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An interview with the Reverend Merrily Watkins, featured in Newsnet magazine…


IN THE BISHOP’S SECRET SERVICE


She’s a single parent who smokes ‘15… OK maybe 20 some days,’ has to have her cassocks shortened and mumbles ‘Oh shit!’ when she spills her tea. Even some colleagues in the clergy prefer to avoid her.

JEMIMA LESSING meets the Rev. Merrily Watkins, Diocesan Deliverance Consultant.



YOU genuinely don’t know what to expect. You’ve seen the films with those dour, laconic priests in black hats with doctors’ bags containing flasks of holy water and a scuffed Bible. You tell yourself it can’t be like this in real life and yet you’re almost disappointed when it isn’t.

Opening the front door of Ledwardine Vicarage – 17th century, crookedly timber-framed – Merrily Watkins is wearing a light blue sweatshirt and clutching a smelly rag and a bucket into which you can’t help taking a nervous glance in case it’s full of green bile projected across the room by some satanic seven-year-old.

The Reverend Watkins smiles and raises her eyes in the general direction of heaven. ‘Sorry about this,’ she says, ‘but the cat’s just been sick…’

Her smiles tend to be apologetic and her eyes are full of a bruised humour. She is 39 years old, a widow with a daughter of 18. Yes, she agrees she was probably a political appointee in the first instance. A certain controversial bishop of Hereford wanted a woman at what Watkins calls ‘the coal face of Christianity’.

She means deliverance – the comparatively new name for exorcism. It’s not generally known that every diocese in the country must have a Deliverance Minister, whose job involves dealing with allegedly haunted houses and people who believe themselves to be psychically damaged.

This is probably the most derided and thankless role in the Church. ‘In the movies, it’s all over in a blast of dry ice or whatever, and everybody’s sobbing in relief. In reality, most times you really don’t know whether you’ve been any use or not. Oh God, am I supposed to have said that?’

Merrily Watkins is hunched over the pine refectory table in the vicarage kitchen, shaking the last Silk Cut from the packet. She’s a small woman and the vicarage seems vast around her. It has seven bedrooms and an attic apartment occupied by Jane, her daughter. Watkins’s husband died in a motorway crash before she was ordained. There are rumours of a boyfriend, but he evidently doesn’t live in.

‘Look,’ she says, ‘to be honest, some people in the Church are wary of deliverance, so we keep a low profile. We’re like…’

‘Spooks?’ I suggest. ‘In the MI5 sense?’

‘Mmm.’ She lights her cigarette. ‘The Bishop’s secret service. Cool.’ The smile fades. ‘Actually, it’s not. Half the cases I’m brought into involve people with mental or psychological problems. The difficulty lies in deciding which are genuine. If you get it wrong, you can make things so much worse… and I mean worse.’

Merrily Watkins was reading law at Liverpool University when she began going out with a fellow student and became pregnant. She gave up the course and says she’s not entirely sorry. She had all kinds of idealistic ideas which she suspects would never have been realized.

She’s guarded about how she became attracted to the Church, talks vaguely of a moral problem in her private life and spiritual assistance coming at the right time. She shakes her head helplessly. ‘It’s not that I don’t want to talk about it, just that it sounds so woolly.’

When the Blairite bishop of Hereford, Michael Hunter, offered her the role of Diocesan Deliverance Consultant, she knew it was a set-up. ‘He liked to surround himself with youngish people – and women.’

Watkins says she took the job, without fully realizing what was involved, because of a personal experience here in the vicarage. ‘Noises… cold spots… fleeting images of things. I genuinely didn’t know whether it was something paranormal or a symptom of stress or nervous exhaustion. But people in the Church responded to my questions with… embarrassment, I suppose. Which made me feel even more isolated.

‘It still amazes me when I meet a member of the clergy who purports to believe in a supernatural God, but rejects the possibility of anything else. At the same time, it has to be said that nobody gullible is going to last long in this job.’




FOREWORD

THE ANGULAR, MODERNIST house was an unexpected bargain for Zoe and Jonathan Mahonie – newcomers to the city of Hereford and apparently unaware that the house’s pristine white interior walls had been coated with the lifeblood of a previous owner.

How is Merrily Watkins, diocesan exorcist for Hereford, to know if Zoe Mahonie is lying or deluded when she claims that the wrathful Susan Lulham is still in residence?

Then comes another bloody death.

Who is the real killer?

The House of Susan Lulham first appeared as a short story in the Oxfam anthology OxCrimes, in May 2014. After the short story appeared in OxCrimes some readers suggested there was more to be told. They were not wrong. Here’s the whole story, exploring the hornet’s nest of exorcism in a secular age. More than five times as long, this novella continues the story to its eerie conclusion.


PART ONE


While unquiet spirits do not themselves produce poltergeist phenomena, it may well be that they can act on living persons to cause them to produce psycho-kinetic effects…

Deliverance

an essential resource for anyone seeking effectively to understand and help people who believe themselves to be psychically disturbed.

SPCK 1996

Ed. Michael Perry
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Imaginary ballroom

‘I DON’T LIKE old,’ Zoe Mahonie said. ‘Get creeped out in churches. Sorry, but I do. Old places, you know what I mean? It’s why we came here.’

‘This city?’

‘This house,’ Zoe said.

It wasn’t old, not in a way Zoe would see, and yet it was. Screened by the shaggy suburban conifers of Aylestone Hill, it was like an offcut from an arts centre from the 1960s: precast concrete, split-level, a jutting conservatory. Some architect’s strident statement, once alone, now with a small executive housing estate wrapped around it. Like a gag, Merrily thought as Zoe leaned into a puffy arm of the white leather sofa.

‘Couldn’t believe it was so cheap, look.’

She was china-doll pretty, probably mid-thirties, not fat, just overweight. She wore a shiny, lime-green top and had short, dark hair with highlights, and an emerald nose-stud.

‘Jonno,’ she said, ‘he had this surveyor guy give it a going-over, and he couldn’t find nothing wrong, so…’

‘The vendors didn’t say anything?’

‘Ah well…’ Zoe tossing out a bitter smirk. ‘Turns out they was in property, you know what I mean? Obviously picked it up dirt-cheap when nobody else wanted it, cos of what happened. And when we come to view, they’re both here, him and his girlfriend, so naturally we was thinking they lived here. Bastards.’

‘Who told you, in the end?’

‘Oh… Anita – neighbour. We been here a month by then. She thought we knew. As if.’ Zoe sat back. ‘Can you fix it?’

She had one arm bared as if for an injection. Through the low, horizontal window, with its frame of reddish-wood, the October morning, under waxen cloud, was as white and ungiving as the room, where the only detail was in the white bookcase – half-filled with books on education, politics, psychology and, at the end, Dawkins’s The God Delusion, Hitchens’s God is Not Great and The Hole in the Sky by Matthew Stooke.

Between the conifers, across the city, Merrily could see the Cathedral tower, a fat warning finger. She wanted time to think. On her first deliverance course, they’d been shown a DVD of a woman claiming there were bad things happening in her house. The priest, sceptical, suspecting domestic abuse – the husband – had left, wanting time to think. The woman had been found later with an empty pill bottle and a radio tuned to easy-listening.

‘Who told you about me, Zoe, you mind me asking?’

‘Just a friend.’ Reluctantly. ‘She posted your number on Facebook.’

‘I see.’ Dear God. ‘Erm… could you tell me about the mirror again?’

It was over by the door, vertical, in a chrome frame and bright with reflections of white walls, white squashy sofa, light grey carpet, white, cordless phone on a small table near the sofa. And Merrily, in the unzipped black hoody over the well-worn cashmere sweater. No dog collar, just the smallest pectoral cross. She thought her face looked pale and blurred.

‘Smeared all over, look.’ Zoe shuddered. ‘Hadn’t barely woken up, and Jonno’s away, like I said.’

‘So what exactly did you think—?’

‘Christ!’ Zoe sprang away from the sofa’s bloated arm. ‘Susan Lulham lived here. Susan Lulham. You know what I mean?’

Only the lurid basics. Sophie, at the Cathedral, was putting together some detailed background.

‘And it was definitely lipstick.’

‘It… yeah.’

‘And you scrubbed it away. All of it.’

Zoe said nothing. A smartphone lay on the sofa, switched on to a display of coloured planets. If she’d taken pictures of the mirror with that, would they have shown only a reflection of the room?

‘Erm… was it your lipstick, Zoe?’

Ready for the sharp look, and it came, small features crowding.

‘Didn’t expect you’d be going at it like the police or something.’

Merrily smiled. The police had victims and offenders and sometimes a result. A police inquiry wasn’t a dance with invisible partners in a dark and possibly imaginary ballroom.

‘When…’ She wanted a cigarette, but it was unlikely anybody had smoked in here since the new carpet had gone down. ‘When you found out about Susan Lulham, what did your husband say?’

‘Said we finally had a reason why it was so cheap. He’s laughing. Nothing to worry about, kind of thing. Nothing, you know…’

‘Structural?’

‘Yeah.’

‘But maybe… laughing because he didn’t believe anything that had happened here in the past could have any lingering effect? Except in the imagination.’

There was a wedding picture on the bookcase. Jonno had thinning hair and a close beard. Zoe looked young and lovely.

‘Look, we was going through a bad patch before we come here. It was like a new start, you know what I mean? In a fantastic new house we couldn’t’ve afforded. No way is that bitch driving me out.’

‘So you haven’t told him,’ Merrily said. ‘About any of it.’

‘He’s busy all the time – head of department. Meetings, parent nights…’

‘Half term, isn’t it?’

‘He does courses. He’s on a course. In Bristol.’

Zoe folded her arms. Behind her was the TV screen, big as they came. The one she’d said had come on at three a.m., throwing out jagged music from a slasher movie on some all-night horror channel. The way lights came on in various rooms. On their own, came on, went off, came on again. She’d go upstairs and the bedroom light would be on, and she’d turn it off and it would be back on again when she went to bed, as if there was somebody already in there.

Then there was the night she’d awoken to a sound like laughing, throaty laughing, which Jonno said was the pipes.

‘Anyway,’ Zoe said, ‘I’d like it done before he comes back.’

‘And that’s…?’

‘Weekend.’

Zoe moved to the window. The flower bed outside was full of evergreen ground-cover. Below it was the terrace where she’d said the woman had been standing as the sun was going down. Short leather jacket, red leggings. Solid as you like, until she wasn’t there.

She. Her name had once been a lazy flourish of red, across a Hereford salon window. And, according to Zoe, across the mirror in lipstick the colour of fresh blood.

Suze.
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Cutting

‘SEEMS SHE HATED her given name,’ Sophie Hill said in the Cathedral gatehouse office that afternoon. ‘Too neat and prissy, too old-fashioned. If you called her Susan she’d just scowl and ignore you.’

Merrily nodded. Her daughter Jane had once had her hair done at Suze’s salon, now a charity shop. Well overpriced, in Merrily’s view, but Jane had been sixteen, and Suze was as near as you could find to Hereford cool. Suze had been going out with this guy from EastEnders who she’d met when he’d presented her with a hairdressing award. Suze had broken up his marriage. Jane had been well impressed, but if she now knew that one of the teachers at her school had bought Suze’s house she hadn’t mentioned it.

‘Press cuttings.’

Sophie placing a laminate folder on the desk in front of Merrily, who looked up, curious.

‘Where did you get these?’

While diligently maintaining the deliverance database, Sophie trusted nothing you couldn’t keep in a fireproof filing cabinet. She plugged in the kettle by the sink.

‘I’ll make some tea. Susan’s mother’s a secretary at one of the solicitors’ offices across the road. We were at school together.’

‘You never told me that.’

‘Why would I?’ Sophie took down mugs, chained reading-glasses clinking against her pearls. ‘You don’t gossip, Merrily, when you work for…’

Her lips tightened. Not the deliverance ministry. Not the Bishop, to whom she was lay secretary. Sophie worked for the sandstone bookend to Hereford’s old city centre. The Cathedral. God, for Sophie, was a sun-soaked tower overlooking the most celebrated river in southern Britain.

‘Grace – Susan’s mother – keeps the cuttings in a file in her office. Well, you wouldn’t want them at home.’

‘No.’

From the folder, Merrily shook photocopies of newspaper stories and a glossy county magazine which fell open at a double-page photo-spread.

‘Bloody hell, Sophie.’

‘Ah.’ The glasses were back on Sophie’s nose as she peered over Merrily’s shoulder. ‘She did men as well. Specializing, for a time, in artistically shaven heads.’

In the picture, Susan Lulham held up a cut-throat razor, photoflash in the open blade. Behind it, her strong-boned face was blurred by lavish laughter below a wing of indigo hair. Underneath the magazine, Merrily found a photocopy, blackly over-inked, of a front page of the Hereford Times.

CITY STUNNED BY ‘BLOODBATH’ DEATH OF TOP STYLIST

‘Susan’s death, I’m afraid,’ Sophie said, ‘was like her private life. Entirely lacking in normal human restraint.’

‘You met her?’

‘Not since she was small. Long before she was excluded from school.’

Merrily looked up.

‘Passing ecstasy tablets around in an exam room,’ Sophie said. ‘Don’t smile, Merrily, a child was hospitalized.’

A blade of sunlight lit Sophie’s white hair, struck a spark from the kettle.

‘Never went back to school after that. When she showed an interest in hairdressing, her parents paid for a short college course, then she worked for a salon in Gloucester, which, to their probable surprise, she took to quite rapidly. If not quite in the way they imagined. Finally, they set her up in business here. Four salons, eventually, from Ludlow to Ledbury.’

‘Must’ve done well to buy that house. I mean, I don’t like it, but…’

Sophie frowned.

‘Spectacularly unruly parties there.’ She picked up the folder. ‘Thought there was an inquest report, but it’s not here. I remember most of it, anyway, except the actor’s name. He’d apparently announced his intention of going back to his wife and children. Susan was furious. Two of her younger employees took her for a night out in Hereford to take her… out of herself.’

‘As they say.’

‘Put her in a taxi in the early hours. Arriving home, she phoned her estranged partner, starting what seems to have been something fairly volcanic – loud enough to awaken neighbours. Summer night, windows open. Nobody— well, hardly the first time they’d been disturbed by Susan’s antics, and the kind of people living there are not the sort to make public protests. So nobody went out. Nobody heard her announcing to the former boyfriend that she’d begun cutting herself.’

Merrily glanced at the magazine picture, with the razor. Sophie nodded.

‘Yes. Or one very like it. Drunken frenzy. Presumably Mrs Mahonie told you the details.’

Merrily shook her head.

‘As we were in the room where it took place, I didn’t encourage her.’

‘Starting to cut herself in various places while still on the phone. First the skin and then… every visible vein. All the time telling the former boyfriend what she was doing. He told the coroner he’d… well, that he’d heard it all before, I suppose. Didn’t believe her, hung up and she… didn’t stop. Perhaps convinced he’d leap into his car and come to her rescue. At three a.m. It was three a.m.’

Merrily winced, looked down at Suze’s laughing face, wide lips pulled back over deep and meaty gums. A strong, demanding presence, palpable energy, a face to fuel fantasies. She pushed the paper away. Sometimes you felt you were pulling disparate elements together to invest a crazy situation with a crazy logic. A disturbed woman, very drunk, cuts every visible vein with a razor, bleeds to death, horribly and copiously, in her living room. What better basis for a haunting?

She shut the magazine. Sophie poured water into the pot, steam rising around her.

‘Her mother told me that one neighbour claimed to have heard her laughing. I suppose saying “laughter”, rather than “cries of pain” might have been an excuse for not going over to find out what was happening.’

‘Zoe didn’t mention that. As such.’

like laughing, throaty laughing, which Jonno said was the pipes…

‘As a teenager, if she didn’t get her own way over something, she’d take a… blade of some kind to an arm or a thigh. Even her mother thought she was long over that, though when she went out, it seems she would take a knife with her. With a retractable blade – Stanley knife, or similar. And then the cutthroat razor – tool of the trade. In her bag. Protection? I don’t know.’

‘In Hereford?’

Sophie shrugged.

‘Who knows what kind of people she was mixing with. Certainly none of them came to her funeral.’ ‘You were there?’

‘Crematorium. Very small, very swift. The eulogy brief and dishonest. What else could they do under the circumstances? The Cathedral and a horse-drawn hearse?’

‘Husband’s an atheist,’ Merrily said. ‘Zoe’s, that is. Presumably with all the layers of disbelief that go with that. An educated man, and she…’

‘Not a teacher?’

‘Part-time dinner lady at his last school.’ Merrily sighed. ‘What I should be doing now is finding previous tenants. The guy who bought the house was smart enough to use it as rental accommodation for a couple of years, let the history fade.’

‘The former tenants could be anywhere, now. And so you find them and they say it was a perfectly peaceful home, what then? How did you leave it? What did you do?’
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The night job

THERE WAS A terrace or a patio, grey and white concrete flags, and then a steep slope down to the road, made easier to maintain by a formal rockery with tufty, ground-hugging evergreen bushes, steps down the middle.

Where the woman had been standing. Short red leather jacket, red leggings. Solid as you or me.

See, that was convincing. People who saw them usually described something solid, quite normal-looking. With people who invented them, it was hazy, see-through.

Merrily had stood on what might be the spot. From the steps, you had a good overview of the estate: very small and exclusive, not much more than this cul-desac, all the houses detached, guarded by mature trees.

Place memory, imprint?

Not when you put it together with all the rest. This might be what Huw Owen, her spiritual director, would call an insomniac.

Unquiet spirit. The restless essence of someone who’d died here, and not peacefully in bed. For the rehoming of which there was an established sequence of responses aimed at gently but decisively breaking earthly ties and obsessions. Even discounting the actor from EastEnders, there’d have to be a stack of those with Susan Lulham. In theory, a case for the full Requiem. A calming; the replacement of anger, bitterness and resentment with love and sympathy and pity. But a Requiem usually required a congregation of more than one, especially if the one was Zoe Mahonie.

Love and sympathy and pity?

No way is that bitch driving me out.

Perhaps some way to go with Zoe.

Who should’ve been down here, part of this, but

who had consented to observe from the doorway while she did what you usually did on a first visit when you were unsure: the basic blessing. Zoe had stood, po-faced, nursing her mobile phone, maybe ready to call the police if this got out of hand.

You’re not gonner make a big show of this, are you?

I’ll be as discreet as possible.

This being a discreet upmarket estate with well-foliaged space between homes. No obvious curiosity, but who knew? Merrily bending her head, setting extraneous thoughts adrift, lowering her eyelids, letting a familiar breath-pattern develop, thankful when it happened.

Birdsong from the tall trees behind the house, the crunching of stop-start traffic from the main road cresting Aylestone Hill. A scent of wet grass cuttings, an image of herself as if from above: small woman in black with a tiny cross round her neck, a mini New Testament in one hand and the airline bag on the step by her feet. Jane kept saying she should get a better bag, with a solid frame. A proper exorcist bag, meaningfully black, like on the old film posters. A holdall styled for what Jane, smirking, used to call the Night Job.

A flask of water had been blessed this morning in Ledwardine Church, Zoe looking on with disapproval as she’d taken it from the airline bag. Damn, should have pasted a label across it saying weed killer.

Merrily had stifled the laugh like a hiccup. But it had been enough for something to blow inside her, a fuse no thicker than a hair, and a huge black shutter had come down, clack, and she’d been staring, blankly faithless, at the insanity of enacting a medieval ritual, toned down for a woman who was buggered if she was going to let that bitch drive her out of her home even it meant employing a stupid throwback she’d pulled from the Net.

Shocked at herself, she’d stumbled and kicked the flask and nearly fallen over to grab it before it toppled from the step and smashed. Catching it in time but half wishing she hadn’t, because something inside her hadn’t wanted another chance at this.

Zoe had watched from the doorway, clutching her smartphone, as Merrily stood in the rain and murmured. Very discreet, no histrionics, nothing that might upset a neighbour. Once round the house, then up to the master bedroom: expensive, but too dark and leathery for Merrily’s taste. Another long window with a view of a small field with two ponies in it and a tarmac pathway vanishing into shrubbery.

…make the seasons to take their course and our days to end in sleep… Guard with your continual watchfulness all who rest within these walls.

No sprinkling of water in the bedroom. Some priests would have made it a condition that the husband should be here, too. Or the wife. Or the civil partner, whatever. But if this guy was away on a course and an atheist anyway…

She’d left the living room till last.

No feeling of menace, but nobody who knew what had happened here could be entirely comfortable, particularly a woman. Coming home in the dark and flinging on all the lights. That sharp, involuntary intake of breath when you opened the door from the hall into the silence of the room where Susan Lulham had died. Even on a psychological level, what remained of Suze could be complex and upsetting.

…sanctify this house, that in it there may be joy and gladness, peace and love, health and goodness, and thanksgiving…

You were told that it wasn’t the words that mattered, no precision of delivery, no sense of incantation. It should be about knowing what you wanted to get across, aligning yourself with the Source.

‘And then,’ she told Sophie, ‘I suggested she might like to wander down to the Cathedral. Sometime. Just to… you know…’

‘Didn’t go down well?’

‘Like if she was feeling frightened or oppressed, she could maybe just sit there. Forget prayer, maybe just sit at the back for a few minutes, try to empty her head… and she’s looking at me like I’m some crazy evangelical screaming at her to come to God, throw herself on His mercy. “I don’t like old – didn’t you get that?”’

And all she’d done was a first-stage blessing. Cupboards opened, mirror covered, TV unplugged, sprinkling of holy water, prayers. Sanctify this house, that in it there may be joy and gladness…

Covering your back. Knowing you might still wind up looking stupid or naive, part of something obsolete. Some deliverance consultants avoided contact with the public, when possible, preferring just to offer technical advice to priests approached by parishioners disturbed by what they believed were paranormal phenomena – the third reason for remembering the clergy, after weddings and funerals. The one rarely spoken of in a secular society.

Except, it seemed, on Facebook. Merrily shook her head.

‘She kept saying, “You have to exorcize me.” They all know that word. I’m trying to explain that exorcism applies only to something considered malevolent and essentially non-human. She said, “What do you think fucking Suze is?”’

This had been outside, in a warm, desultory rain, both of them standing on the steps where Zoe had said the woman in the leather jacket had been visible. Merrily murmuring about peace and love, health and goodness, Zoe looking contemptuous. This was it? A bit of a blessing? Pat on the head?

‘I didn’t tell her a major exorcism needed permission from the Bishop, and a visit from a psychiatrist. How would you even approach that? “Zoe, if you don’t mind, I’d like someone else to meet you”?’

Hadn’t told Zoe the truth of it. I’ve never done one. Never done a major exorcism. Most of us never have. It doesn’t get that far.

But the fact that Zoe had said exorcize me… that at least indicated an awareness of where the problem might lie.

‘What exactly did she say when she first rang?’

‘Just… can I talk to the exorcist, please.’

‘She used that word? Not deliverance or advisor on the paranormal, or…?’

‘Exorcist,’ Sophie said. ‘Might she be deluded? Or is she hiding some emotional problem?’

‘Don’t know. You can never be sure. I told her if it continued, we could raise our game all the way to a Requiem Eucharist. But that would need more people, preferably including someone who’d known Susan Lulham personally.’

‘The Requiem would be for Susan?’

‘She didn’t seem to get that at all. It was like she expected the garlic and the crucifix. Driving Suze out of her house. I asked if there was someone she could stay with until her husband came home. She said she had a sister but they didn’t get on.’

Sophie placed a mug of tea in front of Merrily.

‘I don’t think you’re entirely convinced by Mrs Mahonie, are you?’

‘Oh God, she’s standing there in the rain, under an umbrella like she’s waiting for a bus. She doesn’t do churches or any old places. And she got my number from a woman on Facebook. And you know what was missing, Sophie? Fear. When it’s there, you can smell it, slightly sour, like… fresh sweat.’

* * *

She remembered Zoe, when they were in the leathery master bedroom, looking as if she wanted to hit somebody – like Merrily, who was smaller and who was there and who thought there was something not quite right about this.

‘Can I explain?’

Zoe saying nothing, her thick arms folded. Merrily not moving. It wasn’t that she didn’t understand the aggression. Not too long ago, on a bank of the River Wye, she’d stared into the face of someone and seen only evil and, against everything she was supposed to stand for, had wanted only to…

God, God, God…

‘Zoe, listen to me… where something like this happens, a living person is usually involved. Whether he or she knows it or not. Sometimes you can be just the vehicle… you can be driven to do something you wouldn’t normally do, or to see something you wouldn’t normally see, by the conditions in a particular place. And afterwards you think you couldn’t possibly have done it.’

Zoe’s pale blue eyes had been cold.

‘I’m not mad.’

‘No. Of course you’re not.’

‘You didn’t like her,’ Sophie said.

‘Not a very Christian reaction, is it? Another reason I can’t let it go.’

‘Best not to obsess over it. It’s what she wants.’ Sophie looked up. ‘Laurence – is he still on tour?’

‘Lol? No, that’s over. I mean the tour. But he’s not here, anyway.’

Sophie’s gaze sharpened.

‘Nothing—?’

‘No, no. Nothing… like that. We’re OK. I think. He’s just doing some session work at Prof Levin’s studio. With Bell Pepper. First album in years. If Kate Bush could do it, et cetera… Bell, the old mystic, she likes to record in the hours before dawn, so he has to stay there. In his old flat over the granary. Until summoned.’

Sophie’s eyebrows rose above her glasses and not with any sense of wonder.

‘They don’t change, these people, do they?’

‘Most people don’t,’ Merrily said, ‘I find.’
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Mostly sad old people

AFTERCARE.

She phoned Zoe’s house six times that night. Answerphone. A man’s recorded voice delivering the message in a clipped, impatient way. Maybe Zoe had gone to her sister’s after all. Twice Merrily left messages, waiting in the scullery office, watching her own face, grey, in the screensaver.

Forty next year, a daughter out there in the adult world. How long could she keep this up? How to deal with change: a TV turning itself on in the night, spirit messages in the hard disk, phantoms on Facebook, firewalls breached by the demonic.

A level of scepticism was essential, but how far should you allow it to rise before you felt obliged to throw on all the lights and walk away from the Night Job?

She phoned Jane’s mobile. Voicemail. There was rarely an adequate signal around the Pembrokeshire dig where Jane was doing her gap year as a gopher for archaeologists. She left a message.

‘No pressure, flower. Just wondered if you remembered a physics teacher at Moorfield called Jonathan Mahonie.’

The absent Jonno was important. Coming between a wife and a husband was never good, but an atheist husband… and she’d gone behind his back. An atheist husband and Susan Lulham.

She’d gone into Google and found another of Suze’s claims to fame. The year before her death, she’d done a daytime TV slot, discussing new hairstyles and how to achieve them in your own bathroom. No YouTube sequences from that, just the razor picture of Suze with blurred eyes, lavish white smile exposing gums the colours of offal. On fullscreen you could read the brand name on the razor: Bismarck. The only other pictures were from a magazine feature which had not been in Sophie’s portfolio: Suze showing off her new home, the living room looking much as it had this morning, same pale colours, even a mirror in the same position. A shot of the house from outside had been taken from a low angle in bright sunlight, and its walls looked hard, like bone. Savagely modern when it had been built, decades earlier, but now somehow just very Suze.

Ethel padded in and curled into her basket. Merrily closed her eyes to the sound of soft purring and the climbing rose tapping the window in the night breeze. She thought about the concept of an unquiet spirit, restless essence of someone who’d died not peacefully.

Zoe didn’t call back. Nor did Jane till the following day.

After Midweek Mass, this was. She’d been doing the Wednesday Eucharist for a while now, never really liking the word Eucharist but worried about simplifying it in case anyone thought she’d picked up the Catholic virus. But as Anglo-Catholic priests tended still to disapprove of female clerics, how likely was that, anyway?

‘Mahonie?’ Jane said. ‘He’s not moved into the village, has he?’

‘He lives in Hereford. I ran into his wife, that’s all.’

‘Poor cow.’

‘Sorry?’

‘He only arrived a few weeks before I left, so I rang Rhiannon for you. Rhiannon Hughes? Who’s still serving time at Moorfield, so please don’t stitch her up. Bottom line, Mahonie’s a slimeball? Leans over you to make a point on your laptop, and his hands… you know?’

‘Nobody report it?’

‘It always could’ve been accidental, apparently. Rhiannon says he thinks – inexplicably – that he’s God’s gift.’

Hell, what did you do in this situation? Merrily reached for a cigarette – should she report it to somebody? Just quietly tip someone off to keep an eye on Mahonie?

‘He doesn’t seem to be a paedophile,’ Jane said. ‘It was only big girls.’

‘Only.’

‘Anyway, he was at this school in the Forest of Dean before, so Rhiannon put his name into the system for me.’

‘What?’

‘Facebook. It’s mostly sad old people on there now, but she found some former students, and Mahonie’s famous for like… well, for shagging a dinner lady. She sponged soup from his trousers after he broke up a fight in the sixth-form restaurant. Something like that. He was married at the time.’

‘So she was the other woman.’

‘Who was?’

‘Sorry. Talking to myself.’ Merrily was staring through the scullery window at the glittery lichen on the churchyard wall. ‘Thank you, flower. Good of you to take the time. Everything OK?’

‘Yeah. It’s interesting…’

‘But?’

‘Bit of a shoestring operation. They might have to wind up before Christmas. Could even be back in a few weeks.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry. Though it’ll be good to… have you home.’

‘Yeah, I bet,’ Jane said.

Several times that day, Merrily rang Zoe, getting the voicemail. As an early autumn evening dimmed the scullery and she was thinking about maybe driving over there, Sophie called.

‘Merrily, you might want to turn on your computer. I’ve sent you a link. Call me back when you’ve read it.’

The Facebook picture was very like the wedding photo, with Zoe looking slim and tanning-centre gorgeous. She listed her favourite singer as Adele and her fave TV shows as Strictly Come Dancing, The X Factor, EastEnders and Celebrity Big Brother. Her latest posting said, in reply to a Facebook friend called Lou,


I was very dissapointed. she didnt even look like a proper priest. She said o yes it was definately an evil spirit but she wasnt up 2 exercising it on her own. She said i shouldnt be alone here at night. She said I should go 2 the church and lock myself in. I said I was frightened of churches but she didnt get it. I dont know what 2 do. Im 4king shitting myself.

Lou

Vicars dont believe in nothing these days. U want to try one of these ghostbusting groups. Id still get out of there tonite tho.



Lou’s picture was of a navel with something rubyesque in it.


Zoe

Nowhere 2 go have I? Im trying sleeping pills.



Merrily scrolled down to where one of Zoe’s Face-book friends had chipped in. She was called Nattie. Her picture was one eye peering between fronds of dark hair.


Sleeping pills R bad news. U hv shit dreams.



Then Lou was back.


I had 2 go 2 a funeral about a year ago done by this woman Watkins. Only time Lloyd was ever interested in church. It was a month or so b4 we split and I was starting 2 realise what kind of Rs hole he was by then. Couldnt take his eyes off of her. Shes quite little not his usual type he liked them with big tits usually. I shouldve known. Take him 2 a funeral and all the bastard can think of is shagging the vicar. (lol)



Merrily called Sophie back.

‘Who told you about this?’

‘Somebody told Grace Lulham that Mrs Mahonie was making a big thing about Susan’s house, on the Internet. One of her friends, as you know, put your phone number online for her and they were all demanding she call you. As they would. To find out what you’d do.’

‘She was supposed to be keeping it quiet so it didn’t get back to her husband. Doesn’t make sense, Sophie. Also, I didn’t say any of that stuff. Evil spirits? Or that I wasn’t up to exorcizing it on my own. It’s… lies, or…’

Silence. Who would know she hadn’t said any of that? Who in the wide world?

She’d been given a part in a reality show.

‘I think it’s accepted that social networking sites are largely held together by lies and fantasy,’ Sophie said eventually. Sophie who didn’t gossip, Sophie who worked for the Cathedral. ‘I hate all this. Hate the way if people have a problem they type it into their computers, and scream it out to the world and wait for the world to give them stupid, dangerous advice.’

‘Am I really supposed to let her get away with making things up and publicly attributing them to me?’

‘At this stage,’ Sophie said, ‘I rather think you have to. If it was in a newspaper, that would be altogether different. But social media… Ultimately, I suppose, you may have to consider legal action, but…’

‘Hell, no. I used to be married to a lawyer. I know what a long trail of heartache and penury that would involve. That’s not what I meant. I need to go and see her.’

‘I think that would be very stupid,’ Sophie said.

‘What’s the alternative?’

‘To do absolutely nothing except write out a report, email it to me, and I’ll copy it to the Bishop. Not that he’ll read it, now.’

‘Is Bernie even in town?’

Sophie shook her head. The Bishop was as good as gone. Due to leave at the end of the year, but in the dog days of August he’d had a slight stroke.

‘So you’re saying just cover my back?’

‘Just accept that your initial feelings might not have been so far from the truth,’ Sophie said. ‘And that you don’t have to do penance for them.’

‘Mmm,’ Merrily said.

But, by the following afternoon, it had become harder to ignore.

Oh God, yes.
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Fifty-three hits

JANE HAD LEFT a message that sent Merrily to the computer again. She called her back at once, waited for her daughter to climb a hill.

‘You found this yourself?’

Turning the computer screen to face her. At the centre of it, the YouTube screen, ready to rerun.

‘Are you kidding?’ Jane said. ‘I had to walk halfway to Milford Haven just to bring it up on the mobile. No, it was Rhiannon. Her curiosity was like piqued by the possibility of Mahonie-linked gossip. She just followed Zoe around cyberspace for a while. Mum…’ Exasperation. ‘I mean, Christ, how could you let her do this to you?’

‘I’m an idiot.’

‘You bloody are.’

‘Yeah well, you don’t think, do you? She was just standing in the doorway, holding her phone… You just don’t think.’

She recalled Zoe with her smartphone held in both hands at waist level, as if she thought she might need to call her husband or the police, or just to give her hands something to do.

The clip lasted less than two minutes. She ran it again. A small woman in black moving around the Mahonies’ front garden, head down, hands raised periodically, muttering like the people you saw in town centres, in the care of the community.

‘… and defend from harm all who enter…’

Fortunately, the sound was mostly weak and at least she wasn’t wearing the kit. The clip ended with a slice of sky. Its title was ‘Merilly Watkins exercises the ghost of Susan Lulham’. To the right of it, a number.

Merrily jerked back in her chair.

‘Fifty-three hits? Already?’

‘Minimal,’ Jane said. ‘Could be thousands by the end of the day. But, you know… by YouTube standards, it’s fairly innocuous. I mean, there must be more sensational exorcisms on vid—’

‘Jane, it was a blessing. Basic. Ground floor.’

‘Yeah, well, I wouldn’t worry about it too much. I mean your face isn’t very clear.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Just tell the slag to sod off,’ Jane said. ‘I would.’

She reported it to Sophie. Sophie said she’d tell the Bishop. An hour later she called back.

‘He didn’t really have time to say a great deal. Medical appointment. I don’t think he’s overly worried at this stage, but, like me, he thinks you should avoid Mrs Mahonie.’

‘I left a card. What if she calls me?’

‘After this? Is that likely?’

‘After this it’s very likely. You think she’s going to be embarrassed? I had to promise to make it discreet, OK? She hadn’t even told her husband she was getting us involved. How many other lies? However…’ Merrily sighed unhappily. ‘… that doesn’t mean she doesn’t have a… problem.’

Wondering now if Zoe was planning to use her as evidence that the house really was haunted. Were the Mahonies planning to take some kind of legal action against the seller? Was the fortuitously absent husband pulling Zoe’s strings?

‘If you do ever find it necessary to visit Mrs Mahonie again,’ Sophie said, ‘shouldn’t you be accompanied by a psychiatrist? As there’s now explicit mention of an evil spirit?’

‘Not from me.’

‘I realize that. But her use of the word surely takes the situation on to a different level.’

‘Not nec—’

‘And gives you an excuse to take a psychiatrist. Do you see what I mean?’

‘I suppose.’

‘I could send a copy of your report to someone on the psychiatrist list, just in case.’

So far this year, two psychiatrists had volunteered their assistance, a woman and a man; neither of them seemed as toxic as Nigel Saltash, who’d been dumped on her a while back. And at least a visit from a shrink wouldn’t be a development Zoe was likely to share on Facebook.

‘Meanwhile, if I just talk to her on the phone…’

‘Merrily…’

‘I know—’

‘No, listen to me. If you go to the house again and she doesn’t answer the door, she’ll probably be filming you from a window, on her phone. Then she’ll be telling Facebook that… I don’t know, that you’re stalking her or something. And providing proof. Equally, if you phone her, you don’t know if it’s being recorded.’

She was right, of course. Merrily felt numb, useless. Maybe a peripheral victim of Zoe and Jonno’s fury at being sold a notorious suicide house. Collateral damage.

‘It’s not as if you have to be any kind of believer,’ she said, ‘to experience a… a visceral revulsion at the thought of something that horrible having taken place in your sitting room. Every time you’re watching something violent on the great big TV on your wall, it’s going to come to mind, isn’t it? I mean, even if it was my house—’

‘Stop there,’ Huw Owen said.

‘Sorry?’

‘It’s not your house. Don’t project personal feelings.’ Huw’s voice was like a drab day in Sheffield, where he’d grown up. ‘Let’s go through the possibilities,’ he said. ‘Points out of five. A: basket-case.’

‘Nothing to suggest it, but then I’m not qualified to give an opinion. Let’s say two points.’

‘And, to return to the point you’ve just made, B: over-imaginative?’

‘Almost certainly not. One.’

‘C: volatile?’

Huw’s word for a poltergeist. An energy often activated by uncontrolled human emotions.

‘Can’t be ruled out, though I don’t like the lipstick. Three.’

‘D: insomniac.’

The remains of a person. Someone who couldn’t rest. Tied to a former life by anxiety, guilt, unfinished business, human passions, addictions.

‘Hmm. On a paranormal basis, it’s the most likely… I’m going to say three again. Maybe four. All the elements are there.’

‘We’ll carry on. E: lying.’

‘Four and a half.’

‘Interesting.’

She pictured him in his fireside chair, stuffing leaking out. Hair like sun-bleached straw. Jeans and a dog collar the colour of old bone. She imagined him nodding in the silence of his rectory in the Brecon Beacons.

‘The lies have it, then,’ he said. ‘Why?’

‘Well… because some of the things she said on Facebook went beyond exaggeration. And she’s not exactly the jokey kind. At times she’d appear scared and upset, but in an angry way – she and Jonno, the ambitious high-school teacher, getting taken in by a ruthless vendor. Estate agent’s particulars admit to four bedrooms, en suites, triple-glazed conservatory, et cetera… but fail to mention the former owner who sat on the living room floor with the phone and slashed every accessible vein.’

‘So they’re planning to sue either the vendor or the agents. And they want the background out in the open and evidence of psychological damage, the wife’s desperation. Someone who doesn’t believe in ghosts but is so distressed she calls in a priest anyway.’

‘You ever known a case where an exorcist has been called to give evidence in court?’

‘Not personally, but it’s happened. If she’s lying and they lose the case it’s not going to do us any good, either in the eyes of the public or our masters. And if she wins, that could be even worse.’

‘The Church gets bombarded with similar cases.’

‘And then we’ll be rubbished by all the bloody Dawkinsites as the naive suckers they always said we were.’

Silence. The last time she’d seen him, he’d been talking about packing in, tired of the apathy and the scorn. Taking the shit for militant Islam and kiddie-fiddling Catholic priests. We’re either naive or laughable or we’re part of a sinister old conspiracy to control folks’ minds and have sex with their children.

Bernie Dunmore hanging up his mitre, Huw on the edge. Merrily felt unsteady.

‘What do I do?’

‘Back off. Lie low.’

‘That’s what Sophie says.’

‘She’s right. The woman’s plastered you all over the Net. Behaved like it’s a joke. You did the necessary, you’re under no obligation to take it any further or talk to her again.’

‘Right.’

‘End of.’

‘OK.’ Why had she hoped for more? ‘Um… you all right, Huw?’

‘Not bad.’

‘Good.’

‘Listen,’ he said, ‘sometimes compassion has to be sat on.’

‘OK.’

‘You’re clear on that?’

‘Sure.’
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She’s here

A SPORADIC RAIN misting the ornamental conifers. A few early lights visible on the executive estate, the flickering of wall-mounted TVs.

No lights in the house of Susan Lulham, its angles stabbing a caramel sky.

Merrily parked her old black Freelander just past the last house on the estate to which Zoe’s home was closest. A white Mini Cooper was parked on the rising drive, but no one answered the doorbell. Merrily stood in the fine rain, looking up, thinking she saw a curtain move in an upstairs room. Backed away, down the steep drive, so that Zoe, if she was up there, could see who it was. Or maybe Zoe already knew who it was, and that was why she wasn’t opening the door.

‘You’re not helping her, you know.’

Merrily spun around in the road. A car had pulled in behind the Freelander. She saw a slender, dark-haired woman, about her own age, in an open, sea-green jacket, off-white silk scarf. Car keys in one hand.

‘Or yourself, I’d guess,’ the woman said. ‘But you’d know best, I suppose.’

‘I’m sorry—?’

‘Forgive me.’ Hands waving dismissively, car keys jingling. ‘I don’t know you. I know about you. A little. Enough to suggest that you really ought to know better than to frighten a woman like Zoe Mahonie.’

Merrily took a step back. Was the entire estate on bloody Facebook?

‘Look, take no notice of me.’ The woman looked annoyed, perhaps with herself. ‘I’ve had a fraught day.’

‘Is she in? Is that her car? The Cooper?’

‘She doesn’t drive,’ the woman said.

‘I thought a curtain moved.’

The woman smiled crookedly.

‘Perhaps it was Suze,’ she said.

Her name was Anita Wells. Seemingly the neighbour who’d finally told Zoe why the house had been so cheap. A calmly attractive, soft-voiced divorcee working, she said, for Herefordshire Council. In an executive role, Merrily guessed, when it came out that she’d served on a committee with Sian, the Archdeacon.

They were on tall stools in opposite bays of the island unit, in the warm dimness of an opulent Smallbone fitted kitchen, green and blue pilot lights like distant night-shipping in the shadows.

‘I was warned to leave her alone,’ Merrily said.

‘Sensible.’

‘I was going to do that, though I didn’t feel good about it. Then the phone rang. An hour or so ago. Picked up… silence. A mobile. Checked the number and, yes, it was hers. Phone rang again. Same thing. This time, I rang back, but there was no answer.’

‘Hmm.’

Actually there was more. About five minutes later, it happened again. Zoe’s voice. Two words.

She’s here.

Then silence. Jesus Christ…

‘So I… came out. Thought I ought to.’

‘And she’s not answering the door.’

‘No.’

Anita Wells sighed.

‘Not my place to subject the poor woman to analysis, but I will say things were rather more peaceful when Susan Lulham was living here. Despite the parties.’

Mrs Wells had admitted to Google-imaging Merrily after a neighbour had shown her Zoe’s Facebook entries amidst inevitable gossip about an exorcism on the estate. So Anita Wells had recognized her out there, made a move – indicating, perhaps, that there was something she wanted – or even needed – to know.

She smiled.

‘I do rather admire you. Can’t be easy.’

‘Holding down a medieval job in a secular society?’

Was that a small, amused noise or the coffee pot? Merrily lifted both hands, backing off.

‘Sorry. I’m prone to self-pity. What’s the husband like?’

‘Jonathan… spends as much time as he can away from home. Berating himself for his stupidity in falling for a… well, a much younger woman.’

‘Younger,’ Merrily said. ‘That’s all?’

‘Without a thought,’ Anita said, ‘for what they’d have to say to one another outside the bedroom.’

‘Is that his car in the drive?’

‘I… didn’t see him arrive. I’ve been at work.’

Nearly dark now, but Anita Wells didn’t switch on lights. Through a window, you could see part of Zoe’s house, a concrete elbow jabbed into the brown sky.

‘Awful eyesore,’ Anita Wells said. ‘There used to be more trees in front and a high hedge. Zoe was so proud of it she had to have it all cleared.’

‘The house of Susan Lulham.’

‘Perhaps proud of that, too,’ Anita said. ‘The awful glamour? I don’t know. What do you think? Does she find it perversely exciting?’

‘Do you know why she isn’t answering her door? Why, if her husband’s in there, neither of them are answering it?’

‘I… no.’

‘You were here when Susan Lulham was?’

‘Only for about six months before she died. She’d come round sometimes, to unload. Either manically happy or terminally distraught. Giving up men – again. All bastards. Always shit on you in the end. Never thinking she might be the kind of woman who attracted bastards.’

‘So you’d’ve been here the night she died.’

‘I’m glad to say I was on holiday.’

‘Right. Erm… am I right in thinking it was you who told Zoe whose house she was living in?’

Anita shrugged.

‘She’d have found out soon enough. At least I could explain it to her in a sensible way. I promise you, if I’d thought it was going make her completely delusional—’

‘That’s what you think?’

‘And you – I mean, despite your… calling – don’t think that? Lipstick on the mirror? The ghost of Susan Lulham on the steps? Good heavens, Mrs Watkins, I don’t know why you didn’t walk away as soon as you saw the bookshelves.’

‘Oddly enough,’ Merrily said, ‘Richard Dawkins doesn’t scare me.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Books about why God doesn’t exist.’

‘Jonathan’s books, yes. No—’ Anita Wells flapping the air with an exasperated hand. ‘I meant the others.’

‘Education? Psychology?’

‘The DVDs.’

‘I didn’t see any DVDs.’

‘What, no lurid films? No Exorcist. No Amityville Horror? No complete set of Most Haunted? You’re saying she’d removed them from the shelves before you arrived?’

Merrily’s stool wobbled. She leaned over the island counter.

‘All right, look, the mirror and the rest, did you get all that stuff from Facebook?’

‘I don’t use Facebook.’

‘Who told you, then?’

Silence. A glimmering in the wide, low window of the house of Susan Lulham. The reflection of car lights, street lamp, an early moon?

Merrily said, ‘Please…’

‘Jonathan,’ Anita Wells said. ‘Jonathan told me.’

‘Oh God.’ Merrily closing her eyes. ‘Oh, bloody hell.’

* * *

The darker it grew, the more illuminating the evening became, and not in a good way, Anita disclosing that she knew Jonathan much better than she knew Zoe, and there was only one likely explanation for that.

‘You’re in the education department?’

‘I’m an assistant director,’ Anita said. ‘Before local government, I was a teacher. So Zoe told you she was keeping it all from Jonathan, did she?’

‘Did you see a light flicker just then? In that house?’

‘That house,’ Anita said, ‘I don’t believe in ghosts, but I’d still hate to live there.’

‘She told Jonathan? Zoe told him all about the phenomena?’

‘She told him lies. Because he said he couldn’t stand it any more. Because he was going to leave her.’

‘And you know that because…?’

Anita Wells sighed.

‘Look. We had a brief fling. It was years ago. Before his marriage. Before his first marriage, even.’

Oh.

Take this slowly.

‘Did he know whose house this had been? Why it was so cheap? And that… that you’d be his nearest neighbour? Did he know all that before they came?’

Silence. Anita seemed to be shrinking back into the shadows between the pilot lights. There was a lot to be explained here, and perhaps Anita wanted to do that. It was strange – you experienced this all too often – how people, even if they had no religious beliefs, would gravitate towards a priest when they had something on whatever had replaced a conscience.

‘Are they both in there now, Anita? Zoe and Jonno?’

‘Don’t call him that. She calls him that, not—’

A sudden caffeine rush had brought Merrily to her feet.

‘Shall we go and find out, then? Both of us?’
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Raw liver

THE SKY WAS gutter-brown, and there was no moon and the spiky house was dark, except for the reflection of a street lamp, from the estate, in the living room window. Anita led Merrily up the drive, past the Cooper and then down towards a flat-roofed double garage, with a door at the side, hanging open, accessing a side door of the house.

‘Usually unlocked. Until nightfall, anyway.’ Anita shaking the door. ‘Locked. Jonathan! Jonathan…’

They came out of the garage and stood on the steep drive next to the car.

Merrily whispered, ‘Did she know? About you and Jonathan?’

‘Couldn’t have. Sometimes she went to stay with her mother. Only then… only ever then. Look, she was driving him out of his mind with her inane…’

Of course she knew, Merrily thought. Neighbours told her. Or Facebook. Social media that used to be for kids. She walked up the drive to the low, wide living room window. She could hear voices and music: TV noise. Peered in, saw nothing clearly, only jerky TV light. But it was a white room. And the sky wasn’t quite dark. She should be able to see in.

She backed sharply away from the glass.

Anita said, ‘What?’

Merrily moved to another part of the window and saw the white room, muted to grey but most of it visible now: the squashy sofa, the bookcase, half empty. When she looked back along the glass she saw, in the light of the street lamp over the road, a view obscured by dark spots and two smeared handprints.

Heard Anita saying, ‘Is that… what it looks like?’ as she turned away, feeling for her mobile, standing on the patio at the top of the steps, where Zoe had said she’d seen the woman with the short red leather jacket. Calling Zoe’s number and hearing the white phone ringing in the living room. The room where Susan Lulham had been talking into a different phone with the expensive Bismarck razor opened up and ready.

Answering machine. Man’s clipped voice. Merrily walked over to Anita, holding up the phone.

‘They’re not picking up.’

They both went back to look at the window. It certainly wasn’t lipstick.

Merrily spoke to the machine.

‘Zoe, if you can hear me… if you thought I didn’t believe you, you were wrong. Are you getting this?’

Nothing but the cut-off bleeps. She ended the call.

Anita said, ‘Just call the police. I don’t like this at all.’

Merrily called Zoe’s number again. No machine this time.

‘Anyone there…?’

No reply.

But it wasn’t dead, this phone.

‘Are you there… Susan?’

Startling herself. She’d said that without thinking.

But no going back now.

‘Suze?’

Anita Wells stifled a cry, turned to the window with its smears and blotches and the handprints. Merrily walked to the end of the terrace. Between the trees, across the new estate with its flickery wall-mounted TVs, the umber sky lay like oily sacking over the city.

‘Suze. Listen to me. Just for a minute. Talk to Zoe for me. Tell her we can sort this out.’

Gasping breaths from behind. Anita was bent forward, hands on hips, like she was about to be sick.

And she probably had cause. Zoe wasn’t delusional in the expected way. This was Zoe proving she wasn’t as thick as Jonno thought, that she was actually quite clever. And had support. A friend.

In the phone, there was a rush of laughter, like a gas jet. In Merrily’s head, a flash image of another phone slicked with fresh blood, Susan Lulham on her knees, pulsing and spouting.

‘Suze, is Zoe with you?’

No reply. In the background, she could hear TV voices. Anita Wells had turned to the window, was beating on the toughened glass with the heels of both fists and sobbing.

‘And Jonno?’ Merrily said. ‘Is Jonno there?’

‘Yesssss.’

This sudden reply, swollen with… satisfaction?

‘Can I… could I speak to him, please?’

Zoe giggled, and you could hear her moving around with the cordless, and…

… snap, snap, snap in the phone..

… as, inside the house of Susan Lulham, lights came on, one after the other, and those familiar visceral thuds introduced the theme tune from EastEnders.

Heart jumping like a toad, Merrily looked up at the house and saw that the handprints in the now illuminated living room window were dark red and too big for a woman’s. As she backed away, the house seemed to shiver in her vision and then re-form, and the line of symmetrical windows above the conservatory was full of white light, like a row of perfect, crowned teeth, and the hardwood sills were deep gums the colour of raw liver.


PART TWO


The type of person who is especially likely to remain earthbound after physical death is the one whose life… was dominated by selfish pursuits. Since their awareness was almost completely limited to their concerns they may fail to recognize the extreme change that has overtaken them… They become very indignant when they discover that their home is now occupied by a stranger…’

Martin Israel

Exorcism
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Your mate

SOMETIMES YOU COULD see a big storm coming from way off, dirty clouds assembling on the horizon. Sometimes you just turned to find a ball of lightning exploding at your shoulder.

Shock? Was it? Was it really?

She felt cold, sitting in the Freelander, watching the house fizzing with light, human shadows mingling at the upstairs windows. On less-discreet estates, neighbours would be shooting it all on their phones, because that was what you did now to separate yourself from what was happening. Reduce it all to the distance of television. Email the sequence to friends and relatives, put it on YouTube. This is them bringing her out, you can actually see the blood on her.

Not here. Here, there would be quiet outrage, and an unspoken tingle of apprehension. That house. Again.

Merrily felt disconnected, smoking a cigarette, watching the paper-suited crime scene personnel crawling like white maggots over the house of Susan Lulham. In Anita Wells’s kitchen, she’d given a brief statement to DC David Vaynor. Hadn’t gone well.

‘I gather you’ve, er, been to exorcize the house, Mrs Watkins?’

‘Look, can we get this right?’ She recalled tightening her little fists, words tumbling out like a confession. ‘Whatever it says on Facebook, I did not “exorcize the house”. An exorcism is not something you do without a lot of forethought and… and investigation… and consultation. I did a blessing.’

And then there was a killing.

‘I’ve been in that house precisely once, at the request of Mrs Mahonie, who exaggerated what I’d done there. On social media.’

And then there was a killing.

‘And why did you come back tonight?’

‘Because she kept ringing me and then hanging up, and I was worried about her state of mind. Having said that, I had no reason at all to imagine… not in my worst nightmare… Look, I didn’t even know her husband was back. I was worried about her, yes. But just her.’

‘And what were you planning to do?’

Had she even known?

‘Just try and talk to her.’

‘Did you know there was a cut-throat razor in the house?’

‘What? No!’

‘Did you have any reason to think that Mrs Mahonie might have wanted to harm her husband?’

‘None at all. I never met her husband. I met Zoe once. For a comparatively short period of time.’

And then…

‘Would you mind staying around for a while, Mrs Watkins? My senior investigating officer’s on his way. He might want to…’

‘I’m sure he will.’

And then there was…

Oh Jesus.

Jesus, were you even there?

Frannie Bliss was wearing jeans, must’ve come straight come from home. He slid into the passenger seat as it started to rain – slow, considered-sounding plops landing unevenly on the windscreen. He was silent for a while. His face was in shadow as he took off his beanie.

‘Kirsty used to go to Suze’s salon.’

His soon-to-be-ex wife.

‘Oh.’

‘Well, not in the old days. Not till she was playing away, now I think about it. See, if only I’d known – all the clues were in her hair. Stripy bits, you know?’

‘Stripy bits.’

‘Me thinking things were still more or less all right. Worra shite detective.’

He didn’t think that for one minute. Be careful. In a situation like this, even Bliss, with his rubber-mat Scouse accent, would not necessarily be someone you could trust.

‘So how…’ Dipping into her bag for another cigarette. ‘How’re you feeling now, Frannie? I mean, generally.’

She hadn’t seen him for several weeks. Back then, he was still concealing the effects of brain-stem damage sustained while trying to make an arrest. He leaned back, gazing through the windscreen at a SOCO in what he liked to call a Durex suit unloading something from the van.

‘Better than I was, ta. Still affected by bright lights.’

‘Bright lights,’ she said. ‘White walls.’

‘Norra lorra white left on Mr Mahonie’s walls, Merrily.’

She withdrew her hand from the bag, snapped it shut.

‘DC Vaynor was economical with the details.’

‘Cautious lad, Darth. You didn’t try to go in yourself, then?’

‘Hell, no.’

‘Lorra blood. Like if there was a petrol pump that served blood and you were squeezing it for a couple of minutes, down the walls, over the carpet.’

‘Thank you for that.’

‘It still surprises me. How much comes out. You know?’

‘Got Macbeth the same way, even after all those battles.’

‘What?’

‘Sorry, I’m…’

‘Shocked?’

‘Yeah.’

She thought he nodded. A uniformed cop was standing by the van’s open back doors.

Bliss said, ‘They’ll be bringing him out soon.’

She shivered.

‘Beautifully sharp,’ Bliss said, ‘that razor.’

‘Oh God…’

‘I didn’t say that, yeh? I never mentioned a razor. That’s not being released.’

‘Understood. But, oh God, Frannie…’

Like she hadn’t been expecting this, but…

‘Looks like a couple of useful arteries in Mr Mahonie’s throat got severed,’ Bliss said. ‘Other cuts on his face and hands, but those seem to be what killed him. Airways filling up, and… Anyway, Mrs Mahonie also has significant razor-cuts – not life-threatening, not facially disfiguring, but not pretty. She’ll be spending the night in A and E with a couple of uniforms watching over her like ministering angels.’

‘Self-inflicted? Zoe’s?’

‘Why would you think that?’

She said nothing. Bliss inclined his head towards her.

‘Because of Suze?’

‘Probably.’

‘Quite talkative with Darth before I got here. Telling him she must’ve picked up the razor in the bathroom and brought it downstairs. Though she doesn’t remember doing this. Just having it with her in the sitting room. In her hand, open.’

‘Whose razor was it?’

‘Her husband’s. She says.’

‘That doesn’t…’

‘No, doesn’t make a lorra sense to me either, that a man living in Susan Lulham’s old house would buy himself a cut-throat razor, but life, Merrily, is strange. Actually, the first thing Mrs M remembers – she says – is cutting herself. On the arms. Though not wanting to.’

‘Not wanting to.’

He made a bleak little smiley noise.

‘Trying to stop herself doing it. But she can’t.’

She stared through the streaming windscreen.

‘Struggling against a force that was acting on her,’ Bliss said.

‘That’s what she’s saying, is it?’

‘Struggling against it,’ Bliss said. ‘In a state of incomprehensible terror.’

He sniffed.

‘See, it isn’t as simple as people think, even to cut your own throat. But then…’ The seat creaking as Bliss shrugged. ‘… he wasn’t a big bloke, and she seems to be quite a strong woman.’

‘Have you talked to her?’

‘I’m leaving it to Darth. Why intrude on a blossoming friendship? You come across any cut-throat razors, Merrily, during your blessing of the house, maybe in the bathroom?’

‘I’ve already told… Darth. If I had, don’t you think it’s not unlikely I’d’ve raised the issue with her?’

He turned towards her, his eyes in shadow.

‘But you did have a good idea what she was going to say, didn’t you?’

‘How do you mean?’

She found her hands had disappeared into her sleeves, holding the cuffs closed.

‘You knew Zoe Mahonie was gonna say she was, in some way, possessed by whatever remains of Susan Lulham. Because Mrs Wells says that when you were trying to talk to Zoe on the phone you called her Suze. You said, “Suze, is Zoe with you?”’

‘Yeah, but that…’ Lights shivered in the rivers of rain on the windscreen. ‘I was just trying anything. You know? To get a reaction. To get her to talk to me.’

‘And did she?’

‘Not really.’

‘Which one of them? Zoe or—?’

‘Stop it.’

‘Merrily…’ Bliss shifted in his seat. ‘I’m your mate. This is nothing to what you’ve got coming.’

She said nothing.

‘A routine blessing. That’s what you told Darth. First stage. No holy water.’

‘Actually, there was, but that means nothing.’

‘So, the question is…’

‘I know what the question is.’

He sat up.

‘Here’s whichever smart-arse barrister gets to represent Zoe at Crown Court. You, Mrs Watkins, simply by performing this ritual, had confirmed Mrs Mahonie’s fears that her house was haunted by a previous occupant who killed herself with a cutthroat razor. Going to deny that, are we?’

Trying to make his voice posh. It just came out Wirral rather than Kirkby.

‘Killed herself,’ Merrily said. ‘Suze killed herself. That’s the difference.’

‘You think if the lad from EastEnders had been there, he’d’ve walked out uncut? Still, that’s neither here nor there, Merrily. They’re gonna say you filled her up with sinister, religious bullshit, and when you’d finished she was a domestic incident waiting to happen. They’ll say you’re at least half responsible for this. You and your church. And I’m—’

‘My mate.’

She felt bloated with the sickness of the situation.

Up at the house of Susan Lulham, there were lights everywhere, like a party was going on, guests dribbling out.

The house looked excited.
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Expert witness

‘IT MOVED ON,’ she said, almost shrilly. ‘The stakes rose.’

‘You didn’t need to know that.’ Huw Owen’s voice was like damp ash. ‘You didn’t need to know any of it. If you’d kept away, nowt would’ve changed. You didn’t save this poor bugger, you just dug yourself a pit.’

‘She phoned. She kept phoning. She—’

‘But was it a cry for help or a trap? Bait.’

Gone midnight. A pool of light on the desk, that old briar scratching at the window. She hadn’t called Huw, he’d called her. A feeling he’d had that something was up.

Further up than he could have imagined.

‘You might think,’ he said, ‘that we had precedent here, but there’s nowt that counts for shit. Back in the 1980s, feller in America thought his lad were possessed and then the demon gets into him and he kills this other feller. Judge throws out the defence on the basis that demonic possession can’t be proved.’

‘Which it can’t.’

‘You ever notice from your files how many US hauntings involve actual demonic entities from hell? They love their entities. As distinct from the remains of an American citizen.’

‘No, I haven’t. And anyway, Susan Lulham—’

‘Not a demon.’

‘But a powerful presence. In life.’

‘This Zoe,’ Huw said. ‘How much did she know really about the Lulham woman?’

‘I thought not much. And she claimed to have had no interest in the paranormal, avoided all that stuff. Didn’t like old places. And yet, I learn tonight that she had a collection of spooky DVDs. Evidently hidden away when I was there. Real-life hauntings. Ghost-hunter stuff. She didn’t want me to know about that.’

‘Just a poor, innocent woman faced wi’ summat she can’t make sense of.’

‘And can’t go to her husband because he’s a committed atheist.’

‘You told the cops you were set up?’

‘It’s Frannie Bliss. He could work that out for himself.’

She was thinking, now, of the one other time she’d nearly wound up in a murder trial – when Bliss’s immediate superior, Annie Howe, had put her through the wringer over an incident in the Frome Valley involving a man who’d killed his wife in not dissimilar circumstances. Wanting an exorcism. Merrily emphasizing that all she’d left behind was prayer, but Howe had kept on calling it exorcism, going on to cite the notorious case of a Yorkshireman who, in the 1970s, had savagely murdered his wife after being exorcized by two Anglican priests. Over forty demons inside him, the priests had claimed.

A whole legion. Dear God, don’t we get carried away? She listened to the old briar tapping the window. She kept applying secateurs, but the briar kept coming back.

‘Let’s get this right,’ Huw said. ‘This Zoe calls you in, claiming her house is haunted. No mention of possession.’

‘No. And she was quite aggressive. “No way is that bitch driving me out.”’

‘Was her husband already dead, do you think, when she phoned you?’

‘I doubt she was inviting me to watch.’

‘See, the last time we talked, we looked at the idea of them being in it together, the Mahonies, thinking happen they could sue the vendors.’

‘I don’t think we got that right.’

‘She intended to kill her husband all along? All premeditated, and she wanted you as…’

‘Expert witness. I walked into it.’

‘How could you not? Given what you do, how could you tell her to bugger off?’

‘But a smart defence will try to take me apart and probably succeed. And you know where that goes next, in these oh-so-paranoid days. Gets to the point where some synod decides no act of deliverance should be carried out at all, on any level, without a psychiatrist present and a focus group outside the door. And that’s the beginning of the end of it, for all of us.’

‘Let’s not get apocalyptic, lass. How much time you got to play with?’

‘I think Bliss hopes to arrest her as soon as she’s out of hospital. Unless, of course, a psychiatrist thinks otherwise.’

‘And if she’s charged it’s murder?’

‘I don’t know. What if he attacked her, and she grabbed the razor off him and… self-defence? What if he killed himself with it and she— I don’t know. What I’m a bit scared of is what if they can’t keep her in custody or some psychiatric unit. Not enough places to put even dangerous people these days.’

‘Where would she go?’

‘That house…’

Silence.

‘What?’ Huw said. ‘They’re not going to let her go back there, are they? They’ll have a shrink give her a going-over, and if they think she’s not safe to be in that house or anywhere near a razor, she’ll not even get bail.’

‘Right.’

She kept telling herself that, later, as she lay in bed listening to the rain.
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Her

THE PHONE AWOKE her just before eight a.m. A green dawn in the leaded window.

‘How about off the record?’ Fred Potter was saying. ‘No attributed quotes. Can you do that?’

She didn’t know. She’d managed three hours’ sleep, if sleep was the word for that patchwork state. She pulled the phone onto the pillow.

‘Where’s Zoe?’

‘Discharged from hospital into police custody. Straightforward. Except it isn’t, is it?’

‘What do the police say?’

‘Absolutely nothing, as you’d expect. But in this case we don’t really need them, do we?’

Fred Potter still sounded like a sixth-former, but he was a partner now in the Three Counties News Service, Cheltenham-based, the only surviving freelance news agency left in this general area. No daily newspapers or national broadcast outlets had staff this far outside Cardiff and Birmingham these days, so there was still money to be made from sending them stories. Used to hear from Fred quite often when she first got the night job, but now most papers were wary of the anomalous. Secular society thing.

‘I don’t understand.’

She sat up in bed. The rain had stopped.

Fred said, ‘You might be hearing from quite a few people before the day’s over.’

‘People?’

‘Well… papers. Radio. TV. Playing catch-up after the amateur media.’

‘Hang on a minute, Fred. You mean—’

‘You want me to send you the links?’

‘Never mind.’ Feet feeling frenziedly for her slippers. ‘I think I can find my way.’

‘I’ll call you back, then,’ Fred said. ‘When you’ve read it.’

Here was Zoe, only yesterday, on Facebook.


Listen i saw her.

Lou

Who?

Zoe

HER!!!!!!!

Lou

OMG you R kidding right????

Zoe

i got up last night 2 go 2 the loo and it was like all the heating had gone off and i was in the bathroom and it felt like i was being watched and i turned round and there she was standing in the doorway. Real as u like. Nearly shit myself.

Lou

U R 4king kidding!!!!!

Zoe

U think id make that up??? She was wearing this like black bathrobe that come down 2 the ground and her eyes were all white and she wasnt smiling. Thats what i noticed first. Shes always smiling in the pictures and she wasnt, not at me.

Lou

Now listen Z. U REALLY serious? Only I got a bit pissed last night and Im not in the mood for no bullshit.

Zoe

Her eyes were WHITE. But I knew she could still see out of them cos she was looking right at me like she was seeing into my head. 4king right im serious!!! She’s standing there real still and im thinking like how am i going 2 get out of here and then she was just gone and i couldn’t move for a long time. Then i just put my head down and ran back 2 bed and i pulled the 4king duvet over my head. I dont know how i got 2 4king sleep cos I knew she hadnt gone I just knew she was with me in the bedroom cos i woke up twice in the night and i heard this voice like whispering let me in let me in but I didnt look i didnt open my eyes not once B4 morning but i could still see her in my head and there was like this darkness around her and it was shaped like a coffin the darkness all round her was like this coffin shape I could see it in my head like my eyes.

Lou

Stop it. You’re giving ME the shivers.

Nattie

Don’t!!! Don’t U let her in. U hear me Zoe? I’m not laughing about this. If u hear her saying let me in again, whatever u do don’t do it. DON’T U LET HER IN!!!!!!!

Lou

U can come and stay with me if u want. We got a spare bed now Kyles at uni. Text me. But dont bring her with u (lol).

Zoe

Thanx but i cant. Jonnos back tonite. Id love it 4 him 2 see her but if he did he wouldnt admit it.

Nattie

U want 2 get the exorcist back. I’m serious.

Zoe

The so called exorcist is 2 4king scared. She said shed have 2 come back with the bishop. But like i said she told me 2 get out meantime so she mustve known what was there.

Lou

U get her back! Its her 4king job!!! I 8 you getting pissed about by this 4king bitch. What u paying your council tax 4???

Zoe

Tell u the truth its been worse since the exorcist come. Its like its made HER real mad all that holy water and stuff. Its like its made her stronger. Im telling u its like 2 of us is living here now. Like I keep pouring an extra coffee how 4king wierd is that? Ive not seen her today thank god but sometimes I think Im feeling what shes feeling which is really 4king ANGRY. It feels like shes making me do things.



later…


Zoe

I dont like talking about this. This morning i was standing in the kitchen at the sink and i felt her next 2 me real close and it was like a shadow over me and i felt very cold

Nattie

U got to get out of there. I can’t have u here with the baby but you do need to get the hell out of that house. Make it up with your sister. Anything.

Zoe

Dont non of u dare laugh but i felt it was like she was trying to pull me in with her. Into the coffin. Thats it. I dont want 2 talk about it no more.
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Nice and bold

JANE AT SIXTEEN used to be well into Facebook. Jane at eighteen was contemptuous: all these middle-aged women turning into a huddle of adolescent girls in a corner of the schoolyard. But for all its crassness, its lazy English, the ill-considered reactions it forced – perhaps because of all that – Merrily suspected Facebook sometimes could work like a truth drug.

That immediate, serious, alarmed response from Nattie or Lou or whoever’s ex-partner had fancied the vicar.

Don’t U let her in. A hint of personal experience.

But the coffin… that still looked like Zoe’s fabrication.

The phone rang.

‘See what I mean?’ Fred Potter said.

Merrily put the computer to sleep.

‘Is all this… you know… circulating?’

‘Everywhere. Soon as the news was out about Mahonie, it was being copied. All the paranormal sites are on to it. And others you need to worry about far more.’

‘The stuff attributed to me, obviously that’s… I didn’t say I’d need to come back with the Bishop. I may have said that before anything went to exorcism I needed permission from the Bishop. She keeps writing things I didn’t say. You do realize that?’

‘And did she… did she call you back, as suggested?’

‘You can’t quote me, Fred, I’d just be sucked deeper into the…’

But she was already deploring her own self-protective attitude. This was not about her. This had never been about her. She’d just been a means to an end.

Fred sighed.

‘Look, I’m not going to quote you, Merrily, till you say I can. Don’t know where I stand either. The cops will probably try to get it wiped off Facebook, especially if she’s charged, but it’ll be on a thousand other sites by then. We – the media – we’re restrained by contempt of court laws that the Internet breaks with abandon. I’m not saying you won’t still get calls, but…’

‘What do I do?’

‘Short term, just don’t answer your phone if you don’t know who it is.’

‘How am I supposed to function without answering the phone?’

‘I can probably keep most of the pack off you.’

‘You mean, if I talk to you exclusively. Like you have me in your pocket?’

‘Something like that. Look, it won’t make anybody’s front page tomorrow, but it will keep ticking over. Just give me a short statement – email it if you like, so you’ve got a copy. And then lie low. Your main worry might be the foreign media who don’t have to sit on it till the case is heard.’

‘Why would the foreign media—? It’s a domestic incident with possible psychiatric implications.’

She reached for her cigarettes. She could simply decline to comment and refer them to the Bishop’s office – i.e. Sophie. Unfair. Cowardly.

‘OK.’ She lit a cigarette. ‘How about this? Most of what Mrs Mahonie’s said on Facebook is a gross exaggeration and some is untrue. They won’t use that, will they?’

‘Good to have it on standby. Go on.’

‘She came to me for help, saying her house was haunted. I, erm… tried to handle it with extreme restraint. Which is what we do, in the first instance. There was no question of exorcism, nor should there be in a case like this. Exorcism’s specifically about evil, so— Oh God.’

‘You want to rephrase that?’

‘Let’s just say exorcism is something that isn’t done without serious consideration and consultation. I’d only seen Mrs Mahonie once. I did advise her to leave the house until her husband came back. I didn’t think she should be on her own with this kind of anxiety about the house. But it’s never advisable to make quick decisions about situations like this. Will that do?’

‘Can you say something about last night?’

‘Last night, I went to the house in response to a phone call which led me to think she might be distressed. I didn’t know she wasn’t alone. When nobody answered the door, I went to talk to a neighbour. After a while we both became worried and tried to ring Mrs Mahonie. Then we… became aware that something was wrong and I called the police. I did not go into the house. I’m now talking to the police and I’ll be talking to my bishop. That do?’

‘Can I get you on your mobile if it isn’t?’

‘Yeah.’ She sighed. ‘Whatever.’

The phone rang seven times before she’d managed to feed Ethel and make some tea.

She carried her mug up to the bathroom. What if they came to the door? It could get complicated. Fred Potter had told her she might, at some stage, even be offered money, say for her favourite charity, for the full story.

Death had made it into a full story.

But she still didn’t know the half of it. She sat unsteadily on the side of the bath, pulling on her trousers. In just two or three years, the nature of this job had changed so radically. A lot of the time you felt yourself viewed through a haze of something close to contempt. She’d planned to walk over to the church, open herself to guidance, in the quiet, but it was too late, wouldn’t be quiet in there now. And people in the village would know.

She rang Sophie.

Who clearly knew. Shavings of frost in her voice.

‘Did you speak to the Daily Mail?’

‘They rang?’

‘Amongst others. After they’d tried your home number.’

She told Sophie what Fred Potter had said. Sophie said that perhaps she should work from the gatehouse office. A little fortress.

The drive into Hereford from the tail-end of Roman Road took her up Aylestone Hill with all its suburban villas and its trees. An urban hill, so people didn’t notice it was a hill any more. At the junction where she might have turned to make her circuitous way towards the house of Susan Lulham, two women were standing with a pram, one pointing.

It would be all over town by now. Biggest talking-point of its kind since the murder of the Marinescu sisters. But that had been a sign of the times, the new savagery, whereas this linked into city history, horribly so, and would not go away.

Hard even to imagine how it might end. With the Freelander parked in the sanctuary of the Bishop’s Palace yard, she climbed the steps to the gatehouse office, wondering how many more times she’d be doing this before the axe fell.

In the cell-like office, the phone was ringing, Sophie standing with her hand on the receiver. Sensible jumper and skirt, glasses on their chain below the pearls. They somehow never became entangled, the glasses and the pearls.

‘Bliss called,’ she said. ‘Twice.’

Merrily nodded, put her bag on the desk, sank down behind it, edging her chair away from the window, from the light.

‘Gatehouse office,’ Sophie said into the phone. And then, ‘No, I’m afraid she isn’t.’

Merrily called Bliss’s mobile from her own.

‘Gonna be a bit of a handful,’ Bliss said. ‘Zoe.’

‘How badly was she hurt?’

‘Lorra blood always makes things looks worse than they are. Injuries were superficial. No stitches required. Yeh, she’s out. I’ve called in a few favours from Billy Grace, dissecting Jonathan as we speak. We’ll be attempting to talk in depth to Zoe. With her lawyer, who, unsurprisingly, turns out to be my good friend Mr Ryan Nye.’

Slickest criminal lawyer in a county not widely known for slick.

‘And she’s been arrested. She’s in custody.’

‘For the present. Obviously, we’re having a shrink, if not two, talk to her. But no psychiatric history, not on any medication. If belief in the supernatural was a sign of mental illness, they’d’ve thrown away your key years ago.’

‘I’m assuming there’s no chance she’ll be able to go back to that house.’

‘Which would not be good because it’s haunted?’

‘Because she might believe— Oh God. So when you’ve finished, when the Durex suits have finished… do you clean up?’

‘Oh yeh, we send in the police housekeeping and valeting squad, all fully trained with mops and buckets and Dettol and Flash and furniture polish, room-freshener – what do you think? Meantime, I’ve asked for assistance from POLSAs, the super-CSIs. Go over the whole place, looking for things we might’ve missed.’

‘Like what?’

‘If I knew that I wouldn’t need POLSAs.’ Bliss paused. ‘You might be interested to know how Zoe signed the custody record.’

‘What is that?’

‘That’s to agree she’d been informed of her right to receive free and independent legal advice, stuff like that.’

Merrily waited. Sophie was listening patiently to someone on the phone.

‘Custody sergeant thought it was a bit of a funny signature,’ Bliss said. ‘Didn’t look a lot like Zoe. Or Mahonie.’

‘No, she’s in a meeting,’ Sophie said into the phone. ‘And then I believe she has to— No, if you just listen to me for one moment… I gather she’s made a statement through the Three Counties News Service, which is all she’s able to say at the moment. I’m sure you can understand that.’

Merrily said drably to Bliss, ‘Did the signature say Susan Lulham?’

Bliss said it didn’t.

‘No, that’s all I can tell you,’ Sophie said. ‘Thank you.’

‘How about Suze?’ Merrily said unhappily. ‘Just Suze.’

Rain was hissing on the window overlooking Broad Street.

‘Correct,’ Bliss said. ‘Just Suze. On a slant. Nice and bold.’
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Keys

SOPHIE PUT DOWN the phone.

‘Sky News.’ She stood up. ‘Despite my best efforts, they’ll be calling back. Have a cigarette if you like.’

Merrily stared at her.

‘I’m sorry…?’

Did she even hear that right? Normally, even with a window open…

Sophie was silent. She’d unplugged the phone. Never done that before, either. Merrily stared at the desk, listening to the crackle of the rain, wanting the recriminations over. She took a breath, looked up.

‘I didn’t have a choice, OK?’

Sophie had the kettle on. Her voice came through the hiss.

‘Evidently.’

‘She rang several times last night, she—’

‘I apologize,’ Sophie said.

The colour of the room seemed to change. Teapot in her hands, Sophie was gazing past Merrily out of the window. She put the teapot down on the dresser next to the sink. Merrily half rose.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘You evidently did the right thing. If not soon enough.’

‘Oh.’

‘And if that was my fault—’

Blimey…

‘No. No, absolutely not. Huw Owen said the same. Leave her alone. Don’t go near. I was resigned to not going near. It made sense.’

‘I think,’ Sophie said, ‘that we all misjudged Mrs Mahonie. It’s not simple, is it? Or perhaps not as simple as the police might think.’

‘In their terms of reference, it couldn’t be simpler. The razor killed Jonathan, she was holding it. For me, it might be all still very much in the air, but what does that matter? That’s all bollocks anyway, isn’t it, to them? And it’s their case now, and I get disparaged and humiliated, but what’s that matter, there’s a man dead.’

God, she really wanted that cigarette, but no way was the packet coming out now.

Something else had happened.

‘Have you talked to Bernie?’

‘He’s asking the Archdeacon to oversee this matter. For the time being.’

‘Sian.’

Canon Sian Callaghan-Clarke. Ex-barrister. One day she’d be a bishop. Not here, but somewhere, within the next few years. If she was careful.

‘The Bishop thinks she’s probably the best person to help you,’ Sophie said. ‘As he won’t be here when it… I’m to arrange for you two to meet. Soon.’

‘I—’ Merrily spun round in her chair at the sound of a police siren down in Broad Street. In fact it was an ambulance and on its own. ‘We both know what Sian’s going to say.’

‘She’ll suggest you get on with your job.’

‘As vicar of Ledwardine.’

‘Yes.’

‘Suspending me, in other words, from… this.’

‘That word is unlikely to be used,’ Sophie said.

‘No. Makes sense, obviously.’

‘Merrily…’ Two mugs came down, with unnecessary force, on the dresser. ‘For God’s sake…’ Steam rising around Sophie, her face momentarily as white as her hair. ‘Stop saying what makes sense. Do you really want to go back to Ledwardine and wait for… for…’

‘Wouldn’t that be the Christian thing to do?’

‘Don’t be bloody stupid.’ Sophie put out an open hand, its nails bluntly manicured. ‘Car keys.’

‘Sorry?’

‘Give me your keys. I’ll move your vehicle down to the public car park near the swimming pool.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I’m supposed to arrange a meeting between you and Sian Callaghan-Clarke, and I might have difficulty getting in touch with you. If you aren’t answering your phone to avoid the media. Or that’s what I can say to stall Canon Clarke. But if someone tells her they’ve seen your car in the palace yard…’

‘What if she comes in here?’

‘She never comes in here. It’s the one place she doesn’t feel fully confident. When she was chairperson of the diocesan deliverance panel, that didn’t exactly work out particularly well, did it?’

‘OK.’ Merrily stood up. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Happened?’

‘Jesus, Sophie…’

‘All right.’ Sophie left her hand fall. ‘Two things have happened. Firstly… I discussed it with Andrew.’

Her husband.

It was like a confession. When you worked with Sophie, a whole new depth of meaning attached itself to the phrase ‘cathedral close’.

‘In his capacity as senior partner of Andrew Hill Associates.’

Architects. Sophie’s husband was semi-retired now, took his golfing shoes to the office.

‘He knows the estate agent who handled the sale of that house. And who sold it more than once. Geoffrey Unsworth of Lang/Copper in Bridge Street.’

‘And?’

‘Mr Geoffrey Unsworth, who’s been there all his working life… knows some history. And will talk to you about it this afternoon. Mr Unsworth hasn’t worked mornings since he turned eighty.’

‘And he’d tell me… what?’

‘Better to hear it from him. You might wish you’d known it before you… Although what difference it would have made I’m not sure. It doesn’t…’ Sophie shook her head in exasperation and bafflement. ‘Sometimes I think these things are not supposed to make sense, only to confuse us. Make us realize that we aren’t in control.’

Merrily said nothing. She’d known few people who were more in control than Sophie.

‘The second thing – about half an hour before you came in, I had a call from a woman. Is this the exorcist’s office? I asked her what she wanted. She said she wanted to tell the so-called exorcist that she was a phoney and a sham. And should be arrested for the murder of Jonathan Mahonie.’

Merrily found she’d sat down.

‘Hysterical nonsense. Didn’t give me her name. Said it was a disgrace that we were offering a so-called service we were too weak to expedite. She didn’t use those words, but that was what she seemed to be saying. About ten minutes later, there was a second call, I think from the same woman. Perhaps hoping you would answer this time. When she heard it was me again, she just laughed. They laughed. Two or three of them, I think. And then they were gone.’

‘I see.’

‘I rang 1471. They hadn’t bothered to conceal the number.’ Sophie slid a square of paper, a Post-it note across the desk. ‘That’s the number, in case.’

‘Of what?’

‘I don’t know.’ Sophie’s hand was out again. ‘Keys.’
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Bang!

LANG/COPPER WEREN’T the biggest estate agents in Hereford. Their office in Bridge Street, a three-minute walk from the Cathedral, had dark-wood furniture and just the one small window halfway up the wall, with old pictures of farms, mostly. Doubtless the same office they’d occupied when young Geoffrey Unsworth joined the firm in the 1950s. Maybe some of the same pictures, brown as cave-paintings.

Mr Unsworth wore a dark suit with a waistcoat. A pocket watch with a chain might have completed him.

He pushed the yellowing particulars towards Merrily. He’d had them ready.

A unique, architect-designed detached house in a third of an acre of secluded grounds, yet close to Hereford city centre.

‘It really was secluded back then,’ Mr Unsworth said. ‘So much more woodland overlooking the city in those days.’

He didn’t look eighty. His flat hair was still mainly brown, his face oddly unlined. Maybe the sepia air in here had mummifying qualities. He brought out a name.

‘Harry Clifton?’

Merrily shook her head.

‘Architect and property developer. Mostly commercial buildings. Look rather awful now, the ones that are left, all that concrete and glass and sliding metal doors.’

They were alone in the office, although there was a second, smaller desk with a woman’s coat over the chair back. Mr Unsworth tilted a smile.

‘I haven’t seen that house lately. Well, not inside. Is it wearing well?’

‘Erm… I’d say it probably was.’ The house grinned savagely in her mind; she stiffened against a shudder. ‘I don’t even know what it’s called. I was just told to look out for the new house. Which, of course, it isn’t any more, but…’

‘That’s right.’ Mr Unsworth leaned back in his armchair, in a headmasterly way. ‘That’s what it was called. The New House.’

‘Oh.’

‘Harry Clifton came here from Birmingham in about 1960. Very much on the make. Thought he could put one over on the Hereford yokels. Bought a lot of barns for conversion, resold them with residential plans.’

‘The fashion for barns… I suppose it would be in its early days back then.’

‘Indeed. A man ahead of his time. How all this came about… he did some work for a rather cash-strapped farmer, Johnny Morgan, who owned land backing on to Aylestone Hill. Johnny thought he’d get permission for a small amount of housing on some ground on the lower fringe. Tide him over his cash-flow sort of thing. Thought planning was in his pocket and commissioned Clifton to produce quite detailed plans. But there were local protests and – quite shocking in those days – planning permission was unexpectedly not forthcoming.’

‘Gosh.’

‘Johnny Morgan had jumped the gun and was left owing Clifton a considerable amount of money. Which he didn’t have. Clifton was, of course, unsympathetic. Forced Johnny to pay, as it were, in kind.’

With a hint of professional relish, Mr Unsworth recounted Clifton’s hard bargain, which had led to him acquiring, as settlement, a few acres of what he knew would one day prove to be prime building land.

‘Well. Considerable bitterness, Mrs Watkins. Considerable bitterness. Part a farmer from land he has no wish to sell and you don’t make a friend. Certainly not in this case. Been in his family for centuries, you see.’

‘But if he planned to put housing on it…’

‘Oh no, no, no… not that land. No, the field he’d earmarked for housing was on the flatter ground below. But Clifton, canny chap, wanted this smaller area, up on the hill itself, overlooking Johnny’s farmhouse. Where he knew he’d probably get immediate permission for a house because, you see, there’d been one there before.’

‘You mean on the site where the New House…?’

‘Where that sixties abomination now stands, there was a previous house. Or, at least, the shell of a house that was never finished.’

‘Oh… Why, er…?’

‘Ha! Well. It was to have been the home of Johnny Morgan’s grandfather, Grenville Morgan. Grenville had also been the victim of some unwise investment. Not to mention personal difficulties. His wife had left him, you see, and he was rattling around in the farmhouse… so he decided his son and his young family should have it, and he’d build himself a smaller house. Something farmers often do, and the planners are always sympathetic. So work started in the top field on what would be a sort of eyrie, where Grenville could watch the farm. You know what farmers are like.’

‘At their worst in retirement?’

Mr Unsworth beamed.

‘You know your way around then, Mrs Watkins.’

‘My grandad was a farmer. In north Herefordshire.’

‘Oh, really?’ Mr Unsworth raised an eyebrow. ‘What was his name? No, no, tell me later, I’ll lose my thread. Yes, Grenville Morgan – he was before even my time, but my father knew him – seems to have been a somewhat abrupt sort of man. Short fuse and free with his fists, especially after a few drinks. Wife left him as a result of domestic abuse, as it would be called now. Well… what we think of as abuse now, in those days was simply a matter of giving the wife a clip around the ear if your dinner was unsatisfactory. In this instance, one clip too many, apparently. Evidently came as quite a surprise when she actually moved out. Children long grownup by then.’

‘Pre-feminism, too. Gosh.’

‘Cost him money, even then. And a bad harvest, that year. Had to stop work on the new house. Four walls but no roof when he took his shotgun in there.’

‘Oh.’

‘A proud man, you see, Mrs Watkins. And an aggressive man. Came to abrupt decisions, and no going back. Certainly not this time. Was probably just after a rabbit or something when, I imagine, a wave of rage and despair overtook him. The sheer injustice of life. Bang! Both barrels.’ Mr Unsworth’s eyes actually gleamed. ‘Don’t know whether it’s true, but it was said they found bits of… brain and bones and whatnot outside the walls.’

Merrily winced. Mr Unsworth looked over his glasses, mouth drooping in mock-regret.

‘Sorry about that. Andrew Hill did say I should tell you everything I knew. On the instructions of his good lady.’

‘Andrew didn’t know Harry Clifton, then.’

‘Before his time as an architect. And Clifton’s dead now.’

‘Did he ever live at the New House?’

‘Oh, for a while, yes, with some woman or other. Houses and women, always the same. Never together long. In this case, Clifton knew that once one house was built up there, it was only a matter of time before permission was given for more. But, the way things turned out, building that project took rather longer than he expected. He’d demolished the remains of Grenville Morgan’s house, but nothing much seemed to happen for quite some years. Talk of arguments with builders. Bad workmanship. At one point he started again, put in new foundations. Small hitches, perhaps, but… nothing seemed to go right.’

‘As if the place didn’t want to be built on? Sorry…’ Merrily feeling herself blush. ‘I get carried away sometimes.’

‘You may not be far out, my dear. I know that, at one stage, he was blaming Johnny Morgan for causing actual damage to his building site. Johnny had even tried to buy the land back at some stage, when his financial situation improved. Well… Clifton wasn’t having that at any price. Confidentially, wouldn’t have surprised me too much if Johnny had done some damage. Relations, by this time, were somewhat beyond repair. Especially after the trees were sawn down.’

‘Sorry…?’

‘After the old chap blew his head off, Johnny’s father, Jim Morgan, planted about twenty trees – fast-growing conifers – below the house. To block it from view. So that the half-finished house couldn’t be seen from the farmhouse. And the farmhouse couldn’t be seen from… from up there. Wouldn’t have dared to do that when Grenville was alive, but now…’

‘He didn’t want to be looking up all the time at the place where his father…?’

‘Yes, that’s… that’s one way of looking at it.’

Merrily glanced at him.

‘Well,’ Mr Unsworth said. ‘You’re the exorcist.’

‘You mean he was worried that his father might still be…’

‘… watching over his farm?’ Mr Unsworth laughed. ‘Well, who knows? Never catch Jim Morgan talking like that. And yet I doubt he ever went up there. Let the skeleton of the house become overgrown. When Johnny took over the farm, he did some clearing up, but the trees remained. Both would’ve denied any suggestion of superstition, but you know what farmers are like, even today.’

She nodded. When you inherited a farm, you accepted responsibility for more than the health of the land and the stock.

‘Almost came to violence when those trees came down.’

‘Clifton had them taken down?’

‘I’d guess to show he wasn’t intimidated by Johnny. Who goes storming up there soon as the chainsaws start up. Dire threats made. But then Harry Clifton wasn’t a man who reacted well to threats. If you showed weakness, or even sympathy, you’d never get what was owed to you. Was this why he did it? I don’t know.’

‘I’m sorry – did what?’

‘Built that house… as it is. Abandoning his original plan for a fairly traditional dwelling in favour of something more on the lines of the commercial buildings he designed. Only more so.’

‘You mean—’

‘Well, this was the 1960s, anything new… And, of course, Clifton knew a number of useful councillors by now, having designed extensions and whatnot for their homes. At bargain prices. Or even free. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you how these things work.’

‘No. No, you don’t.’

‘So Johnny Morgan had to look up at that. Planted what was virtually a new wood just beyond his farmhouse to block it out. Block himself in, more like.’

‘So are you… are you saying the house was built partly out of a kind of…’

‘Malice?’ Memory clouding his eyes. ‘No one could say there wasn’t a vindictive side to Harry Clifton.’

‘Where’s Johnny Morgan now?’

‘Oh, still alive. Living the other side of Leominster now. Eventually sold up. Sold everything.’

‘And now the New House is on the edge of a housing estate.’

Awful eyesore. Anita Wells last night. There used to be more trees in front and a high hedge. Zoe was so proud of it she had to have it all cleared.

‘In full view of a lot of people now,’ Merrily said.

Thinking of the show it had put on last night. A quiver. Jesus, stop me.

‘Hard to say which of them won in the end,’ Mr Unsworth said. ‘Clifton or Morgan.’

‘You said Clifton died…’

‘Yes, he… Oh dear, this all sounds far more disquieting than it would have done at the time. He was said to be unwell. Balance of his mind was upset. That was the wording at the inquest. He was found in his car. Carbon monoxide. Hose from the exhaust. Parked on some spare land, on the edge of the commercial sprawl next to Roman Road.’

‘You mean at the bottom of Aylestone Hill. Did he live anywhere near there?’

‘He lived a dozen miles away in Ledbury. Look, I… I’m not a superstitious man, Mrs Watkins, but after the business with Susan Lulham I confess I never wanted to sell that house again. But Grace Lulham… Susan didn’t leave a will, so the property went to her parents, and with Grace Lulham working just around the corner… I rather hoped they’d go somewhere else. But what can one do? Grace wanted it off their hands as soon as possible, at whatever price. The people who bought the New House – for a song, of course – bought to let, but nobody seemed to stay long.’

‘Do you happen to know if…?’

‘No more suicides, but no one stayed long. I think four or five of them, before the owners decided to get rid. Didn’t come to us this time. Put it in the hands of the chaps over the road.’

‘Erm… if they had come back to you, Mr Unsworth, would you… perhaps have felt obliged to tell Mr and Mrs Mahonie about the previous owners?’

He laughed.

‘Good lord, Mrs Watkins, I’m an estate agent!’ And then his face was solemn. ‘Yes, I probably would have. Been in this business over sixty years and… well, I have to say you do come across them. Unhappy houses. Houses that seem to attract ill fortune. Sickness, marital discord, violent death… But it’s all nonsense, isn’t it? We put things together in our minds and make all kinds of horrible patterns. But that’s all it is… it’s in our minds. Don’t you think?’

He was smiling. He knew she couldn’t think that. Merrily felt almost physically sick. She hadn’t believed Zoe Mahonie, so her enquiries had been perfunctory. When she’d suggested to Sophie that she should be trying to trace other people who’d lived in the house, Sophie hadn’t thought it necessary or even likely that she’d find out anything. Merrily hadn’t pushed, had accepted it, maybe with relief.

And now Jonathan Mahonie lay dead in a drawer somewhere.

‘Can I get you a cup of tea, Mrs Watkins?’ Mr Unsworth said.
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Bells

THERE WAS A public car park next to the Gaol Street police headquarters, a building she usually avoided entering. She called Bliss’s mobile and he came out. He liked to come out because of what artificial white light did to his knocked-about head.

‘The problem is, Merrily…’ Leaning on the Freelander, his voice raised against the traffic. ‘How can I put this? The Crown Prosecution Service has never exactly been big on metaphysics.’

‘Yeah, well, if the CPS wants to shrink the world… fuck them.’

She stiffened. Her voice had slipped into a break in the traffic, and an elderly woman had turned sharply around. Merrily’s hand instinctively covering the dog collar she wasn’t wearing. Jesus, get a grip.

Bliss came away from the car.

‘So what specifically crashed into your world this time?’

She shook her head.

‘You wouldn’t thank me. Little bells I’m supposed to listen out for have started ringing. Bells I can’t ignore, but you probably should.’

The bells said Zoe might not be lying. Even if she thought she was, she might not be.

Bliss said, ‘You want to give me the bottom line?’

‘The house has form. I mean before Suze. Nothing you’d be aware of. No crime. Just things I should’ve found out that might’ve sent me back to Zoe before it all escalated.’

‘I’ve seen the Facebook stuff,’ Bliss said.

‘Nothing to do with that.’

She was looking across the road at the red-brick magistrates’ court where Zoe Mahonie would presumably be making a short appearance, for committal to Crown court.

‘Only, in my experience,’ Bliss said, ‘exposure to social media makes daft people even dafter.’

‘It’s irrelevant. What I was wondering – did you find any books? In the house?’

‘Loads.’

‘I’m thinking non-Jonno books. Zoe gives the impression she avoids anything that might give her the creeps, but she apparently had a collection of paranormal DVDs and non-fiction books. None of which were on show when I went in.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘The neighbour.’

His eyes had gone still.

‘All right, yeh. The POLSA found some items in a little storage loft under the eaves. DVDs of The Exorcist and The Amityville Horror. Also the collected Susan Lulham daytime TV hairdressing tips. Called Hair of the Bitch. Cute, but not paranormal.’

‘I didn’t even know that existed.’

‘Not to criticize your coiffeur, Merrily, but I’m guessing she’d be out of a vicar’s price range.’

‘Plus, I don’t do stripy bits. Anything else?’

‘Some books. Including a paperback called Deliverance. Orange cover.’

‘And black? Orange and black? Sub-title Psychic Disturbances and Occult Involvement?’

‘From what I can remember.’

‘So Zoe had acquired a copy of the Church’s official source book on exorcism. Not something lay people normally buy.’

Bliss looked interested.

‘And what’s that tell you, Merrily?’

‘Might tell me – if I didn’t already know – that she’s cleverer than she wants us to think she is. That she wanted to… I dunno, get into the Church’s mindset. Work out what she could invent to convince me. Make sure I brought out the holy water. Are the SOCOs still in the house?’

‘They’ll be out by mid-afternoon on account of we’re not made of money.’

‘Where’s Zoe now?’

‘In a cell. Darth’s having another go at her when I get back. I think she likes Darth, and I’m letting him run with it. He’s also been flashing his Oxford graduate credentials in the faces of various education officials and discovering that Mrs Mahonie had some very good, entirely earthly reasons, for puncturing Jonno.’

‘Women?’

‘And older schoolgirls. Of course, that’ll not stop the defence from introducing the spooky stuff to muddy the waters. And when the defence accuse you of inflaming Zoe’s delusions – this is the important bit – you shouldn’t expect any support whatsoever from the prosecution.’

‘Who don’t do metaphysics.’

‘They’ve seen the YouTube video of you sprinkling holy tap-water around the terrace. I could hear the wincing over the phone.’

‘I’m on my own.’

‘Yeh.’

‘Fair enough.’

Bliss stood there, watching her in silence. The dispiriting rain started up again.

‘But you’re still my mate,’ she said dully. ‘In a discreet way.’

‘I’m giving you worst case scenario, just so you know. Don’t go near the house, don’t talk to anybody about it. This is still a small town and word gets round. It gets back.’

She nodded – a nod meant nothing – and asked him if he could find out a few things for her.
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Sham

‘WHO IS THIS?’ the woman said.

Merrily shifted the phone to her other hand, moving the chair away from the office window. Her car was gone from the Bishop’s Palace yard. She wasn’t here.

‘You left a message for me,’ she said. ‘I’m the phoney.’

‘Shit.’

‘Or maybe just a sham.’

Silence. Sophie was sitting down on the other side of the desk, an open packet of paracetamol by her elbow. Unprecedented.

‘Wasn’t me,’ the woman said.

‘Really?’

‘She borrowed my phone, OK?’

‘Who did?’

‘A friend. Kind of.’

‘Kind of? You mean a Facebook friend?’

‘If you like.’

‘Which are you then? Lou?’

‘God, no.’

‘But you obviously know who I mean.’

‘Look, they turned up this morning – she brought a couple of mates. They came to support Zoe, kind of thing.’

‘How?’

‘She’s just fascinated. She seems to have a lot of free time. Unlike me. She wants to be, like, close to the action? I’m sorry. I didn’t know she was gonner phone you.’

‘This is Lou?’

‘Louise. We used to work together.’

‘OK, I’m sorry… which one are you?’

‘Look, I’ve got a young baby, I need to—’

‘Nattie?’

‘You’ve read the stuff, then. God, I still can’t believe this has happened. It’s horrible.’

‘But to Lou…’

‘Horrible, but exciting. This is probably the most exciting thing that’s ever happened to Lou. Zoe killing Jonno, for Christ’s sake. Shit, what is she like?’

Merrily said nothing.

‘It was my phone,’ Nattie said, ‘and I’m sorry. They’ve left, and I hope they don’t come back. I’ve come off Facebook, all right? Wiped it off this morning. For good. Takes you over and you come out with all kinds of crap that you think about two minutes later and wish you’d kept it to yourself.’

The screen lit up in Merrily’s head.

Don’t!!! Don’t u let her in. U hear me Zoe?

‘Can I talk to you?’

‘Look, I don’t really—’

I’m not laughing about this. If u hear her saying let me in again, whatever u do don’t do it. DON’T U LET HER IN!!!!!!!

Merrily shifted the phone again, sitting up.

‘I don’t think you’re coming from quite the same place as the others. Am I wrong?’

Silence.

‘They worked together,’ Merrily told Sophie. ‘They worked for a firm that provided meals for schools. Nattie was the youngest. Lou was the most volatile and… irrational, probably. Zoe was the quietest. Also the best-looking. It was Lou who encouraged Zoe to make a move on Jonno.’

‘And they kept in touch, presumably,’ Sophie said.

‘Mainly through social media. Social media at its best – or worst – is non-stop, personalized reality TV.’

‘Facebook friends are seldom your friends,’ Sophie said. ‘You don’t know what they really are, often just the glamorized side they want to project through glamorized pictures.’

‘Might not even be them in the picture. But these three obviously knew each other of old. So when Zoe got married and moved to Hereford with Jonno, leaving the others behind in the Forest of Dean, Lou was always keen to know what Zoe was doing in her posh new house. When Jonno was away, she’d go over and visit.’

‘She knew whose house Zoe was living in?’

‘Not in the early days. Neither did Nattie at first. Jonathan wouldn’t let her put outside pictures of the house on the Net. He said it was how some burglars targeted places. Then they went to visit, Lou and Nattie, and Nattie recognized the house from the papers, but said nothing because Zoe seemed so happy. So proud of her new home.’

‘You would have thought,’ Sophie said, ‘that Zoe would also have known about Susan’s death and where it happened. A minor celebrity. The Forest of Dean’s less than an hour’s drive away.’

‘Uh huh.’ Merrily shook her head. ‘The Forest’s… different. Separate. It’s in a different county and a different world. Could be a hundred miles away. Sure it was in the national papers because of the EastEnders connection, but Zoe didn’t seem to read papers at all, and Jonathan only read the Guardian. And it’s probably a different local TV news. Assuming she even watched the news, which is doubtful.’

Nattie had sounded angry at first, then upset. She’d talked about Zoe’s first hints of something not right about the house. This, clearly, had not excited her the way it had excited Lou.

‘Because, you see, Nattie also knew Susan Lulham. As a teenager, she used to save up to have her hair done at the expensive salon in Gloucester, where Lulham trained. And found her… she was very much the junior, but it was like it was her salon. She’d make style decisions for you. She was very dominant. Nattie seems to have found her fascinating but scary. She read everything she could get hold of about the suicide.’

‘And did she believe what Zoe was saying?’

‘Mmm. I think she did. Very much. And unlike Lou, she didn’t find it exciting. God, this doesn’t get any easier, does it?’

‘You’re tired.’ Sophie came to her feet. ‘Go home, Merrily. Get some sleep. Having unplugged the phone.’

‘Mmm.’
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Undawn

THE VIEW FROM the doorway. Near the mirror in the white room. It might not have been a white room in Suze’s time there, but it was in this dream, even whiter than Zoe’s room, so that it seemed to glow, until small blisters began to appear in the emulsioned walls.

The worst of it… half the time it wasn’t even a dream. Twice more she’d awakened, and it was still happening in her head, like a fever, like an infection. When she closed her eyes, the blisters burst and became blood. As if it was coming out of the walls like in one of those poltergeist movies.

But movies couldn’t do the smell, the rusty, salty stench.

First the skin – Sophie’s voice – and then… every visible vein.

Here was Suze, barefooted on the deep-pile carpet. Suze writhing and pulsing and spouting.

Suze smiling with a determined savagery, all flashing teeth and deep pink gums.

Suze sharing her death.

Merrily lying there cold in bed.

Early-morning imagery. Mortuary metaphors. God, how far off dawn? Check the—

No, don’t.

Don’t open your eyes to look at the clock on the dressing table, because the clock is going say three a.m.

The time when the TV came on in Zoe Mahonie’s white room, the time when it was believed Suze had died.

Merrily didn’t move. If you could steel yourself to go back into the dream, you might learn something. Your mind might put things together.

She lay there breathing rapidly, merging with the fitful jerking of the dream. The blisters on the wall went plip-pop and trickles of blood joined them, one to another like the splattery pattern on a summer dress.

Think. Was there a point when Suze had realized, as she bled into the carpet, that she’d lost too much blood from too many wounds for there to be a happy outcome… that nobody was going to find her in time? She’d be too weak by then to get to her feet, open the door, scream for help – and would anyone have responded if she had? Not the first time they’d been disturbed by Susan’s antics, Sophie said, so nobody went out.

But too weak to prod 999 for an ambulance? Or did she think, What’s the point? Was there a moment when she knew the angel of death had her in his arms?

What was that like – the realization that it was done? That she’d killed herself.

Merrily felt her eyelids quiver.

And then, suddenly, she was Suze, rushing for the door but failing to move, both feet sticking to the glutinous pile of the sodden carpet, blood bubbling up between her toes, oh dear God…

Her eyes sprang open into a rusty sky.

Dawn.

The clock’s acid-green fingers signalled five minutes to six. She’d made it through three a.m. to the dawn. And yet…

Realization of the truth was like the duvet being snatched away. She sat up in bed, shivering.

She’d picked up the Freelander in the swimming pool car park and driven home in the early afternoon, walking in to the bleeping of the answerphone, unplugging the phone but not the machine, not eating or drinking, just doling out some food for Ethel and then stumbling up the stairs.

The truth of it was that she’d been in bed barely three hours. It was approaching six in the evening. The bloody light in the sky was the dying of the day.

Undawn.

Dear God, a whole night to come.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, hearing the chatter of the sparse central heating coming on, she thought about Canon Dobbs, her predecessor as Diocesan Deliverance Consultant. Except he’d refused to call it that.

He was old and scary. The Diocesan Exorcist, who had bitterly opposed the ordination of women. As for the idea of handing over his job to a woman… he wouldn’t even discuss it with her. He wouldn’t see her, although he’d once left a note for her which said, Jesus Christ was the first exorcist.

How would Dobbs have handled this? Dobbs poring over Facebook, Dobbs watching himself on You Tube.

Merrily got dressed, pulling on a skirt this time, and went down to the kitchen, putting on the lights; it was dark now. She plugged in the kettle for tea before padding through to the scullery, plugging the phone back in and playing back the messages on the machine: nine from journalists. Many more would have called but not left a message. She was thinking she might call Fred Potter when the machine said,

‘It’s Anita Wells. Could you please call me back.’

This was the last message. It was timed…

Six minutes after six.

Not five minutes ago.

She didn’t call Anita back. She rang Bliss on his mobile.

‘You still at work?’

‘Are you?’

‘I live at work. What’s happening?’

‘Well, we’ve charged her. Didn’t seem much point in hanging on. An interim psychiatric report gave us what we needed for the CPS to green-light it. And the custody sergeant to decide she could be a danger to herself. Not that she even asked for bail.’

‘Where is she now?’

‘Spending the night with us. Eastwood Park in the morning.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘Women’s nick in Gloucestershire.’

‘She said anything?’

‘Oh, yeh. Two familiar words. Taking her cue from all those friggin’ reality cop-shows, she says “No comment” to everything. “Would you like another mug of tea, Zoe?” “No comment.”’

‘Anybody still at the house?’

‘Why do you ask?’

She didn’t reply.

‘We’ve finished with the house,’ Bliss said. ‘The POLSA’s gone home, leaving the downstairs curtains tightly drawn against sight-seers. House has nothing more to tell us. And looking like a bit of a health-hazard, so I authorized a basic clean-up of the living room out of me pocket money. Happy now?’

‘No comment,’ Merrily said.
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Spite

ANITA WELLS SAID Jonathan had been terribly unhappy, had come to realize he’d made the biggest mistake of his life.

In the kitchen, dark, uncurtained double glazing was multi-reflecting the dimmed globular hanging lights. Only one window was covered by a roller blind.

‘I probably should be telling this to the police,’ Anita said, ‘although it doesn’t alter anything. It might even cause damage. Complicate things.’

Merrily lowered her coffee cup. The pot stood on the island unit between them.

‘Do you ever think this might actually be quite complicated?’

No reply. Silences could be left now without embarrassment. Their short relationship had changed forever, no ice left to be broken; you could almost see it lying in splinters on the quarry tiles around their high stools.

‘This mistake was marrying Zoe?’ Merrily said.

She’d parked in a neighbouring estate road. One police car had passed her – routine patrol, probably – as she’d walked, close to the hedges, around the corner to Anita’s house. No cars outside the New House, jagged against the flaring of headlights on Aylestone Hill. She’d thought of a broken bottle.

Anita was wearing a thick, dark-green sweater and a plain black scarf which she eased away from her throat. She seemed ill at ease, not yet recovered from last night. Looking grateful to see Merrily. Or maybe anybody. Things that need to come out, that’s all, she’d said at the door.

She poured more coffee.

‘At the school, she was a fantasy figure for the older boys. Jonathan told me that. They couldn’t wait for lunchtime to get a glimpse of Zoe sweating over the food. His words.’

‘You’re saying that was part of it? Jonno, an older man, a teacher, getting off with the girl they were all—?’

‘He wasn’t that much older than Zoe – maybe twelve years. But yes, sure, there’d be some of that. He accepted he was far more educated than she was. He seemed to think that didn’t matter. You came home to relax, not to have intellectual debate. He was actually quite fascinated with her. He used to talk about… you know, Arthur Miller and Marilyn Monroe?’

‘Marilyn Monroe wasn’t dumb. She just played dumb. And Zoe…’

‘Oh, Zoe was clever in ways Jonathan simply couldn’t see. If she’d been thick but adoring, they might have held it together. But Zoe was becoming more assertive and his friends were not made welcome. Parties… Oh God, dinner parties. You know?’

‘I don’t really do dinner parties,’ Merrily said, ‘but I’ve heard they go on.’

‘He was ambitious. Bigger schools. Headships. Committees, advisory bodies. It simply hadn’t occurred to him that Zoe, who had no particular interest in his work, might want to… well, play more of a part in things than simply providing the food. Apparently, she sometimes became embarrassingly drunk.’

‘Was he… perhaps wishing he’d hung on to you?’

Anita frowned.

‘That wasn’t going to happen.’

‘But it had happened…’

‘Long time ago. Well over. Never much, anyway. More of a foundation for friendship. That’s how I saw it, anyway.’

‘Did he know you were living here… before they moved in?’

‘He knew everything. He knew whose house it had been and why it was so cheap. Did that bother Jonathan? Not in the least.’ Anita shook her head, bleakly exasperated. ‘You know Zoe wouldn’t live in an old house because she was afraid of ghosts?’

‘She just told me she didn’t like old places.’

‘It was more than that. She found them frightening. And yet she liked to be frightened – on her own terms, as Jonathan used to say. She was fascinated by the supernatural. She liked horror films and Most Haunted and all those American ghost-hunting programmes. But as entertainment. As long as there was a glass screen between her and them. You know?’

‘It’s not uncommon.’

‘Jonathan, of course, despised all that. Even when they were living in a flat, they were watching TV in separate rooms. Programmes he had to watch for his work, she’d say, rather than admitting that everything she loved to watch bored him rigid. He said her tastes were unbearably crass. He’d thought at first he could change her. Perhaps she’d even led him to think he could do that… that she wanted him to. That age-old courtship game.’

‘Eliza Doolittle?’

‘Men can be so naive. She wasn’t going to change at all. She was just going to stop being a dinner lady and enjoy herself in a nice house in a posh area.’

‘A modern house.’

‘No history, no cellars, no attics, no dark corners. Somewhere you could watch horror films without feeling you were in one. Jonathan, now – someone who sneered at the very idea of ghosts – had always preferred older houses with spacious accommodation, room to breathe. When they’d been together for about six months in a poky flat, and the quarrels were becoming more frequent, he thought he’d found the perfect place to give them some space. This… Georgian house, I think it was, in the Wye Valley, had been divided into four separate dwellings and one was about to become vacant because the owner – acquaintance of Jonathan’s – had taken early retirement and wanted to live in France and thought they might be able to dispense with an estate agent for speed.’

‘Always helps.’

‘Zoe wouldn’t even go to look at it. Jonathan was absolutely furious. Still seething nearly a month later when we were both at a residential conference and it all came out over a long dinner. At the end of which he made a drunken move on me, which I tactfully resisted. Feeling quite sorry for him, stupid man. He’d told me he wanted a divorce, she didn’t. Still thought a new house would bring them together. Her kind of house. I’d also had a few glasses of wine by then, you understand. Not as many as he’d had, but enough to say something stupid.’

‘You told him about…?’

‘About the house next door, yes, yes, yes. He knew about it because I told him. I wasn’t serious… I said, Hey, if she wants modern… just the thing. Wasn’t serious, I really wasn’t. But he… He was very angry, very bitter. And obviously it was a bargain. And nobody on this estate wanted it to be empty or the home of short-term tenants who didn’t cut their hedges.’

Merrily glanced at the roller blind concealing the one window with a view up to the New House. Anita nodded.

‘Susan Lulham, what did Jonathan care about that? He could sleep in any old chamber of horrors and not even notice. And he knew it’d be love at first sight for Zoe. Looks more modern than modern. A bit space-age, as they used to say when I was a child. Jonathan hated it, but the exquisite irony wasn’t exactly lost on him. He thought that they deserved one another, Zoe and this house.’

‘You’re saying he gave her the house out of…’

‘Pure spite? Not quite that simple but, in a way, yes.’

‘But the house was built out of—’

Merrily subsided. Anita looked away.

‘Absurd. Childish. Only in the cold light of day the reasons for it were far from childish. Is this starting to make sense? Should I go on?’
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Diffident

ANITA HAD A hand behind her head, looked twisted by regret.

‘I’d been divorced about a year, I had the freedom of being unattached. Carefree. I suppose… I suppose, to my shame, I thought it might be interesting to see what happened. That sounds awful. Christ, it is awful. I’m almost directly responsible, aren’t I?’

‘Something would’ve happened, sooner or later.’

‘But not necessarily this!’

‘Who knows.’

‘She… she’d wander down from her terrace sometimes, when he was away. With a bottle of wine. Get tipsy… there, where you’re sitting. She said Jonathan kept telling her he wanted a divorce. Which convinced her he was having sex with other women on all his courses and conferences. She thought if it did come to divorce she held the best cards. Pretty soon I wanted her out as much as Jonathan did. If the house was going to be a catalyst, then I wanted that to happen sooner rather than later.’

‘So you told her whose house she was living in.’

‘Yes. Yes, I did.’

‘Jonathan wanted you to tell her.’

‘He wanted someone to tell her. And nobody had. None of the neighbours like to talk about it. They’re not exactly proud of Susan Lulham or the house.’

‘So how did Zoe react when you told her?’

‘She asked me if Jonathan knew. I said I’d no reason to think he did. I’d always led her to believe we hadn’t known one another very well.’

‘She believed that?’

‘I don’t know. I thought she did, at the time. She certainly went home white-faced and tight-lipped that day, and we never spoke of Susan Lulham again.’

‘Last night… you said Zoe was telling him lies. Like she was pretending there was spooky stuff going on because he’d said he was going to leave her.’

‘Well…’

‘I got that wrong?’

‘No.’ A small squirm. ‘I mean, yes, I said that, but it wasn’t actually like that. He was waiting for her to say she wanted to leave. That she couldn’t stand to live there any more. And then he’d say, Oh, don’t be ridiculous, you wanted this house, I’m not going to be driven out by insane superstition. He wanted her to go. Make the first move. I… wasn’t going to come out with all this last night, to a woman I’d just met for the first time.’

‘What did you want to happen?’

‘I just wanted them both to leave. Especially after Jonathan asked me – humorously, but it wasn’t – if I’d go away with him. I mean, for heaven’s sake… did he think I was crazy? Walk out of a failed marriage into the kind of appalling car-crash his was becoming? Anyway… they went on holiday soon after that. It was already booked. Florence. His kind of holiday. I think she’d have preferred Ibiza. I didn’t see much of her when they came back, but I don’t imagine there’d been a great reconciliation. I did notice she had a new hairstyle and was wearing bolder make-up. And clothes. Sharper clothes. As if she’d been influenced by Italian fashion. That was what I thought. Month or so later I met Jonathan in town, and it wasn’t jokey at all by then.’

‘In what way?’

‘Oh God, in every way. Since Susan’s suicide, everything up here had begun to seem darker. Just a general air of apprehension and anxiety. I thought it was me at first, becoming attuned to negative things amongst the neighbours – illness, another divorce. One couple had had a son arrested for drug-dealing – he was at the Cathedral school, for heaven’s sake, they thought they were immune. Even the people renting the house…’

‘The New House?’

‘There were two families in it. Polish. Very polite, evidently hard-working, came and went at all hours in two old vans. One of the women once told me they were working as hard as they could to get a place of their own, well away from here.’

‘She explain why?’

‘Didn’t ask. They were Catholics. They installed a crucifix above the door. Then one morning they were just gone. They’d actually moved out in the night, without a word. Then it was empty for four months, until the Mahonies came.’

Anita had moved to the main window and was staring out over the tree-shaded porch lights.

‘This had once seemed the most convenient and yet most protected place to live. Overlooking both city and countryside. It…’ She drew a breath through her lips. ‘A neighbour came to see me this morning and broke down. It wasn’t that she liked Zoe, but…’

Merrily said, ‘When you talked about Zoe with a new hairstyle and Italian fashion…’

‘What?’

‘As if she’d been influenced by—’

‘Don’t.’

Anita spinning round.

‘Don’t what?’ Merrily stepped away from the island unit, irritated now at the way they were circling something, looking down at it then looking away. ‘Where are we going with this, Anita? What do you want from me?’

‘I know what you were going to say.’ Anita was toying nervously with an end of her scarf. ‘Yes, you might’ve thought for a moment that she was turning into Susan. She was even losing weight. Much plumper when they moved in.’

‘I didn’t know that.’

‘Look,’ Anita said, ‘it’s not that I reject… whatever you believe. I suppose I’m like most of them here, don’t even think about it. We’re all… I don’t know… doctors, lawyers, accountants, CEOs, IT consultants… Or retired from one of the above. We attend funerals for the sake of appearances, and other than that it isn’t part of our lives. Younger people can’t even remember when it was ever relevant. I…’

Anita stared out through the inky window where the reflections of the globular lights hung. There was a twitch at the side of her mouth, and she was lightly sweating. I do rather admire you, she’d said last night, quite smugly. Can’t be easy.

And getting harder all the time. It was clear that the other doors on the estate would always remain closed against people like Merrily. That she would not be meeting any of the doctors and the lawyers, the business people or the IT consultants – as representative a sample of the diffident, secular society as you could hope to find now in the posher suburbs of any British city.

She felt a sudden, quite devastating sense of loneliness, desertion.

Without really thinking about it, she was moving over to the pulled-down roller blind, taking hold of the wooden knob on the end of the cord, pulling it sharply. Stepping back as the blind went into its rapid spin and then, with a snap, let the house of Susan Lulham into the kitchen.

Like Susan Lulham might be her only real friend here.

Anita flinched.

In the shadows at the far end of the kitchen, a door swung open.

Merrily spun round and saw a man in a dark suit standing, stooping slightly, in the doorway.
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Last-chance saloon

SHE WALKED BACK to the Freelander in the next road and switched on her phone. One missed call: Bliss’s mobile. She ran the engine for warmth and called him back.

‘All checks out, Merrily. John Morgan, formerly of Villa Farm, Aylestone Hill, Hereford, is now living at Stoke Prior, near Leominster. And there was a suicide verdict, September 1969, on Harold Clifton, architect. Will that do?’

‘Yes. Thanks, Frannie. That was good of you.’

‘What you wanted to hear?’

‘Don’t know.’

What did it add up to, really? What did it add up to?

‘Whenever I think I’ve gorra crap job,’ Bliss said, ‘I always think of you and feel better.’

‘Ta, Frannie.’

Pause.

‘The Mahonie house is evidently built on land once owned by Morgan, correct?’

‘Mmm.’

‘You’re there, aren’t you?’

‘Well… close.’

‘Why do you never friggin’—?’

‘Thing is—’

‘No, forget it. I never asked.’

‘How’s Zoe?’

‘Quiet.’ Pause. ‘Anything you feel guilty about not telling me?’

‘Really don’t think so. None of it relates to the Mahonies, just the place. No history of great happiness. As you must’ve gathered. The CPS will turn away with its hands over its ears.’

‘The CPS’ve studied the early psychiatric reports. And the medical stuff, which suggest her wounds are so insignificant and strategic that nobody could think she wanted to cause herself serious harm. She’s mostly sullen, occasionally belligerent and, as things stand, they didn’t see why we shouldn’t charge her with murder sooner rather than later.’

‘I see.’

‘So let’s not complicate things, eh, Merrily?’

‘You’ll be the death of me, lass,’ Huw Owen said.

TV light was shivering behind the big windows of the estate homes. She’d driven round to park in front of Anita’s gate, where she’d told him the secret history: Harry Clifton, the Morgans, all that.

‘Don’t know what to do, Huw. I think I’ve been set up.’

‘Again?’

‘I’m not kidding, and it’s not self-pity. They don’t have a residents’ association up here – too posh for that stuff – but there’s been a discreet little gathering of neighbours to discuss, you know, things they don’t believe – things they can’t possibly believe – but which still don’t make for a healthy night’s sleep.’

‘A house which seems to want blood.’

‘Which is nonsense, of course. But it’s still… like a contaminant.’

‘They’re asking for your assistance?’

‘But only in a discreet backhanded kind of way. They don’t believe in mumbo-jumbo. They’re busy people with busy lives. This is the secular world.’

‘This is the future,’ Huw said. ‘For a while, anyway. It’ll get worse, then it might turn around. And this has come through the woman next door?’

‘And an elderly man, Geoffrey Unsworth, a veteran estate agent who, the first time we met, didn’t happen to disclose his address. They want some kind of closure,’ Merrily said to Huw. ‘But obviously they don’t want to be involved in the process.’

‘Except this old feller.’

How long have you been here? she’d said to the man in the shadows.

Approaching forty years, Mr Unsworth had told her.

‘He’d told me everything this afternoon except that he’d bought one of the first houses himself. For bugger-all, presumably, seeing Lang/Copper had been the agents for the estate.’

‘So Sophie Hill’s husband…’

‘Was, presumably, approached by Geoffrey Unsworth in a roundabout way to get word back to me through Sophie. I doubt Sophie knew about it, she’d have told me.’

‘Estate agents always like to go round the back,’ Huw said. ‘So he must’ve known the Lulham woman, too.’

‘His house is almost opposite the New House. He was there the night she died.’

‘What’s the woman like? The next-door neighbour.’

‘Anita Wells? Heart’s in the right place. I think.’

‘And the bottom line?’

Merrily remembered something Anita had said last night: I don’t believe in ghosts, but I’d still hate to live there.

‘Disturbed house. Infected. What will it do next? Well, who knows? What if Zoe comes back… I mean soon? What if she’s bailed? These things do happen nowadays. Even conspicuously dangerous people get bail because we’re running out of places to put them.’

‘What’s the Bishop say?’

‘Not a lot. He’ll be gone before Christmas. I guess if I rang him now he’d tell me to walk away and stay away. The owner of the house is not here.’

‘And cops still have possession.’

‘They’ve finished. They’ve even had it cleaned up, apparently.’

‘But you can get in, anyway.’

‘Ah…’

She looked up at the New House, a greasy moon kissing the row of tooth-like windows between the dark conservatory and the flat section of roof. In Anita Wells’s kitchen, extra lights had been put on. Through the window, she saw Anita and Geoffrey Unsworth both looking out towards her.

‘Anita Wells has a key.’

‘Bugger.’

‘Jonathan gave it to her when they went on holiday, in case anything needed attention.’

Huw said, ‘You want me to come over?’

‘Hell, no, I’m not dragging you across the Beacons at—’

‘At my age?’

‘At this time of night. Because it might be nothing.’

‘It always might be nothing, lass.’ Huw’s laugh was slightly unhealthy. ‘It might all be nowt more than a condition in our heads. It’s the agony we live with.’

‘What the bloody hell have we become?’

‘We’re what we’ve always been,’ Huw said. ‘The last-chance saloon. Happen I’ll open up me church. Light a few candles. Back-up.’

‘You mean I should do it? With these people? Oh hell, I’m sorry, that sounds—’

‘You’re saying you’d rather have a bunch of cross-waving evangelicals who think you’re God’s handmaiden?’

She started to laugh bleakly.

‘Aylestone Hill,’ Huw said. ‘I’ve looked it up on t’ map. Where it stands in relation to the Cathedral and the other hills.’

‘It’s all built over. You can’t really tell it’s a hill.’

‘Use the Cathedral,’ Huw said. ‘Bring it closer. Use the city. As for the house…’

‘Exorcism of place?’

‘You need a focus.’

‘Susan Lulham.’

‘Happen.’

She got out of the Freelander, followed the pavement to a turning circle and a tree-draped gap in the housing with a view over the lights of Hereford. She stood for a while, regulating her breathing.

The hum of night traffic. A prayer.

She raised her head, saw a thin band of amber in the sky, but the Cathedral was invisible in the blackness between the lights.
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Travelling light

‘IT WOULD, ESSENTIALLY, be a funeral,’ Merrily said.

Three stools around the island unit. More coffee. She’d reminded them that funerals were not what they used to be. Cremation could be a conveyor belt, with a priest like some duty GP in a clinic knowing little more about the customer than was on his computer. Very small, very swift – Sophie on Suze’s dispatch. The eulogy brief and dishonest. What else could they do under the circumstances?

‘I’m assuming,’ she said, ‘that everyone realizes that the last time I was here it all ended in tears. I’m guessing the You Tube clip’s been around.’

‘You weren’t to know,’ Anita said, ‘how combustible it was. Zoe was restricting what she told you. She was…’

‘Cleverer than we thought, yes.’

They were talking like Zoe was history.

‘When you get to my age,’ Mr Unsworth said, ‘there’s one every week.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘A funeral. But you’re right – get stuck in the traffic, you’ve missed it.’

‘If you want the metaphysics, with a modern, quickie funeral, it’s suggested the soul – or the spirit, whatever – may not… achieve separation. Might hang around, making a nuisance of itself, disturbing the living. It’s been shown – and I say this carefully – that a proper Requiem Eucharist, involving people who care, can… kick-start the next stage. But it’s not something you do lightly.’

She watched Mr Unsworth nodding slowly. Anita Wells pushed her coffee away.

‘This is Susan Lulham?’

‘She might not have started this, but it seems likely she’s become the focus. You look at the house, you see Susan Lulham. Or is that just me?’

‘And you would be attempting to… lay her to rest, as it were?’

‘It’s an option. I just wish I was more certain that she was disturbing the living. As distinct from being used by the living.’

Silence. She’d walked around the three short roads on the estate, which formed an island, like a clearing in thin woodland, getting a sense of how it was before Harry Clifton met Johnny Morgan. The cold air and the night had focused her.

‘Just saying life’s worsened here since Susan Lulham’s suicide, and now Jonno’s death… that’s primitive superstition – isn’t it? Do well-off, sophisticated, secular people do primitive superstition?’

Mr Unsworth’s eyebrows were lifting; she was hearing his voice from this afternoon. Have to say you do come across them. Unhappy houses. Houses that seem to attract ill-fortune. Sickness, marital discord, violent death… But it’s all nonsense, isn’t it? We put things together in our minds and make all kinds of horrible patterns. But that’s all it is… it’s in our minds.

Evidently wanting her to say otherwise.

Merrily met Anita’s strangely-panicked stare.

Anita looked past Merrily, through the window.

‘Jonathan hated the house. He bought it almost out of spite, thinking the least it could do for him was break up his disastrous marriage. And he… he thought he could use it. Make it do things. He was a physicist, he knew how things worked and if he didn’t know he said he could go into the Net and make sense of screeds of impenetrable technical jargon. And make… make things happen.’

‘Like what?’

‘He was good with electrics. Rewired part of the house and the garage, not long after they moved in. And this is sounding insane already.’

‘It’s also sounding like something for the police rather than me, Anita. Or for Zoe’s lawyer. You said she was making that up, about the phenomena, but if Jonathan was helping things along, playing with her mind, then that gives the defence—’

‘All right, let me explain this. I go through periods of insomnia. Come down in the early hours, listen to the radio, do some ironing. Twice I saw lights coming on next door. When Jonathan was away.’

‘Zoe going to the bathroom?’

‘It also happened while they were away in Italy. And the lights weren’t… normal. It was a dull… as if there was only half power. A dull… fractured kind of light. It made me…’ Anita shuddered. ‘I didn’t like it.’

‘And you think something Jonathan did made that happen?’

‘That’s what I tried to tell myself at first, standing by the window with a glass of water in my hand. It was quite slow and bleary, one window to the next, as if the light was… travelling… a travelling light exploring the house. I grabbed the mobile in case there was a burglar in there with a flashlight, though I didn’t really think… and then the glow was in several windows, quite intense for a very brief moment, like an X-ray. Light behind the bones of the house.’

An unwanted quiver in Merrily’s spine, between her shoulders. Zoe had talked about lights going on and off.

‘When they came back from Italy,’ Anita said, ‘I phoned Jonathan at work. He laughed. He said he hadn’t done anything to the electrics, it had just been a stupid idea.’

‘But you told him what you’d seen.’

‘He said I’d probably dreamt it.’

‘Did you ever consider he might have been lying to cover up having done something potentially dangerous?’

‘I don’t think so. The last thing he’d want to do would be to accidentally burn the place down and have to live in a caravan with his… beloved.’

‘Anybody else see any of these lights?’

Mr Unsworth coughed.

‘Twice. I think. After over half a century as an estate agent I’ve learned quite a lot about wiring, as you can imagine. I didn’t like it either. It was… anyway, I’m sure other people have seen things, too, which they won’t talk about.’

‘Might lose professional credibility.’

‘And reduce the value of their homes.’

Jesus wept.

Seen some service, these cells and they looked like it. Gerry Rowbotham, desk veteran standing in as custody sergeant, stood with Bliss in the dull light outside Zoe’s dungeon, raising a calming hand.

‘Francis – no worries. We’ll treat her like—’

‘Listen, I’m not saying it’s likely. Nobody thinks that.’

‘I’ll have her watched like she’s my own daughter. Hard as that is for me to imagine.’

‘Yeh.’ Bliss nodding soberly. ‘She’s a bit weird, isn’t she?’

‘What are you doing here, Francis?’ Gerry’s head swivelling to face him. ‘It’s gone midnight. Saturday morning. Your day off, right?’

‘I’m a dedicated officer, Gerry. Been out for a meal and thought I’d just…’

‘Pizza Hut.’

‘Still a meal.’

‘On your own? No girlfriend yet?’

‘None of your business. She talking to you much? Zoe?’

‘Doesn’t talk at all. Doesn’t respond when you try to be friendly. It’s like you’re not of her social class. Which doesn’t really tally.’

‘It doesn’t.’ Bliss thought for a moment. ‘You ever meet Susan Lulham, the hairdresser? Suze?’

‘Not a lot she could’ve done for me, Francis, even then.’ Gerry patting his dome. ‘You’re thinking of Zoe’s signature on the custody record? What could we do? We’ve had crosses, swastikas, we’ve had Elvis Presley and we’ve had Fuck Off, Copper. She didn’t wanner explain, she didn’t wanner sign another… and it was witnessed.’

‘So now she’s Suze.’ Bliss paused on the steps. ‘You believe in ghosts, Gerry?’

Gerry shuffled up a smile.

‘Done my thirty next year. Most of them in Hereford. Nothing I don’t believe in.’

‘Yeh.’

‘Go home, Francis.’

‘Might as well.’

Merrily went back to the car and called Sophie, asked her to talk to Susan Lulham’s mother. Explain some things. Ask her if she would be happy with this. If she wanted to attend.

A Requiem Eucharist. A Mass. Not a game, an attempted intercession at the highest level. Well-intentioned, but not about certainty. Never that. When had it ever been?

Faith? She hadn’t even found the faith to accept that Geoffrey Unsworth hadn’t made it all up about the feud between the farmer and the architect. She’d had to check. She felt ashamed, a sourness at what she was becoming. What she was afraid of becoming.

As she stood at the bottom of the New House steps, the walkway that veered off from the drive, a memory crashed into her like some mindless child on a bike. That first morning, with a sceptical Zoe looking on, she’d become shockingly aware of the possible craziness of her job. She’d stumbled and kicked the flask of holy water, grabbing it before it could topple from the step and smash, but even then she’d felt disconnected from the mains.

Blame the place.

It was nothing to do with the place.

We’re what we’ve always been, Huw Owen said. The last-chance saloon.

She made one more call, not knowing if it was the right thing to do. She felt faintly sick.

The windows of all visible estate homes were either dark and vacant or backlit by television and computer light, the screens to which people surrendered their senses when life wasn’t playing ball. Clouds had taken the moon, and it was like it had been absorbed into the New House.

A pulse happened somewhere around her solar plexus, expanded into her chest. She closed her eyes, drew a long, long breath.

Do the job.

However flaky it seemed, it wasn’t.

Climb back on the wild-eyed, apocalyptic deliverance horse and do the job.
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Send the light in

SHE’D BROUGHT THE airline bag in from the car, laid out the kit on the island, like for a picnic. Wine, small chalice, wafers, candles, Bible, Alternative Service Book which she didn’t plan to consult during the Requiem.

She put on the pectoral cross.

‘This is really not what I expected,’ Anita Wells said. ‘It’s becoming like one of those claustrophobic dreams where you know you have to endure something before you’re allowed to wake up.’

‘You don’t have to. If it feels wrong, then that would be—’

‘It doesn’t. It feels somehow right. That’s the trouble.’

Mr Unsworth’s smile was hesitant.

‘When my wife died, Susan was one of the few neighbours who didn’t try to avoid me. Came over one night with a bottle of whisky, most of which we drank, and I learned quite a lot about her. She was doing her items on daytime television at the time. Didn’t like the people in London at all. They seemed to think it was funny having a rather smart, inventive hair stylist with a yokelish accent. She found that very annoying. I liked her. She was a little disturbing at first, but I grew to like her. Yes, I did.’

‘Good,’ Merrily said. ‘That’s really good, Mr Unsworth.’

The doorbell rang. Merrily glanced at Anita, who nodded. Merrily got up and went into the square, wall-lit hallway and opened the front door.

The woman on the step wore dark clothing: North Face jacket, black skirt and leggings, boots.

‘I’ve just thought,’ the woman said, like they were in the middle of a conversation. ‘Does this mean we have to go in there?’

She didn’t look at the New House.

‘You don’t have to go anywhere you don’t want to.’

Nattie sighed.

‘This is not about Zoe,’ Merrily said, ‘not directly. But having someone who’s known her for years, and… also Suze. You know?’

Nattie was thirtyish and conspicuously nervous. She nodded.

‘You want to come in,’ Merrily said, ‘then you can make your mind up?’

‘Um…’ Nattie looked awkward. ‘Thing is, I’m not alone. Someone turned up, not long after you rang.’ Nattie’s voice came down to an urgent murmur as high-heel footsteps sounded behind her. ‘I’m sorry, nothing I could do…’

The woman who walked into the light, stepping up beside Nattie, might have been her mother. Short, puffy jacket and maroon hair, sharp face with deep-set eyes.

‘This is Louise Dixon,’ Nattie said. ‘Lou.’

Pocketing Anita’s key, she groped around for switches, putting on all the lights in the hallway to penetrate the living room when she opened the door. Send the light in first.

She stood in the square hall, at the foot of the stairs, and uttered the very obvious opening for an exorcism of place.

‘Peace be to this house.’

Bit bloody late now, lass.

Huw’s voice, like a hand on the shoulder reaching all the way from the Beacons. She smiled, pressed down on the handle of the living room door, let it swing open. Then lurched back.

The detergent they’d used was industrial-strength. The stench was an assault, more abrasive and more metallic than blood. Her first instinct was to rush in and throw open the windows.

But that was the very last thing you did in this situation. So she just stood in the doorway and looked inside.

It already looked abandoned, derelict. Someone had shrouded the leather sofa, chairs and the huge TV, in dust sheets. The half-light showed up dried sponge-swipes on those once-pristine walls.

And there was no sound at all, a double-glazed vacuum, and yet the killing cacophony was only a membrane away: the gasp and gurgle of the dying Jonathan Mahonie, the peaking squeals of Susan Lulham dying of rage, and, in the background, the echo of a blast: Four walls but no roof when he took his shotgun in there.

Grenville Morgan. How it began. Or was there even more, going back?

But, for tonight, this was the house of Susan Lulham.

Was she here or in a police cell with Zoe, who’d signed her name Suze, and written on Facebook: It was like she was trying to pull me in with her. Into the coffin.

But the room was thrusting Merrily away, blowing its stink in her face and, in a way, that made her feel better about all this.

Twenty minutes. She’d asked for twenty minutes before the others came in. She’d either go back for them or call on her mobile when everything was ready, when they’d had time to get acquainted, meet Lou. Who thought exorcism was something you paid for in your council tax. Whose ex-partner, Lloyd, had fancied the vicar at a funeral.

Facebook’s for old people now. Jane said that. Lou had mastered Net-speak and text-speak, all the jargon, all the acronyms. Shedding decades online, gulping down the electronic elixir of virtual youth.

Her voice tonight had been a rasp.

Me and Zoe was best mates…

The air was so harsh now, like blades in the throat, that Merrily backed up against the open door, eyes watering, skin stinging. Had Zoe wanted to be haunted… to become possessed by the spirit of Susan Lulham, a much more powerful, aggressively sexual woman? Had she coveted Suze’s unflinching strength, Suze’s drive, the way Lou craved irresponsible youth?

Did it have to be tonight? Not like the house wouldn’t still be here tomorrow, when Lou might’ve gone home. You could go back, tell them this was not the time.

And Lou would go out sneering, proved right. U get her back! Its her 4king job!!! I 8 you getting pissed about by this 4king bitch.

Back into the hall. Three long breaths, fingering her pectoral cross, then she returned to the living room and lowered the airline bag to the white carpet, which looked damp and, worst of all, pinkish. Without closing her eyes, she cleared her throat, breathed out the old protection, St Patrick’s Breastplate.

‘…let us not run from the love which you offer, but hold us safe from the forces of evil. On each of our dyings shed your…

… light.’

Light was flashing into her eyes from the wall near the door.

Hell… the mirror.

She moved quickly across to the mirror but took care not to look into it. Would need to unhook it, bring it down and turn it to face the wall because this was what you did. She saw her raised right arm and half a hand in the glass as she felt behind it with the other hand.

‘Ah!’

She sprang away, letting the mirror slither to the floor. Something behind it had pierced her left wrist. In the light from the hall, she saw a trail of dark bubbles on its underside, between two veins.

Inside her head, did somebody giggle?

She was panting as she lifted the mirror by its frame, turned it into the wall, stumbled back, sucking her wrist. Her teeth found a wood splinter, she spat it out. Stood with her back to the wall, looking into the room where everything would have been photographed and videoed from every conceivable angle. On top of the white bookcase, someone had placed the DVDs and books from Zoe’s hidden library; on top was the orange and black of the Deliverance manual.

She transferred the books to the sofa, dragging the flat-topped bookcase to the centre of the room. Back into the airline bag for the old-fashioned Boy Scout compass, which she opened up and laid on top of the bookcase, then pushed it at one end until it faced east.

Altar. She laid her palms on it, bowed her head.

She took two candles, in wooden holders, from the case, placed them at either end of the bookcase and lit them with her Zippo. Stood quite still for a while, watching the little flames form in the acrid air of Zoe’s haunted house.

Half closing her eyes, letting the flames fall out of focus, she visualized the geography, the hill as it had been, the Cathedral down there, across the city but below the horizon. The Cathedral on a winter night, approaching Christmas, when it looked at its warmest: the big iron stoves, the candle haze, the glittering corona and all it represented.

But the room was as cold as if it were open to the October night, to the time when there was no roof and Grenville Morgan had gazed down the barrels of his—

No.

She took five slow breaths, walked all around the dust-sheeted room and then went into the hall, closing the living room door behind her and prodding Anita’s number into her mobile to call them in before she could change her mind.
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Remembrance

‘…COME HERE TONIGHT… to remember, before God, our sister Susan… Suze. To give… give thanks for her life. To commend her to God. And in doing so, bring calm to this house.’

Keeping it conversational.

Mr Unsworth said, ‘Amen.’

No one else spoke. The detergent smell was less invasive, or was she imagining that? Nattie was looking down at her boots, Anita was gazing, glazed-eyed past Merrily, as if wishing this over.

Only Lou was staring at her, the way she’d looked her up and down in Anita’s kitchen before saying, with a kind of defiance, ‘Me and Zoe was best mates, she’d want me to be here, all right? Don’t you worry about me, I been baptized.’

Merrily beckoned them into the nest of radiance around the bookcase, words coming through her, thank God, in freeflow.

‘… those haunted by dark memories and the depressed, the homeless and the broken–hearted; those who died violently and those who died as a result of injury, for those who went to the grave unable to tell their stories…’

This from an intercession in a Eucharist of Remembrance, sounding startlingly right for here and now. The build-up to the Mass. Fusion.

They’d talked, carefully, about Susan Lulham. Mr Unsworth about the visits after the death of his wife, Nattie about the energy around her in the Gloucester salon where she’d trained. Anita saying, I didn’t know her as well as I should have. We don’t make the effort.

Lou had glowered, muttered something.

Evil bitch, you ask me.

Both Nattie and Anita staring at her as car lights penetrated the drawn curtains and the detergent smell returned like a thin wire through your senses.

‘On the night before he died he had supper with his friends and, taking bread, he praised you. He broke the bread, gave it to them and said: Take, eat; this is my body…’

Distribution of the wafers. God’s gift. Jane said her mate Rhiannon reckoned Jonathan Mahonie thought he was God’s gift to women and girls.

Jonathan… go away. I’m sorry, go away.

‘… which is given for you. Do this in remembrance of me.’

She gazed into the candlelight, summoning the heat of the distant candles lit by Huw Owen in his greystone mountain church. Back-up. And more. Let it all in. Felt that gentle pressure in her chest and arms.

‘… When supper was ended he took the cup of wine. Again he praised you, gave it to them and said: Drink this, all of you; this is my blood of the new covenant,’

Blood. The blood from the mirror was flowing under her sleeve. Too much blood for a splinter. Dear God, if it ran into her hands as she fumbled the chalice… if it dripped into the chalice itself…

From the corner of the room came a swish. A sibilance, soft as a dress falling to the floor in a honeymoon suite.

Whatever it was, Merrily shut it out.

‘… which is shed for you and for many for the forgiveness of sins. Do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.’

Then high laughter ripped at the air, and the altar was pushed into Merrily’s knees. A candle flew up out of its holder; hot wax stung her hands.

‘Oh fuck!’ Lou Dixon was backing away, clawing at her wine-red hair, rearing up before a flush of colour on the walls and the ceiling. ‘Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck!’

Lou’s hand flying to her mouth, wafting the remaining flame into oblivion. But the room was not dark.

‘The old-fashioned cut-throat…’ Low yet bubbly, a voice coming out of laughter. ‘… gets a man terribly excited, if a little frightened…’

Anita Wells was gasping, Mr Unsworth standing very still, hands by his sides.

‘…. especially wielded by a woman.’

The chalice slid through Merrily’s fingers and she saw the sixth person in the room, the laughing person, black-eyed and liver-lipped, holding out her razor, its open blade wild with light.
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Video

‘ZOE, YOU’VE SAID you wanted to tell me what happened when your husband died.’

‘Yeah.’

‘I need to go over some things, so you know where you stand. You realize you’ve been charged with his murder.’

‘Yeah.’

‘And you’ve denied that charge.’

‘I… yeah.’

A froth of medical dressing emerging from one sleeve of her pale sweatshirt, nothing around her face. Her face shone.

‘And you’ve been told that it would be irregular for us to ask you any more questions at this stage. The next time you face questions should be in court – if you wish to give evidence in support of your plea.’

‘Whatever.’

‘And you’ve told us you don’t want your solicitor. Is that correct?’

‘Yeah.’

DC David Vaynor, known as Darth, said, ‘Zoe, at approximately three o’clock this morning, you started screaming in your cell. Do you want to tell me about that?’

‘Must’ve been dreaming. Must’ve had a dream.’

‘According to the officers here, you were screaming for quite some time. What was the dream about?’

‘Don’t remember.’

‘Of course she remembers,’ Merrily said.

Frannie Bliss nodded. They had the interview-room video on the TV in his office in Gaol Street. His call had been waiting for her on the machine when she’d got home around seven a.m., and she’d driven straight back to Hereford. She wasn’t tired. She wouldn’t sleep now. Bliss had told her that when he’d arrived, around five a.m., Darth and Zoe were already closeted. Darth wore the full suit and tie and a focused expression, as if he’d been waiting up all night in case he should be called in. A policewoman Merrily didn’t recognize was sitting next to him.

Darth looked almost inappropriately young, but he was relaxed, fully in control. A local boy. He nodded.

‘When you’d calmed down, Zoe, you said you wanted to speak to me and it was suggested to you that you should think about this again in the morning. Is that correct?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Why didn’t you want to wait?’

‘Cos I… cos I had to say what I had to say or I wouldn’t get no sleep.’

‘And what is that? What do you want to tell me?’

‘Wanner plead guilty.’

No hesitation.

‘You want to change your plea? You realize you’ll have to do this in court?’

‘Whatever.’

‘Do you want to explain further? It’s up to you.’

Zoe said, ‘It was my razor. I seen the picture of her with the razor, and you—’

‘Whose picture?’

‘You know.’ Zoe threw up her hands. ‘Susan Lulham. You could see the make on the razor and I sent for one on the Internet.’

‘Why did you do that, Zoe?’

‘Cos I thought she wanted me to.’

‘Who are we talking about?’

‘Her, Susan Lulham.’

‘Did you know Susan Lulham?’

‘No.’

Silence, then Zoe said, ‘But I thought she knew me.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

Silence. Darth hesitating, exchanging a glance with the policewoman, who was making notes, then turning back to Zoe.

‘Do you want to tell me how you came to kill your husband?’

‘I didn’t want to kill him. I was using it on me.’

‘The razor.’

‘Yeah. I knew he’d been unfaithful, and I wanted to… like give him a shock.

‘Where was this?’

‘In the living room where Suze did it.’

‘So you brought the razor down to the living room.’

‘Yeah. I waited till I heard his car coming up the drive, then I started cutting myself. I hated it. The blood coming out, all over the carpet. It was so… disgusting I just… I started screaming. And then he come in and seen me, and he’s like shouting at me, You stupid bitch, kind of thing. And he’s throwing himself at me, and I like… I think I struck out at him.’

‘With the razor?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Were you angry?’

‘I was angry about the mess.’

‘So you—’

‘And then I blacked out. I don’t remember nothing after that.’

Bliss stopped the recording.

‘Well, now. I’m just trying to think how many times I’ve heard that from a suspect. Is it fifty, is it sixty? “Oh, I must’ve blacked out. Don’t remember a thing after that.”’

‘And how many times’ve you been able to disprove it, Frannie?’

Bliss said nothing.

‘So what do you think?’

‘I think if she sticks to her story she’ll save us all a lorra time.’

When she got home, she made some tea and sat in the scullery office, feeling numb, waiting for the call.

It came just after ten.

‘And how is Mrs Mahonie?’

‘Better, thank you, Mr Unsworth. More… rational. How are you?’

‘A little shaken.’

‘I’m not surprised.’

‘I… chaired an impromptu meeting this morning at the suggestion of one of my neighbours, Craig Buckley. Runs some sort of computer software business. A millionaire who looks as if he should still be at school, but quite sensible. His view is that, whatever happens to her, Mrs Mahonie will be selling the house.’

‘Yes, I think so, too.’

‘Young Mr Buckley thinks we should buy it.’

‘We?’

‘As many as would like to contribute. Mr Buckley doesn’t like the idea of the house being bought cheaply by another property developer. He thinks we – the estate – might all purchase it and, ah, demolish it. Turn it into amenity space which would add value to our own homes.’

‘It’s what councils sometimes do,’ Merrily said, ‘when something awful happens at a particular house.’

‘So I believe.’

‘You think it’s a good idea?’

‘I suppose it will draw a line under some unspoken things. Ensuring that they’ll remain… unspoken. If it happens, perhaps we might invite you to… do whatever you think might help. On the site.’

‘And are you planning to… say nothing?’

‘I’m an old man, Mrs Watkins. What does it matter what I say?’

In her mind, she replayed his movements, his slow paces down the room to the TV set, its black screen exposed. The swish she’d heard had been the dust sheet slithering to the carpet as the blood dripped from her wrist.

‘You saw,’ she said, ‘didn’t you?’

She hadn’t moved. She’d stood there and very steadily said the Lord’s Prayer. Didn’t know how she’d managed that.

‘Yes,’ Mr Unsworth said. ‘I believe I did.’

At approximately five minutes past three they’d put on all the lights and she’d gone across the living room to the outsize TV.

The DVD case, Hair of the Bitch, had been amongst the pile of stuff she’d transferred from the bookcase to the sofa, and now it was in the hands of Lou Dixon.

‘Bitch!’ Lou had snarled. ‘You evil, lying bitch.’

Pointing a pink-varnished finger at Merrily, eyes hollow with hate. Throwing down the DVD case on her way out.

But Anita Wells, sitting stiffly on the dust-sheeted sofa, insisted that this was down to Jonathan. Something timed to go off at three a.m., the time Susan Lulham died. It was stupid, it was irrational, but that was the state he’d been in, Anita said.

Nattie nodding, looking upset. Mr Unsworth standing in front of the TV, swaying slightly, saying nothing.

‘Should I have said something?’ he asked now.

‘Perhaps not. I don’t know.’

‘And you?’

‘Oh, yeah. I saw what I presume you saw. Before you came in. When I went around the room, checking things.’

All too aware that they weren’t even saying it to one another. These things happened all the time and never even passed into local folklore because they weren’t discussed at the time.

‘I’ve been thinking ever since,’ Mr Unsworth said, ‘that it was just me, an old man, who— I’m sorry, you were about to—?’

‘No, no.’ She shook out a cigarette. ‘You first.’

‘Who noticed that the television set was unplugged. Who thought that the television was unplugged.’

The bramble outside had begun tapping the window.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘It was.’
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When autumn storms blast Hereford, centuries-old human bones are found amongst the roots of a tree blown down on the city’s Castle Green. But why have they been stolen?

At the nearby Cathedral, another storm is building around a new, modernising bishop who believes that if the Church is to survive it must phase out irrelevant archaic practices. Not good news for Merrily Watkins, consultant on the paranormal or, as it used to be known, diocesan exorcist. Especially as she’s now presented with the job at its most medieval.

In the moody countryside on the edge of Wales, a rambling 12th-century house is thought to be haunted. Although its new owners don’t believe in ghosts, they do believe in spiritual darkness and the need for exorcism. But their approach to Merrily is oblique and guarded. No-one can be told – least of all, the new bishop.

Merrily’s discovery of the house’s links with the medieval legend of a man who resisted mortality threatens to expose the hidden history of a more modern cult and its trail of insidious abuse. A trail that may not be closed.
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