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I found them yesterday, quite by chance. The photographs. The ones we took at Christmas all those years ago. And the later ones, the photographs we took in Egypt. Memories of an entire winter. I had thought them lost or destroyed. Perhaps I had wanted it that way.

They were in a box in the loft, a tin box that had once held a cake from Betty’s Teashop in Harrogate. A ginger and walnut cake, the sort you have with a slice of Wensleydale and a cup of China tea. I don’t know how the photographs came to be inside: I am sure I did not put them there. And I know that Laura could not have done so.

In any case, I shall make quite sure this time, I shall burn them. I have a little bottle of kerosene, quite enough for my purpose. I shall take them out to the garden this evening and light a small fire near the ash tree and consign them to the flames. The past is long ago consumed. It will not matter. Perhaps the act of burning will give me a little peace. How sweet that would be. A little peace. Outside, the sun is the colour of yellow marble. There is frost on the wall.

Was it quite by accident that I found them? Or was I led there by a reactivation of memory, a guiding instinct that had lain dormant year after year until now, in the cold days of my life, something wakened it? It is precisely twenty years since those events, the events the photographs in part record. It all started and ended here in Cambridge, in this house, in these rooms. The walls remember just as well as I. Why should those happenings not find their echoes here?

I dreamed my dream last night again. It has not visited me in many years. Is she here again? Will she be here with me tonight? I shall go to church today, I shall light bright candles against the possibility.

That ash tree in the back garden was much smaller then. I was thirty, Laura twenty-six. We had been married five years. And Naomi, Naomi was four. The college favourite, the Dean’s pet. I had just been awarded my fellowship, and we had moved from the college flat off Huntingdon Road to this house in Newtown. Your life seems so directed when you are thirty, the years are taken care of, there is a patina on things, there are fewer edges from which to slip. The house was to be our home for as long as we could imagine, until my professorship at least. There would be a second, perhaps a third child. There would be a Christmas tree in winter, tea in the afternoons, toast by an open fire, the sound of a piano in the late evening, notes like snowflakes falling through the still evening air. Your life seems so directed when you are thirty.

I had written my thesis on the meaning of Christmas in Gawain and the Green Knight. The University Press had offered to publish it once I’d knocked it into shape. I made love to Laura almost every night, there was a fire inside me. And Naomi used to play on the landing outside my study, laying her plastic dolls with a child’s care beside my door, singing to them in an unsteady voice:
 

Oranges and Lemons
Say the bells of St Clement’s.

 

I heard her sing it again last night, in my dream.
 

The winter of 1970 was cold in Cambridge. Throughout November there was heavy rain. Gales blew. The fields were soaked and flooded. The beginning of December was dry, its second half cold with showers of snow. Frost dripped from bent trees, mist curtained the Backs most days, snow lay in driven patches on the roofs of the colleges. The walls of my study were warm with the red and green and brown spines of books. Old leather, the gleam of gold letters. I spent a lot of time indoors, reworking my thesis, preparing lectures, playing with Naomi.

Most days, she and I would walk down Trumpington Street together as far as Pembroke, where I picked up any mail that had been sent there for me. Afterwards, it was a walk of only a few yards to Fitzbillies for cakes. She loved their Chelsea buns, great sticky buns that she would hold in a tiny fist with a curious dexterity. Then we would set off home, hand in hand, along half-empty streets, Naomi swinging a paper bag gaily by her side. It grew dark early. We passed lights behind mullioned windows, fires in grates, the sorcery of the cold season. I remember her best by lamplight, my daughter, in a yellow coat and a red muffler.

One day, the Christmas lights went on in Sidney Street. This was to be Naomi’s first proper Christmas. Her excitement was infectious. Laura and I went out to Deers, the nursery on the corner of Huntingdon and Histon Roads, and brought home a tall tree. With Naomi’s help, we covered it with lights and tinsel. A Burne-Jones angel stood at the very top, her russet hair grazing the ceiling, ringed by coloured lights. Naomi would stand for what seemed like hours watching reflections of the room in a large silver ball that turned slowly on the lowest branch. One night she fell asleep at the foot of the tree, a piece of blue ribbon clutched tightly in her hand. On the radio, carols were playing. I saw three ships come sailing in on Christmas Day, on Christmas Day . . .

On Advent Sunday, we went to the Wren chapel in college for the carol service. Naomi walked between us, solemn-faced like a Victorian child, tiny hands in a huge fur muff. The voices of the choir had a strange quality that year. I have never heard them sing like that since. It was as though they themselves were not singing, but through them generations of choristers had access once again to song. In the intervals, the congregation would burst into fits of stifled coughing. But in those moments of singing no one moved. All about us, stained glass melted in the light of perfect candles.

We were not particularly religious. Both Laura and I had been brought up as Anglicans, but our faith was a sporadic thing, a celebration of Christmases and Easters, weddings and burials. But in those moments of Advent, in the high chapel, wrapped by exquisite song, we almost believed. I believe now, but for different reasons. It is not the beauty of glass or the light of the world that have brought me to faith. It is fear. Simple, complete, and perfect fear.

Naomi could hardly be put to bed that night. She wanted me to sing to her, to teach her carols for the child Jesus. She was one of those children who can be taken to concerts and religious services without cause for embarrassment. Her manner was serious, even solemn at times. And beneath that, a laugh so light it seemed without substance. Even at play she would be solemn, then the laugh would break through, transforming her face. I loved her so much. More than I loved Laura, I think. Perhaps fathers always love daughters in that way.
 

There are so many photographs, more than I had remembered. I have laid them on the kitchen table in long rows, like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. I am in very few of them, I was usually the photographer. Here is one of Laura in front of King’s College, smiling like a tourist. Behind her I can make out a fine sprinkling of snow on the Parade and on the short strip of grass in front of the college wall. You can just make out the east window of the chapel in the background.

Here is Naomi standing by that Christmas tree, a jumble of unopened presents by her feet, the blue ribbon in her hand. That was taken by someone else, I can’t remember who, Galen perhaps, or Philip. It shows all three of us, Laura, Naomi, myself, at a Christmas tea in the senior common room. That must have been about a week before term ended. I seem to remember a conversation about metaphor. That would have been Randolph.

I was lecturing on Beowulf that term, to a second-year group. On Tuesdays and Thursdays I held tutorials in my room at college, a fine old room overlooking the college garden. Pembroke is a college mercifully off the tourist trail, it has none of the architectural grandeur of King’s or Trinity or John’s. Americans and Japanese avoid it. But there are some visitors who come for the chapel, Wren’s first commission, and a very few who seek a sort of peace there, as though they had come to a cloister in a moment of need.

I still have that room, I still see tutees in it, at moments I still rise from my chair and look through my window on to one of the world’s quiet places, but I have no peace. I am uncloistered. My moment of need has been and gone.

Laura spent the days with Naomi. She had given up her job at the Fitzwilliam Museum shortly before our daughter was born. It hadn’t been much of a job, mainly cataloguing and fetching papers for readers. She had a first-class degree in Art History, had been offered a place to carry out postgraduate work at Newnham, but had opted instead for marriage and motherhood. The plan was that she would reapply and start work on her PhD as soon as Naomi started school. She had her subject already: sexuality in the paintings of Balthus. We made so many plans, we were architects of our own lives.

This is a photograph of myself, one of the only ones from that period. I’ll burn it along with the rest. In for a penny . . . I hardly recognize myself: long black hair to the shoulders, a weak beard, a slightly arrogant expression, the smugness of a young don who knows he cannot put a foot wrong. I led a charmed life: a beautiful wife, a perfect daughter, a tenured post in one of the great universities. A photograph taken of me today would show none of those things. I no longer have such presumptions on life, my expectations are quite different. But I haven’t let anyone take my photograph in years.
 

It’s getting late. I’ll burn the photographs tomorrow. I know I should go to bed, but I can’t bring myself to do so, really I can’t. This house is too large for one person, there are too many noises for my peace of mind. I should have moved back into college rooms years ago. Twenty years ago. We are all fools, we betray ourselves for such small reasons. I thought memories were important. A sense of place.

Very well, let me admit it, I’m afraid to go up there, afraid of what I may hear. Or see. She may be there. I didn’t go to church after all, I didn’t light my candle. I can pray here, of course, I can light a candle in front of the little statue of Our Lady I keep in the drawing room. But that will not help, it will not drive my fears away. Or the dark. Or the noises in the house.

I went upstairs earlier, just to see that everything was all right. Against my better judgement. The house was miraculously full of silence, I gulped it in like a man reaching air after confinement, I was greedy for it. There was nothing reassuring about the silence, nothing comforting. It always began in silence.

I made the mistake of looking down. I should not have done that. I looked at the floor. There was something on the carpet, just outside the old nursery door, Naomi’s door. A length of blue ribbon. I didn’t touch it, of course. It might still have been warm.
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Christmas that year came slowly, hesitantly, as though on the brink of an untoward disaster, a birth without star or manger. I remember it with preternatural clarity, each day of the season printed on my memory, the way hours and minutes are unnaturally imprinted on the recollections of the sick and the convalescent. It came with open wings, with quiet bursts of music, with falls of the purest snow. It was a descent, a down-turning of nature, the world in reverse order: heaven made earth, spirit become flesh, God struggling to be man. Even then I thought of it in such terms, I watched it make its way towards us like a white ship bearing an unspeakable cargo. I saw three ships come sailing in . . . It was her favourite carol.

She came to my dreams again last night. She was singing. The same song. Always the same song. This morning, I woke to find myself stiff in the armchair in front of a cold fireplace. It was after ten o’clock. An untouched cup of cold coffee stood on the floor beside my chair. How unrefreshing sleep like that is. I have a class this afternoon, but I think I may cancel it. My concentration is not good today. I may be catching a cold. The photographs are still in the kitchen where I left them.

Writing these thoughts down is helping me a little. I should have kept a diary then, it might have given my memory some peace. I might have been able to say to myself, Look, it’s all down there in black and white, there’s no need for you to remember, let it go. Yes, I might have said that. But I don’t think my memory would have paid much attention. It’s rather like that old trick I learned in school. You tell someone, ‘Whatever you do, forget about the monkey.’ They can’t, of course, it’s the one thing they can’t do. You ask, ‘Have you forgotten about the monkey yet?’ and you know they haven’t, it has lodged in their mind. The act of forgetting has itself become the trigger for memory. Some things are like that, they lodge in your mind for ever. Trying to forget just makes it worse.
 

I realize I have written almost nothing about Laura, as though she were in some way unimportant. How could that be? I loved her. We met towards the beginning of her second year. She was at Newnham, I was in the early stages of my postgraduate career. Someone had started an early music consort, Musica Antiqua Cantabrigiensis it was called. They had modelled it on the Dutch Syntagma Musicum Ensemble, and, like it, drew their inspiration from Praetorius’s famous book, playing music of the years between about 1050 and 1650. I played the crumhorn, shawm, and bass recorder, Laura sang in a clear alto voice. Basiez moy, ma doulce amye, Par amour je vous en prie Non feray . . . And so we met.

Between love-songs of Provence and hymns to the Virgin, in cold college halls and dusty churches, through the white expanse of a long midwinter, we exchanged glances. Before spring we became lovers. I remember a warm room and our clothes heaped on the floor, the first touch of her flesh against mine, the torn cry in that perfect voice as I entered her. It seems so strange to contemplate now, that I was ever passionate.

We married shortly after her graduation. Musica Antiqua Cantabrigiensis, like so many other ensembles of its generation, had ceased to exist, but its members re-formed in honour of that day. They played and sang for us in the parish church in Wiltshire where Laura had been christened.
 

Baci soavi e cari
Cibi della mia vita
C’hor m’involtate hor mi rendete il core.
Per voi convien ch’impari
Come un’alma rapita
Non senta il duol di morte pur si more . . .

 

Kisses sweet and tender
The food of my life,
That steal my heart then give it back to me.
You should understand
How a soul that has been ravished
Feels not the agony of death, and yet it dies . . .

 

She wore a white dress with a long, long veil dotted with little golden flowers. Her hair was arranged like that of the charmante et belle Enide in the romans by Chrétien de Troyes: a golden thread woven into long gold hair, a fillet of multicoloured flowers set lightly on her head. I have a photograph, a single wedding photograph, locked in a drawer in my bedroom. Sometimes I take it out and look at it. Each time it seems to fade a little more. Long hair like gold, dried flowers like a wreath.

We honeymooned in Venice, where the women have blonde hair and there are pathways into the past. It was summer and the streets were full and the canals filled with tourists in gondolas. We noticed none of those things. Laura showed me instead the reckless artistry of the city: the riches of the Accademia, the churches and the palaces, the mosaics of St Mark’s, the Ca’ d’Oro, the long, drifting vistas of the grey lagoon.

In return I read to her at breakfast and late at night, long passages of prose and verse in which the city was reshaped and reinterpreted. In the days we would walk for miles, searching for the things we had read about the night before. And every evening we would return to our hotel and close the great shutters of our room and lie naked in the copper shadows, our bodies throwing off the heat of the long day. First our hands would touch, then our lips, then our bodies, and on the mottled wall shadows coupled in the dim light. Naomi was conceived thus, to the sound of water eating stone.

Yes, Naomi was conceived there. Naomi and something else as well.
 

The ribbon was gone this morning. But it will be there again tonight. Or perhaps something else, something equally recognizable. She may be there at this moment, playing, singing, talking to her dolls. I think she wants the photographs, wants to prevent me burning them. They would be important to her.

I have not moved all morning. I am still sitting in the chair I slept in. Is she capable of that, of sapping my will, binding me here until I promise not to burn the photographs? Very possibly. I do not really know what my darling is capable of.
 

Christmas Eve was a Thursday. Term had finished a week earlier, and we had spent the days since then attending parties, shopping, visiting Father Christmas in Joshua Taylor’s. I caught up on some writing, an overdue review of Pauline Matarasso’s translation of the Queste de Saint Graal for a journal called Medium Ævum. Laura cut out angels from tinfoil and with Naomi’s help pinned them round the living room.

Until that year, we had spent our Christmases either with my people or with Laura’s. Our decision to stay at home had been wholly on Naomi’s account, to let her enjoy Christmas in familiar surroundings. Laura’s mother and father planned to drive up to Cambridge in their old green Humber on Boxing Day. There was wine jelly in the refrigerator, a deep ruby red, and bottles of sweet sloe gin, purple and rich like a heavy bruise.

Naomi was up early, her excitement at fever pitch. I have such a clear memory of her coming into our bedroom, her face flushed and her eyes wide.

‘Father Christmas has been! Father Christmas has been!’

‘What can you mean?’ I said. ‘It’s only Christmas Eve morning. He’s not due until tonight.’

‘But he’s been. He left his footprints round the fireplace.’

‘Did he indeed? And how do you know they’re his footprints?’

‘Of course they’re his, silly. Who else would come down the chimney?’

‘I think I’d better come and take a look.’ I turned to Laura. ‘What about you, love?’

‘Chimneys are your business. It’s too bloody early. I’m going back to sleep.’

I got up and accompanied Naomi to her room. And there (as I knew there would be) were the telltale footprints in artificial snow all round the hearth.

‘These are tiny footprints, darling,’ I said. ‘I think they must belong to one of his helpers, one of the elves. He probably came as a spy in the night.’

‘What’s an elve?’

‘Elf, sweetheart. Do you remember I read a story to you about Rupert Bear? Just last week.’

She nodded.

‘Well, that had elves in it. Little men with pointy ears.’

‘Oh, you mean gnomes.’

I shook my head.

‘No, I don’t. I mean elves. There’s a great difference.’

‘What sort of difference?’

So we spent the first part of that morning talking about gnomes and elves and goblins, all the fine points in which they differed one from another.
 

And Ich wulle uaren to Aualun, to uairest alre maidene . . .

 

And I shall go to Avalon, to the fairest of all maidens,


To Argante, their queen, a most beautiful fairy,
And she shall make whole all my wounds . . .

 

But no elven maiden shall ever heal my wounds, neither here nor in Avalon.
 

A little sunshine is creeping through my window. I feel less tired now, but I have telephoned the Faculty and asked Miss Norman to put a notice on my door saying I will not be in today. She knows nothing, of course, she is too young. I suppose she was still a child in 1970, perhaps even Naomi’s age or thereabouts. Christmas to her means horrid lights in the High Street and songs by Slade and Cliff Richard and inane game shows on the television.

Christmas Day is only a matter of weeks away now. I see people coming home with heavy bags of shopping or small trees trailing behind them. There seem to be children everywhere. Someone sent me a card the other day, someone quite insensitive. My friends know better than to include me in their Christmas festivities. The card showed a jolly Father Christmas and some robins. Inside, it read: ‘Wishing you all the joy of the Season’. Joy? I have no joy, not at Christmas, not at any season.

I have decided to go to church this afternoon. Candles will not keep her away, but they give me a sort of support. I became a Catholic ten years ago. The priest from whom I took instruction was a young man. He had not heard my name, knew nothing of my family, my past. I told him what little he needed to know and kept the rest where it should be kept, lodged deep in my own heart. I was received into the Church with the minimum of fuss or ceremony, which was how I wanted it.

I attend mass regularly, at Our Lady and the English Martyrs on Hills Road. Nevertheless, I regret the passing of the old forms, the predominance of the vernacular. I am a more traditional Catholic than many raised in the faith. It is always that way with converts. But then, my grasp of medieval Latin is quite good: I can read Aquinas in the original. I should have enjoyed the aura of the old mass, its resonances, its nuances. If they ever perform an exorcism, I shall insist that it be in Latin.
 

Naomi used to pray every night before she went to sleep. Either Laura or I would put her to bed. On her bedside table was a nightlight, a lamp with a train that rushed for ever through the night, soundless, never arriving. Her prayer was simple, a curious distortion of well-known words:

‘Now I lay me down to look, I pray the Lord my look to look. If I should look before I look, I pray the Lord my look to look.’

We asked her what it meant, why she used such strange words.

‘I see eyes watching me,’ she said. ‘When I’m in bed at night. He says he has little eyes, that his little eyes are watching me. I don’t like him watching.’

‘Who is it, sweetheart?’ I asked. ‘Who watches you?’

‘Nobody,’ she said. And nothing more could be got out of her.

After breakfast, Naomi and I kissed Laura goodbye and set off for the station in a taxi. I wore a heavy woollen overcoat, she her yellow coat and red scarf, the way I find her in all my memories, as though they were things she had always worn. The plan was for us to go up to London for the day, returning once the shops had started to close. Laura wanted us both out of the house so that she could concentrate on making things ready for dinner that evening and lunch the following day.

We had friends coming for Christmas Eve dinner, a colleague from my department and his wife, Laura’s old tutor from Newnham, and my college bursar. Naomi would be tucked up in bed by the time they arrived, and the aim was to tire her out thoroughly so that she would stay tucked up.

How she shone that morning. I had seldom seen her so happy or so enthralled. She had never been up to Town before, her eyes bulged at every new sight. We took the 10.02 to Liverpool Street, the slow train. I have often thought how different all our lives might have been had we taken a King’s Cross train, had we been earlier or later arriving in London.

We clattered happily through sleepy station after sleepy station – Shelford and Whittlesford, Audley End and Elsenham, Stansted and Broxbourne. At every halt we picked up more London-bound passengers. Naomi’s sense of adventure was infectious. People smiled at her. A woman with a Scots terrier sat near us so she could stroke it.

The weather favoured us. A clear blue sky showered light on fields made white with snow. The light lingered on everything it touched: red-tiled roofs printed with starry frost, the edges of small frozen ponds, the eaves of Great Chesterford station, spiked with icicles. A snowman stood on a ploughed field, like a scarecrow out of season. Naomi clapped her hands and laughed at his crooked hat. She gave him a name. I remembered it in the middle of a sleepless night three days later: Magoo. He had melted when I next passed that way.

We arrived at Liverpool Street at half past eleven, a few minutes early. There were plenty of taxis waiting to take all the last-minute shoppers to their destinations. Naomi had never been in a proper cab before. She sat on the edge of her seat, watching with wide eyes as we pushed through the heavy traffic into Regent Street.

Naomi would have been content never to have entered a shop that day. We spent at least half an hour just walking round Liberty’s, gazing at the window displays, scenes from fairyland that were, to a child’s eyes, a species of magic. My memory is blurred now, overlaid by so much else; but I seem to remember crimson wings and tumbling dancers, pillars and domes and minarets, a box that opened and closed, revealing gold and jewels, a steam train that circled a mountain, a dragon breathing fire. If I lived again, it would be for that half-hour.

Inside the store, we walked hand in hand from cluttered room to cluttered room. We were not rich, there was so much here we could not afford or ever hope to afford, but Naomi had no consciousness of that. She had never been a greedy child, had never wanted things she could not have. The mere fact that life held such abundance was enough for her. She enjoyed looking. I wonder now if he was watching her even then.

We had lunch in Dickins & Jones, on the top floor. They have closed that lovely room now, replaced it with cramped and inelegant cafeterias. But when I took Naomi there it still had a certain grandeur. She had a huge lunch, complete with ice cream at the end.

‘Victoria would like this,’ she said. ‘She’s never had ice cream.’

‘Victoria?’ I asked. ‘Who’s Victoria?’

‘Oh, you know,’ she said, hardly paying attention. ‘One of the little girls who lives with us. She and Caroline are my friends.’

‘And who is Caroline?’

‘Her big sister, silly. I thought you knew.’

I shook my head and smiled. Oh, God, how charming we think our children are. How full of dreams and fantasies. I shook my head and looked at her and smiled.

She wanted a proper toy fair. Laura had once mentioned the name Hamleys, so Hamleys it had to be. It was a short walk. Late though it was, the store was still crowded with parents and children, aunts and uncles. We started on the second floor with the dolls. Each counter held some new excitement, some fresh wonder. But by the time we had worked our way to the floor above, even Naomi was beginning to flag. I must have been tiring too. In a little while, I thought, it will be time to leave and find a taxi to take us back to Liverpool Street. The lights and noises and pushing, shoving people were making me cross and inattentive.

I cannot have turned my back for more than half a minute. For all I know, it may have been a matter of seconds. We were at a large table watching toy trains make a circuit of plaster hills and dales. If I had turned round two or three seconds sooner, I might still have caught sight of her vanishing figure. But when I did turn, she was gone.

I can still remember that stab of panic, tiny as yet, but distinct and accompanied by fear. I looked to right and left, but nowhere could I see a yellow coat. I called her name, but my voice was drowned by a thousand other voices. I pushed through the crowd that pressed in against me, sure she would be just a little distance away, unable to get to me through the forest of adult bodies all around her. I struggled round the huge table with its tiny, whirring trains, and arrived back at the point at which I had started. But no matter where I looked, no matter where I went, Naomi was nowhere to be seen.
  

3
 

There was an office on the first floor where missing children were reunited with their parents. As soon as I had given up hope of finding Naomi on the crowded shopfloor, I asked for directions from an assistant. The office was small, with several comfortable chairs and toys everywhere. The woman in charge was very reassuring. This sort of thing happened in the shop several times every day. It was nothing to worry about.

There were already two little boys in the office, waiting patiently for mummy or daddy to find them and take them home. It was Christmas Eve. Nothing bad happened to children on Christmas Eve.

‘It usually takes a little while,’ the woman said. ‘She’ll try to find you, then give up and start crying. Before you can say “Father Christmas”, someone will be knocking on the door with an upset little girl in tow.’ A little girl with a yellow coat and a red scarf and bright red shoes. Every time there was a knock on the door, that was who I expected to see. And every time I returned my gaze to the wall in front of me, a little more anxious than before. There was a clock on the wall, a large clock with bold numerals and giant hands, the sort of clock a child could read. The hands moved so slowly I wanted to reach out and push them.

Half an hour passed. Naomi had still not appeared, and I sensed that the woman in charge was becoming slightly anxious. The little boys had gone, their tears dried and their fears quieted. My fears were just beginning.

‘It’s such a hubbub out there today,’ the woman said in a kind voice. I thought of her as kind, I wanted her to be kind. The thought of Naomi alone out there was only supportable if I believed in the kindness of strangers. ‘Someone may very well have taken her outside to find a policeman. Not everyone thinks of looking for our lost child department. But I’ll put out instructions to members of staff to be on the lookout. She’ll turn up soon.’

She made an announcement over the public address system. If anyone should see a little blonde-haired girl in a yellow coat and scarlet muffler, would they please bring her to the office? No one came. They repeated it. Still no one came. It was three o’clock. The shop was due to close in one hour. The floors were emptying now, the magic was dissipating. I could hear Jingle Bells playing every time someone opened the door, flat and unChristmassy. It seemed to go on for ever, like a bad dream.

The manager was called. I went with him through each floor in turn. There was no sign of Naomi. A member of staff went outside to check the street. She came back shaking her head. No one was being jolly now, no one was pretending this was all in a day’s work. Someone stopped the tape that played Jingle Bells. The store grew silent. The manager rang West End Central police station, the nearest to the shop, in Savile Row. No, no one had brought in a missing child. No, none of their constables or patrol cars had reported a little girl lost in or near Regent Street. Yes, they would issue a description.

Outside, the street was starting to empty. The lights had gone on, red and blue and yellow angels against a darkening sky. I remembered that I had promised Naomi we would stay until they came on. It was almost impossible to find a taxi anywhere, but the manager rang for one, explaining that it was an emergency. In the taxi I cruised up and down the street, now on the east side, now on the west. We went slowly, ignoring the honks and curses of other traffic. My anxiety communicated itself to the driver. He contacted other cabs through his CB radio. No one had seen a little girl in yellow.

When I went back to Hamleys they were closing. The awnings had been pushed back above the windows, a metal gate had been drawn halfway across the entrance. All the lights had been turned off on the upper floors. It felt so final, that shutting down of things. The great street was almost deserted. I felt a wash of such great loneliness, a churning of such utter helplessness that, for a moment, I was the lost child weeping on a cold London street.

The manager accompanied me to Savile Row. His name, I think, was Mr Moneypenny, a good name for the manager of a shop. I do not remember saying a word to him all the way from Hamleys. Perhaps I did, but my mind was a blank, I could not have made sense. He was a man in his mid-forties or thereabouts, a well-dressed man with gently curling hair and a carnation in his buttonhole. I think he was genuinely upset by what had happened, not merely that it had occurred in his shop, that a child had been taken from her father there, but for the thing itself, for me myself.

I showed him a photograph I carried of Naomi, one that had been taken the summer before, when she was a little younger. How much a few months matter at that age. I do not have that photograph now, the police took it from me, it was never returned. Perhaps they thought I would not need it. Perhaps no one really cared.

But they were at least considerate. Enough time had passed by now for them to accept that something untoward had happened. They let me ring Laura. In all my life, I have never had . . . Of all things, I find these the most difficult to write about, that telephone call, that explanation, that sense of guilt. It has never left me, that feeling of personal blame, that conviction that I was responsible for our daughter’s disappearance, for what happened afterwards. Laura said she would leave for London right away, she would come by car. I asked her to drive carefully.

It is easy to see what must have happened. Naomi got separated from me in the crush. Her abductor found her almost straight away, promised to help her find me, spirited her away in a different direction. If he had already been watching, he will have known who I was. By the time she suspected anything was amiss, Naomi was out of sight and out of earshot. Even if she started crying, even if she kicked up a fuss, who would have noticed a weeping or screaming child in a large toyshop on Christmas Eve?

No, I do not mean ‘noticed’. Later, witnesses did come forward, saying that they remembered a little girl in a yellow coat crying as she was taken out of the store. Dozens of people must have noticed her. But they took no notice, that is the point. Why should they have? She would have been the sixth or seventh fractious infant seen by them that day. Some of them will have had bad-tempered or upset children of their own in tow. Too much excitement, too great a stimulus, too large a crowd: what more natural than that a child should weep or a parent drag her, in spite of her tears, out to the open street.

Laura arrived in a little over an hour. She had not paused to change her clothes or pack a bag, she had simply rushed to the car and put her foot to the floor all the way down the A10. By the time she reached Savile Row, a full-scale search was under way. It was too late, of course it was too late, but how could we have known that then? I do not mean that Naomi was dead, that it was too late in that sense. Quite the opposite. Dear God, quite the opposite.
 

There is a noise upstairs. I can hear it quite clearly, I know it is not an auditory hallucination, I know that what I hear is really there, that anyone could hear it. Bumpity-bump, an old sound, a familiar sound, a rubber ball bouncing on a wall. There will be a ball in the corridor tonight, a red and white ball the size of a large grapefruit. I have seen it before. If I pick it up she will laugh at me. Or scream at me in anger. She is unpredictable.

This house stands on its own at the end of a street in the Newtown area of Cambridge, between Lensfield Road and Brooklands Avenue. Newtown was originally common land that was divided up in 1807 among several owners, including the university and Trinity Hall. Building started there about 1819, when Thomas Musgrave built thirteen little houses and named them Downing Terrace, after the newly-founded college just to the north. More narrow streets and brick terraces were built by Addenbrooke’s Hospital and other landowners between 1820 and 1835.

But to the west and south a wealthy family called Pemberton owned a site looking out on Brookside, in those days an open space. There, larger houses were slowly erected for the middle-classes, among which ours was one. It was built in 1840 for a doctor and his family, a man called Liddley, a graduate of Downing. I shall have more to say of Liddley in due course, of Dr John Liddley and his family.

Suffice for the present to note that the house remained in Liddley’s keeping until 1865, when it passed into the ownership of one Professor Le Strange, the Ambrosian Professor of Greek at the University. Much of the modern garden was, I understand, laid down by the good professor and his wife. She died at an early age from tuberculosis, and the professor soon afterwards vacated the house to return to a bachelor existence in Caius. A succession of other families, mainly academic, had it in their keeping until our day. In a manner of speaking, it is ours for ever now.

The house consists of three storeys and an attic space. It has been altered, of course, but the basic layout is intact. On the ground floor there is a spacious living room that looks out on to a short front garden. The garden is luxuriant, with tall trees and thick shrubbery; in the summer, it is impossible to see more than the upper storey of the house from the street. The path leads directly to a high wooden gate on which the number of the house is set. There was a name once, but it faded long ago and I have not had it renewed.

At the rear of the ground floor is a room I once grandly called the library. It is merely my study, though the walls are indeed lined with books. I am seated at my desk, looking through the velvet-curtained window on to the back garden, Professor Le Strange’s garden. It is not much to look at now, but when we bought the house it was its greatest attraction. It covers a large expanse of land and was laid out once with care and attention. One part is a walled garden where there were trellises and climbing plants. There is a broad lawn running down to a little pond bordered by willows. A monkeypuzzle towers over the path. But it is overgrown and gone to seed now, a tattered relic of what it once was. If I close my eyes, I can see Naomi playing there among the trees. Sometimes I do not have to close my eyes.

On the first floor are a small sitting-room, a television room, a bathroom and what was once Laura’s study. It is my bedroom now. The second floor is given over entirely to bedrooms: the main bedroom, where Laura and I used to sleep, two guest rooms, a guest bathroom, and the nursery, where Naomi slept and played.

The bumping has stopped. Everything is quiet again. I may have been mistaken, of course. It may not have been Naomi I heard. There are others.
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My memory of what happened in the hours immediately following Laura’s arrival is hazy. The police questioned me, but there was so little I could tell them. Mr Money-penny took his leave, full of sympathy, promising to keep in touch. I knew he would. He was genuinely upset, Naomi’s disappearance had spoiled his Christmas. That sounds unkind. I mean only that, in some profound sense, his joy in the season had gone. He spent his life supervising the sale of toys to children and cannot have been immune to the happiness his marvels brought. Christmas must surely have been the high-point of his year.

A policewoman showed us to a room where we could wait, then brought us strong tea and, later, fish and chips. We couldn’t eat, we let the food grow cold and greasy in its wrapping, pages from the Evening Standard of the day before. What did we talk about? I do not remember. I do not think we talked at all, not really, beyond the reassurances people in that situation offer one another as a matter of course: ‘She’ll be all right, they’ll find her soon, you’ll see. Children get lost all the time. Don’t you remember that time she got away from us in Sainsbury’s? We were frantic, she couldn’t have been more than three. We got her back then, didn’t we?’

What was the point of talking, of really talking? What could we say to one another that we did not already know? That we loved Naomi, that we were afraid, that in our hearts we thought her dead or on death’s brink?

We did not sleep that night, not properly. A police doctor offered us both sedatives, but we refused them. It was not sedation we wanted, it was peace. Knowledge, at the very least. A little after midnight, the policewoman returned and told us they had booked a hotel room nearby. Laura would not leave, she wanted to stay near the heart of things. If they found Naomi, when they found Naomi, she said, she wanted to be there, waiting. Even an extra minute’s delay would have been a laceration to her. And to me, a laceration to me.

We stayed on through the dark hours of Christmas morning, huddled in blankets on wooden seats, listening to the sounds of drunks being charged and taken to the cells, the high, complaining voices of down-and-outs, the half-hearted protestations of a prostitute from nearby Soho. In the world beyond, Santa Claus was making his rounds, visiting the homes of sleeping families, sipping sweet sherry and eating Christmas cake. In our own house in Cambridge, in our bedroom wardrobe, a heap of presents lay untouched. I knew intimately what was in each parcel, saw in my mind’s eye Naomi’s reaction as she opened it, as I had imagined her opening it. The smell of old chips and vinegar forced me to the toilet to be sick.

I think I must have dozed once or twice. I remember waking in the speechless night, my feet cold, my limbs cramped, in that unchanging awful room, between those pale green walls, and Laura facing me, her eyes red-rimmed and open, staring without seeing. I had dreams, terrible dreams that left me sweating and sick at heart. O God, if you pity me for anything, pity me for those dreams.

Dawn was lacklustre, cold, pointless. A sergeant brought us tea, told us to keep our spirits up, he had known cases like this, Naomi would turn up, tired and hungry. We could tell he was lying. When he left, we could not look one another in the eye.

They had decorated the station for Christmas: a tree festooned with lights, swags of cheap paper bunting, a collection-box for a popular charity. Around nine o’clock, someone turned on a radio for the Christmas morning service from Wells Cathedral. Carols haunted the still air. A bishop preached a sermon on forgiveness. At half past, a squad of detectives arrived. They had taken half the force off leave and set up a special search unit. We would have to be patient, they said. It might be best if we returned home, they could contact us there. We both shook our heads. No one argued.

Would we have any objections to their notifying the press and television? Publicity was useful in this sort of case, it would encourage people to keep an eye out. What could we say? They asked if one of us could go up to Cambridge to locate some items of Naomi’s clothing and bring them to London.

‘Clothing?’

‘It’s for the dogs. The tracker dogs. They need something to give them a scent. If there’s anything that hasn’t been washed . . .’

I said I would go. I didn’t want to, but there was no choice. Laura had left the car behind the police station, in Old Burlington Street.

It took me three hours to go and come back. The worst thing was being on the road with no means of communicating with the police. Nowadays, I understand that telephones in cars are commonplace. They were unheard of then. All the way to Cambridge, I wanted to stop at telephone booths in order to ring for news. I kept the radio switched on, hoping against hope to hear a news flash. It did not come. There was fog near Cambridge, illuminated now and then by the yellow lights of occasional cars. I wondered what people were doing, driving on the roads on Christmas Day. Whatever joy there may be inside people’s homes, it is the bleakest of days outside.

My flesh crept as I entered the house. The first thing I did was run to the telephone. Every ring was an age. It took another age to put me through. There was no news. No good news, no bad news. I put the phone down and burst into tears, the hottest tears I had ever shed. How long I sat at the foot of the stairs bent into my own grief, I do not know. It seemed for ever.

I was roused from my misery by the sound of the telephone ringing. I snatched it up. My voice shook as I answered. It was Laura’s mother, ringing to wish us a Happy Christmas. She had rung earlier and, receiving no reply, assumed we had gone to church. I said, No, we had not been in church.

‘Charles, is something wrong? You don’t sound yourself.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Something’s very wrong. Naomi’s missing. She got separated from me yesterday in London. Laura’s up there now. The police think they’ll find her later today.’

I tried to be matter-of-fact, to keep my voice level and my tone controlled. It was the first time I had spoken to someone else of what had happened. Doing so brought the reality of things home to me. It is so dreamlike to be in a situation like that, so unlike ordinary existence. You hold an internal dialogue, you hash and rehash everything that has taken place, but a part of you says, This is all a fantasy, no different from any other fantasy. It is when someone on the other end of a phone reacts, when their voice breaks, that you realize it is not a fantasy, that it is really happening.

Laura’s mother was too upset to continue, so she put her husband on. We had never really come close, he and I, but that Christmas morning whatever barriers there had been between us fell. He said he and Laura’s mother would leave for London straight away. I told him the address of the police station and hung up. A terrible silence filled the house. It has been there ever since, that same stark silence, a silence that waits for a child’s voice to break it.

I rang my own parents after that. My sister answered the phone. She and her daughter Jessica had been with us only a few weeks earlier. Jessica, who was three, had played with Naomi in the garden. Carol had driven them both to see the lions at Longleat, taken them to a puppet show in the Arts Theatre, bought them matching clothes. I spoke with her, trying to be calm, to bottle up the hysteria that kept rising in my throat.

‘Charles?’ she said. ‘We’ve been trying to get through to you. We saw a news item on television. They said . . . They said Naomi is missing. Is that true? For God’s sake, Charles, what happened?’

I explained as well as I could. When I finished, there was a long silence at the other end. I could hear Carol’s breathing, could sense the effort she was making to remain calm. My father had had a heart attack the previous year. She was thinking of him as much as of me or Laura or Naomi.

‘Let me deal with this, Charles. You’ve enough on your plate. I’ll tell Dad the news item was an exaggeration, that things are under control. We won’t say anything to Jessica. How are you? How’s Laura taking it?’

‘Not too good. We’re under a lot of stress. But we’ll survive. They’ll find her. I know they will.’

‘That goes without saying. I never doubted it. Listen, Charles, we’ll come down to Cambridge today. Or London, wherever.’

‘I’d rather you didn’t, not yet. Naomi isn’t dead. If the family all come down . . . Well, it will seem like a funeral. Naomi may be back by the time you arrive.’

‘Of course. But you may need some support. Would it be all right if I came? Just myself? Mother can look after Jessica.’

‘All right, then. Just you. Tell Mother and Father I was asking for them. Try not to alarm them. Is Father all right?’

‘He’s worried, but he’s all right. It was a bit of a shock, seeing it on telly like that. But he’s fine. You’ve enough to worry about at the moment without him as well.’

‘Tell him I love him. Tell him Naomi is fine. She’s looking forward to seeing him next week.’

There was nothing more to say. I think Carol knew even then. An intuition. She had always been a little uncanny. Second sight, perhaps. Isn’t that what they call it? She compensated for me: I had always been down-to-earth, literal. I am not so any longer, of course.

There was no one else I wanted to ring. I replaced the receiver on the hook and headed upstairs to the nursery. There was a blue laundry bag with the clothes she had been wearing two days before, a thick sweater and skirt, vest and pants. I took some other things as well: her teddy bear, her pillow, a pair of shoes. Let the dogs have her, I thought, let them have their fill of her. Or did I take those things for myself? I found some more photographs downstairs.

Every room I entered, everything I touched was imbued with her. I could remember vividly her relationship with the objects and the spaces of the house. I knew the precise moments when she had entered through this door, sat on that chair, eaten at that table. Her exact words, her actions, her facial expressions had become part of the house’s fabric, more than bricks or windows or painted walls.

I was in the hallway getting ready to leave when someone rang the doorbell. It made me jump, the sudden loud clangour breaking such a self-preoccupied silence. I opened the door. A young policeman was standing on the doorstep, his hand poised, ready to ring again. He was a patrol car policeman and wore, not the traditional bobby’s helmet, but a peaked cap with a chessboard pattern around the sides. I must have gawped at him. For a stupid moment I had no idea what he might be doing there.

‘Dr Hillenbrand?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m sorry if I startled you, sir. I’ve just come from the police station on Parkside. We’ve had a message relayed from London. They wanted me to try to catch you before you headed on back. It’s about your daughter, sir. They’ve found her.’

My heart skipped a beat. Two beats.

‘Thank God,’ I whispered. ‘Thank God.’ Racing, my heart was racing.

The policeman paused. He seemed tense, I could tell by his expression that something was wrong, that he had not told me everything, perhaps that he had told me nothing. Even in that moment, that moment when I knew, I think I felt sorrier for him than for myself. What a bloody awful thing to have to do on Christmas Day. That’s what I thought.

‘I’m afraid not, sir. It’s not . . . I’m afraid it isn’t good news, sir. To thank God for, that is.’

‘Naomi . . . ?’

‘Your daughter was found dead, sir. One of the search party found her body an hour ago.’
 

She is here now, here with me in the study. I do not have to look round to know, I can feel her presence, I have acquired a sensitivity. She has never come down here before, into this room, I had thought I was safe from her here.

‘Daddy.’ Her voice, behind me, at the door. ‘Daddy.’

I will not turn, I will not look at her.

‘Daddy, why won’t you look at me? I want to see you, Daddy.’

It sounds so simple, doesn’t it? All I have to do is turn round. Whatever she is, she is still my daughter. Isn’t she? Yes. But what will I see if I do turn, what will be standing at the door?

‘I’ve come back, Daddy. I was cold.’

Outside, a ragged mist haunts the trees. A brown bird swoops in a parabolic arc, diving for buried seeds. Snow is forecast. The woods stretch away at the bottom of the garden, stretch away for ever, out of sight.
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In Indonesia, they keep the dead in stone vaults, and every year they bring them out to be with their families again. In Tibet, they cut them into tiny pieces with butcher’s knives and pound flesh and bones together so that vultures may gorge themselves on the remains. That is known as sky burial. In Bombay, the Parsees take them to a high place, a tower of silence, where they are exposed until eaten. We do things differently here. We are civilized, we put our dead in boxes, nail them to their deaths, lower them into deep holes in the ground.

But everywhere the problem is the same problem: how do we keep them dead, how do we prevent the categories of life and death from becoming confused? The dead do not refuse to die, they are willing accomplices in their own disposal. But they will not rest unless the living rest as well. And we knew no rest after Naomi died.

What do I remember about the funeral? Snow drifting through a plain white sky, a church bell tolling four strokes, evenly spaced, one for each year of a child’s life; the surprising lightness of the coffin in the crook of my arms, holly on the lumpy soil of the grave; Laura stooping in the pain of her grief, her mother bending over her, the sound of her voice, abrupt, unfamiliar, hurling our daughter’s name to the far edges of the dense white air.

Everyone was there. My parents, Laura’s parents, Carol with a bewildered Jessica in her arms, my colleagues, staff from the Fitzwilliam, friends from all round the country. Most of the old music consort came down, but they neither sang nor played. My father was ashen, propped up on a stick. He died a year later, robbed of any happiness in his last months. My mother followed him before long.

I am fifty and I have a life to live, students to teach, books to write. But I died my death twenty years ago in a breach between the tolling and the untolling of a church bell. The questions began before that, I carried them down with me into my own death, I carry them with me now: ‘Was she the sort of child . . . ? Did she ever . . . ? Can you remember anyone . . . ?’

The policeman would not let me drive myself back to London. It was not simple kindness, I imagine, but prudence. I was in no state to drive; a drunk man would have fared better. He had no details to give me, nothing but the bleak message he had been instructed to give, that Naomi was dead.

During the journey, he asked a few questions, as much to distract me as anything. How old had she been? Did we have other children? I answered him by rote; but my mind was elsewhere, imagining the unimaginable. He had children of his own, he said. They were at home waiting for him, waiting to pick up the threads of an interrupted Christmas. He was not intentionally cruel, just a little thoughtless. Even I could not believe that I too would not soon be home again, eating Christmas lunch with Laura and Naomi.

I was driven straight to the City of London Police Headquarters, in Old Jewry. The policeman told me that, although the case had initially been handled by the Metropolitan Police, Naomi’s body had been found in Spitalfields, which fell under City jurisdiction. It meant nothing to me at the time, of course; why should it have done?

Laura was already there, pale-faced and shaking in a small office on the third floor. They left us alone for a while. I remember saying over and over again that I was sorry, that I was to blame. And I remember Laura stroking my hands, stroking my face, telling me not to worry, I had nothing to blame myself for. I think that, just then, while she said those things, Laura did not really believe Naomi was dead.

They did not leave her long in that state of bliss. About twenty minutes later, there was a knock at the door. A policewoman entered, accompanied by a man in plain clothes. The man was tall, clean-shaven, with thin, sand-coloured hair. He stooped as he came through the door. I made to stand, but he shook his hand at me and I remained seated. He closed the door behind him, quite slowly, as though it weighed a great deal. As he entered, he coughed heavily, cupping one hand to his mouth. When the coughing subsided, he looked at us both carefully before speaking.

‘My name is Ruthven,’ he said. He pronounced the name ‘Riven’. ‘Detective Superintendent Ruthven. I have just been assigned to the case of your daughter’s murder.’

I saw Laura flinch. Ruthven must have seen it too, but he kept on talking.

‘I know you would prefer to be alone, but there are urgent questions that have to be asked. Your daughter was found in an alley near Spitalfields market. Not far from Liverpool Street station. We think the killer may have seen her there when you arrived. He may still be in London, but he won’t know we’ve found the body yet. It was well hidden. I want to catch him before he makes a run for it.’

‘What makes you think it’s a man?’ I asked.

Ruthven hesitated, then said very deliberately, ‘I’ve just come from viewing your daughter’s body. I would like to think that a woman could not be capable of . . . what I saw.’ Another round of coughing took hold of him. ‘I’m sorry,’ he apologized. ‘I’ve been trying to throw this cold off for the past three days.’

‘Can we see her?’ Laura was on her feet. ‘Perhaps there’s a mistake. Another little girl . . .’

Ruthven shook his head.

‘I’m sorry, Mrs Hillenbrand. There’s been no mistake. I’ve brought along her clothes to enable you to make a formal identification. They fit the description you gave us.’

‘I’d like to see her.’

He shook his head again. He was in his fifties, not so much blunted by his occupation as tired of it. I later learned that his own daughter had died of a drugs overdose a year or two earlier. She had been twenty-one.

‘I don’t think you should see her. You have a right to, of course, but in this case . . . Please take my advice. I’d prefer it if your husband carried out the identification.’

The policewoman asked us to come over to a small table on the far side of the room. I noticed for the first time that she carried a small case. From this she took out a number of transparent plastic bags. Each was labelled and held an article of clothing. She laid them in a short row on the table.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I wish we didn’t have to do this. Could you tell me if you recognize these clothes?’

We looked at them in turn: the blue dress, the shoes, the underclothes. There was blood on all of them. A lot of blood. Laura retched, but nothing came up. I felt the blood drain from my face, my hands. I wanted to touch the clothes, but my hands encountered cold plastic.

‘She had a coat,’ I said. ‘And a scarf and gloves.’

‘We haven’t found those yet, sir. Could you confirm that these clothes belonged to your daughter Naomi?’

I nodded. Laura nodded.

‘Is that “yes”, Dr Hillenbrand? I have to have a verbal assent. For the record.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Those things belong to Naomi. I’m sorry. Belonged to Naomi.’ I turned to Ruthven. ‘May I see her now?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I’ll accompany you to the mortuary.’

‘How did she die? Can you tell me that?’

He shook his head.

‘Not yet, sir. She’s in the hands of our forensic examiners at the moment. They’ll have to carry out a post mortem. I’ll be able to tell you more after that.’

He knew even then, of course. Not the fine details, but the more obvious things, like the fact that her hands were missing. The rest came out at the inquest. Laura was not there, her doctor refused to let her attend. But I sat through it, I listened to everything. That is why I do not turn round when she comes. Sometimes she visits me as herself, as I remember her. And sometimes she is what her killer made her: handless, bloodied, featureless. The thing I saw on a table in a mortuary, that is what visits me.

He did not rape her, if that is what you are thinking. That might have made it a crime of passion, I might have tolerated that. In its fashion, it was, of course, but not his passion, not her killer’s. They let it slip out at the inquest that she did not die quickly. I never told Laura, it would have finished her. I have always carried that burden myself.

Sometimes I wonder if that had something to do with what happened afterwards, whether those events might not have taken place if he had given Naomi a quick death. But then I remember the photographs. And the house that Dr Liddley had built for his wife and his little girls. For little Caroline and little Victoria.

The inquest was held in London in the first week of January. I had to attend as the person who had identified Naomi, but Laura stayed at home. They arranged for me to enter and leave through a rear door, so I would not be pestered by the press. Back at home, however, we would see photographers sneaking about, taking shots of the house, hoping for a chance view of Laura or myself. The coroner adjourned the inquest until February, to await developments in the police inquiry.

Laura’s parents stayed with us during the worst part, the funeral, the memorial service in college, the inquest. Then my sister Carol came. She took over the running of the house, brought a semblance of normality into our lives. But she had a job and a child to go back to. She was building her solicitor’s practice in Northampton, her daughter Jessica could not stay with her grandparents indefinitely. Friends came in, did what little they could, and left again.

If there had been another child, if Laura had had someone dependent on her, someone who might have suffered by her neglect, she might have pulled through. But there was only me. The doctor came and prescribed tranquillizers. They did nothing for her. Her problem was grief, not some chemical imbalance. Day by day she deteriorated. I began to fear, first for her sanity, then for her life.

The university gave me indefinite leave of absence. At first, I just sat in the house and moped with Laura. We were no good for each other, my grief exacerbated hers, the very sight of her reminded me at once of my loss. And I knew so much that I could not tell her.

We went away for a while, to Egypt. It was Carol who suggested it, and everyone concurred: my parents, Laura’s parents, our doctor. ‘You need a change,’ they said, ‘you need to get away from this place.’ The doctor thought sunshine might help. Nowadays, they write books about it, how a lack of sunlight makes some people depressed, how natural light can stimulate recovery. But Laura was not depressed, that was what they failed to see. She was dying inside.

For a month we lived in the sun, in the moist heat of Lower Egypt and the dry, desert warmth of the south. We took a cruise-boat from Cairo to Aswan, stopping at all the sights. Our fellow travellers were Europeans, but we kept to ourselves. In the long nights, beneath a sky riddled with stars, Laura would stand at the ship’s rail staring into the darkness. We passed silently like ghosts through a landscape of tombs.

Someone recognized our name, a woman from Ullapool on her first trip abroad. She and her dull husband made a point of coming up to us one lunchtime. They wanted to commiserate with us in our loss. That was how she put it: ‘Arthur and I would like to commiserate with you in your loss. She was such a beautiful child. We’ve not been blessed with children ourselves, so in a way we understand what you must be going through.’ The warped logic of the insufferable. She had flat red hair and freckled skin that would not take the sun. Her husband was something in insurance. I looked at her, fighting back . . . not anger, but pity. I did not want to pity her. Her own pain, her childlessness, her ugliness.

‘My daughter,’ I said, ‘was only lost for a short time.’ I said it between my teeth, I forced the words out. She wore a Marks and Spencer frock, a cheerful white frock with green flowers. Her husband wore a khaki suit in some synthetic material.

‘After that he started killing her. It took several hours. Her killer threw out what was left. What the police found was not beautiful.’

The woman from Ullapool and her husband did not speak to us again, but they watched circumspectly from a distance and encouraged others in our party to do the same. By the end of that day, everyone on the boat knew. It made no difference to Laura or to me.

The river churned past us like a long, unbroken dream. We stopped at Beni Hassan and Abydos and Luxor, where we would walk – a little apart from the others – between fallen pillars and the heads of giant statues come to earth. Laura would trace with a childless hand the painted forms of gods and dancers on the walls of deep-shafted tombs. We were so far away from our old life, from any life, so taken out of things, and yet not a moment passed, not a bird rose up from the dark reeds of the riverbank, not a star twinkled in the night sky, but we thought of Naomi. I, above all, thought unceasingly of that moment when, in a flicker of forgetfulness, I lost her.

We returned to Cambridge a month later, suntanned and exhausted, but otherwise untouched by our interlude abroad. The remedy had not worked, our absence had served only to make our hearts grow fonder and, as a consequence, more fragile. We took a taxi for the short drive from the station. It was early afternoon, and the snow had gone, leaving a tangled and sodden garden. Without its mantle of white, the house seemed old and deserted. We took our cases wearily from the boot of the cab and set them down by the steps. I paid the driver and turned back to enter the house.

As I did so, something made me look up. Even now, I cannot be certain what I saw, whether, indeed, I saw anything. Or anyone. But in an upstairs window I was sure I saw a quick movement, almost furtive, as though someone, watching from above, had let a curtain drop and fall back into place. But that didn’t make sense. The window in which I thought I had seen the movement was the attic window. It had no curtain. No one went up there. It had been locked for years.
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I can hear something upstairs. Far upstairs, in the attic. The sounds carry sometimes. I have come to recognize them. Why do I stay? For Laura’s sake, of course. And for . . . other reasons.
 

In our absence, little had changed. Nothing spectacular had occurred to advance the police investigation into Naomi’s death. No one had confessed, no one had been arrested. I don’t think either would have mattered much to us. Hundreds of potential witnesses came forward. Several told stories of having seen Naomi and myself that day in either Liberty’s or Hamleys, or Naomi alone in the toyshop, or Naomi being taken out of the store by a stranger, weeping as she went. As might have been expected, none of these stories tallied well with one another. But they were the best leads the police had, so they pursued them vigorously, made Identikit pictures of possible suspects, and pulled in known child molesters for questioning.

I had all this from Ruthven in the course of a long session at the City Police Headquarters one afternoon. He still seemed tired, but for the first time I sensed in him a vigour for the investigation. In the time I knew him, that vigour grew to an obsession. Perhaps the loss of his own daughter had sensitized him, perhaps the case insinuated itself into his unconscious. It would have been better if it had not.

As I have already said, the police were not, in fact, looking for a child molester. Bringing those men in was a knee-jerk reaction on the part of the police, and, as anyone could have told them, it came to nothing. Naomi had not been raped or even interfered with sexually. It is ironic how that single fact lent a frisson to the case, took it out of the realm of the ordinary. The newspapers made much of it and indulged themselves in reports of Naomi’s sufferings: the severed hands, the long knife-wounds on her shoulders, the eyes. Technically, she died from strangulation, her neck squeezed hard and finally snapped by a pair of powerful hands. A man’s hands, or so the coroner thought.

One or two of the more sensational dailies made wild speculations as to the motives of the killer or killers. There were the inevitable comparisons with the activities of Myra Hindley and Ian Brady. One paper suggested a ring of Satanists.

Curiously enough, that suggestion sounds less bizarre nowadays, when even responsible newspapers, led by a bevy of psychologists and sociologists, tell us that child abuse through satanic cults is not merely recorded, but is endemic in our society. And perhaps they are right. Perhaps that is what he really was. By the time we knew, it hardly seemed to matter any longer. Our quest for motives had given way to a search for something else.

It was, in fact, a newspaperman who first alerted us to the existence of other events, events taking place beneath the surface, as it were. He was a photographer from the Daily Mirror, a man called Lewis, Dafydd Lewis I think it was. If I remember rightly, he came from somewhere obscure and semi-rural in South Wales – Neath or Port Talbot or Ammanford. One of those places neither Dylan Thomas nor Vernon Watkins ever wrote about.

By the look of him, Lewis had been a rugby player in his youth. He had the build, that Welsh stockiness that fits them so well for sheep farming and the mines. He had been a hard-drinking man once, or so he told me, but he was down-to-earth for all that. Not that it would have mattered. He had his evidence, I did not have to depend on his appearance or his word.

He was a quick-witted man, sociable and likeable, if not entirely cultured. He telephoned first, and when I said we wanted no photographs and made to put the phone down on him, he protested and said it was about another matter, something that was causing him to lose sleep at night. When I still demurred, he promised to come without a camera, and said he would bring some photographs with him, photographs on which he wanted my opinion. I hesitated, but agreed in the end. Had I not done so, would things have been any different?
 

Something is coming down the stairs. It is very slow, and I think it stops and listens every step or so. If I hold my breath and wait, I can almost hear it breathing. Please God, help me get through this, help me get through tonight at least.
 

Lewis arrived the same afternoon by car. A friend had called and taken Laura to Town. People were very kind in those days, they did what they could to help, although I know they found it difficult at times.

He was a rather bedraggled man, his untidy appearance worsened by his choice of a fur-hooded anorak, the sort of garment that would make even Rudolf Nureyev look foolish. That was unfortunate, for above all else, Lewis was a serious man and, whatever else he might have been, most certainly not a fool. For my part, I was predisposed against him: by his appearance, by his Welshness, by his profession.

He hung his anorak in the hall.

‘I’ve left my camera in the car,’ he said. ‘But I’ve not come empty-handed.’

In his hand he held a large cardboard folder the size of a small portfolio.

‘Would you like something to drink?’ I asked.

He shook his head.

‘Better not,’ he said. ‘You might think I’m a drinking man. It’s better you don’t think that.’

‘Shall we go to the study, then?’ I suggested.

He nodded.

‘Wherever you like,’ he answered.

When we had settled, I poured myself a glass of sloe gin, taken from one of the Christmas bottles that had remained unopened. In some parts of the house, it might still have been Christmas. In the nursery, for instance, where Naomi’s presents remained wrapped. Laura would not listen to suggestions that she get rid of them. The wardrobe was full of Naomi’s clothes, the sheets on her bed had not been changed since the day of her disappearance. It was as though she had just gone out into the garden to play.

‘What can I do for you, Mr Lewis? What is it you want to show me?’

For answer, he took from his cardboard folder a collection of black-and-white photographs about six inches by ten square. He laid the bundle face down on top of my desk and turned to look at me. We were seated close together, me in my armchair, he perched on the chair I use for typing, the one I am sitting on now. If I close my eyes, I can see him, less than a foot away from me, his earnest Welsh face close to mine, like a doctor scrutinizing me for some suspected defect.

‘Dr Hillenbrand, just before you went away, my office sent me down here to take photographs. They wanted shots of this house, and, if possible, of you and your wife or anyone else I could catch going in or out. You’ll have seen us about, me and the other photographers. You didn’t think well of us, I know, and I don’t blame you for that. But it’s my job, you see. I have to make a living. So I came down and I hung about.

‘By and by, most of the others gave up and went back to London. They’d other stories to cover, and you weren’t giving them much of what we like to call a photo opportunity. But I’m more persistent than some, so I thought I’d stay on a day or two longer, see what I might get if you thought we’d all gone.’

He paused.

‘If you don’t mind, sir, I think I’d like that drink you offered after all. I’ll have a drop of what you’re having, if that’s not any trouble.’

I poured him a glass of the gin, a rich tawny shade in his hand, its surface reflecting the light of my desk lamp. It was growing dark outside. The garden was full of shadows and very silent.

‘I did get a few photographs,’ he said. ‘You and Mrs Hillenbrand went in and out a few times. You never saw me, I have a small van I use for these outings, where I can lie up for hours at a time without being noticed. I’ve got the shots of you. I’ll show you them in a moment. Over the few days I was here, I took quite a lot of pictures of the house and the garden. I found a way round the back, so I took a lot of photos there as well.’

He sipped his sweet gin. It was very rich, full of sloes and sugar.

‘It’s like port, this stuff,’ he observed.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘A little.’

A cat crept through the garden, intent on something we could not see, moving like a shadow into the darkness. Suddenly it looked round, caught sight of me, and darted away into some bushes.

‘Here,’ Lewis said. ‘These are some I took on the first day. I kept a close record of the numbers, with the dates.’

He laid a sequence of photographs on the desk-top, grainy shots, taken mainly through a telephoto lens, all showing our house from different angles. There was snow on the ground. In most of them, the curtains were closed. It seemed like a deserted house. Or perhaps not that, not deserted. It was more as if the soul had departed from it. I had thought it a happy house when I bought it. Now, looking at Lewis’s photographs, I wondered how I could have been so mistaken.

‘Now look at this,’ he said. He cleared a space and laid another photograph down. It had been taken from the front of the house, along the drive. Judging by the light, it must have been taken in late afternoon. It showed the upper two storeys and part of the overhanging eave. At first I could see nothing out of the ordinary. Then Lewis pointed with a stubby finger at something just below the eave. Barely visible in the attic window was a face, a pale face framed by dark hair. I felt a shiver run through me. And I thought of the movement I had seen on my return.

‘I wanted to know who this was,’ he said, ‘so I blew it up as much as I thought it would take, just in case it would be somebody I recognized. This is what I got.’

He brought out another print and laid it on top of the first. It showed a detail from the previous photograph, much enlarged, part of the window-frame and the face inside it. The resolution was poor, but it was enough to show very clearly that it was a woman’s face. One thing was certain, the woman was not Laura. Nor did it seem to be anyone else I knew.

‘Do you recognize her?’ Lewis asked.

I shook my head.

‘I thought not,’ he said, and drank from his glass.

‘Is that it?’ I asked.

He shook his head.

‘Here,’ he said. ‘This was taken the next morning.’

The next photograph showed one of the downstairs windows, that of the dining room, to the right of the front door. The curtains had been pulled back. There was a face in the window, much sharper this time. On top of this, Lewis dropped a blow-up.

‘I thought it might be your wife or a relative,’ he said. ‘But I knew I hadn’t seen this woman going in or out before. What’s worse . . .’ He paused and drained his glass. ‘She wasn’t at the window when I took that shot. I’d swear to that in any court.’

I looked at the blown-up face. A hard, pale countenance, hair drawn back severely, revealing a taut forehead. A woman in her late thirties perhaps, or early forties. Thin lips, a pinched expression to the mouth, no make-up. Pale, very pale. I had never seen her before.

‘What sort of trick is this?’ I demanded. I had started to rise from my seat.

‘It’s not a trick, Dr Hillenbrand. Please, I want you to believe me. I have more to show you. You’d be as well to let me. The photographs concern you. And I can’t sleep at night thinking about them.’

I sat down again. Lewis reached inside his folder and drew out another batch of photographs.

‘I took this in the front garden on my last day. I wanted a shot of the swing.’

Our garden? Yes. Part of the house was just visible: the porch with its small stone lions, the three steps, a portion of the front door. In the garden itself was the swing I had erected for Naomi a year before. There was the large elm Naomi had grazed her shin on . . . how long ago? In October or November. But none of this drew my attention, they were details I noticed only later, as a means of confirming that this was indeed our front garden.

In the foreground stood two little girls, one aged about nine, the other six or seven. They were dressed curiously, in long wide skirts with boots showing underneath, and their hair was done in ringlets. They held hands, facing the camera. It was as though they had stepped out of a fancy-dress party, where they had gone as early Victorian children. Like the woman in the earlier photograph, their faces were pale. There was something about their eyes that made me look away. A look of pain or grief or anger or disillusion . . . it was impossible to say.

‘They were not there,’ Lewis said in a voice that was little more than a whisper. ‘There was no one there.’

‘You’re lying.’

A look of anger crossed the man’s face.

‘For God’s sake, man, can’t you see I’m frightened? I wouldn’t have come to you with this if I was making it up. What would be the point of that?’

‘Is this all?’

He shook his head again.

‘When I got home,’ he said, ‘I developed every photograph I’d taken at your house. Every single shot. Some were quite normal, as they should have been. Some had the two little girls in, always together, always the small one to the left, the older one to the right. And here’s another one.’

This photograph showed a scene in the rear garden, near the fishpond. The two little girls were there. And with them, dressed also in Victorian clothes, was the woman from the other photographs, the woman at the window. She was very tall. Her clothes were grey, and at her neck was a plain jet brooch.

‘But this is the one I want particularly for you to see.’ Lewis was sweating. I poured him another glass and a second for myself. I was beginning to believe his story. There was something about the man that carried conviction. Later, of course, I would not need proof.

He laid down the last photograph from his folder. Very slowly, anticipating its effect.

It showed Laura and myself walking away from the house. We were perhaps ten yards from the front door. I was wearing my tweed overcoat, Laura a green hat and green coat. We were two or three feet apart, Laura a little behind me. Between us, wearing her yellow coat and red scarf, was Naomi.
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Everything is quiet now. I have the biscuit tin in front of me. Inside are the photographs, the other photographs, the ones we looked at after Lewis’s visit.

I could do nothing to reassure him. He could tell by my face that I was as shaken as he.

‘I’m not superstitious,’ he repeated, as though his probity of mind made things any better. Had he been, had I myself been prone to a belief in the supernatural, it might have allowed us a niche of sorts in which to take refuge. We might have tendered explanations, nodded agreement, made some cryptic sense of what the pictures showed. But such a route was not available to us, we had no way out but stark admission of what was before our eyes.

‘You say you never saw them?’ I asked.

‘Never. Save in the photographs. I thought you might have done. Living here. Being in the house.’

‘You think they’re connected to the house?’

‘They have to be. It’s all that makes sense.’

And I thought he was right, but how right I did not then know or guess.

When Laura came home from Town, Lewis had gone. I thought it best not to tell her anything.

‘Did that man come?’ she asked. ‘The photographer.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘He came.’

‘What did he want?’

‘Oh, just a back way into our affections. He had photographs of the house, thought I might like them, agree to be photographed with you.’

‘I should have thought it had gone stale by now. Public interest.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Until they make an arrest.’

‘Do you think they ever will?’

‘Of course,’ I said, not really thinking it. ‘Why shouldn’t they?’

‘It was so random, Charles. Most murders are committed by someone close to the victim. A relative mostly, or a friend. There’s nothing like that to go on.’

‘Ruthven said the forensic lab had come up with a few things. Fibres left on Naomi’s clothes. Traces of some sort of resin.’ I had not told her this before, not wanting to upset her.

‘Did he say that?’

I nodded.

‘Perhaps they’ll find her coat,’ she said. ‘Her scarf.’

‘Perhaps,’ I said. Sometimes we could not stop talking about it, about the murder. It was always on our minds, pulling us away from all other topics. People were visiting us less frequently. We were so heavy, it was such hard work to be with us.

That night, the first of the troubles happened. We called them ‘troubles’, but they were more than that. A spiritualist would have called them manifestations, I think. They started in a small way, as though the house were slowly waking up. By the end . . . No, that isn’t right. There has never been an end.
 

We had gone to bed. The nights were times of great stress to us. The doctor had given us both sleeping tablets, but tranquillizers quickly become ineffective and, if anything, exacerbate sleeplessness. I had given mine up and managed periods of deep sleep interspersed with long episodes of wakefulness. During these spells, I would go over in my mind everything that had happened during that day in London and the days following. It was like a tape that played itself over and over, that could not be stopped, however hard I tried.

Laura would lie awake beside me, never achieving more than a light doze. Sometimes, she tossed and turned in a half-sleep, dreaming dreams that she refused to talk about on waking. She was losing weight.

I had a small battery-operated reading lamp that allowed me some respite. Sometimes I read long into the night, falling asleep at four or five o’clock, sometimes not at all. We never made love. Desire had left us both, even the desire to touch, the will to take comfort from another’s physical presence.

It was almost three o’clock when the sound came. According to the post mortem, that must have been around the time Naomi was finally killed. What we heard was a single, high-pitched scream, a child’s scream, loud, frantic, full of an indescribable fear. It was suddenly cut off. I sat up and switched on the bedside lamp. Laura was sitting up beside me, her eyes wide open, a look of terror on her face. Instinctively, we both knew where the scream had come from. The nursery.

I stumbled out of bed, shivering in the cold of early morning. At the door, I hesitated. Lewis’s visit had unsettled me, and in bed my darkness had already been haunted by images of pale, staring children and a tall woman in a grey dress.

The landing was pitch-dark. There was a switch just to my left. I remember reaching out with a trembling hand, terrified at what I thought I might see. But there was nothing. The scream had been followed by a thick, hazy silence, the sort of silence in which you can imagine there is someone sitting facing you, mouthing words you cannot hear or understand.

I made my way along the short corridor to Naomi’s bedroom. Her name was on the door, white painted letters on a blue tile. She had chosen the tile in Primavera on King’s Parade earlier that year. For a long time, I stood at the door listening. Reason told me not to be afraid. But I had seen the photographs, I had seen Naomi where she should not have been.

I opened the door. For a moment, I expected to see the nightlight burning, as it had always burned when I went in to check on Naomi at night. But the room was dark. Dark and still and very, very cold. Colder than anywhere else in the house. I shivered and reached a fumbling hand for the lightswitch.

As soon as I looked, I knew she had been there. Her presents lay on the floor, the wrappings torn and tossed aside. I recognized the crying doll, the doll’s cradle, the doll’s pram. On the bed was the box of Lego I had promised her. It had been opened, and the pieces scattered over the counterpane. A box of crayons had been opened and its contents spilled across the floor. Someone had taken a few of them and drawn on a large sheet of paper on the little desk.

I bent down and looked at the drawing. She had used several colours. On the paper, in a child’s hand, she had drawn three figures. Underneath them, in her imperfect block letters, she had written their names: Mummy, Daddy, and Naomi. The figures were very crude, but one thing was certain: she had never drawn Laura or me like that before. The Daddy figure was drawn all in black and wore on his head something that might have been meant as a stovepipe hat. Naomi was dressed in yellow and had red scribbles at her throat, doubtless to indicate her scarf. But the mother figure struck the greatest dread in me: it depicted a tall woman in a long dress. A long grey dress.

There was a sound behind me. I turned and saw Laura standing outside the nursery door, her hair dishevelled, her eyes red and staring.

‘It’s nothing,’ I started to say. ‘A cat or something . . .’ But my voice trailed away as I looked at her. She had not come after me to investigate the sounds from the nursery.

‘Charles,’ she said. Her voice was trembling. ‘There’s someone walking about upstairs. I heard footsteps. Above our bedroom.’

‘But there’s nothing . . .’

‘In the attic, Charles. There’s someone walking about in the attic.’
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We spent the rest of that night downstairs, I in an armchair, Laura on the sofa. I switched the lights on, every light I could find, and left them burning brightly. Looking back, I am grateful for the fear or circumspection or simple instinct that prevented me going up to the attic that night. What I might have found – what I know I would have found – I would not then have been ready to face. Even now I shake to think of it.

We passed a dreadful night, most of all in the literal sense. Sleeplessness had given way to outright fear. That terrible scream had chilled our blood. And the steady, pacing feet in the attic, the attic that had been shut up long before we came to live in the house, that had always been empty, had further shaken Laura’s already frayed nerves. She asked me what I had found in Laura’s bedroom. I told her about the presents, but kept to myself the business of the drawing and my understanding of what the three figures represented.

In the morning, when it was fully light, we took courage from the fading of darkness and made our way upstairs again. There had been no further sounds during the night, no screams, no dark footsteps, not even a creaking floorboard. In the cool morning light, our fears seemed foolish. Warmth was creeping through the house as the central heating took effect.

The light on the bedroom landing was still lit. On the right, the door of the nursery lay open as I had left it. A faint shaft of light came through the doorway. Up here, where the natural light was less evident, I felt uneasy again.

We entered the nursery together. Everything was as I had seen it the night before: torn paper, scattered presents, the drawing on the desk. I bent down and started picking up the fragments of paper, thinking, perhaps, that by behaving normally I might inject some sense of ordinariness into the situation. A voice snapped out behind me.

‘Leave it! Leave it as it is. Don’t touch a thing!’

I turned. Laura was standing in the doorway, her eyes blazing, quivering with anger. I laid the paper down. For the first time, a tiny thought flickered across my mind. I could not yet explain the scream, but had the rest too been Laura’s work? The opened presents, the spilled crayons, even the drawing? It would explain a lot, it would explain everything, even the tale of phantom footsteps above our bedroom. It was Laura who had said she had heard them. I had not.

‘It’s all right, dear. I’ll leave everything just as it is. You don’t have to worry.’

I came out and shut the door behind me. Laura took my hand.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s just . . .’

‘Take it easy, darling. I’m going to go up to the attic. I’m sure there’s nothing there. We’ve both been overwrought. It may have been rats, or a bird.’

She said nothing, but looked at me steadily instead. The thought that Laura might be behind everything had emboldened me. I put Lewis and his photographs out of my mind. It was easy to fake photographs, easy to prey on the bereaved. What would happen next? Would the Welshman turn up with a medium in tow, a friend who happened to know how to get in touch with Naomi? For a fee?

I found a large torch in the cupboard where we kept the cleaning things. The entrance to the attic was a small doorway at the top of a flight of five or six stairs. The door was locked, had been locked as far back as I could remember. I had been shown inside when we looked the house over, but apart from putting a few trunks and boxes and unwanted pieces of furniture into store, had found no further use for the attic space. It was cold, awkwardly shaped, and poorly lit.

It took me almost an hour to find the key. I had put it away in a drawer and forgotten it was there. A rusty old key it was, and no doubt the lock was rusty too, I thought. And indeed, when I came to try the key in it, it would not turn. It took a long time and the application of liberal doses of WD40 before the mechanism yielded to my entreaties. The door moved reluctantly. Beyond it lay darkness. Implacable darkness. But I did not then understand how dark or how implacable.

I switched on the torch. The flight of steps continued upwards, uncarpeted now, rising to the floor of the attic.

‘Is anyone up here?’ I called out in an unsteady voice, exhibiting a bravado I did not feel. No one answered. Intently, I listened for a sound of scurrying or the beating of wings. But there was nothing, only silence.

The torch beam picked out old wood panels, scarred by generations of discarded furniture and heavy boxes, stained by cold and damp. Thick cobwebs hung like tattered banners in the high reaches of a dark cathedral nave.

I set my foot on the first step and began to climb. It was cold up there, as cold as it had been in Naomi’s room. My hand shook a little as I climbed, sending the torchlight scampering about among cobwebs and naked rafters.

As my head came level with the floor, I tensed, not knowing what to expect. The light picked out odd, frightening shapes and cast peculiar shadows in every direction. Nervously, I moved the beam about, locating and identifying the contents of the attic one by one: three tea-chests containing bric-a-brac, a dressmaker’s dummy that had belonged to my mother, old rubber waders, half-used cans of green and white paint, a chair, an ancient chest of drawers deemed too heavy for our bedroom, a coat-stand, a dartboard, my old fencing mask and foils, some shelves. Dust and cobwebs covered everything, as they should in an attic that has not been opened for years.

I stepped on to the floorboards and swept the beam along them, looking for tracks or footprints in the dust. The light showed nothing but a layer of thin grey dust no matter where I shone it. I walked about, going from object to object, finding everything undisturbed. The very possibility of footsteps began to seem absurd.

The light played across the wall furthest from me, revealing momentarily the shallow bay where the window lay. I wondered briefly why no light was coming into the attic from the outside, then, as the beam moved back, remembered that I myself had closed the shutters when last up here, in order to keep the unheated space fairly well sealed from the elements. Seeing the shutters still firmly closed as I had left them, I found myself doubting more than ever the veracity of Lewis and his photographs. How on earth could he have taken a photograph of anyone, even a ghost, standing at this window?

I stepped across to the shutters and pulled on the metal bar that pinned their two wings together. It gave reluctantly, then flew up all at once. I pulled the left wing back; it creaked on unoiled hinges, then bent and folded not quite flush against the wall. The right wing was more difficult. As I worked at it I glanced through the window.

For what cannot have been more than a few moments, the scene beyond the glass seemed to shift in and out of focus. Nothing was quite as it had been; only the basic contours of the front garden and the road beyond it remained. The trees and bushes, even the precise proportions of the lawn were utterly changed. The houses opposite could not be seen at all. I thought I saw someone . . . or something . . . move on the lawn, just on the edge of my vision.

In those moments, I experienced not merely visual disturbance, but an inner feeling that I could only describe as an acute sense of menace, an overpowering sensation that a tremendous force of malice was threatening me. The next instant, my vision cleared, the garden and the road resumed their accustomed lineaments, and the feeling of menace was at once replaced by one of simple unease.

Hurriedly, I left the window and traced my way back to the stairs. I could not understand what had happened, but put it down to the strain I had been under and the sleepless night I had just spent. At the bottom of the steps, Laura was waiting for me. Her face bore an anxious expression. As I approached her, a spasm of anger flew through me. I very nearly lifted my hand to strike her, to punish her for playing these games, for lying, for adding to my burdens. But the feeling passed almost as quickly as it had come, leaving only a faint aftertaste, a frisson of violence beneath the surface of my thoughts.

‘There’s nothing up there,’ I said, and turned to close the attic door.

‘But I heard . . .’

‘Please, Laura. We’re both overwrought.’ I turned the key. It felt solid and heavy in my hand, my fingers found it curiously familiar, as though I had been long accustomed to its use.

She was facing me when I turned, the same expression of mute anxiety on her face.

‘You think I imagined them. The footsteps.’

‘There was nothing up there, Laura.’ I did not call her ‘darling’ as had been my custom. ‘No sign that anyone’s been there. No footprints. Nothing.’

She hesitated.

‘You know that’s not important, Charles. It doesn’t matter whether or not there are footprints. The sounds I heard were real enough. Maybe they weren’t physical, but they were real.’

‘Please, Laura,’ I interrupted her again. ‘We both need some rest. Let’s go downstairs. You’ll feel better after breakfast. There’s nothing to worry about.’

But there was. I knew there was. Turning the key in the lock, I had felt more than its familiarity, I had felt the sense of menace again, this time redoubled in force. And as it had left me, I had remembered something. I had remembered where I had seen the two little girls in Lewis’s photographs.
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Lewis telephoned later that day to say he had something else to show me, something important. I hung up on him. He tried again, several times, until I left the receiver off the hook. By then, of course, I knew he was telling the truth, that his photographs were not impostures, but images of people no longer living. No longer living, that is, in any proper sense of the word. But I wanted things to end there, I wanted the dead to stay dead. I could not bear to think that they might mingle with the living. More than anything, I now perceive, I wanted to give my own feelings a decent burial. Left above ground, they could only be an abiding torment to me.

The next day Superintendent Ruthven turned up on our doorstep. There had been no disturbances during the night. At my insistence, we kept to our bedroom, though neither of us slept. Laura was keyed up, expecting the sound of prowling footsteps from the room above. Just before three o’clock was the worst time, for we both expected to hear that scream again. When the moment passed and all remained silent, we relaxed somewhat. I fell into a light doze, but Laura – so she told me later – remained wakeful until dawn. No footsteps sounded above our heads. In the morning, I ventured into Naomi’s room. Nothing more had been touched.

Ruthven brought with him a large plastic bag containing Naomi’s coat. Unlike her other clothes, this was not stained with blood. We confirmed the identification for him and he replaced it in its bag for return to his forensic laboratory.

‘Where was it found?’ I asked.

‘In a church,’ he said. ‘An Anglican church called St Botolph’s. It’s in Spitalfields, off Brick Lane – not far from the spot we found Naomi herself. We’ve got people going over the place now, but we don’t expect to come up with anything. It’s an old church, hardly used. A curate from another parish comes in to do a weekly service. That’s about all. A few old folk attend. Some vagrants. Anybody could have left your daughter’s things there.’

‘Whereabouts?’ I asked.

‘I told you . . .’

‘No, in the church, I mean. Whereabouts in the church?’ For some reason I could not explain, it was important to know.

He looked at me oddly, as though my question had revealed a perspicacity he had not suspected.

‘In the crypt,’ he said. ‘They might not have been found for years, but something went wrong with the boiler. When the caretaker went down to take a look, he came across the coat. It had been left on top of one of the tombs. Whoever left it there must have broken in. Or had a key. It’s given us a line of inquiry at least. We needed one after all this time.’

I invited him in for tea, but he shook his head. He was dressed in a raincoat and a dented grey hat, almost the stereotype of a policeman, except for his eyes. I can still remember them, their blueness, their acuity, their hoodedness. He kept something buried beneath them, buried very deep yet at times visible if you knew what you were looking for. I knew. I understood. I had it buried inside me as well.

‘How is your wife?’ he asked, preparing to leave.

You are meant to say, ‘Bearing up’, but I did not.

‘She suffers a lot,’ I said. ‘She’ll never get over it.’

‘No,’ he said. ‘You don’t. People think you can, but it isn’t possible, it scars your life.’

He meant his daughter, of course, though I did not know at the time. The verb he used was curious but apt. Death leaves wounds that never heal properly. And yet . . . even then I thought he meant something else by it.

‘If there’s any news . . .’ I said.

‘Don’t worry. You’ll be the first to know.’
 

The following day, Lewis’s letter arrived. It was just a short note really, accompanying two photographs taped between a couple of sheets of thin cardboard.

‘Please get in touch,’ he wrote. ‘I took these the day I visited you, before I came in. The first was taken with an ordinary lens, the second with the zoom. I believe you are both in danger. We need to talk.’

I cut the tape and slipped the photographs from their makeshift wallet. The first was another contact print showing the front elevation of the house. I looked at it closely, knowing where to look now, guessing what I might find, but not quite suspecting the truth of it. A chill crossed my heart as I made out the unmistakable image of a face in the attic window. The shuttered window, the one I had opened only two days before.

I picked up the close-up. It makes my blood go cold even now to think of what it revealed. Not the pale, grey woman, not one of the little girls, not Naomi. But Laura’s face, white and cold, staring down as though from a great height.
 

That night the hauntings began again. I think of what took place that night as a loss of innocence. Each stage in those events represented some form of loss: a loss of love or faith or self-respect. But innocence is like trust: once gone, it can never be restored.

What do I mean by innocence? I was, after all, a grown man by then, a grieving father. I had experienced disappointment, disillusionment, hard knocks – all the paths by which we come to worldly wisdom. Or, if not wisdom, a sort of understanding. But, for all that, I was innocent enough at heart. I mean that I harboured a belief in an essential current of goodness running through things, I saw a shape, a pattern to the whole, even if life in its particulars seemed at times shapeless or inchoate, even if children died in pain. It was, I suppose, a religious sense of the world, though I did not formulate it in theological terms. A sterner theology, a dogma, might have seen me through what happened. But my innocence was not made of such iron stuff, nor so well defended. It was half-formulated, lax, too much in tune with the times and too little with the experience of generations.

I was wakened from an uneasy sleep a little before three. Laura was asleep beside me. On this occasion, it was not a scream that woke me, but something far more insidious. As I woke, I felt as though there were some great pressure forcing me down. I found it hard to breathe. My thoughts were confused, I could feel panic welling up inside me for no apparent reason. As I lay struggling to pull myself upright, I heard what sounded like breathing. Not Laura’s breathing, but quieter than that and further away. I thought it was coming from the foot of the bed.

With an effort, I heaved myself up against the pillow.

‘Who’s there?’ I whispered. I was certain that someone was standing at the foot of the bed, watching me intently. Beside me, Laura stirred uneasily in her sleep. There was no reply. The sound of breathing continued. I strained to see, but there was only darkness, plain and impenetrable.

‘Who are you?’ I asked again. ‘What do you want?’ Shaking, I reached out my hand to switch on the bedside lamp. Nothing happened. Again and again I flicked the switch, but the light would not go on.

And now I became conscious of something terrible. The sense of menace I had felt before in the attic had returned, this time much stronger. The awful thing was that I experienced it in two different ways at once: I felt that I was the object of a dreadful hatred, of an unappeased anger that was reaching out for me with all its force. And simultaneously I felt it in myself, I felt hate, anger, malice, a gamut of raw emotions that all but choked me. I still found it hard to breathe. The darkness pressed in on me, relentless, tight as a sack, smothering me.

Suddenly, I heard Laura’s voice on my left.

‘What’s happening, Charles? What’s going on?’

I struggled to answer, but words would not form. I felt as though I were drowning in air.

‘What’s wrong, Charles? What’s wrong? Where are you?’

Her voice seemed to come from a long way away. It was so faint I could hardly hear it. I tried to speak, but nothing happened. I could hear another sound now, a faint rustling like silk.

Suddenly, a bright light exploded in my eyes. I blinked hard, then opened them again. For an instant, I thought I saw someone standing in front of me, someone tall and dressed in grey. Then I was breathing again and I could feel Laura’s hand on my arm and hear her voice clearly.

‘Charles, are you all right?’

I nodded, gulping in air.

‘What happened?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I . . . I must have been dreaming. It was as if I was being smothered. But it’s all right now. I’m fine.’

But I wasn’t fine. Something had lodged itself deep inside me, something unspeakable. It was not a memory, but a sensation, a lingering awareness of the menace I had felt and a dark knowledge of something else already there, something that had been quiescent until then. The feelings of rage and hatred had not come from outside but had been in me all the time. I felt unclean, as though something filthy had touched me or entered me. When Laura reached out a hand to calm me, I pulled away from her. I had never done that before. She said nothing, but I knew my gesture had hurt her. It didn’t matter.

In the morning, I rang Lewis. He had been waiting for my call.

‘Have you heard?’ he asked.

‘Heard? Heard what?’

‘It was on the news this morning,’ he said. ‘Ruthven has been found dead. Murdered. In the church where they discovered Naomi’s coat.’
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‘What happened?’

Lewis and I were sitting in the study, facing one another across a low table on which I had placed a small folder.

‘His throat was cut. Savage, according to the report we had at the office. Nobody at Old Jewry knows why he went down to the church. They’d finished there, done all their forensic business, and given up. Seems they haven’t found anything yet. They think the coat got there by chance, nothing more. A vagrant may have come across it, taken it to the church.’

‘But why leave it in the crypt? What would be the point?’

‘The caretaker says vagrants go down there sometimes, the clever ones that know there’s a boiler. They don’t last long, though. The place spooks them. Nobody’s ever spent a night there, as far as he knows.’

‘Could they be related?’

‘Who?’

‘No, not who: I mean the murders. Naomi’s and Ruthven’s. Could there be a link? Could Ruthven have been on to something? Panicked the murderer into attacking him, perhaps?’

Lewis shrugged.

‘It’s too early to say. There’s no record of a lead. They only shut down their operation at the church yesterday.’

‘When was he found?’

‘Early this morning. The caretaker went in to check the police had left things tidy. He got a bad fright. There was blood spilled all over one of the tombs. An old French tomb. A funny name: Petitoeil.’

I corrected his pronunciation as though he were a student. ‘Petitoeil,’ I said. ‘It means “Little eye”. It will be a Huguenot name. Spitalfields was a major centre for Huguenot refugees at one time.’

It was mid-morning. Lewis had come straight from London. I watched him coming up the path towards the house, nervous, glancing around him, and looking up from time to time. I knew what he was looking at, looking for. He had his camera with him this time, in one of those large bags photographers carry.

‘Did you get the photographs?’ he asked.

I nodded.

‘Is that why you rang?’

‘No. Something else . . . Something else has happened.’ I told him of the incidents, keeping my narrative as plain and unemotional as possible. But I could see his eyes widen as the force of my words sank in. When I had finished, I picked up the folder.

‘There’s something else,’ I said. ‘Something related to your photographs.’

‘I kind of thought it might be that,’ he said. He had an instinct, Lewis, a sixth sense. They say the Celts are a bit like that, a little fey, attuned to other dimensions. Sons of Arthur. Well, perhaps. Lewis had it at least. And lived to regret it.

Out of the folder I took two sets of photographs. I laid them down side by side on the table.

‘I was disturbed,’ I said. ‘By the little girls. The ones in your photographs. Something about them kept nagging at me. They seemed familiar, as though I’d seen them before. Does that make sense to you?’

He nodded.

‘Go on,’ he said.

‘Well, I couldn’t place them at first, no matter how much I thought about them. And then . . . Just after I went up to the attic, the time Laura heard footsteps, I remembered.’

I took a photograph from the first of the two small piles. In the foreground was Laura, several years younger, her arm resting on the stone balustrade of a low bridge. It could, perhaps, have been Cambridge, but it was not. The photograph had been taken on our honeymoon in Venice. A couple of months after we bought the house.

‘Look,’ I said. ‘Look behind her.’

Lewis picked up the photograph and looked carefully. Standing on the bridge, a few paces behind Laura, were two small girls, hand in hand, smiling at the camera.

‘Were they visible when you took the photograph?’ Lewis asked. ‘I mean, can you remember if you actually saw them on the bridge?’

I shook my head.

‘It’s impossible to remember now. I do recall being a bit puzzled when the shots were developed. I was sure I’d posed Laura on an empty bridge. I didn’t much like shots that had other people in. The bridge was somewhere behind St Mark’s, I’m sure of that. But people are everywhere in Venice, it’s hard to shake them off, to be on your own. So I thought the girls must have appeared just as I pressed the shutter.’ I paused. ‘Now, look at this.’

Another photograph of Venice, this time a shot of us together, taken by a waiter in a little restaurant off the Strada Nuova.

‘Look closely,’ I said.

At a table to our left, a family was sitting eating. A man in black, a woman in grey, two little girls in long skirts. All were looking at the camera. There was something about the man’s face that I did not like.

‘And here,’ I said, pushing another photograph across the table.

Laura in St Mark’s square feeding pigeons. Barely visible in the crowd, unnoticed until a day ago, two small girls staring, not at the camera this time, but at Laura.

‘There are others,’ I said. ‘You have to look hard, but they’re there. Sometimes the children on their own, sometimes the woman, sometimes all three.’

‘What about the man?’

‘He only appears in the restaurant photograph.’

Lewis nodded, scrutinizing the photographs carefully one by one. He used one of those odd magnifying devices photographers carry, a small stand raised above the surface by about an inch.

‘And these?’ he asked, tapping his finger on the second pile.

‘I had these developed yesterday,’ I said. ‘They’re photographs we took in the week or two before Christmas, up until . . . Up until Naomi’s disappearance.’

He began to leaf through them. His movements were curiously fine, curiously particular, like those of an antiquarian handling a rare folio or a grower of orchids planting a new specimen. There was such disparity between his appearance and his grace of movement. It made me feel strangely comfortable, this particularity of his, the delicate way his hands held and sorted the photographs. Perhaps, I thought, perhaps he will understand how this has happened, perhaps he will know what to do.

When he looked up at last, his face was ashen.

‘Dear God,’ he whispered. That was all. They were not so pretty in those photographs, the little girls. Not so . . . well arranged.

When he had recomposed himself, he put the photographs back in the folder. His hands were not so careful now, his movements had grown coarse.

‘Your wife,’ he said. ‘Have you shown these to her?’

I shook my head.

‘Good,’ he murmured. ‘It’s best you don’t.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I know.’

‘Tell me,’ I continued. ‘Do you have any idea why these images should have formed like this? Why they appear on film but not to the naked eye?’

He shook his head slowly.

‘Not really,’ he answered. ‘I’ve given it a lot of thought, of course, but I haven’t been able to come up with any answers. Not good answers. I suppose it has something to do with the way the light falls through the lens. Perhaps they’re visible if you catch them in the right light, at the right angle. I wouldn’t know. It’s not my line of country.’

‘I could feel them,’ I said. I felt my flesh creep as I said it, remembering. ‘Sense them. In the attic. I’m sure that’s who it was.’

‘Have you taken any more photographs since . . . your daughter’s death?’

‘Not here,’ I said. ‘Why would we want photographs? But when we went to Egypt – yes, we took some there. I don’t know why, we weren’t in the right spirit. It seemed the thing to do. One doesn’t think.’

‘Have you had them developed yet?’

I shook my head.

‘No. I put the films in a drawer after we got back. Neither of us wanted them. What would they remind us of, after all? It was just a . . . distraction. We never really looked at anything. There were statues, tombs, a hot sun: that’s all I remember.’

‘Let me have the films. I’ll get them developed later today.’

‘But in Egypt . . . ?’

‘They followed you to Venice, didn’t they? I don’t think distance matters to them.’

‘Yes,’ I said. And I began to wonder where else they had followed us. And when it had all started.

‘I’d like your permission,’ Lewis said, ‘to take more photographs in here. All through the house. Especially in the nursery and the attic. I’d like to see what comes out. If I may.’

The thought appalled me, but I nodded. He was right. It was something we had to know. He fetched his camera and I accompanied him to each room in turn. He photographed windows, doorways, passages, staircases, places where someone might be standing. Watching. Listening. Laura was not at home. Anticipating Lewis’s visit, I had asked her to spend the day with a friend. She had acquiesced readily.

Upstairs, the nursery was as it had been. Lewis picked up some of the toys, as though touching them might give him some sort of sensitivity.

‘I don’t like it in here,’ he said. ‘There’s a bad feeling. And it shouldn’t be as cold as this.’

‘It’s worse in the attic,’ I said.

‘Yes. The attic. We’ll go up there now, if you don’t mind.’

I found the key and preceded Lewis up the stairs. As I opened the door, the feeling of menace hit me again, as though something physical had leapt at me through the entrance.

‘Can you feel it?’ I asked.

He nodded. Even with the shutters drawn back, it was gloomy. Deep shadows clung to the corners of the room. I switched on the large torch I had brought and swung the beam quickly round the roofed space. Everything seemed to be as I had left it a few days earlier.

Lewis had brought a tripod. He selected a spot in the centre of the attic and set it up.

‘I don’t want to use flash,’ he said. ‘There’s enough light in here if I use a long exposure.’

He took his time, using different settings, different filters, different timings. As he worked, the temperature seemed to fall steadily. The sense of menace in the room was very strong. It was a struggle to remain there.

The final shot was to be taken from the window, facing into the attic. There was an old wall at the far end, directly opposite the camera. Lewis set up the tripod and bent down to look through the viewfinder. As he did so, his expression changed. He straightened up.

‘Can you feel it?’ he asked. His voice was hushed.

‘What? The menace?’

‘Menace? No, no it’s not that. It’s something else, I think . . . For God’s sake, man, we’ve got to leave, we’ve got to get out of here.’

I was startled.

‘What is it? What can you feel?’

But he had already taken hold of his camera and tripod and was making for the stairs.

‘Hurry for God’s sake. It’s getting stronger.’

We ran for the stairs. The tone of Lewis’s voice had made the hairs stand erect on the back of my neck. He was terrified. He did not pause, but scrambled down the steep staircase, dragging the tripod after him. I stumbled behind. At the bottom of the stairs, I turned and slammed the door hard. Panting, I turned the key stiffly in the lock.

‘What was it?’ I demanded, pulling for breath. ‘What did you feel up there?’

Lewis had slumped to the floor, his back against a wall. He was shaking. In spite of the cold, beads of sweat had appeared on his forehead. He raised his head and looked at me. Half a minute, a minute must have passed before he spoke.

‘It was like . . .’ When he spoke at last, his voice was faint and hollow. ‘I was alive,’ he said, ‘but I knew I was not truly living. I could see and hear everything around me, but I could not touch it. Except . . .’ He shuddered. ‘Except by reliving my death.’
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Lewis left shortly afterwards. He took with him the rolls of Egyptian film, as well as those he had himself taken in the house that afternoon. In spite of his strange panic in the attic, he was more than ever determined to dig to the bottom of the mystery. Almost as soon as he had left the attic and returned downstairs, his mood had changed. Two large glasses of calvados had restored to us both something of our former equanimity and composure. I laughed a little, trying to make light of how we had suddenly turned tail and fled precipitately down those dark steep stairs, like children who have spooked themselves in the night. But Lewis remained sombre.

‘I felt it,’ he said. ‘That menace you spoke about. Felt it as soon as I set foot in the attic. Well, it wasn’t so much menace as a feeling of being menaced, if you see what I’m driving at.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I suppose that’s it. As though someone else wished ill of you.’

‘Oh, yes,’ he said. ‘Undoubtedly. But more than that.’ He sipped his brandy slowly, less to savour it than to bring his mood down the more gradually. The yellow liquid turned in the glass. ‘As though they wished you harm,’ he continued, ‘physical harm. As though they meant to do you some mischief. Hatred it is, I suppose. Terrible hatred. And resentment, I could feel that too. And something else. Jealousy, I think.’

‘Is that what you meant back there when you said you felt compelled to relive your death? That someone wished to kill you? Out of jealousy?’

He shook his head with an air of reluctance, as though he wished he could say ‘yes’ and leave it at that. It took a while and several sips from the glass to bring him to it.

‘No,’ he said. ‘No, something else. It wasn’t there at first. It was quite different in quality to the first impression, to the menace. As though I was feeling what that other person was feeling. As though I was the one who wanted to commit murder. Terrible that! An ugly sensation. But the worst thing was that I didn’t feel brutal, not at all. I felt exhilarated at first. Buoyed up. Then I felt bleak as though I had a depression on me. There was anger in me, but controlled, very controlled. And it was growing in me every second I stayed up there.’ He looked up. ‘I might have killed you if we’d stayed longer.’

‘Surely not.’ But I looked more closely at his normally gentle face and understood that he was right. And I remembered the moment, just as Laura and I had left the attic several days earlier, before I turned to lock the door, when a wave of anger had washed over me and I had almost struck her.

I did not tell Lewis that. I kept it to myself. As though I wanted it to remain a secret, the way you harbour a sexual fantasy or a foolish hope.
 

It’s past midnight now. The clock chimed a moment ago. I wind it once a week, it is one of my few regular habits, one of the few hangovers from my past. It is of Art Nouveau design, shaped a little like an Egyptian pylon, thick at the base, tapering as it comes to the top, where it is square with a projecting board. The face is round and made of brass, with fine numbers engraved on it in black. It is smaller than a grandfather clock, with a large pendulum of wood and brass that gets through the seconds with great despatch: a thrusting, impatient clock. Naomi was forbidden to play with it, though the swing of its pendulum used to fascinate her when she was very small.

Sometimes it stops. It is always bad when it stops, as though ordinary time were somehow dislodged and its place taken by another sort of time. Their time. Perhaps that is why I am so punctilious about winding it.

The house is silent for once. I have all the photographs in front of me, though I hardly need them now, they can show me nothing I have not seen more directly, with my own eyes. If I get through tonight, if the clock does not stop ticking, I will go to church tomorrow and request an exorcism. It has been too long, far too long. But will they grant me an exorcism? Without confession, nothing will prove effective. He will want a confession, the keen young priest they have put in charge of the parish since last year. I know him, he will do nothing without it. Is it possible I could steel myself to that? After all this time? I hardly think so, and yet . . . this silence presages something. The ticking of the clock seems very uncertain tonight.
 

Lewis telephoned that night about nine. I think he had been drinking, though he was not so much drunk as frightened. He had developed the photographs.

Laura had come home hours before. We were sitting together in the living room, reading, pretending life was normal. She was sorting through slides of paintings from the Fitzwilliam, early Italian works from the trecento, triptychs full of red and gleaming gold. They had given her her old job back, she was due to start in a fortnight. I was reading Margery Kempe’s tedious diary in preparation for a seminar. I too planned to go back to work the following week. Laura’s face was half in shadow, half in light. I could not read her expression. Most of the time, there was no expression to read. Not even light and shadow can bring life to a blank face.

‘What have you found?’ I asked. ‘Is there anything?’

‘I can’t tell you over the phone,’ he said. He sounded nervous. ‘I’ve got to come down again.’

‘What is it? You sound . . .’ I could not say ‘frightened’, Laura might hear. ‘You sound distressed,’ I finished lamely.

‘Jesus, man, I’m frightened is what I am. It’s the photographs from the attic, the ones I took this afternoon. You don’t know what you have up there. Those footsteps your wife says she heard – they were real all right. Thank God you never went up that time. Take my advice, man, and get yourselves out of that house. If not for your own sake, for your wife’s. Tonight if you can. Make some excuse, but get the hell out.’

‘What did you see? Tell me for God’s sake.’ I had forgotten Laura’s presence, Lewis’s fear was infectious.

‘I can’t describe it on the phone. Listen, ring me at the office tomorrow morning. Let me know where you are, I’ll come down on the next train. But for God’s sake, clear out while you still can.’

He put the phone down. My hand shook as I replaced the receiver. Laura looked up from her sorting.

‘Can’t you get rid of him, Charles? What does he want anyway?’ She had guessed it was Lewis. I had told her of his visit that afternoon. I was growing frantic for some sort of explanation for his comings and goings. And how could I explain his demand that we move out of the house? That we were in danger if we stayed? What sort of danger? she would ask. From what quarter? Leaving was out of the question.

‘Well?’ Laura was insistent. Her nerves were still frayed, were fraying more and more every day. Getting away would not help. Having another child would not help. She wanted Naomi, but Naomi was gone.

‘He has some photographs,’ I said finally.

‘Oh, God. Not more. I suppose he’s trying to flog them to the News of the World or something. Well, you can just tell the little creep that we don’t want him here. If you don’t, I will.’

I had lied to her about the first photographs, told her they were just some shots Lewis had taken of the house, that he’d needed my permission to sell them for publication. I’m not sure she really believed me. Things were still fraught between us, we were like strangers most of the time.

‘Listen to me, Laura.’ It wasn’t worth keeping up the deception, it would only make things worse in the end. ‘I haven’t told you all there is to know about those photographs. The ones Lewis brought. Maybe it will help if I just show them to you. It’ll help you understand.’

I thought I was being very foolish, but I could not think of anything else to do. Laura said nothing. She waited in silence while I went to the study to fetch the folder that contained the sets of photographs – Lewis’s, the shots of Venice, the Christmas snaps. I sat beside Laura and took Lewis’s photographs out.

‘These are some photographs Lewis took in and around the house a little while ago,’ I explained. ‘They were taken after . . . Naomi left. I didn’t want to show them to you, because some of them could be . . . distressing. But I think you should know.’

One by one, I laid them in front of her, holding back the one that showed Naomi. In Laura’s state, that would have been a particular cruelty.

She picked up a print of the two little girls, the one in which they were standing hand in hand near the swing. A smile crossed her face.

‘This is lovely,’ she said. ‘It’s a very good likeness.’

She must have wondered why I looked at her so strangely.

‘What do you mean?’ I said. ‘Have you seen a photograph of them before?’

She shook her head. Firelight caught her cheek, touched it with gold.

‘No,’ she said. ‘I’ve seen them. Out in the garden playing. They seem so happy, I haven’t the heart to send them away. They’re very sweet, but a little odd.’

‘Sweet?’

‘Oh, yes. I’ve spoken to them. They say they live here, isn’t that charming? But they won’t say where they really live or who their parents are or who put them in such old-fashioned clothes.’

She glanced again at the photograph, then at several others showing the girls. Finally, she looked up at me.

‘Who are they, Charles?’

I did not answer. Not at once. I was thinking of Christmas Eve, of lunch in Dickins & Jones with Naomi, of how I had smiled at her talk of imaginary friends.

‘Please, Charles, who are they?’

I stretched out a finger and pointed to the photograph.

‘This is Victoria,’ I said. ‘And this is her sister Caroline.’
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Laura did not want to leave. She was frightened, of course she was; who wouldn’t have been? But not in the way that Lewis and I were frightened. I think she wanted . . . I think that, having met the little girls, she guessed about Naomi. So I showed her the photograph, the one of her and myself, and Naomi in the background, watching us walking down the path. I wonder now, if I had not shown her that photograph, might things have turned out differently? I might have persuaded her to leave, if not that night, then the next day or the next. But I showed her the photograph and she said she wanted to stay.

The rest of that evening was spent leafing through old family photographs. We started with the snaps of our honeymoon, but that led to others, and finally to the photographs taken the previous Christmas. Instead of upsetting her, those last pictures of Naomi seemed to give Laura a sort of peace. Not even the presence in them of the man and woman or the two girls could alter the fact that Naomi appeared, laughing, smiling, happy. I think Laura would have accepted anything just to see Naomi again.

We went to bed late and, for the first time in over two months, we made love. It was the saddest lovemaking we had ever known, an affirmation of the flesh, an unmaking of Naomi’s death. It lasted a long time. Afterwards, Laura wept, the first time she had cried properly since hearing of Naomi’s murder. I held her until she fell asleep. Then I fell asleep myself, still holding her, drifting into darkness, naked, unable to dream.

I was wakened by Laura shaking me by the shoulder.

‘Wake up, Charles. Wake up for God’s sake.’

‘What is it?’

It was pitch-dark. I remember feeling groggy, as though I had had too much to drink. Laura was sitting bolt upright on the bed beside me.

‘Listen,’ she whispered. ‘Listen.’

I felt the room grow quiet as her voice faded.

‘What . . . ?’

‘Shhhh.’

I listened. The quietness grew around me. I could hear my own breathing, the thudding of my heart. Deep down in my stomach, I could feel the start of fear. And then I heard it, the sound Laura had been waiting for. A child crying. In the room. In the darkness, unseen but perfectly audible. The sobbing of a child.

Laura’s hand tightened on my arm. Before I could stop her – and what did I know, why would I have stopped her? – she spoke.

‘Naomi? Is that you, Naomi? Speak to me, darling. Is that you?’

The crying stopped. I had never felt so terrible a silence. I wanted the crying to stop, I did not want to think what it meant.

‘Naomi? Speak to me if you can hear me.’

The silence stretched into minutes. Every hair on my body was standing on end. I did not know which was worse, the crying or the silence it had left behind.

‘Naomi, darling, there’s nothing to be frightened of, I’m here.’

A sound of stifled sobs, someone breathing heavily, the darkness so full I could have screamed for air.

I switched on the light. It was sudden and white and harsh. All my life I had dreamed of a light that would take away darkness as that light did. I breathed it in, deep into my lungs like air, it was almost scented, I wanted all of it.

There was no one there. The room was empty. Facing us, Laura’s dressing-table with its bottles and jars sat immobile. In its round mirror, I saw my face reflected. Our clothes lay scattered across the floor where we had left them in the quickness of our embrace an hour or two earlier.

Suddenly, I felt a blow, then a second, then a third. Before I had time to catch my breath, Laura was astride me, her arms flailing, pummelling my face and chest, her face contorted, her breasts swinging with the violence of her movements.

‘Fuck you!’ she was shouting. ‘Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck you!’

Her punches were heavy and painful. Her ferocity overwhelmed me, I was powerless to stop her hurting me.

‘She was here!’ she screamed. ‘Here in this room! And you frightened her away. You little fuck, I could kill you! Just like you killed her.’

In desperation, I grabbed for her arms, and with an effort forced her sideways, making her topple. The bedclothes pinned me in, making it impossible to squirm out from under her, to use my superior weight and strength as counterbalances to her frenzy. She seemed to have enough strength for two women, or three. I am not a strong man, not an athlete; it was all I could do to keep her blows from my face, much less overpower her. My nose was bleeding, and my lower lip. I felt blood on my tongue and cheeks.

At last, I freed my legs from the bedding and succeeded in getting my right knee against her hip. As I pushed her on to her back, she began to kick, then tried to knee me in the groin. I could hear myself screaming, ‘Stop it! Stop it!’ But she went on struggling, as though she were possessed.

And then, as I straddled her, something awful happened. Like a blow on my already battered body, I felt a rush of lust. In a matter of seconds, I was no longer trying to calm Laura, but to make her submit while I made love to her again.

No, that’s wrong, there was no love in it. These sudden feelings bore no relation to those I had known earlier that night, no resemblance to anything I had ever experienced. I wanted to possess her, that was all.

No, not quite all. In the same instant I knew I would kill her too. It was a double lust, and I could scarcely distinguish between the two. I took such strength from it, such rage, such arrogant perfection. Laura was weakening now. Her own passion had left her as quickly as mine had come, as though one had given way to the other.

‘Charles! You’re hurting me! Let me go! I won’t touch you, let me go.’

But I forced her down, using my body like a weapon, forcing her legs apart with my knees.

‘Please don’t!’ she cried. The terror in her voice roused me more than ever. ‘You’re hurting me!’

At that moment, there was a terrible crash, as though something had exploded. Instantly, the rage and the lust left me. It was as though the explosion had been caused by its bursting out of my body.

I fell forward on top of Laura, sobbing. We lay like that for a long, long time, like spent lovers, aching from the bruises we had just inflicted on each other. Eventually, I rolled over on the bed.

‘What happened?’ I asked.

Laura had pulled herself upright.

‘Look,’ she whispered.

I dragged myself to a sitting position beside her and followed her pointing finger. Everything on the dressing-table – perfume bottles, jars of oil, cosmetic boxes – had been swept off the top and flung with incredible force against one wall. The mirror was smashed. Not cracked, but broken beyond repair into tiny fragments. There was glass everywhere.

We clung together tightly, needing each other more at that moment than we had ever done, more even than at the time of Naomi’s death. Neither of us said a word. Perhaps we feared our own voices. We fell asleep like that, worn out by love and anger and an upsurge of lust that I could not begin to understand.

I must have turned off the light before falling asleep. I remember waking in the darkness, cold and apprehensive. I had a feeling of weight, as though something were pressing on my chest, like an iron band. Laura had rolled away from me, taking most of the bedclothes with her. I could not feel the warmth or weight of her body beside me. A voice was whispering in my ear. A man’s voice, gentle, very gentle, sweet as honey, but the most hateful voice I had ever heard.

‘I cannot be calm, sir. Your wife is most delightful, sir, but she must be stopped. You will have to stop her any way you can. Then you may have all the flesh you want. Quantities, sir, quantities. I will see they disrobe for you, sir. But you must stop her first, if not with words, then the old way. We’ve done it before. Doing it’s not the worst.’

It was not a dream, though I thought at first it was, that I was only part awake. But the voice continued, insinuating itself into my consciousness as clearly and as distinctly as though it were passing through my ears. And all the time the pressure on my chest kept up, choking me, making it impossible for me to move.

Abruptly, the voice stopped. I heard a sound like a hissing in my ears, then nothing. Simultaneous with the return of silence, the weight left me. I lay for several moments, catching my breath, then turned to rouse Laura. My hand encountered sheets and blankets, but not my wife.

‘Laura?’ I sat up, feeling a sudden sense of panic. My hand reached out clumsily for the light, fumbling and slipping in the darkness. When I pressed the switch and looked, I saw that the bed was indeed empty. Laura was nowhere to be seen.

At that moment, I heard a sound above me. A sound of feet, moving in the attic. And with them, something else. The sound of a heavy object being dragged along the floor.
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Dear God, the clock has stopped. I wound it yesterday, it has no reason to stop now. Of course, it may mean nothing. But the silence feels charged. How I wish I could leave this house. How I wish I could leave.
 

I found Laura in Naomi’s room. She was playing with the doll’s house, one that my father had made in his spare time for Naomi. She had been three and a little young for the house, but he had wanted her to have it. He had modelled it on one he had seen in the toy museum at Wallington Hall in Northumberland, modifying the design of the original to make his version a more or less exact replica of the house in which we lived.

Laura was speaking to herself in a low voice. At least, I thought then that her whispers were intended for herself. I know better now, of course. They were meant for Naomi. And quite possibly Caroline and Victoria, though I cannot be certain. Not that it matters now.

She held little dolls in her hands and with great exactitude was disposing them through the rooms of the tiny house. Naomi had long ago named the dolls. I did not then know with what precognition. Charles and Laura and Naomi, of course. And Caroline and Victoria, ordinary names that had signified nothing. And Dr and Mrs Liddley, which had made us laugh. Sweet Jesus, made us laugh! We wondered where on earth she had dreamed up such names.

I took the dolls from Laura and led her from the little house. She followed me without protest, like an obedient child whose playtime has ended. We went back to bed, but neither of us slept for the rest of that night. There were no further sounds from the attic, nor did I tell Laura that I had heard any. On the floor by the dressing-table, fragments of glass lay glinting in the cold electric light.
 

The next morning, Lewis arrived shortly after nine o’clock. I introduced him to Laura. There seemed little point in continuing the charade. I told him that Laura had seen the photographs. That was later, when she was out of the room. I mentioned to him that there had been some I had kept back. It was then that he told me quickly what he had seen in the shots developed the day before, the ones he had telephoned about.

‘They followed you to Egypt,’ he said. ‘All of them. Including Naomi. They seem to pass . . . from state to state. Sometimes quite normal, as they would have been in life. Sometimes as they must have been at the time of death. Sometimes without real form. It’s as though they’re constantly slipping and sliding.’

I shuddered. I did not ask to see any of the photographs.

‘What about the attic?’ I asked. Laura was making coffee. We had a few minutes.

His face went ashen. He looked round at the door.

‘It’s all right,’ I said. ‘We’ll hear her coming. For God’s sake, tell me what you saw.’

By way of answer, he reached into a briefcase he had brought with him and brought out a small packet of photographs. I noticed that his hand was shaking.

‘Last night,’ he said, ‘before I rang you, I thought I was going crazy. Whatever you do, don’t let your wife see any of these. She looks all in as it is, if you don’t mind my saying so. These here’ – he tapped the little portfolio – ‘could send her straight over the edge.’

He slid the packet across the coffee-table.

‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘They won’t hurt you. You’re in broad daylight. I clapped eyes on them in my darkroom. I could have done with somebody with me, believe me.’

I opened the packet and took out the first photograph. At first I thought there had been some mistake. It was not our attic at all, but another room, a strange room, one I had never set foot in. For one thing, it seemed longer than the attic. The walls were covered in a drab, light-brown paper, there were dull-looking rugs on the floor, pieces of heavy, antiquated furniture in random groups. And the light – the light was wrong, it belonged to another season. Midwinter, perhaps.

‘There’s no mistake,’ said Lewis. ‘It came off the same roll of film as the rest. You’ll see.’

More shots of the same faded, unfamiliar room. Vivid, full-colour photographs taken with a modern camera, and yet nothing modern about the room. In one shot, an oil-lamp was burning, and for some reason the light seemed much less pronounced, as though hours or days had passed since the first shot and it had grown close to evening. I felt, I do not know why, a sense of great melancholy in the scene, as though the room into which I was gazing were imbued with a very deep sadness. The furnishings were shabby, ill-proportioned, unaesthetic. Even the light seemed tainted by its passage through the air of the room.

Lewis laid a hand on my wrist. A fingernail grazed the bone.

‘Go easy, now,’ he said.

In the next photograph, the room had changed. A chair had been thrown on its side. The rugs had been rolled up, leaving bare floorboards. And the walls . . . The walls were smeared with blood. No, not smeared, washed. The blood seemed fresh, as though someone had just painted the walls with it. Quantities had dripped on to the floor as well.

‘Go on,’ whispered Lewis.

A different angle. Blood on the walls as before, but a different light. Two indistinct shapes in the foreground. I looked more closely. Two children, girls. They were naked, crouched on all fours, and very thin. One stared at the camera, one at the floor. There were traces of blood on their skin and in their long, matted hair. And their narrow necks were encircled by leather collars, the collars fastened to chains. I thought I recognized them, I knew I had seen them before,

‘Yes,’ said Lewis. ‘The same.’

I stripped that photograph away, uncovering the next. Only one little girl in this one, the older of the two. She was naked as before, but drenched in blood. She was . . . What shall I say? What may I dare to write? I will mention only her arms. They were lifted towards me, towards the onlooker. Lifted in a mute gesture of . . . what? Rage? Appeal? Repulsion? Enticement? The hands had been severed at the wrists. Not hacked away, but severed with what looked like surgical precision. That is all I will say. That is all I have the courage to say.

Laura’s feet sounded in the corridor. There was a sound of crockery tinkling. Quickly, I gathered together the photographs and passed them back to Lewis, who slipped them into his briefcase. Laura called. I got up to open the door. As I reached it, a wave of the purest nausea swept over me. I did not make it to the bathroom. Instead, I threw up my breakfast halfway up the stairs.

When I returned, I pretended to Laura that my stomach had been reacting to the strains of the night before. She did not believe me, of course. She glanced at me and Lewis as though she suspected us of some gross infidelity. I took a cup of coffee and forced it down, sip by bitter sip, unsugared, as black as my mood. Lewis had the courage I lacked.

‘Mrs Hillenbrand,’ he said, ‘I have just been showing your husband some more photographs. They were taken yesterday in your attic. They contain . . .’ He hesitated. ‘Let us say that they are deeply disturbing. I have not shown Charles the worst of them, not by any means. But you have witnessed the effect of those he has seen.’

Laura said nothing. He went on:

‘I think you have two choices. The first is that you leave this house now, today, as soon as you have packed. Find an agent, put the house on the market, get it off your hands. Start a new life for yourselves somewhere else.’ He paused.

‘That is your first option. Unfortunately, it may leave the situation unresolved. Whoever comes here after you may very well find what you have encountered.’

‘It has not been so very terrible,’ Laura said. ‘I see no reason to leave home on account of it.’

‘No,’ Lewis answered. He was very calm. He had thought this through. ‘You are perfectly right. So far, nothing very bad has happened. It is more a question of nerves than anything. But now something has happened to disturb the equilibrium. That something was, I suspect, your daughter’s death. Before that, you were not troubled. These – what shall we call them? – images, phantoms, whatever, were present, not just here, but wherever you and your husband went. Venice, for example. And other places too, I am sure.

‘But after Naomi’s death, they seem to have become more visible in and around the house. Charles tells me you have actually met and spoken with the little girls.’

Laura nodded. I’m not sure, but I think she shivered. More fear in the memory than in the act. Lewis went on.

‘In the photographs from Egypt and those taken here, they are beginning to shift.’

‘To shift?’ Laura’s eyebrows went up a fraction. Was she humouring him even then?

‘To move between different states. To show themselves in more than one guise. The little girls especially, but also the woman in grey and your daughter. They change form, I will not describe how. But if you were to see them in their . . . altered states, you might raise your eyebrows less.’

So, he had noticed after all. Well, he was no slouch, our Mr Lewis. An unreformed Welshman and a former alcoholic, but sharp enough for all that.

‘The man is different,’ he continued, ‘though he too shifts after his fashion. The rooms are also capable of transformation.’

‘The rooms? How do you mean?’

‘I have photographs of this room,’ he said. ‘It is the same room, but as it might have been around the middle of the last century. Perhaps a little earlier. That, at least, is my guess. In one of the photographs, the woman is sitting in a chair. Just over there, by the window.’

He pointed and our eyes followed his finger. I shivered, thinking that she might be there now, watching us. Lewis continued. He still addressed himself mainly to Laura.

‘There have been . . . manifestations,’ he said. ‘Both of you have heard sounds. Yesterday, your husband and I visited the attic. We sensed . . .’ He stopped, grasping for a way to express what it was we had experienced.

‘A flux in our emotions,’ I said. It was an attempt to distance myself from the enormity of what I had felt.

‘Yes,’ Lewis said. ‘Anger displacing . . . whatever had been there previously.’

‘Well, what’s the point of all this?’ Laura interjected impatiently. Lack of sleep had not improved her temper.

‘The point?’ It was Lewis’s turn to raise his eyebrows. ‘The point is this, Mrs Hillenbrand.’ I remember that he always preserved a polite formality with her. ‘If these changes become more . . . violent. If the . . . creatures that are haunting this house become more physical, you will not wish to be here. I do not exaggerate.

‘More than that, I am afraid for you, though I cannot explain why. I feel . . . Let me say that I have felt a terrible sense of menace here. Perhaps you have not, but I assure you, it is here.’

‘I don’t understand,’ said Laura, voicing my own doubt from before, ‘how it is possible for a camera to record images that are invisible to the naked eye. A camera is not – how shall I put this? – is not a spiritual instrument. It is not an item in the medium’s armamentarium.’ She was being deliberately affected. She could be, of course, it was in her nature. Affectation and disdain.

Lewis set down the coffee-cup from which he had been drinking. I noticed that his hand had stopped shaking. He seemed very calm.

‘I have been giving that little matter a great deal of thought over the past few days. Great thought. It has been a source of infinite trouble to me. As you say, photographic film is sensitive to light, not spiritual emanations. It now seems to me, however, that we have been looking at the entire matter back to front, as it were.’

He paused, less for effect, I think, than to gather thoughts that were only as yet half-formed. Laura was silent. Something in Lewis’s manner had taken hold of her.

‘The point is,’ he went on, ‘that, as you so rightly say, the camera is an instrument of limited dimensions. It can only be adjusted so’ – he made a gesture with his fingers, as though holding a camera – ‘or so. The focal length may be altered, or the shutter speed, or the angle of the lens. But it will, provided it has not been set badly out of focus or at entirely the wrong speed, make a fair enough record of anything you point it at.’

He ran a hand over his hair, smoothing it.

‘Now,’ he continued, ‘that is not altogether true of the human eye. The eye itself is, perhaps, quite inflexible. We can’t make it infrared-sensitive or capable of acting like a microscope. A camera would be more flexible. But it is not the eye that does the real seeing, it is the brain. It is the brain that records impressions sent to it by the eye. Our brains are unreliable. Our perception varies from one of us to the next.’

He paused again to drink and, I think, to steady his nerves.

‘I’m sorry,’ he muttered. ‘I’m not explaining this well. Look, what I’m trying to say is this: I think that what my camera has seen, what it has photographed is . . . how things really are. Sometimes normal, as you might say, like this room at this moment. Sometimes the same room as it would have been in the past. And . . . sometimes the same room, still in the past, but changed. It’s as though the room is moving through time, and the camera is just photographing what it sees. I think . . . I think the people are actually there much of the time, and that they show up on film as a result. It’s just that we don’t see them, can’t see them, for whatever reasons. We are not . . . attuned. Do you see? The fault lies with us, with our perception, not with the camera.’

I looked round the room and shivered. ‘How things really are . . .’ We were living in a state of unreality, in a dream of our own making. This room might be full of ghosts, might be packed with all the house’s dead, but we could not see them.

‘I think,’ the Welshman continued in a voice that had fallen to little more than a whisper, ‘I think that, bit by bit, their reality may be taking control here, that before long we will start to see them and hear them more and more often.’

‘You said two choices,’ Laura broke in. ‘What was the second?’

He did not answer at once. Perhaps he realized that he had gone too far, that she might after all prefer the second option.

‘We go back up to the attic,’ he said finally. ‘That’s the heart of this thing, that’s where it resides. We find out what it is. And we put a stop to it.’
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For a long time, nobody spoke. Lewis had shot his bolt, he was waiting for a sign that it had struck home. It was in the middle of that silence that the clock stopped ticking for the first time. It struck me then as queer, though I said nothing. I was thinking about what had happened the day before.

Laura, surprisingly, was the first to speak.

‘I can’t conceive of leaving here,’ she said. ‘It’s my home. It was Naomi’s home.’ She hesitated. ‘Her only home. If she’s here, I can’t leave.’

Lewis looked at her for at least half a minute before speaking.

‘You will come with me to the attic, then?’

‘I’m not afraid,’ she said.

‘You should be.’

I cut in.

‘After what happened yesterday . . . Do you think it’s safe to go back there?’

Lewis shrugged.

‘Safe?’ he asked. ‘How should I know? I’m not even sure if any of my theories are correct. But I think that, if we choose our moment, it’s possible to go up there and come out again without seeing or hearing or feeling anything. The problem is telling when it’s safe to do so. It would help if we knew whether there was some sort of periodicity. Perhaps there is, but it would take time to work out.’

‘What do you expect to find?’

‘If I knew, I wouldn’t have to go up. But I have a feeling there’s more to your attic than meets the eye.’

He stood.

‘Let’s go outside first,’ he said. ‘I want to check something.’

We followed him out. The first signs of spring had touched the garden. Its trees bore an air of determined normality. I could not imagine them slipping to reveal another reality. They were rooted, fast, secure, their only changes were inward and seasonal: the dropping of dried leaves and the brightening of buds.

Lewis headed straight for the side of the house. He looked up, getting his bearings on the attic, then strode purposefully down the flank of the building, counting off the paces.

‘Fifty-three,’ he said, turning to face us. ‘Now, let’s see what we find upstairs.’

We climbed the stairs, subdued and silent. I had already begun to suspect what Lewis was looking for. Laura was tense and still angry, as though the Welshman’s presence threatened her in some way. I found myself listening carefully, as though I expected some protest from the beings whose secrets we were trying to uncover. But the only sounds were those of our own footsteps and the occasional creaking of a stair.

I unlocked the attic door. When I look back, I am astonished by my own courage – my stupidity, I now consider it – in turning the handle and pulling the door open. The photographs had prepared me for any horror; alone, I would never have plucked up the courage. But my torch picked out the staircase and nothing else. There was only darkness and a sense of expectation. In their old, fusty clothes and their tangled hair, they were there, unseen, waiting for us to ascend.

I hesitated on the threshold. It was there, I could sense it, tugging at me like a spider pulling on the ragged edges of its web. I looked at Lewis.

‘Is there no way of knowing?’ I asked.

He shook his head.

‘We have to chance it,’ he said.

‘Oh, for God’s sake!’ Laura snapped. ‘You’re both behaving like children.’

Without warning, she snatched the torch from my hand and pushed past me through the doorway. Her feet sounded loudly on the bare wooden treads, then her voice came back to us, muffled, as though far away.

‘It seems perfectly all right to me.’

‘It isn’t how it seems, Mrs Hillenbrand,’ Lewis called up. ‘It’s how it really is that matters. We’ll come up, but be ready to clear out if there’s the least sign of anything out of place.’

He passed his torch to me and took another from his bag. I went up ahead of him, my heart racing wildly, a step at a time, watching, listening for the slightest change.

Laura was waiting by the window. The attic seemed as it had always been. I could not relate the photographs Lewis had showed me to what lay around us. Daylight came through the unshuttered window, dulling the light of our torches. I switched mine off. Laura had already extinguished hers.

Lewis went to the window, ignoring Laura, and did a quick turn, putting his back to it. Now he paced forward, as he had done outside, taking moderate, even steps, counting them out beneath his breath. He reached the far wall.

‘Thirty-seven,’ he said, quite without emotion.

No one said anything. I think we all understood what it meant. My hands grew cold with sweat. I wanted to leave that room at once, leave it and never return. Laura stayed where she had been from the beginning, near the window.

‘What we’re looking for is behind this wall,’ Lewis said. He spoke calmly, without haste; but I could tell that his self-control was a means of protecting himself against the panic that might, if unchecked, destroy him.

He struck the wall hard with his fist. It seemed solid enough, fashioned from brick. Perhaps we were mistaken after all.

‘We’ll need something heavy. A large hammer or an axe might do.’

‘You want to break it down?’ I knew it was a stupid question when I asked it.

‘I’d rather not,’ Lewis said. ‘But if we want to find out what’s causing all this . . .’

‘I’ll get something,’ I said. ‘Wait here.’

When I returned five minutes later carrying an axe and a heavy spade from the garden shed, there was an uneasy tension in the room. Lewis looked up as I entered.

‘It’s been quiet,’ he said.

Laura snorted.

‘He’s having you on, Charles. Don’t you see? He’s set this whole thing up in his fucking studio.’

‘Shut up, Laura.’ I had never spoken to her like that before. She fell silent as though I had slapped her. In a way, I had.

Lewis took the spade, I used the axe. There were chips of wood on the blade, old wood from the autumn, when I had been cutting logs for the fire. It was an exhilaration, chasing away the silence and the fear with hard blows. The plaster came away in slabs, crashing dully to the floor, sending up clouds of dust. The brickwork was more stubborn. We worked together on a small area near the centre of the wall, banging and hammering with all our strength but without much success, until, suddenly, one brick cracked and fell out. We worked hard at the hole, enlarging it with sharp blows from the axe, then breaking it up in chunks with wild swings from the spade.

‘Hang on,’ said Lewis, putting up a hand. ‘It’s wide enough to see through now. Pass me that torch.’

He had set his torch on a box to give us extra light while we worked. I passed it to him. Bending, he peered through the hole, holding the torch by his cheek, moving the beam slowly through a long arc. He must have spent a minute or more crouched at the opening. Not a word passed his lips. Finally, he drew back.

‘Here,’ he said. ‘Look for yourself.’ His voice was shaky. Even without the torch, I could see that his face was white.

I bent to the hole, pointing the torch through, letting the long white beam play on the space beyond. At first, I could make out very little. Then, bit by bit, what I saw took shape. From a series of images caught in torchlight, I created a whole picture.

A second room lay behind the one in which we stood. It must not have changed in well over one hundred years. With certain alterations, it was the room in Lewis’s photographs, the room whose walls had glistened with blood. Dark stains covered mouldy wallpaper. Cobwebs hung in banners on every available corner and projection. Thick with dust, two chairs and a little table stood by the rear wall. What looked like plates and a jug still rested on the table. A broken oil-lamp stood behind them. There was a pile of books, thick with decades of dust. A long, narrow table that seemed a little too low for dining. A heavy wooden box. And on the floor, wrapped in what looked like sacking, three narrow bundles tied with string.
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I do not want to tell you what we found in that room. Nor would you believe me if I told you all. Isn’t it strange, after all this time, after so much else has happened, that I should be so reticent? But there was an intimacy about what we found, about what we saw, a privateness that even now hampers me. It was as though we had broken in on something intimate, like sex or a long death. We were interlopers in someone else’s darkness.

Lewis and I enlarged the hole until it was wide enough to walk through without difficulty. Laura joined us. She was quiet now, subdued by the discovery. I lent her my torch and she swung it back and forth across the cobwebs and the squalid furnishings. Once, she shuddered as a mouse scampered away from the beam. She turned to me, handing back the torch.

‘I’ve seen this room before,’ she whispered, very quietly, next to my ear.

‘You can’t have . . .’ I began.

‘Oh, yes,’ she said. ‘In sleep. I’ve dreamed about it more than once.’

‘But when you saw the photographs . . .’

She shook her head.

‘It wasn’t like that in my dreams. It was like this.’

I wanted to ask her more, but she moved away. She seemed reluctant to enter the room, or to be near it. I wondered when she had had such dreams. And what had taken place in them.

Lewis was the first to step through the opening. I followed him moments later, my feet slipping on a thick layer of dust. Something scuttled across the rafters above my head. I shone my light across the ceiling, but there was only darkness. There had once been a skylight, but someone had nailed boards across it long ago. Without light, it would have been dark in here, very dark indeed. It was at that moment, I think, that I first realized what should have been already obvious to me – that, once the wall had been closed, no one could have entered or left the little room.

We left the bundles in the middle of the floor till last. I think we both had an idea what they might contain. I glanced through the pile of books. They were for the most part medical publications. On top were bound copies of old medical journals: the first volumes of The Lancet issued between 1830 and 1832, several years of The Medical Times and Gazette, and a much-decayed set of The British and Foreign Medical Review. I found several textbooks dating from the middle of the last century: Watson’s Lectures on the Principles and Practice of Physic, a late edition of Cullen’s Materia Medica, Good’s Study of Medicine, and Bichat’s
Anatomie Générale.

On one of the chairs, I found a long, shallow wooden box or case, almost buried beneath a thick layer of dust and cobwebs. Sweeping these away, I lifted the box and carried it to the table. There was a brass lock on one side, rusted hard. Lewis handed me a penknife. I slipped a blade under the lock and levered it upwards, snapping it. The lid lifted to reveal dark blue velvet padding into which was set a collection of surgical instruments with ivory handles: scalpels, a little saw, pincers, a drill, and other tools I could not name. Even after so many years, their polished surfaces shone in the light.

I laid down the case and continued to search the room.

We did not know what we were looking for, or if, indeed, there was anything in particular that we might find. A moment later, I heard Lewis call softly from my right. I crossed the room and joined him where he was kneeling by the wall.

‘Look at these,’ he said.

On the floor lay several lengths of chain, each fastened to a thick staple that had been bolted to the wall. The ends of some of the chains were furnished with leather collars with buckles, others had metal cuffs. The collars were unfastened. I felt as though someone had injected me with ice water. I remembered the child in the photograph, the one on all fours, with a collar round her neck.

Near the chains stood the long table. Had it not been for the medical paraphernalia, I might not have guessed its purpose so quickly. But I wondered why it had been necessary, even in the days before anaesthetics, to furnish it with stout leather straps with brass buckles. It was not so difficult to surmise the purpose of the grooves that had been cut through the surface, leading to small apertures in the centre and at each corner.

The large wooden box contained clothes, mainly dresses designed for a girl of about eight. Lewis lifted one item and let it hang in front of me. It was badly worn but still recognizable. It belonged to one of the little girls in the photographs.

‘I’m not easy,’ Lewis said. ‘We’ve been in here long enough. I don’t think we should push our luck.’

‘I think we should examine these first,’ I said, indicating the cobwebbed bundles on the floor. ‘We’ll only have to come back if we don’t.’

He nodded, but I could sense his reluctance. He held his hand out and asked for the penknife. I passed it over without a word. I wanted him to be the one to open it. He went to the first bundle and knelt beside it. It was about three feet long and as thick as the body of a modern vacuum cleaner.

The knife cut through the string without difficulty. The sacking was scarcely more robust. As Lewis hacked at it, the fabric crumbled, throwing up small clouds of dust and grime in his face. In a matter of moments, he had made a great incision lengthways along the bundle. Setting the knife aside, he pulled both sides of the opening away from one another. The sacking tore at both ends, falling away to reveal what lay beneath. I shone my torch on it.

Lewis swore gently, drawing himself away with distaste. The torch picked out a jumble of partly-mummified human remains. The body had evidently been cut up and heaped together in no particular order. The dried skull still had hair on it, long tangled hair, hair the colour of old gold. On the finger of one mummified hand, a small ring glistened. One thing was immediately apparent: the remains were those of a child.

Lewis stood. I was unable to take my eyes from the pitiful heap on the floor. At that instant, quite without warning, the temperature dropped. In moments it grew bitterly cold. Lewis pulled my arm.

‘For God’s sake,’ he shouted, ‘let’s get out of here.’

I could see my breath hanging in the beam of the torch. Turning, I saw Lewis by the opening, beckoning to me. Then, as though a change had come over my vision, I became aware that there was another source of light in the room. I looked round and saw that someone had lit the oil-lamp on the table. And by its light I saw that the room was no longer in a state of squalor, that the dust and cobwebs had gone, and that someone was standing by the far wall, watching me. It was the man in black, the white-faced man who had followed me to Venice and Egypt. He was smiling.

‘They would not be taught, sir,’ he said. His voice seemed to come from a long, long way away, or from deep down, from the depths of a pit. It was the voice I had heard in my sleep the night before. The man was holding something in his hand, something that shone dully in the yellow light. It looked very like a knife.

I felt something tugging at my arm, then I was being pulled away from the figure in black. Lewis was dragging me back through the opening. The attic beyond it had changed too. There were drab curtains at the window, a mirror hung on one wall, candles burned in brass sticks on a long, low table.

And then I was being pulled down the stairs, half stumbling, half falling. The door lay open. Lewis got me through, grabbed the door, and slammed it. His hand shook visibly as he turned the key in the lock.

A voice whispered seductively in my ear.

‘It will grow easier, sir. I do assure you.’

I looked round quickly. There was no one there.
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We took a while to recover from what had happened. Laura was badly affected, though withdrawn rather than hysterical. Her reserves seemed to have broken down entirely. Scepticism had been a means of blocking out her growing awareness of a new reality that threatened to undermine the fragile world she had built around herself.

It is not that she was a dyed-in-the-wool atheist or an unyielding rationalist, someone for whom the supernatural might carry a threat of dissonance. She went to church from time to time, she read her horoscopes in newspapers and cheap magazines and half believed them, she once consulted a faith healer when she fell ill with shingles and was in great pain. To believe in ghosts, to run from apparitions of the long dead, would not have been hard for her.

Her problem lay in coming to terms with Naomi’s death. If Naomi were truly dead, either an angel in the arms of Jesus or bones in a country churchyard, that was hard but manageable. But to learn that she might in some sense still be alive, conscious and accessible, to be all of that yet in some different dimension, struck Laura very hard. She could not rest, knowing Naomi might need her, knowing she had no immediate means of fulfilling that need.

Lewis took me aside some time after the incident in the attic. We were in the garden, where we had gone to seek refuge from the house.

‘You will have to find it all out,’ he said. ‘Your wife needs more than reassurance, man. She needs to see it in black and white, a reason for all this, an explanation.’

‘Do you think there can be one?’ I asked. Laura was not far away, sitting on a garden bench watching small birds build a white nest in a chestnut tree.

‘I don’t mean that we can find a scientific explanation for the manifestations, of course not. That’s neither here nor there. But something happened in this house a long time ago, something that is still troubling it. Perhaps knowing just what it was will make it seem less threatening. Fear of the unknown is the worst of all.’

I agreed. And I said I would begin work on the investigation. Would things have been different had I said no? Would I have done what I did if. I had not known?

I haven’t seen Laura in days. She must be sulking somewhere. I wonder if she knows what I’m up to. What I’m writing. I wonder if she has come across the photographs . . .
 

For the next three weeks, I buried myself in research. I divided my time between the public library and the County Record Office in Shire Hall, with occasional side-trips to the University Library and Trinity College. In those days, the public library was still at the back of the Guildhall. The librarian in charge of the Cambridgeshire Collection took me gently through the complexities of Burgess’s lists of ratepayers, the old street directories, and the general directories for Cambridge, which went back as far as the 1790s.

For weeks I walked down miles of archive corridors, waded through acres of printed and handwritten papers, and all to come to the man in black. Or was he coming all the time to me, were we hurtling towards one another, like planets converging, about to strike, to plummet into the carved and tilted centre of things?

The simple act of research was more therapeutic to me than a rest or holiday could ever have been. I was doing what I knew best. My days were spent among archives, unearthing names and dates and long-forgotten facts. For all that the field was so different to my own, the techniques were sufficiently familiar to instil in me a sense of routine, a delusion that what I was doing was commonplace and that the anxieties I suffered were everyday anxieties.

I asked Laura to go and stay with my sister in Northampton. She was at first reluctant, but her experiences in the attic had opened her to persuasion. She would not tell me exactly what she had seen, for all that I pressed her. When the attic had shifted, she had been at the other end. I did at least ascertain that she had not seen the man in black. That was all she would say.

I persuaded the college authorities to give me the use of a guest room, making some excuse about renovations at home. For the first few nights, I was fearful lest I be followed to college. I listened for footsteps as I walked home from the library in the dark. In bed at night, I held my breath each time feet sounded on the stairs outside my room. But they passed by and I was left alone with my beating heart.

Piece by piece I assembled a file of notes and photocopies. I still have it here in my study, a thick black arch-lever file locked away in my corner cabinet. I never need to look at it now, of course: I know everything it contains in detail, intimate detail.

His name was Liddley, Dr John Augustus Liddley, MB, LSA, MRCP. The letters LSA stood for Licentiate of the Society of Apothecaries. The qualification passed out of common use after the Medical Act of 1858, but before that general practitioners regularly gained it. In Liddley’s day, there was still much rivalry between the medical estates: physicians, surgeons, and, bottom of the heap, apothecaries. Nurses and midwives weren’t even in the running. The elite remained the elite: the College of Physicians did not rub shoulders with the College of Surgeons, nor the latter with Apothecaries Hall.

But the others – the ordinary Members, the Licentiates – were not so particular, especially those living outside London. College Fellows might hold themselves aloof from cutting and bleeding and lancing, but ordinary physicians, whose bread and butter lay in patients and their cure, could ill afford such scruples. The passing of the Apothecaries Act in 1815 made possession of the LSA obligatory for any medical man who wished to prescribe and dispense.

John Liddley took his MB in 1823, three years after his BA at the age of twenty-one. He is listed in Munk’s Roll, the 1878 original, not Browne’s later volume. You may find all the details there, in black and white, as I did, you can read it all for yourself. The basic facts only, of course, for Munk does not say much about the personal details, the life outside of doctoring.

Liddley spent his undergraduate years at Downing, not a prestigious college in those days. He was fortunate to be at Cambridge then, of course, for the great Haviland had just commenced his reforms and medical education was improving rapidly.

After obtaining his MB, he headed for London to further his studies at the hospitals there. He spent his first year at the London Hospital, where he won the gold medal in pathology. The London was close to his family home, which meant he was able to live there as a means of saving on expenses while still training. It is not clear why he did not remain there. The London was still one of the only hospitals with a medical school of any description, and his gold medal would have secured him excellent prospects.

Whatever the cause, he moved in the following year to Guy’s, where he was one of the first students to be chosen for a clinical clerkship by Addison, who introduced the new training system in 1828. Our man was twenty-nine by then and by all accounts on the verge of a great career.

I can picture him at Guy’s, pale, lanky, working late by lamplight in the dead-room, peeling skin from muscle, muscle from bone, his hands red, his face illuminated by . . . By what? By knowledge? Suffering? Bestiality? A dark-suited man with a cane walking through half-lit wards, pointing with a long finger at the amputees, the spindle-shanked, the consumptive.

But I fear my image is flawed and partisan, the result of hindsight, unworthy of my training. I must be objective. John Liddley was no figure of horror, whatever I may have come to know of him. He had little to do with surgery, deeming it, as did most physicians in his day, a mechanic’s job, a trade not fit for a gentleman. His records at Bart’s and Guy’s were exemplary. He was not loved, but what doctor expects to be loved? His colleagues respected him, his teachers praised him, his patients feared him. What more could he have wanted? What more, indeed?

For some reason – there is a shadow over this period of his life – he gave up the metropolis and the prospect of a consultancy, the certainty of a fellowship at the Royal College. He returned instead to Cambridge and a career in general practice. That was in 1829. It is rumoured – I have found letters that relate the story – that he had left behind in Cambridge a woman, the daughter of one of his teachers, and that his return had as its aim the winning of her hand. Be that as it may, he did not marry until fully eight years later, when his practice was firmly on its feet and he could afford a wife and family.

I say ‘afford’, but of course he had never been in want. His father was a London merchant with dealings in the silk trade, a man of substance, lacking only the social graces. He had hoped for better from his son, of course: doctoring was not then the pinnacle of attainment it is today, it was little more than a trade. In London, John might have become something, found wealthy patrons, worked his way to a knighthood; but in Cambridge, preferment of that order was out of the question. Nevertheless, Mr Liddley Sr did not deny his son the funds he needed to make his way in the world. What else had he to pass on?

There were children, two girls, Caroline and Victoria, born in 1838 and 1839 respectively. Their names appear in the 1841 census, along with that of their mother, Sarah, née Galsworthy.

Sarah was the only daughter of Samuel Galsworthy, the rector of the Round Church. It is not recorded how she and Liddley met, but their match was a respectable one, a union that cemented Dr Liddley’s growing reputation in the little town. She was late in marrying, twenty-eight years old, according to the marriage certificate in the PRO.

Liddley did some teaching in the University, but there seems to have been some difficulty about his being offered a permanent post, nor is it clear that he would have wanted one. He was appointed physician to the Madingley Medical Club, he acquired clients among dons, parsons and lawyers, he was a favourite with children.

This was, in large part, on account of the gentleness of his treatments. In certain quarters, he gained a false reputation as a homoeopath, so nearly Hahnemannian were his prescriptions and his advice. He would not dose with calomel, not even in venereal cases; he would neither bleed nor purge with jalap; he was judicious in his use of antimony and quinine. Some of his colleagues shunned him for his lack of principle, but, like the homoeopaths in Europe and America, he won his patients to his side. They did not, at least, die of his treatments.

He built his house in 1840, just in time to be included in the national census of the following year. It was one of the first erected on Pemberton land. The Pembertons were, it appears, among his patients.

He had his surgery downstairs, in the room now occupied by my study. There is a photograph of it in an early issue of the Nineteenth Century magazine. It corresponds in every respect to a much later photograph, one taken by Lewis in my presence. And since then I have seen it for myself, in the flesh, as it were: the cabinets filled with glass jars, the heavy chairs, the boxes of instruments, the framed diplomas on the wall. It looks better in colour.

His household was meagre for the time: a cook, two maids, a gardener, a governess for the girls, Miss Sarfatti. The Liddleys lived well, but never flaunted their wealth. They walked everywhere, though John had the use of a light chaise when visiting patients. Only the surgery and Liddley’s study were furnished with gas lighting.

In 1845, Liddley dismissed the maids, and in the following year his gardener. What became of them is not recorded. It seems that the cook, Mrs Turret, had to take on all the duties of running the household. A letter from Liddley to his father-in-law dated 1846 defends the action on the grounds of economy. The Reverend Galsworthy’s reply, if there was one, has not been preserved. But a woman of Sarah’s class and expectations would not in those days have been expected to lift a finger to clean or cook or sew.

There is evidence in family correspondence that Liddley was becoming increasingly reclusive, and his family with him. He seemed morose and was uncommunicative. Many of his patients began to desert him, though most stayed out of loyalty or an abiding preference for his treatment. It was remarked on that he was not a regular attender at church, though Mrs Liddley and her girls were to be seen there every Sunday, at morning and evening service alike.

What of Sarah Liddley? What did my researches reveal about her? Very little, if the truth be told. She seems to have quarrelled with her parents a little before her marriage to John, and to have been considered headstrong. Letters between her father and his brother (a military man) reveal her to have been an unpopular child and an ill-natured woman. She broke off an engagement when she was eighteen, occasioning no little scandal. The name of her suitor is not known. By the time she married Liddley, she was considered unmarriageable, and there is good reason to believe that theirs was not a love match. Liddley benefited from it, of course, and she seems to have been content at first.

In the summer of 1846 – the exact date was on or about the third of July – Liddley informed Miss Sarfatti that he no longer required her services. He would take care of the children’s education himself, he said. I found papers relating to the termination of the governess’s employment in the files of a London registry. He gave her good references and three months’ pay in lieu of notice, generous treatment by the standards of the time. Mrs Turret followed a few months later, in January 1847. The Liddleys now lived alone.

It is difficult to establish exactly what happened next. For a few years, all went as well as it might. A girl came in from time to time to clean. Tradesmen were met at the house by Mrs Liddley, who acquired a reputation as a force to be reckoned with. Her parents – from whose correspondence and diaries much of our information comes – were refused entry to the house, nor did their daughter visit them at the rectory. The garden grew wild, though there were no close neighbours then to complain.

Some time between the winter of 1848 and the spring of 1849, it was observed that neither Mrs Liddley nor her children had been seen for some time, whether at church or in town. Liddley himself moved his surgery to rooms in Sidney Street, ‘that he might be less remote from those who sought him out’. His father-in-law paid an unexpected visit to the house in March 1849, when he found Liddley alone, at work in his study. The doctor told him that his wife and children had gone to stay with relatives of his in London.

Galsworthy made inquiries. No one had seen Mrs Liddley, Caroline or Victoria. Confronted, Liddley confessed that his wife had left him, taking the girls with her. When asked how she was managing to live, the doctor claimed that he had agreed to pay Sarah an annuity, the money being delivered through a lawyer in London. And indeed, when the lawyer was questioned, he confirmed that such monies had been received and paid out. But he could not reveal the whereabouts of his client.

Matters did not rest there. The house and gardens were searched, for Liddley was suspected of having stealthily done away with his family. But nothing was found: no bodies, no trace of violence, no sign of disturbed earth. Galsworthy continued to voice his suspicions, but with time people lost interest. Liddley was shunned, and by the time he died, he had lived alone with his books and chemicals for another fifteen years.

He died on, or about, the ninth of March 1865. The exact date is not known, since almost two weeks elapsed before he was found, following several abortive visits from the postman. His relatives in London claimed the body, and two days later he was carried back to the metropolis and buried in the parish where he had been born.
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The General Register Office has no record of the deaths of Sarah, Caroline, or Victoria Liddley between 1849 and 1929, the year at which I arbitrarily called a halt to my long search. There are deaths under those names, of course; but the other details do not fit: dates of birth, marital status, places of residence.

I looked under Galsworthy, of course I did. There was nothing under that name either. But I already knew the answer. If a stranger had wanted their remains in order to transport them to a country churchyard somewhere or to return them to a family vault, I could have told him where to look. What I could not yet have said was precisely how they had come to be there, how Liddley had killed them, or why.

My sources, public and private, had told me all they were likely to. I was at my wits’ end. The things I really wanted to know, the motive, the manner of the crime, above all, what circumstance had left behind all that hate, all that anger – these were denied me. It’s not enough to be clever; you have to be lucky too.

Well, I was lucky – but I’ll come to that in due course. One thing at a time.

I contacted Lewis when I thought I had enough to report. He asked me to come up to London. We had lunch in the Basil Street Hotel. It was my idea, it was where I always stayed if I had to be in Town overnight, but I regretted it the moment he arrived. He seemed so out of place, a rugby-playing Welshman with a florid face and stains on his tie. But it wasn’t really that, of course, it wasn’t the out-of-placeness: it was just that he had deteriorated in the Weeks since I had last seen him.

He seemed cowed over lunch. We sat by a window, watching the traffic on Brompton Road, turning at the Scotch House on to Knightsbridge. Lewis kept looking out, almost as though he were waiting for someone.

‘You seem brighter,’ he said.

‘I am.’ I told him what I had found, showed him my sheaf of photocopies. He looked through them dutifully, expressed interest, but I could see that he was not really there. His mind was elsewhere, or perhaps nowhere at all.

‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.

He would not answer me at first. On his plate, a large sliver of roast beef was growing cold. At the table next to us, the first Americans of the season were talking about their latest shopping marathon. For some tourists, London is a short walk between the Basil and Harrods.

‘Here,’ he said finally, passing something across the table to me.

It was another photograph. I had grown tired of photographs by now, and outrageously confident since my move into college.

‘Not another one,’ I mouthed.

‘Look at it,’ he said.

The photograph was not what I had expected. It showed Superintendent Ruthven, seated at a long table, wearing his dress uniform, flanked by two more senior policemen.

‘I took that during the press conference he held the day they found your daughter’s coat in St Botolph’s. The day before he was killed. Now, tell me if you recognize anyone besides the Inspector.’

The figure I had at first taken for an aide in uniform, standing just behind Ruthven and slightly to his left, was none other than Liddley. He had his hands clasped in front of him and his eyes fixed on the Inspector. A chill ran through me. The malice in the doctor’s gaze was bright, like a steel edge.

‘This was taken afterwards, when he was leaving,’ said Lewis, passing a second photograph to me across the table. The edge of the photograph knocked a small vase of flowers, toppling it. Water ran across the tablecloth. I rescued the photograph while Lewis mopped up the water with his napkin. A waiter walked past wheeling the huge domed trolley on which the roast beef rested.

Lewis had taken the shot at the front entrance to City Police Headquarters. Ruthven was alone this time and dressed in the dull fawn raincoat I had seen him in more than once. A fine rain was falling. The light was fading from the sky. The tiredness, the sorrow in Ruthven’s face were more marked than usual. He seemed curiously unaware of the camera.

‘I don’t see anything out of the ordinary,’ I said.

‘See those little specks?’ Lewis asked.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘They look like rain.’

He nodded.

‘That’s right, they do. Ask any photographer and he’ll say the same. I’ve been over the negative, looked through all the shots on the roll this came from. It has to be rain. But it didn’t rain in London all that day. You can ask the Meteorological Office if you like. It was raining the next day, though – the day Ruthven was murdered. And there’s something else. Ruthven’s coat is wet. I wondered about that for a long time before I remembered.’

‘Remembered what?’

‘He wasn’t wearing the coat that day, not when he came out of the press conference. He was carrying it over his arm. I’m sure of that. And another thing: he was wearing the coat when they found him in the church.’

‘Maybe . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘Maybe you’re mistaken. Maybe this photograph was taken on a different occasion.’

For answer, Lewis pointed to a spot just behind Ruthven. A newsstand could be made out, and part of the figure of the newspaper-seller. Lewis handed me the little magnifying glass.

‘You can just make out the Evening Standard headline on the board,’ he said.

I read it. CAR CRASH ON M1: THREE KILLED.

‘That was the day of the press conference,’ Lewis said. ‘The day it didn’t rain.’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘it’s just another anomaly. Once you accept . . .’

He shook his head.

‘Not just that,’ he said. ‘Not just an anomaly. There’s this as well.’

He passed me a third photograph. Black and white. A full-length study of himself. Behind him, a second figure, a man dressed in black. Liddley. The same look, the same malice.

‘I took this myself,’ he said. ‘It was to be an up-date for my file, in case anyone needed to use my photograph. I have a new one done every five years.’

‘Why . . . ?’ My voice tailed off.

‘Isn’t it obvious?’ Lewis replied. His hand was trembling. He lifted the wineglass that had been left untouched throughout the meal, drank its entire contents in a single draught.

‘You don’t think that just because . . .’

‘The weather,’ he said. ‘Just like in Ruthven’s photograph. It’s sunny. Don’t you see? It wasn’t sunny when I had that taken.’

‘When . . . ?’

‘A week ago. It hasn’t been sunny since. But I wake up every morning in a sweat. It takes all my courage just to look out of the window, to see whether the sun’s shining or not. Jesus, man, I’m scared.’

‘But there were photographs of Liddley with me. As far back as Venice. It needn’t mean anything.’

‘Needn’t it? What about the ones with your daughter? Last Christmas, just before . . .’

‘There must be something we can do,’ I suggested. ‘To stop Liddley, put an end to what’s going on in my house. There must be steps we can take to put them all to rest.’

‘An exorcism. You could try an exorcism.’

‘Don’t be absurd. Nobody performs exorcisms nowadays. It’s just superstition.’

‘Oh? And what’s haunting your house? An emanation of Cartesian rationality? For a clever man, you’re a bit of a fool, Dr Hillenbrand.’

We bickered for a while, but it was pointless, Lewis was overwrought. In the end I agreed to look into his exorcism idea. I said I would speak to my local vicar, Reverend Bingley, sound out his opinions on such medievalism. Privately, I doubted that he would countenance any such proceedings. It was not his style. He was a very modern sort of vicar, more likely to hold an inter-faith service or a collection for Amnesty than stand with bell, book and candle in a nervous parishioner’s front room.

I wanted to exorcize my ghosts in my own fashion. I wanted to track them down, learn all I could about them, discover how and why they had met their ends. Liddley in particular: I wanted to know where he had been buried, I wanted to visit his grave, satisfy myself that he was indeed ashes.

‘I’ve come to a bit of a dead end,’ I said. ‘I know more or less when Liddley killed his wife and daughters, but I don’t know how or why. He lived a long time after that, so he must have had plenty of opportunity for remorse, plenty of time in which to write a diary or speak to a friend. But I’ve got no leads, nothing to go on.’

Lewis said nothing. We ate our puddings in silence. The restaurant was emptying. Shadows moved on the pale green walls, over the paintings of kings and queens on tinted glass. The head waiter eyed us meaningfully.

‘What happened after he died?’ Lewis asked finally.

‘Happened?’

‘To the house. To his effects. There was no one to inherit, at least not directly. No children. He was – what? – sixty-five, sixty-six years old. His parents must have been dead. Was there a will?’

I nodded. I had looked it up in the British Record Society’s Index Library and seen a copy at the Principal Registry of the Family Division in Somerset House.

‘I’ve never been able to find out much about his parents. There seems to be some mystery: there are no silk merchants of that name registered in London for the years they should have been living there. But they would certainly have been dead by the time Liddley passed away.

‘He left everything to a married sister, Beatrice Ransome. She lived in Brighton, had inherited quite a lot from her parents, and her husband was well-to-do. The house was no use to her, so she sold it and its furnishings to people called Le Strange. He had just been appointed Ambrosian Professor of Greek. Before that he had been one of the first teachers at the new University of Durham. He and his wife built the garden, laid it out much as it is now.’

‘And Beatrice? She kept nothing? Not even a keepsake?’

I shook my head.

‘She and her brother hadn’t been in touch in over twenty years. If I’m correct, the suspicions about Sarah and the children had greatly damaged her opinion of John. She wouldn’t have taken anything belonging to him, I’m sure of that. Even if she had, I don’t see that it would be at all easy to trace.’

‘That’s it, then? Nothing else?’

I thought hard.

‘There was one thing,’ I said. ‘He left his medical books and papers to his old college, to Downing.’

‘Surely that’s what we found in the attic.’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘you may be right. But I’m not wholly sure. There wasn’t much up there. Liddley was a widely-read man with money at his disposal. In the years between the falling-off of his practice and his death, he got involved with several medical controversies. That old homoeopathic reputation seems to have stayed with him. The homoeopaths were flourishing, and the regular doctors were hitting back hard. Liddley joined them. He wrote letters to the press and published a couple of pamphlets. He even took on Lord Grosvenor, after Grosvenor defended the homoeopaths in the House of Commons.

‘The will spoke of a “library”. What we found in the attic wouldn’t qualify. My own library’s ten times that big at least. I think it’s worth checking. There may be something in the college library at Downing.’

‘Very well,’ said Lewis. ‘If you find anything, let me know. But speak with this vicar of yours about the other business. There may not be much time.’
  

18
 

I spent the rest of the afternoon in Portugal Street, in the Census Room of the Public Records Office. Since I had been there before doing preliminary work, I was able to spend over two hours going straight through the Cambridge census records from 1841 to 1871. Those for the decades before that were of little use, since they provided no details of names or families. I found what I wanted in the records for 1841 and 1851.

It is only five stops on the Underground from Holborn to Bethnal Green, and from there a short walk takes you into Spitalfields. When the Census Room closed, I found a place to eat – a pizzeria or pancake house, I forget which. As I spooned the food into my mouth, my thoughts kept returning to that short journey. I felt a need to see where Naomi had been found, as though something were pulling me towards her death. Leaving the restaurant, my feet led me as if of their own accord to Holborn tube station. The doors opened at Bethnal Green. For a moment I sat staring at the name on the wall. Then, just as the doors began to close, I dashed through them on to the platform.

The area round Spitalfields market was deserted. It was a market for fruit and vegetables, with a small flower market opposite. In the early morning, between four thirty and ten o’clock, it is a hive of activity; but when the lorries and the fork-lift trucks leave, a stillness descends on the whole neighbourhood.

I found the alley without difficulty. A short, stinking lane between old houses, rancid with the smell of rotting vegetables. Dustbins and plastic bags stood outside ramshackle back doors. A cat moved silently among the debris, pausing from time to time to sniff at scraps of food. Graffiti covered one wall, words of love and dismay in a foreign language. I whispered her name. ‘Naomi. Naomi.’ The night air shivered. I could see nothing. ‘Naomi,’ I whispered.

Behind me, someone laughed. A child’s laugh, quick and rippling. I turned. Nothing but shadows. Then I saw the cat. It was standing in the middle of the alleyway, its back towards me. Its fur was on end, its back was arched in a tight bow, and it was hissing softly at something in the darkness.

I began to walk in that direction. A shadow moved. ‘Naomi?’ I whispered. ‘Is that you?’ The cat hissed, backing away from whatever it could see or sense. Another laugh. Then a sound of tiny feet running. The cat turned and bolted, disappearing over a wall. Shadows. Then a terrible silence.

I waited for over an hour, but nothing else happened. The shadows remained still, there was no laughter, no sound of feet. Finally, I turned and headed back to Liverpool Street station, wondering why I had come at all.

I got the last train back to Cambridge. I sat alone with my briefcase on my lap, like a don returning from a hard day’s labour in the British Library. I had done it so often in the past, this homecoming felt almost routine. But the notes in my briefcase were far from ordinary, the thoughts that swirled through my brain anything but commonplace. There were moments when I almost wept, but I stared through the window and let the darkness and the lights of small stations wipe the tears away.

I decided to walk from the station into town. It is not particularly far, and I wanted time to myself, time to mull things over. My researches were nearing their end, and yet so much was still unclear, so many pieces would not fit the puzzle.

I walked down Hills Road and continued on to St Andrew’s Street. In the evenings, Cambridge grows unnaturally quiet. The university huddles behind its high walls, drinking, dining, falling into academic stupors. The town makes do with a handful of restaurants and pubs. The streets are empty. Footsteps carry a long way, echoing. The past has its moment then, it comes walking into the present, there are no barriers or walls.

To get to Pembroke, I had to turn into Downing Street, heading down to Trumpington Street. It is a narrow thoroughfare, flanked on each side by high, forbidding walls. Silence. The footsteps of ghosts. Echoes. Stillness returning. I walked quickly, suddenly conscious of the dimness and infrequency of the streetlights, the fact that no one else was abroad, the dark, unlighted windows on every side. Deep within me, I felt a sense of dreadful unease. My lonely vigil in the alleyway in Spitalfields returned to me. A child’s laughter. A cat’s fur standing on end.

There was a high-pitched scream. A long, horrible scream that raised the hairs on the back of my neck and sent shivers running through me like waves of ice. I stopped. Something was wrong. The streetlights had vanished, leaving only a weak gaslight near where I stood. I could hear no cars, no buses. There was a sudden sound of running footsteps, then the scream sounded once more, thin and full of agony. A child’s scream. I had heard it before, that night in our bedroom at home.

Surely someone must come, I thought. Surely someone must hear. But no one came. The street remained empty and without sound. No lights went on anywhere.

And then I saw her. She was only a shadow at first. Then something more substantial, but not yet firm, about five or six yards away from me. The shadow rippled and suddenly I saw her plainly, my daughter, just as she had looked on the day she died. Her eyes were fixed on me. Tears were streaming down her face. I made to move in her direction, but I was rooted to the spot.

‘Daddy,’ I heard her say. ‘Help me, Daddy. Please help me.’

The thin voice wrenched my heart.

‘I’m here, darling. I’m here,’ I said.

‘Help me, Daddy,’ she repeated, as though she had not heard me. She was taking shape more quickly now, as though speech were giving her substance.

‘What’s wrong, Naomi? What do you want me to do?’

For answer, she turned and started walking away from me. I found I could move. We walked together, the old, familiar walk up Trumpington Street towards Newtown. All the way she stayed ahead of me, a small dark shape just discernible among shadows. There were no streetlights. The road and pavements had altered. Nothing was quite as I remembered it.

We reached the house about twenty minutes later. It seemed to be standing virtually alone, as it must have been when first built. There was a light in the attic window.

Naomi preceded me to the front door. When I tried my key, I discovered that there was no Chubb lock. I pushed and the door opened slowly. I followed Naomi across the threshold. My heart was beating with the most terrible sense of foreboding. I could see her ahead of me still, her hair pale and faintly shining against the darkness. She headed for the stairs.

‘Don’t go up there, Naomi,’ I pleaded. But she did not hear me or did not listen. I followed her. She was my daughter, was she not?

The house was utterly dark inside. But there was a light coming from the open attic door. A pale, insufficient light within which Naomi became fully visible. She climbed the stairs into the attic. And I followed her.

The light was coming from the inner room. As I drew closer, I could make out three shapes on the floor. Naomi stopped by them and turned to me.

‘Please help me, Daddy.’

I looked at the immobile shapes. I knew what they were.

Something caught my eye. A dark figure at the back of the room. I looked up from the bundles on the floor. Someone was moving in the shadows. A man in a black suit.

At that moment, the light flickered and went out.
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I next remember walking distractedly on the Fen Causeway. When I looked at my watch, it was two o’clock in the morning. Somehow or other, I made my way back to college. I went to bed with the light on.

At nine o’clock, when I drew back my curtains and looked out on to the grounds, I noticed that the clouds had lifted. It did not strike me until I went down for breakfast just what this might signify. I telephoned Lewis at work, but the secretary said they hadn’t seen him yet. At eleven o’clock, I set out for Downing.

I had already spoken to the librarian and been told to come straight over. He said he had the morning free and could spend a couple of hours going over the college’s collection of private papers with me.

It was a beautiful day for a walk. People’s faces had changed. Sunshine lay on honey-coloured stone. Students skimmed past me on bicycles, with no more care than to be on time for the next lecture. I walked slowly, feeling a sense of freedom, almost of exhilaration, for the first time in months. The events of the night before seemed like a bad dream. I had overexerted myself. Away from the house, and the menace of Liddley’s presence, I felt almost human again.

The librarian was a small man called Dr Burnett. A large head, watery eyes, pale cheeks. He wore an extraordinary green tweed suit that seemed to have been tailored for a much larger man. Perhaps he had shrunk to his present size within the lifetime of the suit. I remember that, all the time we talked, he pulled nervously on one end of a long, untrimmed moustache.

We have never met since. He had been a Fellow in chemistry and had taken the post of librarian when it fell vacant as a means of indulging an inordinate passion for bibliophily. His own collection of early chemical treatises, including several incunabula, was reputedly worth a small fortune and unrivalled for quality outside any but the greatest libraries.

He found Liddley quickly enough, a copperplate entry in the acquisitions book for 1865. The entry was dated 15 June, and lay between a copy of Livingstone’s Expedition to the Zambesi, published in that same year, and a collection of disestablishmentarian sermons donated by a Dr Oliphaunt, Senior Fellow in Theology. As I had guessed, Liddley’s donation had been considerable, both in quantity and quality.

Each volume had been recorded meticulously by title and author’s name, and given an acquisition number side by side with the class mark assigned to it. The class marks were out of date now, having been abandoned for Dewey classifications in the present century, but a separate list recorded them alongside their modern equivalents.

For the most part, Liddley’s collection consisted of published materials, mainly medical, but with a respectable sprinkling of volumes on chemistry, biology, botany, and other sciences. I noticed, besides those, several books of theology, about eighty volumes of standard Greek and Latin texts, numerous collections of poetry, and enough history to satisfy any amateur. Dr Liddley had been a more cultivated and rounded man than the bare record given by Munk had led me to suspect.

‘It’s a fine collection,’ said Burnett, running a dry, ink-stained forefinger down the columns, for all the world like an accountant reckoning up a client’s credits and debits. ‘That copy of Vesalius is extremely rare.’ He pointed to the entry for a copy of De Humani Corporis. ‘So is that first Dresden edition of Hahnemann’s Organon der rationellen Heilkunde. The whole lot would fetch a packet nowadays at Magg’s or Quaritch’s.’

‘What about personal papers? Would they be listed here?’ I asked.

‘If there were any, yes. They’d be kept separately, of course, but the acquisition would be recorded in the usual way. It’s not too hard to trace them, they have their own class mark. It begins with the letters P.P. Stands for “Private Papers”. Or, as my predecessor used to say, “Perverts and Poofters”.’

He caught sight of my puzzled look.

‘Oh, that was a standard joke of his. A lot of the private collections used to be kept under lock and key. God knows why they were donated in the first place. Vanity, I suppose. Some people can’t bear to throw things out, even guilty secrets. Not that there’s really much dirt in any of those papers: you’d be surprised by what some old dons used to think had to be locked away from the common gaze.

‘Anyway, the rules were relaxed a bit several years ago; just after I took over, in fact. There are still some unopenable boxes, where there’s a family around to kick up a fuss. Otherwise it’s more or less a free-for-all. Think your Dr Liddley had secrets, then?’

I shrugged.

‘Who knows?’ I said.

Burnett had all this time been flicking through the pages, looking for the P.P. classmark.

‘Here we are,’ he said. ‘P.P. Quite a few entries, actually. Any idea what you want?’

I shook my head.

‘Better get them out, then, see what there is. I’ll leave you with them. You can have a key, let yourself in and out. If you were a Downing Fellow, I could let you take them with you. But Pembroke – well, that’s quite another thing.’

After so much frugal fare, the files and boxes Burnett proceeded to lay before me were a feast. Case notes, a medical journal begun during Liddley’s student days, accounts, letters, jottings: I hardly knew where to begin.

Burnett went off to attend to other duties, leaving me effectively in charge of the little library. A couple of undergraduates wandered in around noon, stayed for less than an hour, and went off again. A Fellow came in, read a newspaper for a while, and fell asleep. I hardly noticed them. Liddley was taking shape before my eyes. My Frankenstein monster, my golem, my Grendel.

He had been a gentle man, that was the curiosity. It was a point I had observed before, on reading of his therapeutic preferences. Most doctors of his day ladled out suffering on a gargantuan scale. The routine administration of mercury alone caused endless agony and frequent, avoidable death. They called it ‘heroic therapy’, but the true heroes were those patients who had to suffer at their hands. Liddley stood out. He would have none of it. This much I already knew and have already said. But on reading his journals, between the clinical observations and prescription notes, I found something of the man himself.

I still remember one passage, dated 23 January 1825:

‘What am I to make of all these bleedings and purgatives, these emetics and antimonials, these mercurial dosings that are taken for the foremost weapons in my armamentarium? This last case has much lowered my spirits, that of the boy Simpson. A lad of seventeen who was brought to us with typhoid fever these seven weeks since. Doctor Beauchamp administered mercury in the usual doses.

‘Two weeks later, the boy displayed purple spots on either side of his face, then mortification and sloughing of the parts. Before long his whole jawbone was exposed from loss of the flesh surrounding it. The upper and lower lips were entirely gone, and on the right side mortification extended to the eye, scalp, and ear. He would have lost those too, but the death intervened, and none too soon to relieve his most awful suffering. His mother was most pitiful when she came to retrieve the body, for I could not let her look on him.

‘Is this, then, to be the regular end of Physick? To harm where it cannot cure, to make Death a more terrible thing than it already is? I would have given the boy his quietus, but that is against all our custom and morality. When I complain of such practices, my teachers slight me for the weakness of my stomach. I find myself at my wits’ end . . .’

To the end of making sense out of an existence that seemed to him increasingly fragile and absurd, Liddley embarked on an ambitious project of self-improvement, reading voraciously and almost without discrimination among both the Ancients and the Moderns. Slowly, imperceptibly, out of his vast reading, a serpent began to uncoil itself within his soul. Those are not my words but his, in a letter dated 24 April 1834, of which he kept a copy. It was addressed to one Martin Pinchbeck, a Fellow of the Royal College of Physicians, a former teacher of Liddley’s, and one apparently initiated into the Masonic mysteries.

‘You may think me a fool or worse for the restlessness of mind and the turbidity of spirit that has led me to the Scylla and Charybdis between which I presently find myself. But I have drunk deeply of the Spring to which you, in your erstwhile enthusiasm sent me, and having drunk cannot spew it back again. I have read Libavius and Paracelsus, Bruno and Andreae. There is nonsense in all of them, but wisdom too. And I have read further. But I have found no firm answers. Rather, I think that a serpent has crept forth into my soul, whose coils are looped about me as it were about the staff of Asclepius. But though the snake was sacred to the god, I fear it may prove mortal to me.’

He was not only widely read, but widely connected, with a far-flung correspondence reaching not only through Britain but to the Continent. His correspondents included not just physicians, but philosophers, poets, Freemasons, philologists, and other men of learning and science. In one letter, he quotes Bacon’s words on the desirability of a fraternity of learning: ‘Surely as nature createth brotherhood in families, and arts mechanical contract brotherhoods in communities, and the anointment of God superinduceth a brotherhood in kings and bishops, so in learning there cannot but be a fraternity in learning and illumination . . .’

And yet . . . And yet the fraternity to which he belonged seemed unable to set his mind at rest, not only on matters medical, but on matters metaphysical. He began to brood on the purpose of existence. The serpent was gnawing his flesh and troubling his spirit. And there was something else, something the letters did not reveal, a great trouble that was weighing on his heart.

I came away from the library that day less happy than I had gone in. I felt uneasy in my mind, sensing that I was somehow becoming an unwilling witness to the darkness that had so inexorably enveloped John Liddley’s mind. More plainly than ever, I could hear his voice, that soft, plausible voice, whispering excitedly into my reluctant ear.

It was early evening by the time I returned to college. Dinner was still being served in Hall, but I had little appetite and made directly for my room. I sat for about two hours with a bottle of whisky I had picked up on my way home, sipping and thinking, then trying not to think, listening to the animated voices of undergraduates passing below my partly-opened window.

Some time after nine o’clock, I went to the porter’s lodge to make a phone call. I had neglected my friend Lewis, left him to fend for himself on the first sunny day after the taking of his photograph.

I dialled his number. It rang and rang, and the longer it went on the more uneasy I felt. He lived alone, I knew that, and I knew that he spent many evenings drinking in the Toad and Rat, his local. He would be there, I reasoned, fortifying himself against the long night to come, against the darkness that was gentle John Liddley’s habitat. Would the doctor follow him to London, as Lewis believed he had already followed him? He knew the way, that could not be doubted. What else did he know?

I rang again at ten, at eleven, and at twelve. The porter asked if something was wrong. I smiled weakly and answered no, but yes, yes, something was wrong.

I slept badly that night. In my dreams, John Liddley spoke with me. He had an honest, open face and quick, suffering eyes. A man of sorrows. But what sorrows, what suffering? He had come from the dead-room, he said, from a dissection that had gone on all day. Was there nothing deeper than the flesh? he asked me. Nothing below the bone? I could not answer him. I tried, but I could not, because I did not know the answers myself.

In the morning, I skipped breakfast. There were papers on the porter’s desk. Dafydd Lewis’s face was staring out at me from the front page of the Daily Mirror.
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Lewis had been . . . What is the best word? Gutted? Disembowelled? Dissected? His innards had been carefully removed and less carefully sprinkled down an alleyway in Spitalfields. Yes, Spitalfields, at a spot almost equidistant between the alley where Naomi had been found and the semi-deserted church in which Ruthven had met his end.

No one made the connection, however. The modus operandi was not the same, there was no reason to link Dafydd Lewis, newspaper photographer, with a police superintendent, much less with Dr Charles Hillenbrand, bereaved father of the murdered child.

The thing was that I could not myself believe Liddley had done it, that he had the power of physical action. I had felt Liddley’s anger, Liddley’s hate, Liddley’s despair, but never his hand. Both Lewis and I had felt murder in the atmosphere of the attic, we might have been pushed to kill, but neither of us had felt directly threatened.

Was it possible that Lewis was right, that it was not Liddley who was insubstantial but we ourselves? That Liddley did not manifest within our realm, but we in his? If so, was it not possible that, on such occasions, the doctor might have power over the flesh, as he had had in life? It seemed plausible, as much as any of it was plausible, and yet I had never sensed an immediate physicality, a fleshly presence that might have betokened such nearness or such strength.

I took the first available train to London, harried there by Lewis’s staring, helpless face. Throughout the journey, I remembered that other journey, when Naomi had been with me and there had been no shadows on my life, other than a few thin ones I had made for myself. I remembered Magoo the snowman watching our train go past, like a scarecrow in the white field. And I remembered Naomi’s face, her tense excitement and wonder at travelling to London for the day.

Once, I thought I saw a dark figure standing in a field. Another scarecrow, I said to myself, put there to chase away the birds of spring. But it was surrounded by a flock of blackbirds, pecking the furrowed ground. The train rushed on and the figure was lost behind me.

Spitalfields was crowded and squalid, row upon row of dilapidated houses strung out between Shoreditch and Whitechapel. Not even the sunlight could do much to raise my spirits here. For the first time, it occurred to me that this had been the area of cheap lodging houses where Jack the Ripper’s victims had lived: Dorset Street, White’s Row, Fashion Street, Flower and Dean Streets. One of the bodies, Annie Chapman’s, had been found in Spitalfields on the eighth of September 1888, the second killing. It seemed appropriate.

I had brought my A–Z and marked on it in red ink the side-street behind which Lewis’s body had been discovered, Fashion Street. But I think I could have made my way there without assistance, blindfolded.

The police were still milling about in large numbers. Up and down every street within smelling distance of the crime, constables were knocking on doors, asking routine questions, receiving routine answers. ‘Not again,’ I heard one old dear remark as she opened her door and saw them on her step, a policeman and a policewoman, towering over her like undertakers.

I tried to get into the alleyway, to see it for myself, whatever there was to see. But the entrance was sealed off by yards of plastic tape and two burly policemen laughing at a private joke. Further along, a large white van had been parked near some police cars. It proclaimed itself to be the ‘Police Incident Unit’. People were coming and going through its little door like beetles. The sunlight scraped their carapaces. There was no blood in sight. Even the air smelled almost clean.

I turned to leave, and, as I did so, a voice called out behind me.

‘Dr Hillenbrand? Is that you?’

I turned. It was the policewoman who had been with Ruthven that first dreadful day, the one who had shown us Naomi’s clothes in their polythene bags. I do not remember her name, perhaps she never told me. To be truthful, I had scarcely noticed her.

‘Why, it is you, Doctor. What brings you here?’

I remember stammering, flushing, trying to hide my embarrassment. I was embarrassed, not only to have been caught out in my morbid curiosity, my uninvited intrusion on the realm of violence; but because I found myself suddenly, inexplicably aroused by the woman. The strength of my attraction took me completely by surprise. For a moment, everything became confused – my thoughts of Lewis, my search for his blood on the alley stones, Naomi’s death, Naomi’s clothes in plastic bags, the policewoman, her breasts, her legs, her closeness, the sunlight on my cheeks.

‘Are you feeling all right, Dr Hillenbrand?’

‘I . . . I . . . Yes, I’m all right. Just the heat. I . . . I’ve been travelling. Dafydd . . . Dafydd Lewis . . . I wanted to see where . . .’

‘You knew Dafydd Lewis?’ She was quick.

‘Lewis? Ye . . . yes, I knew him.’ I was flustered, torn between talk of death and a craving for sex. I felt sick.

‘I think you’d better come inside and sit down. You look flushed.’

She took me to the Incident Unit van, made room for me inside, found me a chair. The sexual feelings were passing, almost as quickly as they had come. It was then that it came to me, when this had last happened. I remembered the overpowering feelings I had experienced a few weeks earlier in bed with Laura.

The policewoman brought one of her superiors, a man I had not met before. He had been watching me as I came in, eyeing me as a butcher eyes a calf. I watched him cross the floor, a careful man stepping with ease through circumstances he knew and thought he understood. There were dark circles beneath his eyes, his skin was loose and pale, he looked as though he had not slept for nights. Perhaps he had not. The policewoman told him who I was.

He was sympathetic, said he knew all about my daughter’s case, that they were still doing all in their power to track down her killer or killers. I felt like telling him they were wasting their time, that Naomi’s killer was beyond their reach, had been beyond their reach for over one hundred years. And yet I still could not bring myself to believe that Liddley had been responsible for Naomi’s or any other recent death. He was a catalyst, that was all.

‘What brought you here today?’ the policeman asked. Gently, but firmly, as though suspicion might be heaped on my head for the simple act of being there.

‘I knew him,’ I said. ‘Lewis. I met him a couple of times when he came to my house taking photographs.’

‘Is that so? Didn’t you want to avoid them? The press, I mean.’

I nodded.

‘Yes, yes, of course. But Lewis got past our barriers, made himself useful. I got to know him.’

The policeman seemed to think about this. Then he said, ‘Your daughter was found near here, wasn’t she?’

I nodded.

‘Have you been there?’

‘No,’ I lied. ‘I never want to.’

‘And yet you’re here today, snooping about the scene of Lewis’s murder.’

‘Not snooping,’ I said, a little heatedly. ‘I don’t snoop.’ My embarrassment had left me warm. No one had offered me a cup of tea. I felt like a suspect, a murderer caught revisiting the scene of his crime.

‘I’m sorry. That slipped out: we get so many snoopers. No, of course not. You knew him. What was he doing here? Do you know?’

I shook my head.

‘Could it have had anything to do with your daughter? Was he helping you in some way? Was that it? Did he offer to carry out his own investigation, use his press connections to track down the murderer?’

‘No, never,’ I said.

‘Dr Hillenbrand, I want you to think this over. Your presence here today is a little odd. Inspector Ruthven was found murdered in the church where we found your daughter’s coat. Now a journalist who is a personal friend of yours turns up nastily murdered a couple of streets away, and you come along to check things out. Doesn’t that strike you as peculiar?’

I nodded. What else could I do? It seemed peculiar to me as well. Just what was going on?

‘Think about it, Dr Hillenbrand. If there’s something you haven’t told us, even if it’s just a suspicion, let us know. Lewis could have been killed because he got too close to your daughter’s murderer. What was her name, by the way?’

‘Naomi. Her name was Naomi.’

‘Well, maybe Naomi’s killer is round here somewhere waiting for his next victim. Another little girl, perhaps. You may know something that could help solve these crimes. You could stop the next one being committed.’

‘You think there will be another one?’

He shrugged.

‘Maybe you know better than I,’ he said.

I did not answer.

‘May I go now?’ I asked.

He paused, then nodded.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘If you need to get in touch, you can get me at Old Jewry. My name’s Allison. Detective Inspector Allison. You can ring any time. Just ask the switchboard to put you through.’

He stood and I followed him. At the door, I turned.

‘Liddley,’ I said.

‘Sorry?’

‘Look for someone called Liddley. That’s all I can tell you.’

He held me for a long time with his gaze, then nodded.

‘Liddley?’ he said. ‘Very well. I’ll look for him. If you remember anything else, let us know.’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I will.’

I went back out into the sunshine and down the little flight of steps. From nearby came the sound of traffic speeding along Commercial Road. I set off down the narrow street, watching the sunlight fall on brick, the closed doors, the twitching curtains. A door opened on my right and a man looked out, watching me pass, a Jew with a long beard, one of the last to stay in the district. On the pavement, Bangladeshi children played while their parents remembered another sky and another sun.

I had come so far for so little. God knows why I had told Allison to look for someone called Liddley. What had prompted me? Instinct, intuition, a flight of fancy? Or something more solid? I was getting in tune. With Liddley. With myself.

Perhaps it was the same instinct that helped me make up my mind what to do next. I had thought of nothing on my way up to Town except finding the site of Lewis’s murder, as though the place itself might speak to me. But it had told me nothing, nothing I did not already know. I could have gone on to find the place where they found Naomi, but something told me I was not ready for that again.

Instead, I found myself in Brick Lane. I think I had no idea where I was going until I made a left turn into a narrow street of dilapidated Georgian houses. At the end of the street, the tall black spire of an Anglican church was etched against the blue sky like a shadow. Even as I headed towards it, I felt a deep shiver pass through me. The day seemed colder, the sunshine less bright, less certain of itself. The sky lost its shimmer as low clouds scudded in from the east. My footsteps sounded hollow. There was no one in the street but myself.

The church seemed deserted. Between the low perimeter wall and the front door stretched two patches of choked and dusty weeds. The weeds were ornamented with sweet-papers, a crushed beer can, cigarette stubs. The noticeboard sloped forward drunkenly, as though about to crash on to the pavement. One of its glass panes had been smashed. There were shards of glass on the ground in front of it. The only notice was a yellowed, curling sheet of diocesan headed notepaper giving the irregular times for services. It would be only a matter of time before St Botolph’s became a mosque or a bingo hall or a carpark.

I pushed the main door. It opened easily, and I stepped inside. What little light crept through the windows lay exhausted on a place more wretched than holy. If this was God’s house, God must have been down to his last penny. The fabric was late eighteenth century, later than Christchurch, Hawksmoor’s neglected masterpiece on Commercial Road. Victorian restorers had done their best to cover the original interior. Modern shabbiness and occasional attempts to bring parts of the church into line with modern taste had made the worst of a bad job.

I stared for a long time at a cheap candlestick on the altar, at a shaft of light creeping towards it and falling short. Ruthven had once put forward the suggestion that Naomi might have been killed here, actually here in the church. But they had found no evidence for that. No bloodstains, no hair, nothing that might have led to that conclusion. Nevertheless, looking around me, sensing the squalid ambivalence of the church, the underlying unease, I understood why he might have thought of it. And perhaps, I thought, just perhaps, he had been speaking the truth.

The door to the crypt was on the right, between two large Victorian monuments. In spite of what had happened, it was unlocked. A lightswitch behind the door illuminated a naked bulb on the stairs and others lower down. A damp smell rose from below. There were thick cobwebs on the walls. I felt him, he was very close. But why? Why here?

The crypt was laid out in narrow corridors with cells on either side. The cells were low chambers, each with its own door. On some of the doors the names of families had been painted on wooden tiles. At first, several of the names puzzled me. They were French names: Le Houcq, Crespin, De la Motte. And then I remembered the Huguenots, how they had come to London in such large numbers after the dragonnades and the Revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685. This must originally have been one of the French nonconformist churches they had built in Spitalfields.

I walked slowly down one aisle, then another. Where exactly had they found Naomi’s coat? I wondered. A rat scurried lightly across my feet. I looked down and saw an empty Guinness bottle and a paper bag that might have held sandwiches.

The spot where Ruthven had been found was still identifiable. Nobody had bothered rubbing out the chalk marking the outline of his body. There were still bloodstains on the floor. Someone had left flowers, perhaps one of his colleagues. Surely his wife had not come here. It occurred to me that I had never visited her. Quiet, it was so quiet.

I thought I heard a whisper behind me. Starting, I looked round, but there was no one there. I looked down at the floor again. Not far from the chalk-marks, I noticed something, a small bundle of cloth. I bent down and picked it up. It was Naomi’s scarf. I held it tightly in my hand, remembering the last time I had held it, tying it round her throat to keep her warm.

Slowly, I got to my feet. As I did so, my eye caught sight of the name-plate on the door in front of me. It did not register at first. Just another name, a French name like all the rest, belonging to a family of textile merchants: Petitoeil. This was the tomb beside which Ruthven’s body had been found. I remembered translating the name for Lewis: little eye. And I remembered Naomi’s words all those months ago: ‘He says he has little eyes, that his little eyes are watching me.’ And then I turned back and looked more closely at the name-plate on the door of the tomb. The last name bore a date of death that should have been familiar to me: 9 March 1865. The name was Jean Auguste Petitoeil: John Augustus Liddley.
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I returned to Cambridge much shaken. The sunshine had gone as abruptly as it had come. I made the journey back through a darkening, wasted countryside. There was no need for me to check in the Register of Burials to know that John Liddley – Little Eye, Petitoeil – had been interred in St Botolph’s crypt beside his father, his mother, and who knows how many other members of his family. What I could not understand was how his hand had reached out from the grave to strike down three innocent victims, to bring them so close to the place where his bones lay. I began to wonder just how long we had, how long it was before he came for Laura and myself.

There was a message waiting for me at the porter’s lodge. My wife had called and would I please ring her back at my sister’s? It was the first I had heard from Laura in several days. During the past few weeks, we had spoken on the telephone half a dozen times and exchanged three or four letters. But neither speaking nor writing were easy for us, we both felt a terrible constraint, there were so many topics that we had to avoid.

They were having dinner when I called. Carol answered the phone and spoke with me for a while, telling me how much she thought Laura had improved, how much good the break had done her. Then Laura herself came to the phone.

‘How are you, darling?’ I asked. ‘Carol says you’re feeling a lot better.’

‘Much, much better, dear. Carol has been an angel. And helping her look after Jessica has been a great help.’

Jessica, Carol’s three-year-old daughter, was the result of a disastrous affair with a married man, a local building contractor with seven other children. Jessica, however, was not a disaster. She was adorable and adored, and if she had wrought a change in Laura, that was hardly a cause for surprise.

‘Charles,’ Laura continued without stopping, ‘I want to come home. I want us both to go back to the house.’

‘To the house . . . ? But, Laura, you know why we can’t do that, you know what happened.’

‘I know, I know all about that, but it’s going to be all right. Honestly it is. We’ve been making a mistake, a terrible mistake. There’s nothing to be frightened of, quite the contrary.’ Her voice fell almost to a whisper. ‘Darling, I’ve not told Carol this, I’ve not told anyone.’ There was a long hesitation, then she spoke in a sudden rush. ‘I saw Naomi. Here, last night, in my bedroom. She spoke to me, Charles, Naomi spoke to me.’

A shudder passed through me. ‘Help me, Daddy. Help me.’ The words echoed through my head.

‘Darling . . .’

‘No, it’s all right, I’m all right. I haven’t been hallucinating, I really saw her. You can’t find that hard to believe, not after the things we saw, not after the photographs and everything. You do believe me, don’t you?’

My blood had gone cold, cold as ice. I believed her, God knows I did, why wouldn’t I?

‘She says we have to go back. She says she misses me, misses us both, she can’t sleep or rest or anything until we’re with her again.’

‘Darling, ghosts don’t sleep.’

‘How do you know what they do? Maybe they have lives just like ours. She’s our child, Charles, no matter what has happened to her, she is still our child. Or have you forgotten?’

‘No, I’ve not forgotten, love. How could I have forgotten that? It’s just that . . .’

Laura butted in as though she had not heard.

‘She says we have to go back, that nothing bad will happen to us. All that talk about evil forces, that’s just that dreadful Welshman, that photographer. You know I never liked him from the beginning. I . . .’

‘He’s dead, Laura. Lewis is dead. I’ve just come back from London. He was found murdered last night. In an alley in Spitalfields, near where Naomi . . .’

She cut me off again.

‘I’m sorry to hear that, Charles. Really I am. But I don’t see how that changes anything. I believe Naomi. She says Carol and Jessica have to come as well. Carol has already agreed. She doesn’t know why I want her to come, of course; but she says she has lots of paperwork that can be done anywhere and that she could do with help with Jessica for the next fortnight. So it all works out perfectly. You’ll see. There won’t be a thing to worry about. We’ll be coming tomorrow on the twelve-fifteen train. Can you be at the station? Or shall we get a taxi?’

I said nothing. I was so cold, I felt as though I had bathed naked in the purest ice.

‘Aren’t you happy that I’m coming home, darling? Aren’t you?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Yes, of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?’

But I was cold, so very, very cold.
 

They arrived the next day as promised. Everyone looked well. I played my part, picking up their luggage and driving them home like a dutiful husband and brother. We drew up outside the house as though nothing had happened, as though we had never been away. As we went in, I looked up at the attic window. There was no movement. Everything was still.

Laura seemed happy still, buoyed up by her newfound devotion to Jessica. Lewis’s death seemed to have affected her not in the least. But, then, she hadn’t known him as I had. I decided to tell her nothing about the Spitalfields connections, about finding Liddley’s burial place. Maybe she was right, maybe all we needed was a chance to let things settle. Others had lived in the house before us without anything terrible happening, as far as I knew.

Talking to Carol over coffee, I realized that she knew nothing of what had been going on. She simply assumed that the strain after Naomi’s death had proved too much for both of us and that we had needed some time apart. Perfectly natural, perfectly understandable in the circumstances. Why are some people so infuriatingly understanding? For all that, I hoped nothing would happen to disabuse her of her fancy.

I left the three of them in the house that afternoon and returned to Downing. The discovery of Liddley’s tomb had only served to whet my appetite to know more of him. I spent three hours going over his letters, becoming intimate with his cramped but learned hand, his curious turns of phrase, his classicism. His correspondents were diverse in background, but not in temperament. Without knowledge of its ultimate purpose, life became meaningless, insipid, ultimately unsupportable. Only the man of courage, the man whose whole being had been tempered by suffering, could attain true wisdom and, from there, reach perfect knowledge.

‘The ordinary people, the commonality have no apprehension of such knowledge, nor do they strive after it or respect it,’ wrote one correspondent, a doctor of theology at the University of Leiden. ‘We, on the other hand, being privy to these arcane secrets, to the seed of that Universal Gnosis wherein lies the germ of All Things, may consider ourselves risen above the hopes and sentimentalities of the common herd.

‘Their morality, a small, cringing observance, a matter of custom and not of principle, we may hold for the nothing it is in truth. Rise above it, and you will see open about you hills and valleys of true behaviour and right action. A man may lie with a woman not his by law and yet garner sweetnesses above the pleasures of the marriage-bed. He may take that which is not his and yet confer a most estimable benefit upon its supposed owner. He may kill and yet bring life to his own soul and quicken thereby his own perfection and his love of Wisdom.’

There was more, much more, in the same vein. Those of Liddley’s replies that have survived – he appears to have been meticulous at one stage in keeping copies of everything he wrote – were couched in similar language. I began to discern a pattern, a thirst, something that hinted – and at times more than hinted – at the desperation of a man who feels himself fettered, yet thinks he can smell the air of open fields and longs to run in them.

The letters were suggestive, but they touched only on the edges of Liddley’s nightmare. Was it his search for knowledge and meaning that had driven him to his final darkness, or something else? I wanted an answer, and now I began once more to despair of finding one.

It was as I was preparing to pack up and leave that I made the discovery which was to lead me to the truth – or as much of the truth as I could ever hope to come by. I put the letters back inside their box, tied it with ribbon, and put it to one side. Next to it was another box, from which I had taken several notebooks, none of which I had yet looked at. As I began to replace them, my eye fell on one which was rather different to the others: a small, leather-bound volume bearing the inscription, Clinical Reports 1838–47, I had thought nothing of it, taking it for no more than a continuation of the earlier notes assembled by Liddley in his first years as a practitioner. But now, picking it up, I glanced idly inside.

The handwriting was unmistakably Liddley’s. The entries were laid out by date, but the first passage on which my eye fell did not read like a medical report. I think it must have been the name Sarah that alerted me to the fact that this notebook contained something more personal than the others. A few minutes later, I was in an ecstasy of nervous excitement. The title was a deception: what I held in my hands was nothing other than John Liddley’s personal diary.
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It was almost closing-time. The library was empty, I was seated by a pool of yellow light on my own. Burnett had gone into the stacks to replace volumes consulted during the day. It was a matter of moments for me to slip the diary into my briefcase, collect the other notebooks, and shuffle them back inside their box. A minute later, Burnett came back. I handed him the boxes. He scarcely looked at them. Two boxes borrowed, two boxes returned. We chatted for a few minutes about nothing of consequence, and I left. In those days, as now, Cambridge operated on a basis of trust. Senior members of the University Library did not require tickets to gain admission to the library, colleges were even more lax. Academics are not thieves until caught in flagrante. I was not caught.

When I returned home, supper was ready. The table was aflame with candles. Red candles, chosen as though for some festivity, for the Christmas lunch we had never eaten. The house seemed more normal than it had done in months. There was not that weight on it, that sense of oppression and regret with which Laura and I had filled it.

My wife and sister had spent the afternoon cleaning, playing with Jessica, cooking. They made a thing of it, they said it brought them together, two women and a girl-child making order of their lives. I felt excluded, even shunned. From the moment I set foot through the door, I felt as though my home had been taken away from me, I felt insecurity rise up in me like a bubble.

Laura was positively radiant, a new person, a resurrectee. She was so with Carol and Jessica, at least – her manner with me, her husband, was more reserved. I felt she resented my having gone out after her return, as though I had snubbed her, when in fact all I had been doing was to make her safe by tracking Liddley down. She looked at me during the meal, casting odd, sidelong glances in my direction as though I was a stranger and she was having second thoughts about having invited me into her home.

Jessica was wearing a pink dress identical to one Naomi had owned: I remembered that Carol had bought them both matching outfits during her visit before Christmas. I considered it thoughtless of Carol to have let her daughter sit at my table wearing clothes that were so redolent with memory. At moments my eyes blurred and I thought I could see Naomi in Jessica’s place. They were cousins after all, they were so alike.

I made a hasty meal and left them to it, to the slowly melting candles and their charmless chatter. A lawyer and an art historian rabbiting on about babies. They seemed to look oddly at me as I left the room, as I though I had said or done something untoward. But I ignored them. I was eager for my prize.

I went to the study and opened my briefcase. There it was on the desk at last, the key I had been seeking all this time. It was a rare excitement I felt then, during those first minutes with the good doctor’s memories. But as I read, excitement gave way to apprehension, then to pity, and, finally, to horror. I understood John Liddley as I have never understood anyone.

When I finished reading, it was late. I had heard Carol and Laura go to bed an hour or two earlier. The house was very still. I became aware for the first time that the study was cold. I sat without moving in my chair, hunched over the desk, my eyes on the cover of the diary. It had told me all I wanted to know. I knew why he had killed them, how he had done it. I even thought I knew what had happened in Spitalfields.

I did not question what I had to do. Taking the diary in my hands, I stood and went quietly to the lounge. Laura and Carol had left a low fire burning in the fireplace. It was almost dead. I poked it and added some logs, and in a few minutes it had started to blaze again.

Once it was truly alight, I took the diary and tore out its pages. They took easily to the flames, burning fiercely before crumpling to black ashes. When I had finished, I went outside and threw the leather binding into the dustbin. I smelled the night air, shivering, then went inside.

Laura was asleep, her breathing audible from the moment I entered the darkened room. I undressed and got into bed beside her. Her back was turned to me, and I felt immeasurably relieved that I would not have to talk to her, lie to her. I lay awake in the darkness, no longer imagining, but knowing, what had happened in this house. Here, in this room, and above in the attic.

The beginning of it all was Liddley’s attachment to his daughters’ governess, Miss Sarfatti. Her first name was Anna. She was a woman of obscure origins, and not even Liddley had been able to extract from her more than the minimum of information regarding herself. She was not of English parentage, though she had been brought up in this country. Even her nationality is unclear: Sarfatti is not an Italian surname, and I have been unable to discover its true provenance.

Judging from Liddley’s description, Anna Sarfatti was a very beautiful woman. ‘I cannot describe my pleasure on first seeing her,’ he wrote in his diary – the words have remained with me – ‘It was as though I had passed through a door and entered a room quite different to the one in which I had been, a room whose dimensions, whose light, whose colours were wholly unlike those of any in which I had ever been or hoped to enter. I am entranced. Her eyes entrance me, her ears, her lips, her neck, the way she pauses in the midst of speech when seeking the right word. She is hesitant, demure, yet forthright and honest. I love her, yet to say so falls far short of what I know and what I feel. She will reveal to me all those things that have thus far been veiled from my eyes.’

The doctor’s infatuation grew rapidly to obsession. His wife must have known of it: I fail to see how she could not, and Liddley himself suspected as much. On one occasion, Sarah did try to have the governess dismissed, but her husband overruled her and Anna stayed. At first, Liddley kept his distance, admiring, lovesick, but loyal to the wife he had married without affection. Gradually, however, his need for Anna became too powerful to resist. His correspondents were telling him that it was proper to scorn the petty morality of the masses, his instincts were urging him to bed the beautiful woman whom he met and talked with every day. And she, it seems, was not unwilling.

He writes of the first time he slept with her: ‘I have risen to the dizziest heights to which a man may rise and yet remain alive. If I die tonight, I shall not care.’ Their assignations were carefully planned to coincide with Sarah’s absence, on visits to her parents or friends. Or else Liddley would concoct visits to fictitious patients and meet Anna at a room he rented in town. Things went on like this for over a year. Then Anna confessed that she was pregnant.

Somehow, Sarah got wind of it. The lovers had scarcely been discreet, seem almost to have courted discovery. Anna’s position was impossible: unmarried, friendless, without living relatives, without resources, she threw herself on Sarah Liddley’s mercy. The scorned wife had none to give. This time, John was given no choice: if he did not dismiss the woman at once, he would lose wife, children, reputation, and career. It is hard to know which of these weighed most heavily in the balance with him. Certainly, his diary makes it clear that he loved his daughters passionately.

Reluctantly, tearfully, he summoned Anna to his study, pressed money into her hand, and kissed her farewell. She set out disconsolately for London, clutching a small valise with her miserably few possessions and a piece of paper bearing the names of people known to her lover, people who, he said, would give her help. That was in July 1846.

The diary is silent about what happened over the next few months. There are no entries. Nor have any letters survived in which the events of that period are recorded or alluded to. The diary resumes at the end of September with an angry, frightened entry in which Liddley records that he has contracted syphilis. His perplexity is evident from the near-incoherence of the entries for the next week or so. He knows he cannot have contracted the infection from his wife. But he finds it even harder to accept the unpalatable truth, that he has been infected by Anna, that demure, almost saint-like creature whom he so adores and for whom he has risked so much.

There is a marked deterioration in Liddley’s mental state over the next months, recorded in detail in the pages of his diary. His anguish at losing Anna, his bitterness and confusion over her apparent faithlessness, his hatred for his wife, and his growing coolness towards his children, all combine to shake his reason. In the correspondence of this period, one or two examples of which have survived, he exceeds all previous bounds in his determination to rise above the commonplace, to find in the flouting of moral rules a pathway to truth.

At this point, however, a fatal twist enters his philosophizing. It seems that he had in some sense begun to think of Anna as a focus, a lens through which he could see the shape of the cosmos more clearly. Once, he quotes from the spurious Rosicrucian pamphlet of the early seventeenth century, the Fama Fraternitatis: mundum minutum omnibus motibus magno illi respondentem fabricasset – ‘he fabricated a microcosm that corresponded in all motions to the macrocosm’. Anna had been John Liddley’s microcosm. He had imagined that, in her and through her, he would attain to the wisdom that had so far eluded him, that the power of love would accomplish what the strength of mind and will had not.

Now, seeing the spring of his inspiration polluted and himself corrupted bodily and mentally, he began to conceive of knowledge and wisdom themselves as things of evil. Vice, he writes, not love, is the power that drives the universe. Cruelty, not mercy, is the bond between men. The purpose of medicine, he realizes, is not to heal but to destroy.

Such feelings were compounded in early January of the following year when, to his horror, Anna Sarfatti arrived on his doorstep, cold, hungry, almost dead, and very near her time. Sarah would not allow her entry to the house. Against her protests, against his own feelings of revulsion, Liddley took his mistress to an outhouse of some kind, where he tended her through a long and painful labour, only to lose her in the end.

She gave birth to a child, a boy who was, at Sarah’s insistence, taken to a local home for foundlings. Liddley named him John, after himself. He was later adopted, on Liddley’s recommendation, by a childless couple who were friends of his parents, people called De la Mere. They lived near the Liddleys – the Petitoeils – in Spitalfields.

By then, however, John Liddley’s mind had given way completely. Outwardly, he retained his reason, but inside he was a turmoil of anger and misery. He could not bear to look at Sarah or his little girls. He ate alone, slept alone, communicated with his wife by notes left in the hall. A brooding silence descended over the house. Most of the time, Liddley kept to his study, feverishly reading and writing. Late at night, he could be heard pacing up and down in his bedroom or walking in the attic. Some nights he would saddle his horse and ride off, not returning until late the next morning or even the following day. These details are contained in a deposition made by his father-in-law after Sarah’s disappearance, based on statements by his daughter.

And then something seems to have happened to make Liddley decide on the experiment that was to end in the final tragedy. ‘They have been given to me,’ he writes in a diary entry dated 14 April 1847, ‘as tokens of a higher grace, that I may find in them what no man has found in any woman before.’ By ‘they’, he meant his wife and daughters. He took the girls first and chained them in the attic, then he attacked Sarah, breaking both her legs, and left her with them, unable to move. They were left naked and treated as animals. They were, in fact, his specimens, what we would now call his guinea-pigs.

I have no stomach to describe what went on over the succeeding months. There was no anaesthetic in those days, no analgesic to ease the constant pain all three suffered. Liddley was assiduous in his attentions. He sought for meaning beneath their flesh and bones. He believed that they might learn to overcome their suffering, but ‘they would not be taught’, so he punished them. The diary describes his experiments in graphic detail. Sarah died first, then Caroline, and finally Victoria. He wrapped their remains in burlap, bricked up the side of the attic in which he had held them, and never set foot in it again. But that was not the end. In a sense, that was only the beginning.
 

I could not sleep. The bedclothes weighed on me, pinning me to the bed. When I closed my eyes, I could see images of Liddley, his pain-filled eyes staring at me, his lips half-parted in what was neither a smile nor a frown. But if I opened them, the bedroom seemed full of grey, lifeless shapes. Sleep would not come, nothing but thoughts of John Liddley and his family. How I pitied him. And how he frightened me.

At last I turned on my side and reached out for Laura, looking for some sort of warmth or comfort in my sleeplessness. I threw one arm round her, pulling myself close to her, curving my body round hers. She was wearing a long nightdress. That surprised me, since she normally slept without clothes, unless it was unusually cold. I pressed in closer, putting a hand on one breast, causing her to stir and murmur in her sleep. And at that moment, my blood went cold.

The woman I was holding was not Laura. Laura had short, closely-cropped hair. This woman had long, thick hair to her waist. Laura had small breasts, this woman’s were large. For a moment, I thought I had made a stupid mistake, that I had climbed into bed beside Carol. But in the same instant the woman beside me turned and reached out her hand for mine.

‘John?’ she murmured sleepily. ‘Is that you? Where have you been?’

The voice was not Laura’s, not Carol’s. With a sense of growing horror, I pulled myself away from her.

‘What’s wrong, John? Do you not want me?’

I reached out for the bedside light and switched it on. When I looked round, the bed was empty.
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I must have screamed or cried out. Moments later, the door opened and Laura ran in, followed by Carol.

‘Are you all right, Charles? What on earth happened?’ Laura stood half-naked in the doorway, her eyes scanning the room, coming to rest on my face. She made no move towards me. Carol stood just behind her, pulling an old dressing-gown round her shoulders. They both looked tired and rumpled.

‘I thought . . .’ I stammered, ‘I thought someone . . . in the bed . . .’ I was unable to make sense, unable to force the truth out through my lips. I thought they would betray me, trick me into indiscretions.

‘You thought there was someone in the bed? What a silly,’ Laura said. ‘It must have been a bad dream. You’ve been reading too much. And you’ve been upset. That man in London being killed, it’s brought things back. I’ll stay with you now, you’ll be all right.’

‘Laura’s right, Charles,’ Carol added. ‘You’ve been working too hard. It’s too soon for work, you’re only putting yourself under strain. You need to rest. Look how much good it’s done Laura.’

Such voices of reason, and only moments before . . . I nodded. In the cold electric light, my fears seemed grotesque. Laura came towards the bed. As she did so, I glanced round. On the pillow beside me, Laura’s pillow, a deep indentation marked the spot where a head had been. I reached out my hand. The sheets beside me had not yet lost their warmth.

Laura got into bed beside me. Carol had already closed the door and gone back to her room.

‘She’s right,’ said Laura. ‘You have been working too hard. What does it matter who lived here all those years ago, what they did or didn’t do? They’re dead now, all of them. Can’t we forget them? Can’t we let them rest in peace?’

‘He killed them,’ I said. ‘His wife and two little girls. He operated on them without anaesthetics, he kept a record of their reactions in his diary.’

‘It doesn’t matter, Charles,’ Laura insisted. ‘It’s all over now: let them rest.’

I said nothing more. She did not understand, would not be made to understand that it was not all over. Before long, she fell asleep. I kept a small light burning, for I could not bear the darkness. It was almost dawn when I fell into a light, uneasy sleep. Twice before that, I heard the sound of feet in the attic.
 

The next morning, just after ten o’clock, I had an unexpected visitor. It was Inspector Allison, the policeman in charge of the investigation into Lewis’s murder. The weather had improved again, and I took him into the garden. Carol and Laura were in town with Jessica.

‘We’ve checked right through the area for a Liddley,’ he said. ‘There’s no one of that name in Spitalfields or any of the adjoining districts. Very few Liddleys in London at all, in fact. So, suppose you tell me what it’s all about.’

I hesitated. We were sitting on spindly little garden chairs Laura had bought the year before in a sale at Eaden Lilley’s.

‘Inspector, I have to apologize. I made a mistake. It was just a hunch, a guess. But I’m afraid I was mistaken.’

‘Let me be the judge of that. What made you give me the name in the first place?’

I knew he would never believe what I would have to tell him.

‘I don’t want to mislead you, Inspector. Believe me, I want to find this man. He killed my daughter.’

‘You think the same man killed your daughter and Dafydd Lewis?’

I nodded.

‘He killed Inspector Ruthven as well. But I was mistaken: his name isn’t Liddley. It . . .’ Now I was treading on difficult ground. What if I was wrong again? Would Allison haul me in for obstructing the police in an investigation, for wasting their time? Would my meddling lead to his death as it had led to Ruthven’s and Lewis’s?

‘I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘I may be wrong again. But I think you should have another try. Not under Liddley this time. Under De la Mere.’
 

During lunch, I noticed that something was troubling Carol. I asked her what was wrong, but she fended off my inquiries, casually at first, then quite forcefully. Later, however, when Jessica had been put to bed for a nap, she suggested we take a walk. Laura offered to stay behind with Jessica, saying she wanted to go over some slides: she was going back to her old job at the Fitzwilliam the following Monday.

So we went out, Carol and I, and cycled to King’s. We left our bicycles on the Parade and walked down to the Backs. A carpet of yellow daffodils and pale narcissi stretched almost to the river’s edge, broken by tiny clumps of purple and white crocuses. I mention all that, the poetry of the scene, merely because it contrasted so starkly with the dark solemnity of our conversation. I have taken no pleasure in flowers since.

We walked, brother and sister, side by side along the river, struggling to rediscover the closeness, the directness we had once known as children and teenagers. Adulthood strips so much away from us, so many capacities, so many weaknesses.

‘What’s going on, Charles? I can’t get much out of Laura, and I don’t want to press her. She’s fragile, and I don’t know how much weight I can put on this improvement. At least she seems to be making some sort of headway. It’s you I’m worried about. Not your health, that’s not how it’s taking you. But you seem a different person, Charles. Not just changed, but . . . no longer yourself.’

‘I’ll be all right. Naomi’s death . . .’

She turned almost angrily.

‘Come on, Charles, you know it’s not that. Not just that. I don’t expect you to get over Naomi for . . . well, for years, maybe never. But something else is going on, isn’t it? What is it, Charles? Has she come back to you, is that it?’

I stopped in my tracks.

‘How . . . ?’

‘Oh, Charles, come on. I’ve pieced together things Laura let slip. I used a little intuition. It’s true, isn’t it? You’ve seen her.’

I nodded.

‘I saw her once, and Laura another time. And we’ve heard her. In our bedroom one night – she was crying. And there are photographs.’

‘Photographs? I see.’ She paused. We were like lovers, walking arm in arm now, our inhibitions dropping away. I longed to leap into the river, to drag her down with me into its darknesses and its dank weeds.

‘I heard something last night,’ she went on. ‘Footsteps up above me, in the attic. Have you heard them?’

‘Yes,’ I said.

They weren’t a child’s footsteps. Not Naomi’s.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Not Naomi’s.’

‘I think you’d better tell me.’

So I explained all I knew, leaving out only the details of what John Liddley had done to his family. When I reached the end, more than an hour had passed. We sat for a long time in silence, Carol and I, our eyes on the river, the soft silver grace of it, the forming of ripples, the coolness and the depth.

‘It’s a strange coincidence, isn’t it?’ she said. I knew what she meant.

‘You mean Mother?’ I asked.

She nodded.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘If it is a coincidence.’

‘You don’t think so?’

‘No,’ I said.

The river curled past just beyond our feet. Our reflections danced on its surface like ghosts. I shivered.

‘Laura should never have encouraged you to come,’ I said. ‘She should never have let you bring Jessica. It isn’t over, you know. I think . . . I think this is only the beginning.’

Carol said nothing immediately. She went on staring at the water, at our reflections distorted and trembling on its labile surface.

‘Last night,’ she began at last, ‘after I came to your room with Laura, I didn’t go straight back to my own room. Instead, I went to check on Jessica. She wasn’t sleeping. I found her sitting up in bed with her light on. She didn’t seem disturbed or anything. I asked her why she was sitting with the light on. Had anything woken her? I thought she might have heard you cry out.

‘She said she’d been playing. “What were you playing?” I asked. “Families,” she said. “All on your own?” She shook her head. “Oh no,” she answered, “I wasn’t alone. My cousin Naomi came to play with me.”’
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We spent a quiet evening, speaking of anything but the topics we most wanted to discuss. Carol and I had agreed not to raise the subject of the hauntings with Laura. And we had decided that it might be best to ask for an exorcism after all. I remembered only too bitterly my broken promise to Lewis. As we collected our bicycles, I told Carol I would call on the priest tomorrow.

About ten o’clock, Laura said she was feeling tired and wanted an early night. When she went upstairs to bed, Carol and I stayed down in order to talk. I showed her the photographs. Not all of them – not the worst ones, which I had locked away – but enough to convince her finally of the truth of what I had told her.

‘You have to leave,’ she said. ‘This house is evil. It will destroy you if you stay.’

‘Laura won’t go,’ I said. I told her about Naomi’s visitation, the appeal she had made for Laura’s return.

‘In spite of that,’ Carol replied. ‘Because of that. Even if she does see Naomi, it will only distress her more in the end. Let me speak to her, she may listen to me.’

I nodded, but I knew she would be wasting her breath. It would take more than reason to make Laura leave again.

We went up to bed just after midnight. Carol was nervous. I knew she was listening for sounds from the attic.

‘I don’t want to sleep on my own,’ she said.

‘You’ll be all right,’ I reassured her, feeling little reassurance myself. ‘We’re just across the corridor – you only have to shout out if you need me.’

She gave me a nervous smile and opened her bedroom door, switching the light on at once.

‘Off you go,’ she said. ‘I’ll be all right. But I do wish it was morning. I’ll just look in on Jessica before I brush my teeth. Maybe I’ll bring her in to sleep with me.’

She kissed my cheek and went off towards her daughter’s room. I opened the door of our bedroom and went inside. Laura had left a nightlight on. She stirred as I entered. I saw with relief that it was indeed Laura in the bed and not . . . Not someone else.

Less than a minute must have passed when, without warning, the door was flung open and Carol came into the room in a state of extreme distress.

‘It’s Jessica!’ she cried. ‘She’s gone.’

‘What! Are you sure?’

‘Of course I’m sure! She’s not in her room, she’s not in my room.’

Laura muttered indistinctly from the bed, ‘What’s going on? Is something wrong?’ She was struggling to get upright, still half asleep.

‘It’s nothing, dear,’ I told her. ‘Go back to sleep.’

‘Carol? Is that you?’ She was coming awake now. I could see the flicker of fear in her eyes.

‘Yes, Laura. Jessica’s gone missing.’

I left them together and went off to look for my niece. She could not be far away, I reasoned. But my heart was thumping violently, and I could feel fear crawling in the pit of my stomach. Memories of those first awful moments in Hamleys came rushing back, those moments when I realized Naomi had really gone.

Carol and Laura joined me, and together we went carefully through all the rooms on the top floor. My chief hope had been that she might have gone to Naomi’s room to play with her toys, but there was no one there and no sign that anything had recently been disturbed.

We went through the rest of the house, room by room, calling her name loudly. No one answered. She was not to be found. I took a torch and went into the garden, cursing the darkness. Fifteen minutes later, cold and shivering, I came back in shaking my head wearily. There was no sign of Jessica anywhere.

We sat down in the kitchen. Carol was the first to speak. She said what was going through all our minds.

‘There’s one place we haven’t tried yet.’

We looked at one another. Even now, after so much, I still feel the grip of fear, the nausea of that moment.

‘I’ll go,’ I said.

Carol shook her head.

‘I have to come with you. Jessica’s my daughter. She’s my responsibility.’

‘Very well,’ I said. I was not reluctant, I wanted her with me.

‘I’ll come too,’ said Laura.

I shook my head.

‘One of us has to stay outside,’ I told her. ‘In case something goes wrong.’

She hesitated, then nodded slowly.
 

The attic door was unlocked. I tried to remember whether or not I had locked it after the last time, the time we had all gone up and Lewis and I had discovered the bricked-off room. But however hard I tried, my memory failed me.

The moment I opened the door, I could feel the cold. It was not just a matter of temperature, that cold: it was as much inside me as in the air around me.

I switched on the torch and swung it up the stairs. No sunlight lightened the gloom. Darkness held the attic fast. It was like a wall in front of me, high and black and without chinks. Like the cold, the darkness was more in me than outside me. It was my own darkness, my own night.

I began to climb the stairs. The wooden treads creaked in protest beneath my feet. As I came level with the floor, the torch-beam vanished in the open space. Entering the darkness was like being turned inside out. And there was something else, something besides the darkness. I could make out a faint smell, one that had not been there before. It was an odour like chemicals or decay. It felt familiar, like an odour from my past, yet I was certain I had never smelled it before.

Carol was close behind me on the stairs. I reached down and helped her up to the floor. She did not let go of my hand. I swung the torch back and forwards through the dark. Old tennis racquets with small heads, a toboggan, a chair. The attic was as it should have been, unshifted, in a time and place I could understand.

The wall was still there, the floor at its centre strewn with dust and rubble. Through the opening I could make out the dingy glow of another light. I remembered the broken oil-lamp we had found in the other chamber.

‘Through there,’ I whispered. ‘Can you see it?’

‘Yes.’ Carol still held my hand. We had not held hands since we were very small. I didn’t like it. It felt . . . It felt sexual. I had an erection. This was my sister, and I had an erection. I felt dreadful. The smell was pressing on my lungs like gas. I could hardly breathe. A gross excitement threatened to overpower me. I wanted to touch Carol, to waken her, to drag her screaming and aroused into my naked dream. I breathed hard, fighting the compulsion, I closed my eyes tightly. Darkness, darkness.

‘Can you smell it?’ I asked.

‘Smell what? What do you smell?’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said. My breath was coming in short gasps. My hand shook as I shone the torch on the opposite wall. I opened my eyes again. She held my hand so tightly.

We walked together to the opening in the wall. The light grew steadily stronger. Was it the darkness choking me? Or myself, my lust, my self-loathing?

I looked through the opening. The lamp had been lit and placed on the floor near an armchair. In the armchair, Jessica was sitting, a doll on her lap, oblivious of me. Her hair hung over her eyes, she was rocking to and fro. Standing by the side of the chair was Naomi, dressed in the clothes I had put on her the morning of our trip to London, the clothes I had last seen in plastic bags in Scotland Yard. She looked at me and smiled.

Carol let go of my hand. I stepped through the opening. I had such grief, such blinding grief. She was standing unblemished in the lamplight. There was nothing phantasmal, nothing insubstantial about her. My eyes could not see through her, I felt sure I could touch her if I dared, if I just stretched out my hand. Her hair was soft, her skin looked freshly washed, and I knew I was not dreaming. In a nightmare, but not dreaming.

Carol stepped through the hole behind me. I could hear her breathing, tight and uneven and full of fear.

‘Hello Daddy.’ Naomi’s voice, not a voice in a dream. I felt tears scald my eyes, blinding me. I kept telling myself it wasn’t Naomi, that Naomi was dead.

‘Hello Auntie Carol. Are you looking for Jessica? Jessica came here to find me. We’re playing with her doll.’ She paused. ‘This is my room now. I’m allowed to play here any time I like.’

‘Oh sweet Jesus.’ Carol was beside me now, clinging tightly to my arm.

Jessica looked up. She seemed oblivious of her surroundings. A few feet away from her lay the bundle of human remains Lewis and I had unwrapped. The other two still rested where we had left them. Two large spiders scuttled over them, black and malevolent. I shuddered at the quick movements of their long legs.

‘Hello Mummy,’ Jessica lisped. ‘I came up to Naomi’s room to play with her. Caroline and Victoria will be coming later.’

‘We’ve got to get her out of here,’ gasped Carol. Out of here? I thought. Out where? Where is there to go? The darkness stretches for ever.

‘Isn’t Mummy with you?’ Naomi asked. Her thin voice carried without effort through the darkness. She did not move. Her soft eyes seemed to beckon, to draw me towards her.

I shook my head.

‘Mummy’s downstairs, darling,’ I said.

Carol grabbed my arm.

‘For God’s sake, don’t speak to her. She isn’t real, she isn’t there. Help me get Jessica out of here.’

At that moment, there was a sound from the back of the room, from the shadows just out of reach of the lamplight. A shuffling sound. I raised the beam of my torch and shone it in the direction from which the sound was coming. Dear God, why did I not just run?

They were walking towards us slowly, little Caroline and little Victoria. They were not dressed in their pretty clothes, they were not pretty at all. I suppose this is how they must have looked after they had been dead for a little while, before Liddley finished the job of carving them up and wrapping the pieces in burlap.

In my sudden revulsion, I dropped the torch. It hit the floor with a crash, smashing the glass and shattering the bulb. There was only the lamplight now. And behind us the darkness. The darkness and the sound of breathing.
  

25
 

He was almost invisible at first, coming to me as he did out of his familiar darkness, those soot-black clothes camouflaging him perfectly. It was his face I saw first, the preternatural whiteness of it, its pallor like no earthly pallor. He seemed drained: drained of blood, drained of hope, drained of volition. His eyes were full of pain. They spoke to me before he opened his mouth. I learned more from his eyes than from anything he ever told me or from anything I ever read in a letter or diary entry. He was holding a scalpel in one hand. A red scalpel with a bone handle. His hand was bright with blood.

‘Help me.’ His voice sounded thin, etiolated, remote, as though it came from a great distance, as though it had crossed fields of stars to arrive here finally, in this last and deepest of darknesses. ‘Help me.’ He was standing facing me like someone with nowhere to go. A lost soul? Not quite. John Liddley was not lost, but he had used up all his refuges, flown to his last bolt hole. I was his refuge, I was his hideaway. He needed me, he needed my will and my flesh. I felt flattered, felt for the first time in my life the stark necessity of my existence. I knew what he wanted, what I had to do.

With a smile on my face, I turned round. I looked at Carol, trembling, cowering, cringing. She could not read his eyes, no, she could not understand. I felt such lust. Such lust and, in that same instant, such hurt, such anger.

‘Sleep with me,’ I said.

She looked at me as though unable to believe what she had heard. Stupid, she seemed so stupid. ‘What?’ she said. A flat word, without inflection. ‘What?’

‘I want you to sleep with me.’

‘Charles, what the hell is going on? What are you talking about? Have you gone mad? We’ve got to get out of here. Now.’

I hit her with the back of my hand hard across the face. The blow drew blood, a thin trickle through her teeth. She looked at me in shock and horror. I hit her a second time. She toppled and I hit her again, this time in the stomach, low down. Without a word, she crumpled and sank to the floor, groaning and clutching her abdomen.

‘Hit her again.’ Liddley was behind me. Naomi and the little girls had gone, leaving Jessica in the chair. I felt terribly alone. I bent down, pulled Carol upright, and hit her with my fist, full in the face. Her nose crumpled like paper, blood gushed everywhere. I let her fall to the floor.

‘Take her over there.’ Liddley pointed with his left hand at the wall. For a moment, I failed to understand, then I remembered the chains.

‘Will they hold?’ I asked.

He nodded. For some reason I believed him. After all, he knew about these things, I was only a beginner.

I dragged Carol’s limp body across the floor, holding her tightly by the ankles. Her head bumped on the floorboards. It was the dragging, bumping sound I had heard previously, coming from the attic.

Jessica was sitting bolt upright in her chair, visibly disturbed now and frightened. Liddley stepped out of the darkness into the light. She saw him and froze, then uttered a terrible scream. I dropped Carol and looked round desperately. I had to stop Jessica screaming, her cries would bring Laura, and Laura would set about complicating this beautiful simplicity that Liddley and I were weaving together.

Quietly, I went up to Jessica, kneeling on the ground beside her.

‘It’s all right, Jessica: there’s nothing to be frightened of. I’m here with you.’

I reached out a tentative hand and stroked her head, but she pulled away from me, mortally terrified.

I wanted to soothe her. I wanted to break her neck.

When I looked up, I saw Liddley a few feet away. With the hand that held the scalpel, he gestured towards the little table. I crossed to it and my eye caught the box of surgical instruments. I understood at once what he meant. I opened the box and drew out a long, glistening blade, whose precise purpose I could not guess. It was almost perfect, untarnished, beautiful. Its edge cut a paper-thin line in the ball of my thumb. Jessica was still sobbing and screaming.

My hand did not shake once. The long scalpel felt familiar, its weight, its balance. My fingers knew what to do. He watched me walk to my niece, watched me take her hair in my left hand and pull her head back, watched my hand swing back, watched me cut her throat with that smooth, scything motion his eyes had taught me. I needed no practice, I sidestepped the blood with ease. She jerked once, twice, three times, then fell to the floor. A convulsion of all her limbs threw her into her last stillness.

I remember those moments with peculiar clarity, as though each had been made for me a particular focus for unquiet recollection. They haunt me now, and all those other vivid moments of my creation and his creation. I know that in one and the same moment I felt sick and wild with joy. Part of me was myself, aghast at what I had done, what I was about to do, part was whatever I was becoming under John Liddley’s invisible tutelage.

Poor Jessica, all trust betrayed, all security wiped out in that one brilliant moment of execution. And yet how fortunate that she did not have to suffer the protracted agonies my Naomi endured. Just as I endure those same agonies vicariously now, all their agonies and my own doubled and redoubled.

I must have been in a daze, bedazzled with blood, my first taste of that bewitchment. Liddley snatched me out of it with a cry of inarticulate alarm. I swung round like a sleepwalker awakened and saw Carol on her feet, swaying as she staggered towards me. I slashed at her thoughtlessly, cutting a thin line down her cheek. The pain threw her back, allowing me to move in, striking her again, pulling her to the wall, throwing her down.

The chains fastened by means of a simple clasp, with heavy iron cuffs for wrists and ankles. I slipped them on Carol and snapped them shut. Poor thing, she was beyond protesting, she scarcely knew where she was. I wanted her to stay that way. I remember crying while I did it, I don’t know why, pity perhaps. I guessed what she was going through, I had a good idea of what was to come.

I was just finishing my work when I heard a faint voice calling from the direction of the stairs. Laura had been growing anxious. She had heard the cries, held back, then mustered the courage to climb the stairs. She was carrying the little reading torch I kept by my side of the bed. It gave very little light, barely enough to see by. I heard her stumble as she came into the attic.

‘Charles? Carol? Where are you? What’s been going on?’ The fear in her voice was naked.

‘Over here, Laura,’ I called out.

‘Charles? Is that you?’

‘Yes,’ I called, keeping my voice even and reassuring.

She came up to me out of the darkness, as Liddley had done, but so much less dramatically. He seemed to have vanished. I stood in front of Jessica, blocking Laura’s view.

‘I heard voices, Charles. Somebody shouting. I didn’t know what to do.’

‘There’s nothing to be done, Laura. Nothing to be done.’

She looked towards the hidden room.

‘It was like this in my dreams,’ she whispered. ‘The attic. That room.’

‘Your dreams?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘The ones I told you about. The first time you opened up the wall and found the room.’

I nodded. I remembered now.

‘What happened?’ I asked. ‘In the dreams.’

But she did not answer me. Her eyes were fixed on my face. Frightened eyes, eyes that did not understand.

‘What’s wrong, Charles? Where’s Carol?’

‘She’s over there,’ I said.

‘Did you find Jessica?’

I nodded. Liddley was standing behind her now. She was unaware of him. He was smiling at me conspiratorially, smiling and nodding. I could feel the dampness of sweat on my brow. He still terrified me.

I must have stepped aside. Laura froze. I knew she had caught sight of Jessica. It took her several moments to make sense of what she saw, in the half-light, in the tangle of blood and white skin. Then she screamed, a long, piercing scream that cut like a blade through my scalp. I silenced her with a single blow.

When they were both peaceful in their chains, I stripped them, using the long scalpel with which I had killed Jessica, cutting the clothes away from their bodies like a fishmonger skinning fish. Liddley was with me all the time. I could feel his excitement, his reawakened lust. He told me later that sex had been his only consolation after the deaths of his wife and mistress, that he had tried to drown himself in it as though in a river.

I had sex with them both several times that night. It was not my potency but his that kept me roused. After all, I was not doing it for myself but for him. He had some sort of purpose in it, though I never fathomed what it was. It was something to do with his liberation, the liberation he was always seeking. That was his problem: he wanted to be free, but he kept tying himself in tighter and tighter knots.

Afterwards, I slept the heaviest, purest, most refreshing sleep of my life. There were no nightmares.
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The following morning I slept late. No one came to the door, no one telephoned. I awoke naked in my own room, and for some minutes it all seemed like a terrible dream. Then I looked at the table beside me and saw the long scalpel, still flecked with traces of Jessica’s blood.

They were still in the attic where I had left them. Liddley had been careful to ensure that the two sets of chains were far enough apart to prevent one person helping another escape. Carol seemed to be in a lot of pain from the blows I had inflicted. Her nose especially seemed to give her almost unbearable torment. I left them a little food and water, and told them I would be back later. Neither of them spoke to me, as though I were a stranger, not a husband or a brother. They were uninterested in the food.

There were several things I had to attend to. First, there was the problem of control. The chains would hold: I had reassured myself on that point. But I could not have them crying or screaming indiscriminately at all times of day or night. I had to think hard before arriving at the solution, but when it came it was so simple I could have wept. All things were playing into my hands.

I had tutored an undergraduate two years earlier, a young man called Simpson, likeable but feckless. Simpson had got himself into trouble, first with the college authorities, then with the police. His problem had been drugs, beginning with cannabis and progressing to harder substances. In the end, he had been sent down, but for some reason had stayed on in Cambridge. There was a woman, I think, and a circle of fellow dropouts who lived in a commune off Mill Road.

It didn’t take me long to find him. The house was filthy. So, for that matter, was Simpson. He had deteriorated since our last meeting. His eyes were blank, the pupils almost the size of pinpricks, and he was hollow-cheeked and pallid. Strangely, he still possessed a perfect coherence of speech. He quoted a passage of Beowulf to me without fault, but could not translate it.

We spent a little time talking, but there were few reminiscences. I was a successful don, he was an academic and social failure. I had my life ahead of me, his was as good as over. I was using him and he knew it.

I don’t know if he resented any of that, or if it ever occurred to him to ask why I wanted the stuff. He called it ‘gear’ and referred to the hypodermic as a ‘spike’. The jargon fascinated me, I could have talked with him for hours, but I had work to do. He explained all I needed to know about dosage and frequency, and told me how to inject – to ‘crank up’ as he put it. I gave him money and told him there would be more if he could obtain larger amounts. I did not think it would be difficult to get rid of him afterwards.

I gave them their first shots soon after getting back to the house. They remained conscious but cooperative. I spent the afternoon with them. On one occasion, the attic shifted. Liddley was there with his wife and daughters. He smiled at me, then turned away as he went about his business. That was when Laura went completely to pieces.

A little before dark, I set off in the car for Northampton. The key to Carol’s house had been left in her handbag, I knew I would have no difficulty getting in. I stopped at a Sainsbury’s on the outskirts of town in order to buy provisions and a pair of thin rubber gloves. I knew it was the supermarket where Carol did her weekly shopping: I had been there with her a couple of times.

It was dark when I arrived. No one saw me enter the house. I made sure to park the car a couple of streets away. Inside, I cooked several meals for three people, laid the table for three, and served up three portions of everything. I ate a little, put some scrapings into the kitchen bin along with the wrappers, and flushed what was left down the toilet. The remainder of the shopping I put into the fridge. All the time I wore my rubber gloves.

I had already wiped my fingerprints off all the items I had handled in the supermarket. But just to be sure, I put Carol’s, Laura’s, and Jessica’s fingerprints on the food wrappers, the crockery, and the cutlery. I had brought three sets of fingers in separate plastic bags. Later, I buried them deeply in a field outside Grantchester, not far from Byron’s Pool.

A final touch was needed. I had found Carol’s car-keys in her handbag. It did not take me long to find her passport in a drawer of her desk: Jessica was included on it, as I had expected. I had already taken Laura’s passport from home. Carol’s little Renault was in the garage, with almost a full tank of petrol. It was nearly ten o’clock by now, dark enough and quiet enough to leave unseen, not too late to draw undue attention. I drove straight to Birmingham down the M6. It was just after eleven when I got there. I left the car in the long-stay park at the airport. Before leaving, I had prepared some chocolate and crisp wrappers with Carol’s and Jessica’s fingerprints. These I left on the rear seat, along with an empty pop bottle. I locked the car and threw the keys into the nearest drain.

I caught a late train back to Northampton, went straight to my car, and drove quickly back to Cambridge. Before going to bed, I checked that Laura and Carol were still as I had left them. I bound their wounds and kissed them. Laura spat at me. The house was full of the most terrible silence. I could hear a wind outside, whistling through the trees in the garden.
 

I woke the next day just after noon, feeling tired and irritable. At about three o’clock, the telephone rang. It was Inspector Allison. He was on his way to Cambridge and wanted to see me urgently. Would I be at home? I thought quickly. There would be enough time to give each of them an extra dose. Just to be on the safe side.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’ll be at home. Come whenever you like.’

He arrived half an hour later. A uniformed policeman waited for him in the car outside. I had cleared all traces of Carol and Jessica away. I planned to burn their clothes and luggage later, in the boiler room at college. When he asked how Laura was, I merely observed that she was still in Northampton. I had spoken to her yesterday afternoon. He nodded and followed me into the study.

‘How did you know?’ he asked.

‘Know? I’m sorry, but I don’t understand.’

‘About De la Mere. How did you know about him?’

So I had been right. I felt a thrill of satisfaction pass through me. How perfect the world was. How very like an engine, in which all parts meshed in unity and synchronicity.

‘Guesswork,’ I said.

He was silent for a while, his eyes fixed on my face. When he spoke again, his voice was less patient.

‘Why are you lying to me, Dr Hillenbrand?’

‘Suppose you tell me exactly what you’ve found. Then we can decide whether or not I’m lying.’

He sighed.

‘Very well. Early this morning, I arrested a man called De la Mere. Jeremy De la Mere. He lives in Spitalfields, in a house less than three hundred yards from where we found your daughter. In his possession, we discovered Naomi’s shoes and several knives. The knives fit the description of the weapons thought to have been used in her killing. Our forensic lab is working on them now.

‘But that is largely academic. He has confessed to Naomi’s murder. He has also confessed to the murders of Superintendent Ruthven and Dafydd Lewis. He says he was acting on orders, that someone called Liddley told him to carry out the killings.’

Allison leaned back in his chair.

‘You’re an intelligent man, Dr Hillenbrand. Do I have to tell you just how suspicious it is that you knew this man’s name and whereabouts, that you were able to lead me to him with so little difficulty?’

I said nothing. Allison went on.

‘I have to tell you, Doctor, that I think you are Liddley. I think you visited De la Mere under that name, and that somehow or other you persuaded him to carry out these murders under your orders. I would like you to come back with me in order to meet De la Mere for the purposes of identification.’

‘I see.’ I looked through the study window, at the play of light and shade on the trees. ‘You think I arranged for the murder of my own daughter?’

‘I really don’t know, Dr Hillenbrand. I would hate to think so. But it seems to me the only possible explanation for the connection.’

‘And you have a motive?’

He shook his head.

‘Only you know that.’

‘And Ruthven and Lewis – you think I had a motive for those killings too?’

‘Possibly. Ruthven may have been about to uncover something. Lewis as well. That’s quite plausible.’

‘You would not believe the truth,’ I said.

‘Try me,’ he replied.

What could I do? What could I say? I got out the photographs, went through them one by one. He was sceptical at first – who would not have been? – but when we got to the shots Lewis had taken of the attic and its inhabitants, above all those of Caroline and Victoria in their less-than-pretty, less-than-lovable guise, I saw him wince and grow pale.

He was silent after that for several minutes. His eyes strayed to the window. His fingers strayed over the scattered photographs, playing with their edges, then recoiling. They were strong, capable fingers, fingers that could break a man’s arm against a fulcrum. I waited patiently.

‘This is too much for me to take in all at once, Dr Hillenbrand. I don’t know what to make of it, or of you. I find it hard to believe you could be so elaborate, that you could go to such lengths merely to concoct such an implausible story.’

‘You can check Lewis’s film,’ I said. ‘He kept all the negatives. I’m sure you have people who can check a photograph for fraud.’

‘For fraud, yes. But phantoms? Conjurations out of someone’s worst nightmare?’ He paused. ‘I’d like to see this attic of yours, Doctor. If you have a torch, perhaps we can go up now.’

I felt the breath catch in my throat like treacle. Why had I been so blasé, why had I allowed Allison here in the house where so much could go wrong? I looked round desperately for Liddley. My head was spinning, I felt straitjacketed. Where are you? I wanted to cry.

‘Are you all right, Doctor?’

‘I . . . I don’t like to go there,’ I said. ‘After what happened. That last time, Lewis and I only just managed to get out unharmed. If we’d stayed . . .’

‘It’s all right,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to come. Just show me where to go, lend me your torch.’

‘It wouldn’t be safe.’

‘I’ll be the judge of that.’ He was on his feet now.

‘Please . . .’

‘Is something the matter, Dr Hillenbrand?’

I stood as well, shaking my head, playing for time.

‘No, I’ll come with you,’ I said. ‘But I warn you, he may be there. You haven’t seen him, you can’t . . .’

He was already through the door, heading for the stairs. I followed him, thinking madly. He had to be stopped, stopped at any cost. I was going out of my mind: to have been so close, to have seen the levers rise and fall with such precision . . .

We got to the door of the attic. I had left the torch on the floor outside. Allison picked it up and opened the door – I had not bothered locking it.

‘This way?’

I nodded. He set off up the stairs with me close behind, my heart pounding, still unable to decide what course of action to take. Why didn’t Liddley do something? Why didn’t he intervene?

At the spot where the staircase ended and the floor began, Allison turned to me, shivering.

‘You were right,’ he said. ‘It’s freezing up here. Enough to freeze your balls off.’

He was not an unintelligent man, not lacking in sophistication of a certain low order, but that sudden descent into coarseness hardened me towards him. I was grateful for it, grateful for the justification I knew it would give me for what I had to do. I was thinking of the bricks, the ones I had helped Lewis knock out of the wall, thinking how edged and sharp they were, how easy it would be to pick one up, to lift it, to bring it down . . .

Far below, the doorbell rang. We both froze. I realized that, in spite of everything, Allison was nervous of coming up here. The bell rang again, a longer burst.

‘It must be Sergeant Arkless,’ Allison said. ‘I told him to ring if any messages came through for me.’

Another ring, accompanied by three loud knocks.

When we got downstairs, I opened the door to find Allison’s driver standing on the step. I stepped aside to let Allison past.

‘What is it, Sergeant?’

‘London on the radio, sir. You’ve got to get back straight away. There’s been a cock-up with our man, with De la Mere, sir.’

‘What sort of cock-up?’

Arkless hesitated, glancing at me.

‘Go on, man.’

‘Done himself in, sir. So it seems. But it could be . . . Trubshaw was in charge at the time, sir.’

‘I see. All right, Arkless. Get on the blower, tell them I’m coming back straight away.’

Arkless nodded and went back to the car. Allison turned to me. His face was working, the eyes especially. They were full of the let-down he was feeling, the disappointment, the anger, the impotence. Anger and impotence go well together.

‘It looks as if there won’t be any point in your accompanying me to London after all, Dr Hillenbrand. Take care of yourself. I’ll be back tomorrow. And I’d be grateful if you could ring your wife and ask her to join us. There are some questions I’d like to ask her.’
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I had to act quickly. There was no time to waste. Liddley would be disappointed, of course, he would have to forgo the fun he had waited for all this time. But Allison had given me no choice. However short-lived, the reprieve had renewed my conviction that all things were running to my pleasure.

I found a heavy broom and a smaller dustbrush in the cupboard beneath the stairs and carried them up to the attic. The late afternoon sun had laid a bed of red and yellow coals all along the wooden floor. I crossed to the shutters and closed them firmly against the light. The room was cold with a dark coldness, the air in it monstrously raw and aching. The smell still lay on everything, tinging the cold with sadness and a premonition of impermanence. There was no sign of Liddley, but I could hear a voice nearby, a child’s voice, singing softly. It made my flesh creep, but I knew I had to go through with what I had started.

At the gap in the partition wall I paused and looked into the inner room. The oil-lamp was lit, casting its flat light on cobwebs and ugly faded wallpaper. Naomi was crouched on the floor near her mother, crooning to her gently. It was a song I had taught her, the haunting melody little Pearl sings in Night of the Hunter.
 

Once upon a time, there was a pretty fly,


He had a pretty wife, who could not fly,


But one day she flew away, flew away.

 

She had two pretty children


But one night those two pretty children


Flew away, flew away, into the sky, into the moon . . .

 

When she had finished, Naomi looked up at me and smiled. Daddy’s little girl smiling for Daddy coming home.

‘Hello, Daddy,’ she said.

I shut my eyes. I could not bear to see her, to listen to her. In the past weeks I had been through so much, but this was unendurable.

‘Mummy’s not well,’ she said. ‘She wants to sleep all the time. And Auntie Carol’s terrible sick as well. Like Caroline and Victoria and their mummy sometimes. What are we going to do, Daddy?’

I could not keep my eyes closed. Reluctantly, I opened them and looked at her.

‘I don’t know, darling,’ I said.

‘Why are you crying, Daddy? Is it because Mummy’s not well?’

‘Yes,’ I said. How could she not know? I thought the dead knew everything. Of course, I know better now. The dead know as little as ourselves. They are ourselves: transfigured, but not made new.

Laura and Carol were in a semi-stupor. It will be kinder this way, I thought. But I had forgotten him, him and his needs. I went to look at Carol. Even with the heroin, I could see she was in great pain.

‘I have to go now, Daddy,’ Naomi said. I thought of her as Naomi now, I had dropped the pretence that she was a monstrosity in my daughter’s shape.

I looked round. She was no longer there. I switched off my torch and in the light of the lamp started brushing rubble from the main attic into the bricked-off chamber. Any complete or near-complete bricks I found in the pile, I separated from the rest, stacking them neatly. I kept back a small pyramid of dust and grit, just to one side of the opening, in the main attic.

When I had done all this, I took my torch and broom and returned downstairs. The light had all but faded from the sky. It was like a face from which the colour and the life had been drained. Like Jessica’s face in the light of my torch. I found a hammer and chisel in my toolbox.

In the southwest corner of the garden, there was an old wall surrounding a small vegetable patch. It was in a state of poor repair, and it took me little effort to prise away all the bricks I thought I would need. Most of them just came away in my hand, the mortar crumbling, as though by natural collapse.

From the garage I took a trowel and a small sack of cement. I carried the entire load upstairs in half a dozen trips, set it down, and rested, sitting on the stack of bricks I had made. It was then I heard him, his dark breathing behind me, then his voice that still froze my blood.

‘I perceive all you do, sir. You mean to make an end of it, do you not?’

I said nothing. How tired I was, how tired.

‘Come, sir, come, we are past this. Do not be so aloof.’

‘They were nearly found today,’ I said. ‘The man who came here was a police Inspector.’

‘I know nothing of police, sir. Are you not master in your own house? There were men who came here in my own time. I promise you, they did not venture so far.’

‘Things have changed,’ I said. ‘He can bring a warrant if he wishes, search the house from top to bottom. It’s better this way.’

‘He could be dealt with.’

‘No!’ I exclaimed. I was sharp with him. In all this time, I had not once turned round. ‘That would be stupid, it would lead them straight here. Leave things as they are. Don’t interfere.’

‘We have tonight,’ he said.

I put my hands over my ears, but I could still hear him, soft and insidious, his voice mellifluous as honey. He came round from behind until he was right in front of me. I could not help but look at him.

‘They will not return until tomorrow morning at the earliest. The work you have in mind will not take long. There is time enough to pleasure us.’

‘Do you know who I am?’ I asked. It would only be a matter of time, I thought, before Allison found out.

Liddley was silent for a moment.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Of course. I have always known. Before you knew yourself.’

‘You used me,’ I complained.

‘We use each other. It has always been that way. The living use the dead, the dead the living.’

‘That’s no excuse.’

‘I do not excuse myself. My actions need no excuse. Once the bounds are broken . . .’

I tried to stand. He stared me down, he used a force stronger than anything material.

‘Tonight,’ he said. ‘To remember them by.’

Even as he spoke, I could feel his strength filling me. I could feel my duality become pure singleness. Another night would pass quickly. Too quickly.

*   *   *
 

In the morning, soon after dawn by my watch, I mixed the cement and laid the bricks row upon row as well as I was able. It was by no means a perfect job, but it did not have to be. I smeared dirt and grime on the fresh mortar. When I had finished, I took with the greatest care strands of cobweb from other parts of the attic and laid them on the brick wall. In the light of my torch, the join could scarcely be seen. Inside, they were still alive. But only just.

Allison returned later that morning. He was not a happy man. Since his return to London the day before, he had hardly spent a moment away from the station. De la Mere had torn a strip from the blanket in his cell, rolled it into a tight ball, and rammed it down his own throat, choking himself to death. The presence of vomit in the cell suggested that it had taken him several attempts. Inspector Allison was not in a good mood.

‘Why didn’t you tell me before about your mother?’ That was the first question he asked. He had been quicker than I had anticipated.

‘My mother? Why didn’t I tell you what?’

‘That her maiden name was Liddley.’

I looked long at him, as though realization were dawning. But I had known all along, of course.

‘It never occurred to me that it could be relevant to this,’ I lied. ‘It’s not an uncommon name. You can’t think to implicate my mother in this.’

‘I don’t know what to think, Dr Hillenbrand. Is your mother another descendant of John Liddley? Or is John Liddley just a figment of your imagination? I suggested earlier that you might be Liddley yourself. That hypothesis begins to look more and more attractive to me. It would be plausible for you to adopt your mother’s name.’

‘I told you before, that’s perfectly ridiculous.’

‘Is it? Do you teach such logic to your students?’

‘I am not a logician.’

‘Clearly.’

‘You saw the photographs.’

‘I’m a police officer, Dr Hillenbrand, not a magician.’

‘Nevertheless, I beseech you to use your imagination.’

‘So you admit that’s all Liddley is: someone you dreamed up?’

I grew irritable.

‘I admit nothing of the sort. Liddley was real. Is real. That fact can be proved in any decent library. You can see his letters in Downing College.’

‘Perhaps. But we can talk about that later. In the meantime, I have a warrant to search these premises.’

‘Be my guest,’ I said. What had I to fear?

‘And I wish to speak to your wife. Has she got back from Northampton yet?’

I had decided to make little of Laura’s disappearance.

‘I’m sorry, Inspector, but she isn’t here. She isn’t in Northampton either. I rang her yesterday as you asked, but I got no reply. I tried again all yesterday evening. And this morning. I’ve tried Carol’s office, but nobody there knows anything.’

‘First your daughter goes missing, then your wife and sister.’

‘What are you implying, Inspector?’

‘I’m not sure yet. First of all, I’d like to make that search.’

He brought a constable from the car, and together they went to the attic. I accompanied them, watching from the shadows as they went about their task. They were uneasy. It never occurred to them to open the shutters. They carried out their search by the light of torches, passing again and again in front of the wall behind which Laura and Carol lay bleeding to death. They found nothing, of course.

‘Can you give me yout sister’s address in Northampton, Dr Hillenbrand?’

I gave it to him and watched him leave. I knew he would come again and again to question me, but I was confident that he would find nothing. When he had left, I telephoned my parents to say that Laura and Carol had gone missing and to ask if they had seen them or heard from them. When I replaced the receiver my hand was shaking like a leaf. Blood was pounding in my head. The house was silent. It has never been so silent since.
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I have been unable to stray from this house in twenty years. There have been no holidays, no weekend breaks, not even evenings in London or Cambridge. I go out to teach, or shop, or to attend church. Sometimes I attend college or faculty meetings. That is all. My colleagues think of me as a little strange, as a recluse. They stopped inviting me to dinner parties many years ago. I never eat at high table, not even on Founder’s Day. I am not shunned, but I am not welcome. Of course, they put it down to Naomi’s death and Laura’s disappearance. They know no better; why should they?

The police found the car at the airport as they had been intended to. When asked, I told them that Laura’s passport was missing. There was an official record of a ten-year passport in Carol’s name, but no sign of it in her house. Of course, they checked all flights for that period and found no trace of two women and a child.

The fingerprints puzzled them, as I had expected them to. The recently-purchased foodstuffs, the till receipt from Sainsbury’s, the washing-up, the details on the parking ticket (which I had left in the glove compartment of the car), all testified to a timing that ruled me out as a suspect.

Despite that, Allison hounded me for a long time. He persisted in his belief that Liddley and I were one, that I had picked on De la Mere for reasons of my own and seduced or paid him to kill my daughter, Lewis, and Ruthven. But he had no proof. De la Mere was dead and could not testify. I had been in Cambridge when Laura, Carol and Jessica disappeared in Birmingham. My character references were impeccable.

I do not know how long Allison’s persecution of me would have gone on had he been free to pursue it at his pleasure, but it came to an abrupt end when he was taken ill six months after his first visit to the house. He died in hospital nine months later. The diagnosis was cancer. His successor closed the files on Naomi, Lewis, and Ruthven, ascribing the killings to De la Mere, who had, after all, confessed. The disappearances were kept open, of course, but with time they ceased to exercise anyone’s imagination.

At first I tried to return to a normal life, or one as normal as was possible under the circumstances. I began teaching again that autumn. I embarked on a piece of major research, a comparative study of Grail romances in Middle English, Middle High German, and Middle French. It has never been completed. For twenty years I have written almost nothing. I have, as one senior colleague once ruefully remarked not quite out of my hearing, ‘not fulfilled my potential’. They pay me a salary that is more than adequate for my modest expenses, they let me teach a handful of undergraduates, they steer research students away from me, they pass me politely in the street. I am not offended by them, nor they more than a little disgraced by me.

I have returned the photographs to their tin box. If this record is ever found, they will be germane to its testimony. Some have faded badly over the years, but for the most part they are accurate portrayals of what we saw. If Lewis were to return with his Leica, I daresay he could create another portfolio out of what he might find here now. But better not, better not.

Of course, they have not changed, not aged by a moment, while I have become white-haired. I do not know how much longer I can keep going. It would be pleasant to think that death might come as a release, but I know better than that.

I have instead devised a strategy. It is not much of a strategy, God knows, but I believe it may accomplish something. I have decided to sell the house. It is really too big for me. A much smaller place will suit me much better. Laura, Carol and Jessica will not take up much room, of course. I opened the attic again yesterday, just to see how they were. They will fit into my old trunk, the one I bought when I was an undergraduate. I never thought then that I would have such a use for it.

I have already found prospective purchasers, a local family who need a larger house. The father is a medical man, a consultant at Papworth Hospital. He has two little girls, one aged seven and one aged nine. They are charming little girls, very like their mother. The younger daughter reminds me of Naomi.

The family’s name is Galsworthy. They are an old Cambridge family, I believe. There have been members in the church for generations.

John tells me he is satisfied with the arrangement. He and Dr Galsworthy will have a great deal to talk about.
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