered headquarters of

  the Caradoc Society, formed for the pursuit of knowledge of psychic phenomena and the paranormal. Founded in 1917 by Sir Lewis Caradoc.’




  The Caradoc Society might be winding itself down but it appeared to be doing so in a civilized and gentlemanly manner. The door was painted a glossy green, the brass door-knocker was polished.

  As Georgina reached for the knocker a curtain in one of the downstairs windows twitched, and then the door was opened by a man who was presumably Vincent N. Meade. He was older than he had sounded

  on the phone – at least sixty and probably a bit more – and well-built in a rather soft, flabby fashion. He wore a dark red velvet jacket, (velvet at half past five in the

  afternoon?), with a pale pink shirt and a flowing cravat knotted at the neck. Georgina’s inner eye placed him in a sugary pink room furnished with puffy white sofas and tasselled satin

  cushions.




  Vincent Meade was apparently charmed to meet Georgina – actually Walter Kane’s great-granddaughter, my word, this was a historic day in the Society’s annals. His large soft

  hands enfolded Georgina’s, and she had to repress the urge to snatch them away from him.




  They were all so pleased she had agreed to make the journey, said Vincent, especially at this time of year, so dreary the autumn he always thought, and no doubt she led a very busy life. And was

  this the only suitcase she had brought? Then he would carry it upstairs for her there and then – no, he insisted; there were two flights of stairs, and the second one was quite steep. To

  someone who had had three years of David’s equality (‘You can manage your own cases, can’t you, George? Yes, thought you could,’), this modest chivalry was agreeable.




  The flat was on the second floor, and consisted of an L-shaped room with easy chairs and a coffee table in the larger half, and sink, cooker and fridge in the shorter half. There was a narrow

  bedroom with a divan and wall cupboards, and a minuscule shower room and loo opening directly off it. It was all perfectly clean and comfortable, although it had the characterless look of a hotel

  bedroom and Georgina itched to bring the marvellous purple hillside colours into the house, and to put strong green ferns in copper pots to contrast with the white walls and beige carpet.




  ‘I think you’ll find it all right here, Miss Grey,’ said Vincent, setting the case down. ‘It’s very small, but we always hope it’s acceptable to our

  visitors.’




  ‘It’s fine,’ said Georgina. ‘I’ll be very comfortable.’




  ‘There’s milk and bread in the kitchen, and the bed’s made up. There’s a radio but no television I’m afraid, on account of being almost smack up against the

  foothills of Torven, as you might say. It’s only a small mountain, well, the purists would say it’s not really a mountain at all – not high enough, you see – but

  whether it’s a mountain or a molehill the TV signal’s virtually non-existent.’




  ‘I believe I’d rather have Torven than television anyway,’ said Georgina, glancing through the window at the sweeping scenery. Even on a dark October evening the would-be

  mountain was a spectacular, velvety sweep of purple and cobalt blue. She would leave the curtains open tonight so she could watch the light changing on Torven’s slopes.




  ‘Would you really? Now I’ll just bring you up a cup of tea – no, it’s no trouble at all, I had the kettle on in readiness for your arrival. I won’t be a

  minute.’




  He bumbled happily away, and while he was gone Georgina unpacked the few things she had brought with her, hanging her jacket in the wardrobe where it rattled emptily.




  The tea, when it came, was in china cups with lemon as well as milk, and biscuits arranged on a paper doily.




  ‘The Society’s solicitor is expecting us at his office tomorrow morning,’ said Vincent busily pouring out the tea. ‘He’ll see the letters you’ve brought with

  you, and there are a few of your great-grandfather’s papers that he’ll probably hand over at the same time. Ten o’clock. That won’t be too early after your long drive

  today?’




  ‘No, of course not.’ Georgina was conscious of a twist of pleasurable anticipation. Papers that had been Walter’s. Perhaps letters or photographs . . . She had not realized how

  much she had been looking forward to reaching back and taking hold of a hand out of the past. She asked Vincent if he had been secretary of the Trust for long.




  ‘I have held the post for forty-one years,’ said Vincent, with a sad brave smile. ‘I came to Thornbeck as a young man of twenty-one, and the Society has been a major part of my

  life since that day – I have written a great many articles and pamphlets about our work. It’s very sad for me to see it all ending – and seeing this house sold as well. It was

  bought with the Kane bequest in 1940, you know.’




  ‘Well, no, I didn’t. I don’t actually know very much about any of it,’ said Georgina. ‘I do know my great-grandfather worked at Calvary Gaol in the 1930s, but other

  than that—’




  ‘Ah, Calvary,’ said Vincent, infusing his voice with a kind of affectionate sadness. ‘Calvary, Miss Grey—’




  ‘Georgina.’




  ‘Calvary, Georgina, has been almost as much a part of my life as this Society. Who knows what happened inside those grim walls in the past?’




  He does like to ham it up, thought Georgina. I wonder if I ought to point out that his cravat is trailing in his tea cup? But Vincent, seeing she had finished her cup of tea, said she would be

  wanting to unpack and have a rest after the journey. In fact, whatever must she think of him, keeping her talking. It was just that when he began talking about the Society – his life’s

  work, it had been – he feared he could be a sad bore on the subject.




  It had not occurred to Georgina that anyone outside the pages of Jane Austen used ‘sad’ in quite that context any longer. She said it must have been absorbing work and she would look

  forward to hearing more about it.




  ‘Well, if you’re sure you’ll be all right here?’ said Vincent, finally getting up to take his leave.




  ‘Quite sure. You’ve been very kind. I’ll see you in the morning,’ said Georgina firmly, in case he felt obliged to ask her out to dinner.




  But he did not. He only said, ‘I usually arrive here about half past nine. Oh, this is a key to the main street door in case you want to have a little look round the town later on, or walk

  along to the King’s Head for a meal. But there’s eggs and cheese in the fridge, and some tins of soup in the cupboard.’




  Georgina listened to him going down the stairs and out through the main door, and then peered out of the window to watch him walk along the street. There he went – he was re-knotting the

  cravat as he walked along and glancing in shop windows at his reflection. Still, vanity was not the greatest of the sins. She watched him for a moment and then was annoyed with herself for falling

  victim to the curtain-twitching syndrome.




  It was half past six. She would have a shower and walk along to the King’s Head for a meal because she was blowed if she was going to spend the whole evening on her own, particularly since

  she kept imagining David and the ex-business partner watching her, and saying, ‘Oh, poorest George, all on her own in that depressing room for the whole evening, eating tinned soup

  and bread and cheese.’




  The room was not depressing at all, and Georgina did not in the least mind bread and cheese, but she would still take herself out to dinner.




  Vincent had debated whether to ask Georgina Grey, this great-granddaughter of Walter Kane’s out to dinner. The idea of walking into the King’s Head with her was

  appealing – a number of the locals were sure to be there and everyone knew Vincent of course, so his appearance would cause a bit of a stir. My word, people would say, there’s Vincent

  Meade with a lady. Life in the old dog yet, eh?




  But there were two drawbacks to this plan. One was that Miss Grey was younger than Vincent had been expecting – probably around twenty-six or seven – and he did not want those

  admiring looks to turn into sniggers about ageing gentlemen making fools of themselves with young girls. He was, in fact, ageing gracefully – he fancied he was becoming quite distinguished of

  late and these days he dressed rather jauntily which helped – and the idea that he might make a fool of himself with any young girl was ridiculous. Still, people could be unkind and

  jealous.




  The other drawback to inviting Miss Grey to dinner was the presence of the television people who were at the King’s Head looking into the possibility of a programme about the area. People

  had said it was to be about unusual buildings in England’s north-west and quirky pockets of Britain’s countryside, and hearing this, Vincent had at once realized his own local knowledge

  might be very useful. He had assembled some details about Calvary – nothing dangerous, nothing that might draw them to that part of Calvary’s history Vincent needed to keep hidden.

  Facts such as how it had been built in the 1790s, originally as a place to hold prisoners before trial or awaiting execution, but how, after an Act of Parliament in the mid-1800s, the distinction

  between Gaol and House of Correction had been abolished, and Calvary had consequently housed quite a lot of men serving life sentences. And little bits of local gossip and legend, so it was not too

  dry. Such as how the old turnkey’s room was reputed to be haunted by a Victorian gaoler who had operated the old Newgate system of forcing prisoners to pay for quite basic services.




  It had turned out to be rather a snappy little piece, but then he had always had a knack with words. Mother often used to say so. ‘I don’t know why you don’t do something with

  your writing, Vincent,’ she would say. ‘All those compositions you did at school.’




  It would be very gratifying if the TV people used his article, although he would insist on a proper credit. “Our thanks are due to Vincent N. Meade who gave so generously of his time and

  knowledge during the making of this programme.” Something on those lines would look well.




  He had given the article to the female assistant – Drusilla somebody she was called – and she had said they would be extremely interested in reading it, and yes, certainly he should

  give her his phone number so they could contact him. Vincent thought they would have studied it properly by now, which meant they might be looking to talk to him. So he would go along to the

  King’s Head later, but he would go alone so as to be free if they wanted him. His appearance in the bar would not be thought strange: he sometimes looked in for a glass of sherry of an

  evening. He rather thought they kept the sherry especially for him and he visualized the barman saying to the landlord, ‘Goodness me, we must order another bottle or two of Mr Meade’s

  sherry this week: it won’t do to run out of that.’




  In any case, Miss Grey – Georgina – had indicated that she wanted to spend the evening on her own. Probably she was tired after the long drive; ladies never had as much stamina as

  men. Vincent’s mother often used to say so. ‘Poor fragile creatures that we are,’ she would say, lying back in her chair, smiling as everyone ran around waiting on her. Vincent

  had been one of the people who had waited on her most often, but he had never minded.




  Girls today were nothing like Vincent’s mother. They were brisk and efficient like Georgina Grey seemed to be, and they were casual about long drives to unfamiliar places and about dining

  with strange men. Vincent’s mother, if she was alive, would not have cared for that – not ladylike, she would have said – and she would not have approved of Georgina. One of these

  flippant modern girls, she would have called her. Hard. And what is it she does for a living? Oh, an interior designer? Well, she may call it that if she wishes, but a wallpaper shop with a

  curtain-making service is my guess. I shan’t be impressed by that, thank you very much.




  Vincent would not be impressed by it either. He was glad, though, that he had mentioned his work for the Society to Georgina and the articles he had written about its work – not boasting,

  just mentioning the fact en passant as you might say. He was also glad he had worn the velvet jacket for the meeting; it had cost a shocking amount of money but he fancied it gave him a

  slightly Bohemian look. The cravat was a recent touch; Vincent had been rather pleased with it so it had been annoying, when he got home, to find that the fringe had inadvertently trailed itself in

  the teapot. He would try soaking it in a solution of lemon juice; his mother had sworn by lemon juice for getting rid of tea stains.




  Mother would not have wanted him to ask Georgina Grey out to dinner. Not a suitable thing to have done, she would have said – there are standards that have to be upheld, Vincent. Standards

  are very important, you must never forget that.









     

  




  CHAPTER FOUR
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  October 1938




  ‘Standards are important,’ said Edgar Higneth to Walter on the day Neville Fremlin was brought to Calvary. ‘When I took over as governor here I was determined

  to follow as many of Sir Lewis Caradoc’s standards as I could.’ He paused, and then said, ‘Fremlin is a cold-blooded killer – he’s murdered five women for their money.

  But he has only three weeks of life left to him – two weeks and five days now – and we have to treat him with as much humanity as possible.’




  Walter said he understood this.




  ‘I’m sorry you’ll have an execution to deal with so soon after your arrival,’ said Higneth. ‘It might have been months – a year or more – before one

  happened. But it can’t be helped. You’ll be required to attend the hanging, of course, and to pronounce death. I’ll make sure you meet Mr Pierrepoint beforehand.’




  ‘Pierrepoint? Oh, the executioner.’




  ‘Yes. He and his assistant will spend the night here before the execution.’ Higneth glanced at the thin-faced young man seated in his office and wished Dr Kane was not so extremely

  young. Twenty-seven? Twenty-eight?




  Choosing his words with care, he said, ‘Dr Kane, there are often certain unpleasant aspects to a hanging. Men – and women – faced with the gallows suffer the extremes of

  terror. Sometimes they fight and we have to restrain them. If they faint they have to be strapped to a chair on the gallows itself. Sometimes they’re physically sick or their bowels turn to

  water.’ Higneth knew he should be hardened to the squalid side of human nature after being Calvary’s governor for more than ten years but he was not. Although he knew the men who passed

  through his hands were killers, he had never got used to seeing them led to their deaths.




  Kane said, ‘Mr Higneth, I’m perfectly used to the involuntary reactions of the human body in its death throes. I trained at Bart’s Hospital which is close to one of the poorest

  parts of London, so I’m entirely accustomed to the rougher sorts of men and women as well.’




  ‘Fremlin isn’t rough,’ said Higneth at once. ‘The papers called him the Silver-Tongued Murderer, and having talked to him this morning I’m bound to agree with them.

  He’s extremely charming, highly intelligent and very widely read, and, frankly, I find it difficult to think of him as a man who has killed five women—’




  He broke off, and Walter said, ‘But there’s no doubt about his guilt, is there?’




  ‘None whatsoever. They’d been suspicious of him for some time. In the end they caught him actually in the act of burying his last victim – the inspector in charge of the case

  was beside himself that they hadn’t been in time to save that woman’s life, but they hadn’t. All the corpses they eventually found were naked – he’d burned all the

  clothes – obviously thinking the victims wouldn’t be identified. But they did identify them, of course – two of them at any rate.’




  ‘They traced the dental records, didn’t they?’ said Walter. ‘They use that quite a lot for identification these days. I remember thinking it was odd that Fremlin went to

  all that trouble – burying them in that remote forest outside Knaresborough, burning their clothes and all the rest of it – but that he hadn’t thought of dental identification. As

  a chemist, you’d think he’d be aware of something like that.’




  ‘They always miss something.’ Higneth paused, because what he had to say next would not be easy. ‘You’ll be seeing Fremlin sometime today?’




  ‘Yes. I’ve set aside half an hour each afternoon and evening.’ This was part of Walter’s duties, and he hoped there would be ways of smoothing out what was left of the

  condemned prisoners’ lives. How he did that would depend a great deal on the individual, but for Fremlin he had prepared a laudanum-based sedative which would help the man sleep. He thought

  that explaining the sedative’s compounds to this former chemist might create a tenuous link of friendship.




  ‘Yes, good,’ said Higneth when Walter explained this. ‘But see now, the Yorkshire police have asked me—’ Dammit, this was an impossible position for a man to be put

  in! Higneth abandoned the sideways approach, and said bluntly, ‘They want to find out about the girl whose body was never found.’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘She lived in the Knaresborough area and she vanished at the start of Fremlin’s killings. The police couldn’t add her name to the charges, because they never found any evidence

  that he killed her. But she’s known to have frequented his chemist’s shop – there was a little section for hand lotions and scented soaps and fancy notepaper and so on – and

  they believe Fremlin killed her.’




  ‘Giving him the round half dozen,’ said Walter thoughtfully.




  ‘Yes. She was only eighteen or nineteen, and quite sheltered. She came from a prosperous middle-class home – Fremlin would have seen that at once – and she would have been

  ideal prey for him.’




  ‘But even if he killed her, there wouldn’t have been any way he could have got at any money, would there?’ said Walter. ‘Weren’t most of the victims older ladies?

  Lonely widows?’




  ‘They were, but this girl – her name was Elizabeth Molland – was wearing jewellery when she disappeared,’ said Higneth. ‘Quite valuable stuff, apparently. Necklace,

  earrings, bracelet. She had been to a big formal reception with her parents – some kind of musical society. That was just the kind of hunting ground Fremlin liked, of course, although it was

  never established if he had actually been present. Elizabeth vanished at the end of the evening; you know how confused it can be at those affairs – people milling in and out of cloakrooms,

  collecting wraps, waiting for cabs. When her parents realized she had gone they called the police, but the girl was never found.’




  ‘And then Fremlin was arrested for the other murders in the same area,’ said Walter.




  ‘Yes. The Mollands followed the trial closely hoping for some clue, but there was nothing. They want to know the truth about what happened to their daughter.’




  ‘Even if the truth is that Fremlin killed her?’




  ‘Yes. That may sound strange but I can only liken it to the telegrams that used to be delivered to families in the war. “Missing, believed killed”, that was the wording used.

  People who were sent those telegrams always said that not knowing was the worst part – that they would rather have a clean grief to cope with. You’re too young to remember the war, of

  course, but—’




  ‘Sir, are you trying to ask me if I’ll question Fremlin about this girl, this Elizabeth Molland? In the hope that he’ll – what? Confess?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Higneth thankful to have it in the open. ‘Not question precisely, but probe a little. The inspector in charge of the case has made a private request to me that we

  do all we can to find out.’




  ‘Why me?’ said Walter. ‘Why not you?’




  ‘It’s unlikely Fremlin will talk to me,’ said Higneth. ‘Although I shall try, of course. But he’ll see me as an authority figure – an enemy, even, and

  he’ll close down.’




  ‘What about the chaplain?’




  ‘The chaplain,’ said Higneth sourly, ‘feels it would not be right for him to quiz a man under sentence of death, or to make use of any subterfuge. In any case, he will

  apparently feel obliged to regard anything Fremlin tells him as under the seal of the confessional.’




  ‘Fremlin’s not a Catholic, is he?’ said Walter.




  ‘No, but the chaplain considers the same rules apply. Dr Kane, if you do this you must be very careful.’




  ‘Yes, of course.’




  Higneth made an impatient gesture. ‘I don’t mean physically. I mean during conversations with him. He’s a clever devil and extremely charming. He’ll assess your weak

  spots and make use of them. He’ll find out about you – who you are, what your hopes and ambitions are, details about your family. He’ll slide under your skin and you won’t

  even realize he’s doing it. That’s how he’ll have got the confidence of all those women, and charm’s a thing that works on men as well as females, Dr Kane. So you must be

  very wary of giving away any information about yourself.’




  ‘Would he use information to get sympathy?’




  ‘He might try coaxing you into some kind of mad escape plan,’ said Higneth. ‘It wouldn’t succeed – he’ll be well guarded – but that mightn’t stop

  him trying. And if he decides he can’t charm you into helping him, he might try blackmailing you.’




  ‘Surely he wouldn’t do that.’




  ‘He’s got three weeks to live,’ said Higneth drily. ‘He’s got nothing to lose.’




  Walter considered for a moment. ‘I won’t force anything with Fremlin,’ he said at last. ‘And I won’t use subterfuge.’




  ‘But you will do it?’




  ‘Yes, I will. I’ll talk to him.’




  November 1917




  ‘Talk to him, Walter,’ his mother had said on that long-ago day. ‘Tell him what you’re going to do with your life.’




  ‘Will he want to know?’ The small Walter had not really understood what this was all about – he did not understand why his father had to be in this place or why they were going

  to see him like this – but he did not like to ask questions. His mother had been crying and he had never seen her cry before, so he would have promised her anything in the world. He had said,

  yes, he would tell about what he wanted to do when he was grown-up, and when finally they sat in the terrible room he had done as she had asked. The room had a smell to it that his seven-year-old

  self had not recognized, but which his grown-up self later knew for human despair and misery. The dark-haired man seated at the table had not seemed to care about it or even, thought Walter, to

  notice. It was difficult to think of him as his father because Walter did not really know him – he was always away fighting people it seemed.




  But he explained about wanting to be a doctor when he grew up, so he could make people better.




  ‘That’s a very praiseworthy ambition, Walter.’




  Walter had not known what praiseworthy meant nor what an ambition was, but his father seemed pleased, which was good.




  ‘There’ll be some money,’ he said, looking at Walter’s mother. ‘You understand that, don’t you? More than enough money to pay for his training –

  university – whatever he ends up wanting.’




  At the mention of money Walter’s mother had glanced at the other two people in the room, which Walter knew was because you did not talk about private things in front of strangers. The two

  people were standing just inside the door, not speaking and not looking at anything; one was quite a young man with skin like lumpy porridge and little squinty eyes like a pig, but the other was a

  lady, with fair hair and a face that slanted upwards like one of the pictures in Peter Pan, which was Walter’s most favourite book in the world. He had not expected to find a naughty

  fairy like Tinkerbell in this bad-smelling place, and he had wanted to go on looking at her. He had not done so because it was rude to stare at people.




  ‘It’s all right,’ said Walter’s father. ‘They hear everything I say. These two – or two like them are with me all the time.’ He paused, and then said

  softly, ‘It’s to make sure I don’t die too early. Death watch, they call it.’




  At this, Walter’s mother pressed her handkerchief to her lips as if she might be sick which worried Walter greatly. She said, ‘The money – I don’t want the money. Every

  time I used it I should see the drowned faces of all those young men you betrayed.’




  ‘That’s being melodramatic. See now—’




  ‘It’s the money they gave you for what you did, isn’t it?’




  There was a pause then he said, ‘It is not,’ but Walter knew from his voice his father was lying.




  Walter’s mother knew as well. She said, ‘It’s tainted. I’d rather give it away.’




  ‘Then give it to Walter. Let it help him when he needs it – sometime in the future.’ He made an impatient gesture, and said, ‘I never wanted paying, you know. I believed

  in what I did – I thought I was serving a cause.’ A brief shrug. ‘All wrong, of course. I was angry with the British – you never saw what they did in Ireland, did you? And

  we had a dream – Irish Independence.’ He frowned, and then said, ‘Remember, Walter, that it’s a marvellous thing to have a dream, an ideal. But you have to make sure

  it’s the right dream.’




  ‘Yes, sir,’ mumbled Walter, who had no idea what they were talking about but was trying to store the words in his mind. He thought one day he might understand; so it was important to

  remember as much as he could.




  ‘I had the wrong dream, you see. Dying in a war – for a cause you believe in – that’s romantic. It’s very nearly noble. But if it turns to hatred, that’s a

  bad thing.




  ‘The Easter Rising was meant to achieve so much. But it achieved nothing except failure. Dublin fell, and they executed the rebels in Kilmainham Gaol . . . De Valera’s in gaol, and

  the sovereignty they promised Ireland isn’t likely to happen – remember I said that, will you? We all expected to die,’ he said. ‘Patrick Pearse, Michael Collins and all the

  rest. Everyone who signed the Proclamation of an Irish Republic knew there was about a thousand to one chance of surviving.’ He blinked, and then seemed to realize where he was. ‘But I

  never expected to die like this, in a squalid death cell, counting the hours away until the day after tomorrow.’ A look passed between them at that point; as if, Walter thought, they had

  clasped their hands together. ‘You know it will happen the day after tomorrow?’




  ‘Yes. Sir Lewis Caradoc told me.’




  ‘Eight o’clock,’ said Walter’s father. ‘I understand they’re always punctual. They’ve got extra guards on, I think.’




  ‘In case you fight to get free?’ It came out on another of the stifled sobs.




  ‘I shan’t fight my love. But they’re worried in case a rescue’s tried.’




  ‘Will it be?’




  ‘I don’t think so. No. You mustn’t even think it.’ He looked back at Walter. ‘Walter, there’s a piece of writing I want you to have. Part of a poem. You

  won’t understand it now, but one day – perhaps when you’re that doctor you’d like to be and you’re helping to make people better – then you will understand

  it.’ He held a sheet of paper up for the two people at the door to see, and the mischievous-fairy lady nodded, and he said, ‘Thank you, Belinda,’ and gave it to Walter.




  Walter was not sure if he was meant to read it at once, and when he looked at the words, he did not think he could manage them anyway. He looked at his mother in sudden panic, but then his

  father said, very softly, ‘Walter, this is what it says.




  

    

      

        Know that we fools, now with the foolish dead,




        Died not for flag, nor King, nor Emperor,




        But for a dream, born in a herdsman’s shed,




        And for the secret Scripture of the poor.


      


    


  




  ‘It’s a poem written by an Irishman called Tom Kettle. I know you don’t understand it now, but one day I think you might. So when you’re a bit older I’d like you to

  read it sometimes and think about me. Will you do that, Walter? For me? Because I’m about to die for a dream, you see.’




  ‘Yes,’ said Walter. Not really knowing what he was promising. ‘Yes, I promise.’




  ‘Nicholas, they are looking after you, aren’t they? They are being kind to you?’




  ‘I have no complaints,’ he said, and smiled. ‘Although there’s a doctor here who stares at me as if he’d like to collect my soul. It’s not worth the

  collecting, of course.’ He glanced at the warders, and then reached for her hand and held it tightly. In a totally different voice, he said, ‘Pray for me when eight o’clock chimes

  the day after tomorrow. Will you?’




  ‘Yes. There’s no chance of—’




  ‘A reprieve? A rescue? No chance at all.’




  After they got home – two long train journeys, the carriages stuffy and crowded with bad-tempered people – Walter had his supper, and went to bed as usual.




  All through the next day he thought about the dreadful room and the man in it, and he pored over the writing on the paper trying to make out the words. He thought about the woman with the slanty

  face and tilting-up eyes, as well. Belinda, that had been her name. It was a very suitable name for her, and he was glad she was there with his father in the sad room. Once or twice he thought

  about the doctor who had wanted to collect souls. You surely could not collect a soul, could you?




  On the second morning his mother came into his bedroom very early – it was barely half past six and a thin grey light trickled in through the curtains; it was only then that he remembered

  this was the day after tomorrow.




  He had a mug of milk and some bread and honey, and they walked quietly along the street to the little church where they went each Sunday morning and which smelled of the stuff the vicar put on

  his chest every winter.




  ‘It’s not your father’s Church,’ said his mother. ‘Not exactly, because he’s Catholic. But it’s my Church and it’s where I want to be now.

  There’s no one about,’ she said, pushing the door open and peering inside. ‘That’s very good, because no one must know any of this. You understand that, don’t you,

  Walter? You must never tell anyone where we were two days ago. In any case, we’re going to live somewhere else soon, and we won’t be called O’Kane any longer, just

  Kane.’




  ‘Won’t that cost a great lot of money?’




  ‘We have some money,’ said Walter’s mother, but she shuddered as she said this and Walter remembered what she had said about the drowned faces in the money. He thought he would

  make sure not to look at the money too closely in case the poor drowned faces swam up out of it like dead fish.




  But he was intrigued by the thought of going to live somewhere else and of changing his name, and he thought about it while they knelt down in the pew they always had on Sundays. His mother read

  bits from her Bible, and then she read the writing on Walter’s piece of paper. Walter listened, not speaking, because you had to be very quiet in church. He supposed that one day he would

  understand the words about dying not for a king but for a dream.




  He was so absorbed in thinking about all these things, that he did not hear the church clock begin to chime eight.




  Extract from Talismans of the Mind by C. R. Ingram




  During the First World War, telegrams were sent to inform relatives that their sons, husbands, brothers, were ‘Missing, believed killed’. They were grim, soulless

  little pieces of paper but, given the circumstances and the technology of the times, it’s difficult to know how else the information could have been conveyed.




  And so, from the complex emotions of not knowing whether their loved ones were alive or dead, a whole new culture of spiritualism grew up – a culture of table-turners and mediums offering

  to contact the spirits of the dead young men; of automatic writing and Ouija boards. Letters of the alphabet arranged in a ring with fingers on a glass tumbler to pick the letters out so a message

  was spelt out, often to the accompaniment of accusing voices claiming that somebody had pushed the tumbler. Was it you who pushed it, Arthur? Certainly not, says Arthur indignantly, even though he

  did in fact push the tumbler. But to be fair to him, it was because he is weary of his poor wife’s grief and of his own grief as well, and if there can be a message from their boy who died on

  the Somme perhaps the family can find some peace at last.




  ‘J’, says the tumbler squeaking decisively across the table top, and there’s a gasp from the darkness. A female voice, pitiful with hope, whispers, ‘Is that you,

  John?’ or ‘James?’ or ‘Joseph?’ And, oh yes, of course, it is John or James or Joseph. Such a useful letter to choose: J, the start of so many good English

  names.




  Don’t worry about me, ma, spells the message laboriously; it’s all peace and love and sunshine up here, and Baby Jack who died of the cholera when he was a mite, sends his best, and

  grandma says hello . . . Oh, and remind pa to make a contribution as you go out – there’s a box in the hall . . .




  Within that culture grew a subterranean culture of its own – that of avaricious charlatans, manipulators and what were once called thimble-riggers, all of them hell-bent on exploiting the

  bereaved.




  One such pair of fraudsters were Bartlam and Violette Partridge, who began their table-turning evenings towards the end of 1916. Bartlam and Violette (‘Call me Vita, love, most people

  do.’), operated from a house in North London: a narrow, unremarkable three-storey house, the kind of house that people passed without a second glance. It’s no longer there, that house,

  and no photographs have survived, but in 1915 Bartlam bought it for the princely sum of £356, so it must have been a very smart residence indeed.
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