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    CHAPTER ONE


    Kit knew that the boy was a student because he got on at the stop next to the playing-fields a hundred yards past the end of Green Road, which was the nearest stop to the Halls of Residence in the south-west corner of the Whiteknights campus. He had no other distinguishing marks—all the males in these parts who were significantly younger than she was seemed to have near-shaven heads and earrings, whether they worked on building-sites or in libraries—but he was wearing an earplug connected to a discman in his anorak pocket.


    She might not have heard the leakage from the discman if the boy had tendered the exact fare, but he gave her a two-pound coin for a 95p fare and she had to go into her pocket to get the pound to add to the 5p piece she extracted from the tray. It was while she was fumbling for the pound that she felt the sudden shock of recognition. She looked at the boy more intently then, and saw him flinch slightly under the unexpected stare. He dropped his eyes immediately, embarrassed even though he had no idea why. The haircut was obviously just for show; it was the fur-hooded anorak he was wearing that was the more telling detail. If he was studying machismo at the university, he obviously wasn’t in line for a first.


    If there hadn’t been a queue tailing back into the rain Kit would have interrogated the boy about the music there and then, but the fact that the rain was little more than a drizzle didn’t make the waiting crowd any less anxious to get aboard and get on. To make matters worse, it was eight forty-five and the bus was already six minutes behind schedule. Kit knew that she’d be lucky not to lose another five before reaching the town centre, bus lane or no bus lane. Any further delay would be a minor disaster for anyone who had to clock in at nine—assuming that people in town-centre jobs in this part of the world had to clock in the way people back home did. Anyway, she didn’t want to be fobbed off with the kind of stubbornly uninformative answer that young men seemed to be addicted to. It was all too easy to imagine:


    “What’s that you’re playing on your discman?”


    “A CD.”


    Kit was desperate, in more ways than one, so she threw herself in at the deep end.


    “You know the Rifleman up at the crossroads?” she said, as the boy moved off after accepting his £1.05. There wasn’t much he could say to that but “Yes”, so she didn’t even bother waiting for the reply before saying: “I’ll meet you there tonight at seven. Don’t be late.”


    She’d already reached out for the next passenger’s fare, and the boy was being moved down the bus by the fervent pressure of the impatient queue, so he didn’t have time to protest or cross-examine her. Kit knew that he’d have plenty of time to mull it over before they hit the town centre, even if the bus lane carried them all the way without obstruction, but she figured that he’d be up for it, even though he’d have given careful consideration to the strong probability that she was at least five years older than he was, the definite fact that she was possessed of a “northern accent”—being an effete southerner he wouldn’t be able to tell Yorkshire from Lancashire—and the inescapable inference that she really must be a bus-driver by profession rather than an undercover agent for the DSS keeping tabs on dodgy claimants. He was bound to be up for it, in fact, merely because she was female and under thirty. The fact that he was at university meant that he had to try just that little bit harder to prove to himself that he could pass for a red-blooded babe-magnet in a suitably dim light.


    Kit had time to think about it herself while she was stuck at the lights at Cemetery Junction, and it wasn’t until then that she began to wonder whether she’d made a terrible mistake. Demanding dates from kids barely out of their teens wasn’t exactly her style, but Dad’s visit had unsettled her in spite of her determination to be unaffected by his pleas. He’d only been able to stay for an hour because he was taking a load all the way down to Barcelona and the tachograph was mapping out his pauses with robotic efficiency, but that hadn’t stopped him from mounting a major assault on the “come home, all is forgiven” front.


    “She needs you,” he’d said, over and over again. “She can’t cope without you. We both need you. We can’t cope without you.” But the trouble with Mum was that she couldn’t cope with Kit, any more than she could cope without her, and Kit’s presence or absence wasn’t going to make a damn of difference to the relentless progress of her liver cirrhosis and assorted other ills. And the simple fact was that whatever her Mum could or couldn’t cope with or without, Kit couldn’t cope with her, although she was coping very well without.


    “I know you’re making more money here than you did back home,” Dad had gone on, belatedly trying to master the art of reasonableness, “but this pokey little place must cost you more than living with us, and it’s not much more than a glorified cupboard, what with the slanting ceiling and all. And you had to leave all your books at home too.” But he’d realized, in the end, that economic arguments cut no more ice than fine words buttered parsnips, and he’d had no alternative but to unship his Exocet missile. “She loves you, Kit,” he’d said. “I love you. We want you to come home.”


    Kit understood—and knew that Dad knew that she understood—how difficult it was for a Yorkshireman to make a declaration like that, especially if he was the kind of Yorkshireman who drove HGVs and insisted on keeping wicket in spite of the fact that his eyes were shot, but it didn’t alter the central fact that she was free and intended to stay free, no matter how much guilt she had to carry or how resistant her “pokey little place” might be to her determination to make it feel like a new home as well as merely being one.


    “She’s dying, Kit,” was the shape that the final and most desperate assault of all had taken. “Your being down here is only speeding the process up. You don’t even phone. It’s not right, Kit. She’s your mother. She may be a drunk, and she’s sure as hell got a mouth on her, but she’s still your mother. I can’t do anything, not with being away so much and the way she goes on when I’m there. Without you, she’s got nothing. I know it was difficult, but this is killing her. You have to come home.”


    But she didn’t. The simple fact was that she didn’t, and she wasn’t about to be driven to it—not by Dad, and not by anything else that malicious circumstance could throw at her. She was twenty-five years old, and should by rights have left home years ago. If Mum didn’t like having nothing, she should have been a damn sight more careful to treat what she had with a little more kindness and respect. And if Mum didn’t want to drink herself to death, all she had to do was stop. It couldn’t be that difficult. Dad stopped every time he was due to take a load out, and whether he was taking it to Taunton or Timbuktu he didn’t start again until he got home. If he were only prepared to show a little more restraint when he was home, even Mum might begin to glimpse new possibilities. None of it was Kit’s fault. None of it was Kit’s responsibility. Dad knew that, deep down.


    Even so, it had been a profoundly unsettling hour. There was no way around that. It was to avoid such disturbances that Kit never phoned home—that and the fact that the chance of finding Mum coherent and capable of conversation were about a hundred to one against. It was all very well for Dad to play the “come home, all is forgiven” card, but the reality on Kit’s side was that nothing was forgiven, or ever would be. She, after all, had to face her own problems without any support whatsoever—and she was doing it! She was making progress, in spite of the apparent intractability of the mystery that had somehow inveigled her into its unwelcome embrace. She had spotted the tune leaking out of the discman—how cute was that? And she had demanded a date with the discman’s owner, knowing that she had the power, the authority and the sexual magnetism to make the demand stick. He would come. Kit was sure of that. She hadn’t made a mistake. Anyway, a date was only a date, and even if it didn’t help to solve her troublesome little puzzle it would get her out of the hostel without having to yield the point of principle that put the other drivers out of bounds, datewise.


    But that, she realized, as she waited at the lights on Queen’s Road, wasn’t the problem she ought to be addressing. The problem she ought to be addressing was that she’d have to admit, not merely to him but to herself, that something was not merely puzzling but actually wrong: something not merely weird but potentially ominous. It wouldn’t matter much whether some anorak-wearing student thought she was crazy or not, but it would matter a lot that once she’d actually spoken about the haunting to another person she’d have to give some serious thought herself to the question of whether she really was crazy.


    Fortunately, the light changed to green before she had time to ask herself whether the worse possibility was that she really was crazy, or that she wasn’t, and was therefore being really haunted. Once she had rounded the corner opposite the Prudential she had to stop again to let the first batch of impatient workers get off, and was further delayed by the fact that four people got on—which was slightly unusual this close to the town centre—thus forcing her to devote her entire attention to the serious business of collecting two 65p fares, neither of them tendered exactly, and squinting at two weekly tickets to make sure they weren’t out of date.


    As soon as the bus was back in gear again, though, Kit relaxed, and reminded herself of all the reasons why Reading was a great place to work, in addition to being the best part of two hundred miles way from Sheffield. On the very first day she’d arrived at the railway station her trained eye had spotted a notice advertising a FREE BUS TO UTOPIA, which had seemed to her to be an omen—and still seemed to her to be an omen of sorts, even though it had been explained to her soon enough that Utopia was a tacky night club some way out of town, and that although driving the free bus to Utopia was usually a trouble-free trip, driving it back again at two o’clock in the morning was something else entirely, unless you happened to be a fan of crude sexual harassment and the stink of vomit. On the same day, perhaps in the very same glance, she’d been equally delighted to see road-signs pointing the way to THE ORACLE, and that had seemed a positive indication too—and still did, in a way, even though she had discovered soon enough that the Oracle was not actually the residence of a visionary Pythoness but a huge shopping mall...which, when one really thought about it, only made it a more accurate indicator of the shape of things to come than it would probably have been had its name been less misleading. In Reading, many things were not quite what they seemed—even the town’s name, which was pronounced to rhyme with bedding and wedding although its spelling suggested that it ought to rhyme with kneading and pleading—but it only required a minor adjustment of attitude to understand that there was a certain quasi-metropolitan panache in its quirky deceptiveness that the stubborn bluntness of Yorkshire towns like Sheffield simply did not possess.


    As he got off at Jackson’s Corner so that he could walk straight on into the pedestrian precinct—while the bus had to lurch forward for another fifty yards before turning left to make its journey along the edge of the sprawling Oracle—the boy looked at Kit curiously, his do-I-dare-to-believe-it expression tinged with stupefaction. He had waited until the crowd cleared before getting up, so there was nobody behind him, but he knew that the bus couldn’t hang around while half its remaining passengers were still avid to get to the stop behind the mall, and he obviously didn’t know what to say in any case. He opened his mouth to ask whether he had actually heard her say what he thought he’d heard her say, but he couldn’t even get the question out because its implications seemed so obviously surreal. Kit had all the time in the world to repeat the essentials.


    “Seven o’clock in the Rifleman,” she said. “Don’t be late.”


    His mouth was still hanging open, but he managed to nod.


    “Well, go on then,” she said. “If I don’t catch that green light, an extra dozen people will be late for work.”


    Meekly, he got off. Kit closed the doors and put the bus back into gear, then rolled it across the junction just as the light flicked back to amber.


    That’s it, then, she thought. Next stop the Exorcist, or Fortean TV.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    He wasn’t late, and neither was Kit. If it had been a real date Kit would have given it an extra ten minutes so that she could be fashionably but not unreasonably late, but she figured that a genuine soon-to-be-certified intellectual might be a little too quick making up his mind that the whole thing had been a wind-up. She didn’t want to get there and find that he’d already stomped off back to the Hall of Residence, kicking himself for being such a fool. Mercifully, there were plenty of tables free, so she was able to steer him to one in the corner where they wouldn’t be too conspicuous and wouldn’t be in danger of being overheard. Even more mercifully, he had left the anorak in his room, even though it hadn’t quite stopped raining.


    “What’ll you have?” she said.


    “Strongbow,” he answered warily. “Just half.”


    She bought him a pint. She didn’t want him making excuses and leaving as soon as she’d revealed the agenda for their meeting. In any case, she’d have felt a bit uncomfortable supping a pint of John Smith’s while the bloke she was with trifled with a half of something he ought to have been drinking through a straw.


    “I’m Kit,” she said, as she plonked the cider down in front of him. “Not short for Christine, but I never give away my full name on a first date.”


    “Stephen,” he said. “Not Steve. Stephen.” Two syllables per sentence appeared to be his limit for the moment, but Kit figured that even Strongbow ought to loosen him up by the time his glass was half-empty—or, of course, half-full in the unlikely event that he turned out to be an optimist. Even Stephen, she thought—but she didn’t say it out loud in case he felt obliged to reciprocate. Most of the things that rhymed with Kit were inherently uncomplimentary when placed in tandem with it.


    “I expect you’re wondering whether I do this sort of thing all the time,” she said, “and what it was about you, whether I do or not, that attracted my attention to you.”


    “Yes,” he said, casually spurning the opportunity to exercise any wit he might possess. That put the ball firmly back in Kit’s court, ruling out the possibility of getting comfortable before she had to cut to the chase.


    “I don’t,” she said. “Not down here, at any rate. Haven’t got used to the local customs yet. Where I come from, people aren’t much given to thanking bus drivers when they get off—even female ones—but if half of what they say in the garage is true they aren’t nearly as likely to smack you round the head and steal your change on a Friday night. Actually, it was your taste in music.”


    The sudden change of pace left him completely wrong-footed, which might have been a good thing if it had been a real date, but was probably a mistake in the present circumstances. “Music?” he echoed, helplessly, still staying resolutely to his self-imposed quota of syllables-per-sentence.


    “When you got on my bus this morning you were listening to a CD on your discman,” Kit reminded him. “I recognized the tune from the leakage, and I need to know what it is. I know it sounds a bit weird, but I really do need to know.” And it’ll sound a lot weirder when I tell you why, she added, silently, to herself—but she did intend to tell him why. She’d stopped at a hell of a lot of traffic lights since eight-fifty-seven and she’d had plenty of time to make up her mind, change it, and make it up for good. It was time to bite the bullet. She had to tell someone, or she’d go crazy—assuming, of course, that she wasn’t already crazy—and she certainly didn’t want to tell someone who might spread it around the depot.


    Not-Steve was already looking at her as if she might be a little bit mad, but he was probably prepared to put it down to the fact that she was from up north. His own voice suggested that he might well be one of those selectively-travelled oafs who knew where Val d’Isère was but thought that Hadrian’s Wall had been built to plug Watford Gap. It wasn’t the sort of look he’d have been giving her if he thought she might really be mad in a not-so-nice way. She knew what that sort of look looked like because she’d seen it in a mirror.


    “Well,” she said, when he didn’t say anything more. “What was it you were playing?”


    Until she pressed him he hadn’t even bothered to make a serious attempt to remember, but now he struggled to make up for lost time. Then he blushed. He was obviously the kind of person who thought that a boy’s relationship with his discman was an essentially private matter. He’d never thought that the slight leakage of bass’n’drum was something that was likely to give him away and expose his unclean soul to total strangers. It took him some time to get his answer together, not because he couldn’t remember but because the revelation required far more than two syllables. Mercifully, he and the Strongbow managed it in the end. “The Electric Hellfire Club,” he said, with only a slight stammer. “Kiss the Goat.”


    It was her turn to be silent.


    Kiss the Goat? she thought. I’m being haunted by a record called Kiss the fucking Goat? Well, maybe the Devil does have all the best tunes, and more besides.


    “An American band,” the suddenly-loquacious Stephen added, when it became obvious even to him that further information might be helpful. “Softish but insistent technorock—almost disco, in a way. Sort of Depeche Mode plays Marilyn Manson. Hedonistic Satanism rather than the let’s-all-go-burn-down-the-local-church black metal stuff. The lead guy used to be in My Life With The Thrill Kill Kult, but he had a different name then.”


    Kit had never thought of herself as an unworldly person, but it took her a good fifteen seconds to figure out that My Life With The Thrill Kill Kult must be the name of anther band. “Satanism,” was the word she eventually filtered out and echoed incredulously. “Satanists really have their own rock music?”


    “Not Satanism as in black magic and child abuse,” He was quick to say. “Satanism as in the Church is a collection of neurotic killjoys on a guilt trip and we just wanna have fun. Hedonism....”


    “I know what hedonism is,” she told him. “I may be a bus driver but I’m not fucking stupid.”


    He winced slightly at that, although she hadn’t said it as vehemently as she usually did. This was Reading, after all. People in Reading had misconceptions about people from up north.


    “Kiss the Goat,” she murmured, letting the words become audible even though she was speaking to herself. “Is that an invitation, or a command?”


    “More an incantation,” he told her. “The album’s framed by a couple of tracks that represent it as a kind of ritual, but it’s not really. It’s just a bunch of songs. In a spirit of mockery. Why did you want to know what it was?”


    His curiosity was only natural. Kit reminded herself that she was supposed to be a blunt, no-nonsense, down-to-earth, devil-may-care Yorkshirewoman, and managed by that means to pluck up just enough courage to tell him the truth, albeit not the whole truth—or, for that matter, anything he was likely to recognize as the truth. “It’s been haunting me,” she said.


    “Yeah, well,” he said, weakly. “Sometimes tunes do that.”


    “No,” she said, having decided far in advance that once she was in for the penny she had better not pause before blowing the whole pound. “I don’t mean that I heard it once before and caught an earworm. I mean literally haunting me—or the room where I’m lodging, at any rate. And no, before you ask, it isn’t playing in the room next door or the house across the road, and it isn’t being mysteriously conducted up from the ground floor along the old lead pipes. It’s actually in my room, or at least in my head while my head is in my room. It’s real—I mean, it’s not real, but it’s actually there. The room is fucking haunted, okay?”


    “By the Electric Hellfire Club?”


    Put like that, it did sound unlikely.


    “Maybe by someone who used to play the Electric Hellfire Club a lot when he or she was alive,” Kit said, making what seemed to be the natural assumption. “Popular, are they?” My God, she thought, I’m turning into my mum. Twenty-six-years old, at least for a few more weeks, and I have to ask a twenty-year-old student what’s in and what’s out, musicwise.


    “Not exactly,” he said. “Rather esoteric, in fact. That means....”


    “I know what esoteric means,” she snapped back, this time unleashing the rebuke in all its customary fury. “I may be a bus-driver from Sheffield but I’m not fucking stupid.” She repented it immediately. It wasn’t his fault that she was on edge, and she still needed more information from him if he had any more to give.


    “That’s not what I was going to say,” the student said, in so hurt a tone that he obviously wasn’t just covering his arse. “I was going to say, that means that your haunter was probably a certain kind of person—but if I had, I’d probably have got embarrassed again when you asked what kind and I had to start mumbling about Goths and the fetish scene, given that I’m sat here in a denim jacket and off-white Primark chinos and was actually wearing a bloody anorak when you first saw me, because it was raining so hard when I set off and I was only going into town to get some shopping in, and wasn’t thinking about my image at all. I like the music, okay, and I like playing it in Hall because of the shock value of the lyrics. The campus Christians are a real pain around exam time, you know, and I only sat the last of my final papers yesterday, so I’m feeling a little bit...aftermathy. Do you want another?”


    Kit could tell that he was nervous. He’d even contrived to finish his pint before she’d finished hers, and she didn’t usually like to let that happen. “Aye,” she said, downing the rest of the John Smith’s in one. Somehow, it didn’t taste quite the same down here, perhaps because it didn’t travel well, or more likely because the folk back home only sent the crap down south. Dad had always told her, long before the possibility ever became real, that there was no point in Yorkshiremen and women seeking their fortunes down south, because the beer was no good. “Being,” he would say, as if it were the profoundest of puns, “depends on the beer.” The more usual formulation, of course, was that life depended on the liver—as Mum’s certainly seemed to do, if the doctors weren’t just flattering her hypochondria.


    Not-so-Even-Stephen bought her another pint, but he only got himself a half. Kit had to remind herself that he was probably on a tight budget and that the campus bars were probably a bit cheaper than the Rifleman. It was a long-established pub, not one of those godawful chain things that were colonizing the town centre, and the prices reflected the landlord’s desperately hopeful belief that people might be prepared to pay for authenticity.


    “Where is this haunted house of yours?” the student wanted to know, when he’d sat down again. He’d collected himself while he was at the bar, and Kit figured that the conversation would probably go more smoothly from now on. He wasn’t looking at her as if she were mad, which was a plus—and he hadn’t pronounced the words “haunted house” with acidic contempt, which was even better.


    “Other side of the town centre,” she said. “It’s a three-storey-plus-roofspace-extension mid-terrace the council bought to use as a drivers’ hostel. It’s handy for the night-garage but there’s not much else to recommend it. The bus company needs it because it can’t recruit enough people locally on the wages it pays. The way it was explained to me is that there’s more than full employment here, especially since they built the Oracle and turned the pedestrian precinct into a boozer’s paradise. Everyone’s getting hooked on the idea of a twenty-four/seven society, it seems, and a twenty-four/seven society requires services. The fact that London’s only half an hour away by train puts a further strain on local employment. So, to get an adequate supply of bus drivers the council’s talent-scouts have to go way up north, and to accommodate the ones they manage to lure away they have to buy three-storey Victorian monstrosities with a fourth floor added, courtesy of sixties-converted roof-space, and let the rooms out at below-market rates. Because we’re in a minority, females get the top two floors in the one I live in, and because I was the last one in I got the bit that isn’t really a floor at all. It’s bigger than the other rooms floorspace-wise, although it’s only a bedsit with kitchenette and shower-room, but the way the overhead space slants makes it seem smaller and it’s way too hot when the sun shines even though it faces west. In winter, if I can stick it out that long, it’ll probably be freezing. And like I said, it’s haunted.”


    “The whole house, or just your room?”


    “Just my room, so far as I know. Nobody else has said anything. Mind you, nor have I—until now.”


    “Haunted by music—just by music?”


    Kit couldn’t help shuffling uncomfortably as she hesitated over that one. “No,” she admitted. “The music’s the most obvious thing, but there are others.” She hesitated again, knowing that the pause would be a bit of a giveaway, but she’d planned it all out in advance and she knew well enough where the boundary of her confession had to be set. She had enough evidence of something strange, even without the most disturbing symptom of all. “Other sounds,” she eventually went on. “Odors too—not altogether nasty, but definitely not mine. Even the occasional touch, like someone brushing past.”


    “That’s quite a lot of manifestations,” he said. “Is the phantom music very loud?


    “No,” she conceded, defensively. “But loudness isn’t the problem. Yes, I’ve tried to tape it, and no, it didn’t tape. Yes, I’ve asked other people if they can hear something, and no, they don’t seem to be able to, even when it seems as clear as a bell to me. But it’s there. Even if it’s in my head, it’s really there. And it’s real. It’s the Electric Hellfire Club. It’s Kiss the Goat. It’s not something I made up, or something I remembered. It exists. It can be played on a discman.”


    “Have you seen anything?” The probing was becoming relentless, but Kit didn’t take offence. At least he was interested. It would have been terrible if he hadn’t been.


    “Yes,” she said. “Well, sort of.”


    Stephen was sipping his half slowly this time, not racing as he had with the pint—but Kit had already finished her pint.


    “Sort of?” he echoed—but not derisively. He was skeptical, but definitely interested. Fascinated, even.


    “So far, I’ve only seen things while the last light’s fading from the sky,” she told him. “Which, mercifully, is getting later every day. The way the shadow-forms seem to loom up inside the walls is seriously disconcerting, but it doesn’t last long. That’s only the beginning—the music doesn’t start up till later.” And the rest later still, she didn’t add.


    “Shadow-forms?” he queried.


    “Okay,” she said, “maybe they’re nothing more than lingering evidence of a sloppy paint-job, although I’m not sure I want to be there if and when they start coming out—but the music is distinct. The rest could be imagination, but not that.”


    “Have you told anyone else about it?”


    “No. It’s bad enough being a woman from up north in what used to be the exclusive territory of local males, without seeing ghosts and turning chicken. I need to deal with it, if I can. I had figured that I’d just have to make a more determined effort to ignore it, until I heard that song playing on your discman and realized that there might be another way to get to grips with it. I need to deal with it soon, before it gets to be unbearable, and now I know what the song is...well, at least I’ve got something to get a grip on.”


    She felt strangely relieved when she’d finished that speech, because admitting that she had to deal with it in order to prevent it getting on top of her was a lot harder than merely describing the phenomena. Now, it was just a matter of finding out whether Even Stephen could tell her anything else that might be useful, and whether he might actually be able to help.


    “Has it been getting worse, then?” he asked.


    He sounded sympathetic as well as interested. Ordinarily, Kit would have been able to tell whether he had decided to play good listener merely because he thought it might be an easy way into her knickers, but she wasn’t at her best tonight and this was a fishing expedition, not a real date, so she wasn’t sure exactly where he was coming from—and she didn’t have a clue, as yet, where they might end up.


    “Oh aye,” she confirmed. “It’s getting worse all the time. The local freaks don’t help. It’s mostly just comedians pressing doorbells and muttering into the intercom, but sometimes they actually get in. They aren’t supposed to be able to, but the blokes on the bottom two floors aren’t as careful as they might be with the main door. You’d think they’d want to keep the other undesirables away from us, to make the most of their own admittedly-remote chances, but they can’t be bothered. Liz and May downstairs get some of the rubbish—obscene whispers, drunks in the corridor knocking on the door—but there’s something about the top room that seems to attract the worst of them. When three or four of them had asked for Rose I figured out that there must have been a former tenant of that name, but the woman in Human Resources at the bus company said they’d never had a Rose in there. Used to be all men for the first couple of years, she said, until they took a batch of three women back in February—I was the fourth, moved in a couple of weeks later. Never been any trouble, she said, or any reports of anything odd. I even got a surname once from some nutter who sounded the buzzer and muttered into the intercom, but I checked it in the phone book and there’s no one of that name listed anywhere else in town, unless there’s a way to spell it I didn’t think of. Do you want another?”


    Stephen looked down at his unfinished glass of cider, as if realizing for the first time how far behind he’d fallen. “Only a half,” he said. “Really—only a half.”


    She figured that he didn’t need any further loosening up, and that she ought to respect his caution, so she bought him a half. The pub was filling up and it took her a good five minutes to get served, so he’d had plenty of time to digest the story by the time she got back.


    “What was this surname the nutter gave you?” he asked.


    “Selavy,” she said. “When I said there was no Rose there he said Rose Selavy, as if he couldn’t believe that she wasn’t there. I tried it with one L and two, and with an I instead of a Y, but there was nothing like it.” There was a funny look on the boy’s face, so she stopped and said “What?”


    “I think it’s a joke,” he said. “It’s not a real name.” There was a hint of a blush on his cheeks again.


    “What do you mean, it’s not a real name? What’s unreal about it?”


    “Rose Selavy is a name the surrealists made up. Duchamp used it in the titles of some of his paintings and assemblies. Selavy is a corruption of the French c’est la vie, and Rose is an anagram of Eros, although they sometimes used to double up the R in Rose to confuse the issue. The whole thing means Love is Life—or something like that.”


    Kit didn’t speak French, but she knew what Eros meant, and why “love is life” was only “something like that”. She didn’t know much about surrealism, either, although she knew that Salvador Dali had once made a sofa in the shape of a pair of bright red lips—but that didn’t seem to matter much, because the rest of it had just slipped into place in her head and she was too busy cursing herself for not having figured it out earlier. She realized that the impulse that had made her tell the student to meet her had been a stroke of genius, although the inspiration would surely have dawned on her eventually even without his help.


    “She was a whore,” she said, wonderingly. “I’m being haunted by a fucking whore.”


    “What?” Even Stephen wasn’t keeping up.


    “Before the council bought it the house was split into flats. It must have been a knocking-shop. That’s why it attracts so many freaks with addled memories. Like you said, it’s a joke. Rose Selavy must have been her working name. Maybe that’s why there was never any hassle before, when the house was all men. Maybe she didn’t bother to haunt them. Maybe she was waiting for a woman. I’m being haunted by a fucking prossie. A Satanist prossie.”


    “Ah,” said Stephen, with the air of a man who’d just slotted in another piece of the jigsaw. The lad was turning out to be a treasure-trove of useful insights..


    “Cough it up,” Kit demanded.


    “The Electric Hellfire Club,” he said.


    “What about them?”


    “The track that was playing when I got on your bus is called Evil Genius. The hook-line goes I’m the evil genius—the Queen of Sin. There’s also once called Bitchcraft. And on their earlier album....”


    “I get the picture,” Kit said, realizing with a slight flash of inspiration that there really might have been a picture, even if it had been painted over. “A certain kind of person. Music to get your rocks off to. My, what hidden depths you have, Stephen.”


    This time, he blushed scarlet. “The best-known My Life With The Thrill Kill Kult track is Sex on Wheels,” he revealed, defensively. “There’s also Sexplosion and The International Sin Set.” He seemed to realize then that she had got the idea and was probably ready to skip the fine detail, so he switched tack. “Glad I was able to help,” he said, attempting a friendly smile.


    “Just because I’m being haunted by a whore,” Kit observed, more sharply than she should have intended, “doesn’t mean that I am one.”


    “I d-d-didn’t...,” he spluttered. The blush now looked as if it had been painted on, so deftly that the momentarily-cocky youth behind it had been totally eclipsed.


    Somehow, though, the momentary comic relief wasn’t quite as satisfying to Kit as it might have been if she hadn’t been a haunted woman. She realized that the jigsaw pieces that were slotting themselves into place had a darker side to them. She really was being haunted. Not by some nineteenth-century leftover but by someone much more recently alive and much more indecently active. A few minutes earlier her worst fear had been that she might be mad, and that Even Stephen would somehow manage to prove it. Now, she had to look more closely at the possible consequences of her being entirely sane. She was being haunted—by a prossie with kinky tastes in music. Now she had to ask the questions which lay beyond that startling conclusion. Why? What did Rose Selavy want? Was Kiss the Goat an instruction or an invitation?


    “I know you didn’t,” she told the boy, a little belatedly. “You’ll have to cut me a bit of slack. Being a stranger whose never been away from home for three whole months before is bad enough, without having a ghost in your bedsit. I don’t suppose you know a lot about ghosts, do you? Not on the syllabus, I dare say.”


    “Not the Art History syllabus,” he conceded, tersely. He was bracing himself for an imminent dismissal, because he figured he’d told her everything she’d wanted to know—but Kit realized that she didn’t actually want to call a halt to the evening just yet, whether he’d told her everything he could or not. Anyway, she was only half way through her third pint.


    “It’s difficult to figure out what they might be hanging around for, you see,” she said, settling her tone into a groove that might just pass for amiable banter. “Ghosts in general, not just the one that’s stuck on me. It’ll be just my luck if the local priest doesn’t do exorcisms.”


    “It’s an interesting question,” he agreed. “I’ve met people who claimed to have seen ghosts before, of course, but there was never any back-story. Yours might well be the only one in England who’s an Electric Hellfire Club fan. Mind you, given that far more people have died this century than in any other, you’d expect ghosts to be getting more common all the time—and you’d expect to find a lot more Bing Crosby and Vera Lynn fans than ever get reported. Not to mention Gilbert and Sullivan.” He was babbling a bit, but the blush had gone. He seemed to have found a comfortable level of discourse.


    “I suppose,” Kit said, trying to keep her tone light, “that she must have been murdered. Not in my bed, as such, but pretty much where my bed is. Natural position, see—under the slanting ceiling.”


    “Not necessarily,” he said—but he didn’t have anything to put in place of the conventional assumption. He hesitated for ten or twelve seconds before adding: “If she was murdered, you should be able to find out. Even if she wasn’t, you should be able to find out whether she actually existed. Do you want another pint?”


    “Haven’t finished this one,” she said, knowing that he’d only asked because he’d felt a sudden urge to find a harmless question. “You really ought to get into beer, you now. Tastes vile, I suppose, but that’s not the point—in today’s world, you are what you drink, and no matter what the TV ads try to tell you, cider’s strictly for Granny Smith.”


    “In Sweden,” Stephen observed, obviously glad that she’d followed his lead and taken the conversation on to more solid ground, “you can get pear cider. It’s low-alcohol, though. Like watered-down Babycham.”


    “Best bitter,” Kit informed him, “is character-forming. It does exactly what it says on the can.”


    “Yours came out of a bottle,” he pointed out, getting braver by the minute. “But I suppose that’s better, you-are-what-you-drink punwise, than coming out of a barrel.”


    Kit let silence fall again. The problem with her haunting, she thought, was that it wasn’t sufficiently unserious to be put aside. The questions raised by the answers she’d found, with the boy’s help, were even more disturbing than the ones she’d started with—and for all his reluctance to engage with them, he obviously knew that she knew it, and he was bright enough to be sensitive to her anxiety.


    “What do you suppose she wants?” Kit said, baldly, addressing the question as much to herself as to him.


    “What do you think she wants?” Even Stephen countered, warily.


    “Given that she seems to have been a devil-worshipping whore,” Kit said, trying with all her might not to sound in the least serious but not even coming close to succeeding, “I suppose, one way or another, she must want my body.”

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE


    Having voiced that party-pooping thought, Kit realised that she didn’t want to drag that particular thought any further into the open. She decided that she needed time to take stock of what she’d learned before jumping to any ominous conclusions. She tried to steer the conversation away from touchy topics like the plausibility of common-or-garden ghost stories and the likelihood that the new career options open to the spirits of the dead included dispossessing the spirits of the living as well as returning to corporeality as flesh-eating zombies. Unfortunately, that proved more difficult than she’d anticipated. Somehow, the aftermath of the discussion they’d already had didn’t seem to be a suitable interval for exchanging life-stories or asking one another whether they’d seen any good movies lately. By the time half past eight rolled around Kit had restless legs and a bad case of creeping embarrassment. She thanked the student kindly and told him that she had to go. Strangely enough, the creeping embarrassment had left her quite unprepared for Even Stephen’s gallant offer to see her home.


    “It’s not necessary,” she pointed out. “It’s still light, and you’d only have to come all the way back again afterwards.”


    “It’s no trouble,” he assured her.


    If he’d been more insistent she’d have reacted against the pressure, but he wasn’t being pushy at all, and maybe not even hopeful. After five or ten seconds of awkward hesitation, Kit decided that as he’d been so helpful, and given that she’d told him as much of the story as she could bear to divulge, she might as well show him the stage on which the ghost of the pseudonymous Rose Selavy was supposedly strutting her posthumous stuff.


    In theory, he ought to have paid his bus fare even though he was with her, but the driver winked at her and waved them both through. Kit led the way to the upper deck


    Stephen was distinctly nervous now that they were on the move, and his nervousness increased as the bus zoomed across Cemetery Junction. He obviously hadn’t the slightest idea how lucky he’d got, or might yet get, and Kit knew that he had to be conscious of the fact that it would be a long walk home if he missed the last bus back—which, in these parts, was about eleven o’clock. He didn’t dare ask straight out whether he might get to see the inside of the haunted room, but Kit didn’t see any point in keeping him in that much suspense, so she told him that even if Rose the phantom hooker didn’t put in any kind of appearance that he could perceive he could at least deliver an expert judgment on the decor. She didn’t make any promises about anything else he might get to see.


    “I’ve just taken my finals in art history,” he said, more nervous than aggrieved. “I’m not that well up on the Dulux range.”


    “What sort of a job will you get with that, then?” she asked, taking advantage of the fact that now they’d made an actual appointment with the ghost they didn’t have to mention her again until they got to the place where she might or might not make herself heard or felt.


    “No idea,” the student admitted. “Maybe nothing relevant—but a degree’s a degree, and Reading’s smack in the middle of the UK’s very own Silicon Valley. You don’t have to be a ready-made computer geek to go into the business round here—you just have to demonstrate that you catch on quickly.”


    “Well, you seem to do that all right,” she said. “And if all else fails, they’re crying out for bus drivers.”


    “I can’t drive,” he admitted.


    “Nor can most of them,” she said. “Security guards too—drastic shortage, apparently, since they started weeding out the ex-cons.”


    “Since they realized that it’s the security guards do most of the thieving, more like,” he said, cynically.


    “They don’t mind that,” she told him, rejoicing in her worldliness. “The increase in company insurance premiums if they don’t have guards is a lot more than the shrinkage. Anyway, they have CC-TV cameras to keep tabs on the security guards. You’re right, though—when you get your bit of paper, you’ll be able to do much better, especially round here. Not like me. I’m a bus driver for life.”


    “Until you get married and have kids,” he said. At least, she thought, he’d said “and”, not “or”.


    “No chance,” she said. “Married to my work, I am. It’s a sort of vocation. Like being a nun, but with a slightly sexier uniform. Not that I’ll be bouncing back and forth through this dump forever. I’ll get back on the long distance when I can. Did you know that our lot do day trips across the Channel? Calais and Boulogne by ferry, Bruges and Lille through the tunnel...weekends in Paris, sometimes. Might graduate to a serious hire firm one day—tours all over Europe. Not much of that back in Sheffield, if you discount day trips to York and Scarborough.”


    “Sounds good,” he said.


    Kit judged that he was being kind rather than condescending. All things considered, he wasn’t a bad lad at all—but she had no real confidence, as yet, in his ability to see, hear or feel, let alone exorcise, ghosts. Until that test was passed she couldn’t bring herself to imagine him as relationship material. A one night stand, perhaps—but given that her ghost had become the most embarrassing feature of her present existence, his chances of lasting through tonight, in any capacity whatsoever, had to be intimately bound up with the way in which he came to terms with that.


    “This is our stop,” she said, as the railway bridge hove into view ahead of the bus. Her head reeled slightly as she got off, because she’d hurried three pints into an empty stomach and was somewhat out of practice. “There’s a chippy on the corner if you want to get some in,” she told the boy. “It’s not real fish and chips, of course, this being a hell of a long way south of Otley, Ilkley and Batley, but it’s just about edible.”


    Stephen hesitated, maybe because he was thinking about his budget again, but he nodded his head when he’d thought it over. She didn’t offer to buy them for him, and he didn’t offer to pay for hers; she figured that was probably as it should be, given that he was still just somebody with a discman she’d happened to meet on a bus.


    Although it wasn’t dark yet and the rain had stopped the sky was a grey pall of uninterrupted cloud. The twilight hereabouts always seemed to be dingy, even by comparison with the Dearne Valley, which Kit had previously thought of as the dirtiest place in Creation. Reading didn’t have the same kind of air-pollution as Rotherham, but it was just as oppressive in its way.


    The street where the hostel was situated was certainly gloomy enough to be a plausible location for a haunting, she thought, as they turned the corner. The terraced houses had been built in 1888—there was a plaque on one of the buildings to say so, seemingly placed there because the distinctive brickwork elevated the three-storey terraces a little beyond the ordinary. Kit couldn’t really see that mixing a few fawn bricks in with the grey ones to make elementary geometrical patterns really constituted art-work, but she preferred rough-cut black stone anyway, with slates on top instead of red tiles. Stephen was used to that sort of thing, of course, so he wasn’t impressed either.


    “Are you allowed to take visitors up to your room?” the student asked, as he looked up at the slightly-dilapidated frontage of the hostel. The houses on either side were still split into flats, so their single-glazed windows had wooden frames that hadn’t seen a lick of white gloss in seven years, but the plastic frames the council had put in when they’d had the hostel double-glazed were so bottom-end-of-the-market that they didn’t convey any real cosmetic advantage. Three of the flats had window-boxes that were just now coming into flower, which certainly didn’t amount to a touch of class but did suggest that the neighboring residences were a bit more homey than the hostel.


    “It’s not a nunnery,” Kit reminded her companion, as she tried to get her key into what suddenly seemed to be an unnaturally narrow slit. “I can do what I like.”


    She managed to get the front door open in the end, and was careful to make sure that it was properly shut once they had both passed through it. The advantage of having left the Rifleman more than two hours before closing time was that the hostel’s corridors were still deserted and almost entirely free of the reek of kebabs. In spite of what she’d said about being able to do whatever she liked, Kit was glad that there was no one on the stairs to see what she was bringing home with her cod and chips. She could imagine the sort of knowing looks she’d have got from Liverpudlian May and Mancunian Liz, whose natural rivalry had been somewhat overridden by the arrival of a new girl from the far side of the Pennines.


    Once he was in the haunted attic, Stephen-the-art-history-student seemed to feel that he had to make a big show of inspecting it. Kit turned the light on to help him. Although the longest day of the year was only a couple of weeks away, the street-lights had come on half an hour before, and the one outside the window opposite the bed was making the interior of the room seem dark by contrast. Kit was glad that she kept the place reasonably tidy, because she hadn’t made any effort to prepare it for potential visitors before she’d set off for the pub. The bedsit had been painted less than a year ago, in primrose-yellow one-coat emulsion, so it looked reasonably cheerful even though the paint seemed to be a trifle blotchy. Mercifully, the boy had taken the precaution of going to the bog before they’d left the pub, so he didn’t need to visit the bathroom right away and there wasn’t any dirty linen on view in the bedsit itself.


    Remembering her inspirational moment in the pub, Kit stared at the wall by the bed in the hope of making new sense of the blotches, but they were too faint. Once she’d explained what she was looking at, and for, Stephen took a considerable interest in the same expanse of wall, but if he came to any immediate conclusions he didn’t feel inclined to share them.


    The boy’s imagination must have been all revved up—hopefully on account of the fact that the room was allegedly haunted, rather than the presumption that it once been a Satanist tart’s boudoir—because there was an evident disappointment in the way his eye ran over the single bed, the threadbare settee and the ex-kitchen-table-and-chairs that the council’s parsimonious buyer had probably acquired for next-to-nothing from one of the house-clearance cowboys on the Oxford road.


    Kit could tell that Not-Steve was equally unimpressed by the microwave oven and the toaster sitting side-by-side on the empty trunk, the dented electric kettle that shared a power-point with both of them, and the portable TV with the indoor aerial whose eleven inch screen rose far-from-majestically out of the clutter on the chest of drawers. He seemed even less impressed by the CD collection scattered among the aforementioned clutter, such as it was. Alanis Morisette, the Corrs and three non-consecutive volumes of Now That’s What I Call Music obviously didn’t meet his standards of taste and sophistication. He barely glanced at the paperbacks that she’d piled on the floor for lack of a bookcase—which was a shame, because she was sure that they would have given him a more accurate and less unflattering impression of her intelligence and taste. Unfortunately, because Dad hadn’t been able to come up with a little extra space in a southbound load, she’d had to travel light when she came down from Sheffield on the train, so she’d had to leave at least five hundred books at home. The volumes she’d so far picked up in the local Charity shops and the second-hand dealers in Merchant’s Place hadn’t yet aggregated into anything capable of compelling Stephen’s respect, let alone attracting his admiration.


    There wasn’t the slightest hint of music in the air, nor any out-of-the-ordinary odor, but Kit hadn’t expected that it would be showtime the moment they walked through the door. She was curious to know whether it would be showtime at all, given the presence of a male person whose polite fascination with her tales of the unexpected couldn’t quite conceal the fact that he didn’t believe a single word of them. She hadn’t made her mind up yet whether she ought to be relieved or annoyed if the ghost gave the Electric Hellfire Club a miss for once. She hadn’t even made her mind up when or whether to throw the boy out, although she knew that by the time he got around to mentioning that it might be time for him to go home—which he was bound to do, partly because he was too polite not to and partly because she obviously intimidated the hell out of him—she would probably be all agog to see how the experiment of his presence worked out, apparition-wise.


    “Do you want coffee with your chips?” she enquired, plugging the kettle in.


    “As long as it’s instant,” he replied, smiling in anticipation of the joke to come exactly as her Dad used to do in times gone by. “I don’t like it real. Like you say, you are what you drink.” The balmy night air seemed to have stirred his intoxication enough to encourage him to exercise his wit, although he obviously still needed practice. The mention of chips prompted him to sit down at the table and begin unwrapping his supper.


    “I’d offer you a proper drink,” Kit said, “but if I keep booze here it never lasts five minutes, so I don’t.”


    “That’s okay,” he assured her.


    The overcast sky had been patient while they were making their way back across town, but now they were indoors the rain evidently felt free to start falling again, albeit in a rather desultory fashion. Because there was nothing but glorified cotton wool and plasterboard between the primrose paint and the roof-tiles the rattle of the drops must have sounded unusually loud to Stephen’s unready ears.


    “No,” Kit told him, before he could ask. “I’m not reading a disco beat into the rainfall. The summer’s not been as bad as all that—it’s dry at least five nights out of seven.”


    “That’s not the point,” the student countered, perhaps having decided that it was permissible to challenge her assertions now that they were actually in the allegedly-haunted room. “All kinds of sounds are bound to seem different in an oddly-shaped space like this. It’s not just the peculiar combination of textures—tiles, roofing felt, plasterboard. The geometry of the space affects the acoustics, and being at the top of a multiple-occupancy house is bound to produce an unsteady trickle of muffled noises, not to mention an unsteady permeation of odorous compounds.” He was looking down at his feet, but that was because he was inspecting the frayed and ill-fitted carpet, not because he was worried about the stink that might emerge if he managed to get his shoes off, or because he was ashamed to be spouting a load of pseudointellectual bullshit.


    “Even if it’s all in my mind,” Kit pointed out, as she poured just-boiled water into the two mugs she’d set on the floor beside the trunk, “it’s still a problem. If all it took was pulling myself together, I’d do it. We don’t do hysteria where I come from. Or prozac.”


    “You do John Smith’s,” he observed.


    “I wouldn’t, if three lousy pints started me seeing ghostly shadows in the walls. And no, I didn’t do enough E and acid in my clubbing days to fry my brain. Nor am I missing all the old boyfriends I left pining away up north. If my mind had to compensate for any kind of withdrawal, I’d be dreaming of moors on the horizon and scallops, not goat-kissing working girls, okay?”


    “You’ve thought about this quite a lot, haven’t you?” he said, grudgingly.


    “It’s getting on my nerves,” she admitted. “It’s the pattern, see. Every day, in every way, it’s not getting any better. Where’s it going to end?”


    “You could move. Another room, if not another place. If blokes don’t have any trouble up here, let one of them have the room. Or are you afraid that she’ll follow you downstairs?”


    “I don’t run away,” Kit said, tersely. She meant it. Coming down here wasn’t running away, no matter what Mum might think. “I don’t want to get into any bad habits just because I’m down here in the decadent south, a mere thirty-five miles from New Sodom.”


    Silence fell then, for more than a minute, while they used their fingers to cram soggy chips and pieces of fish into their mouths. The silence was unbroken even by the murmurous sound of the Electric Hellfire Club; Kit didn’t know whether to be glad or ashamed of its absence. What if it started up loud and clear, she thought, and Stephen couldn’t hear a thing? What if hers turned out to be a private and exclusive madness after all? What if there never had been a whore named Rose Selavy living here? What if Rose Selavy were her own alter ego, conjured up by too much wondering about what Mum might think of her being here instead of safely imprisoned at home?


    “If you are what you drink,” Stephen said, eventually, “you might think about switching to Gold Blend. There’s instant and instant, and this is the bottom end of the range.”


    “I might,” she agreed, dismissively, although she thought it was a bit of a cheek for him to start slagging off her instant coffee when he’d already admitted that he didn’t like it real. “This isn’t your idea of a haunted room, then? You don’t think anything nasty could ever have happened in a place like this—not even to a prossie whose clients liked to listen to Satanist disco music while they sated their vile and unnatural lusts? Did you say something before about the fetish scene?”


    That made him blush, as she’d intended. “I don’t know from experience,” he said, defensively, “but I suppose the Electric Hellfire Club is likely to be the kind of thing they play in S-and-M clubs. I saw a TV documentary about one once, and they actually had the Marionettes on stage. I love the Marionettes. The Electric Hellfire Club tracks that aren’t about Satan or sex are about drugs and serial killers. As I told you, it’s all a matter of shock value. Fun and spice. If there was any whipping going on here in the old days, though, your Rose was more likely to be handing it out than soaking it up. It’s a business much like any other, I guess. I don’t know what goes on in Sheffield, but down here Miss Whiplash stands for by-elections—rumor has it she took the Inland Revenue to court because they wouldn’t let her tax-deduct her dungeon apparatus.”


    “How would we find out if something did happen here?” Kit wanted to know.


    The student was quick enough on the uptake to guess what she meant. “Something that got the knocking shop closed down permanently? Something gruesome? In the movies they always go to look through the files of the local newspaper, but if it were me, I’d just butter up the local busybody. There must be someone who’s lived in the street since the Blitz, and has every atom of local scandal off by heart. Anthropologists always go to the oldest inhabitant for cultural and historical info. Do you think it would actually help to know who your ghost was, and what happened to her, if anything? It always helps in the movies, I guess—but that’s because a movie has to have some semblance of a plot, and a compass to steer it by. Real ghosts rarely have that much sense of narrative responsibility, according to the tales I’ve heard.”


    “Yes, I think it would help,” Kit said. “Me, that is—not her.”


    Stephen had finished his fish and chips, having eaten them quickly enough to give himself indigestion if luck wasn’t with him. He chased the food down by draining his coffee-mug. “I still can’t hear anything,” he said.


    “That makes two of us,” Kit told him. “She can’t be shy, if she really was a whore, so I guess she’s just playing games. Maybe she doesn’t want you to believe me.” And maybe, she thought, she’s just saving her party-piece for later.


    “Maybe I ought to be going home,” the boy said, with a slight quiver in his voice that might have been as much expectation as anxiety, but was probably mostly hope.


    “Maybe you ought,” Kit agreed, after a moment’s reflection, “but don’t you find it boring, doing what you ought to all the time?”


    He didn’t catch on immediately, but when he did he tried really hard not to look as if all his Christmases had arrived at once. He hadn’t had enough practice to pull it off, but she appreciated the effort.


    “You think the ghost might show up later?” he said, a trifle warily, just in case he’d misunderstood.


    “Maybe,” she said. “But if you’re what’s keeping her away, I might settle for that, just for once.”


    He was still in doubt, though not about the nature of her invitation. “There really is a ghost, isn’t there?” he said, dubiously. What he meant was you really do believe it—you’re not just pulling my leg along with the rest of me?


    “I don’t need to make up stuff to get lads up here,” she told him, flatly. “And if I did, I wouldn’t make up stuff like that, or pick on lads like you. If there isn’t a ghost then I’m hearing things, and smelling things, and feeling things...and even seeing things, after a fashion. But I’m not spinning a yarn, let alone a spiderweb. You don’t have to stay if you don’t want to.”


    The last sentence as pure provocation. He wanted to all right, and they both knew it. He was apprehensive and he was awkward, but there was no lack of desire. Kit would have taken his enthusiasm as a compliment if she hadn’t been around the block long enough to know that lads his age would bang birds with paper bags over their heads and vomit all over their spangly tops, in an alley or a public toilet, just to get their ends away.


    For that reason, among others, she wasn’t expecting much in the way of performance, but it turned out that he wasn’t that bad. Once he’d settled, he was in no particular hurry, and he had the beginnings of a knack.


    There was no music—no music at all—but that didn’t seem to be a bad thing. For once, it was nice to be able to feel her heartbeat without having to wonder exactly what was driving it.

  


  
    CHAPTER FOUR


    Kit half-expected the music to start up as soon as the boy had fallen fast asleep, but it didn’t. For a while, as she lay awake in the darkness in the narrow space beside him, there was nothing at all. He was nearer to the enigmatic wall, wedged so tightly against it that he would have fallen off the edge without its support, while she was on the outside, actually having to concentrate to avoid falling out, but she preferred it that way round. This way, he was the one who seemed trapped, while she was free to think—and, when necessary, to move.


    Kit didn’t know whether to be glad about the failure of the ghost to show; her feelings were confused. Somewhere along the line she had begun to worry about what Stephen might think of her, even though he was just some stuck-up southern student—and one of the things she definitely didn’t want him thinking was that she was just some batty slapper from Sheffield who couldn’t even get laid in an ex-brothel full of bus drivers. On the other hand....


    She was tempted to use her own fingers to get in ahead of the ghost, but that seemed like cheating. Given that there hadn’t been any music, or any hint of perfume, there might be no reason to expect any phantom touch sensations either, but now she knew what manner of ghost she was dealing with Kit was utterly convinced of what she had previously shied away from believing: that the ghost’s touch was the real heart and substance of the haunting. She had to admit to herself, now, that she had only focused so intently on the music because she was reluctant to face up to the true suggestiveness of her hallucinations.


    The touch, she had previously felt sure, was ninety-per-cent imagination—but so was masturbation, if it actually got her to where she was going. Thus far, the ghost never had—but Kit now had no idea at all whether that was due to the phantom’s impotence or her own refusal to become fully aroused. Now, in the aftermath of the boy’s not-entirely-inexpert attentions, she was closer than she’d been for quite some time, and she didn’t know whether to be heartened or sickened by the thought that if she only put her mind to it a little, she might actually be able to get something out of the ghost’s teasing attentions....


    What difference did it make, Kit wondered, that the ghost was, or had been, a whore? She had never been under the impression, even for an instant, that the ghost might be a man, so she had always thought of the touch as something more or less than natural in more ways than one. Anyway, it wasn’t as if she were being asked to pay?


    Or was she?


    That, she realized, was the most uncomfortable thought of all. A ghostly seducer was one thing, even if the seduction in question was lesbian in kind, but a ghost that might expect a price to be paid for the rewards of seduction was something else.


    Kit remembered what she had said to Stephen in the pub, as sarcastically as she could: Given that she seems to have been a devil-worshipping whore, I suppose, one way or another, she must want my body. That was as close as she had come to telling him about the touch, or at least about the nature of the most insistent aspect of the touch. He hadn’t taken it seriously, and she didn’t want to take it seriously either, but the question still needed to be asked and answered. Why was the ghost touching her up? What did it hope to achieve—and if the immediate answer to that was obvious, what was the ghostly whore expecting in return for favors granted? Was it mere coincidence that “wanting her body” might have a literal as well as a metaphorical meaning for a ghostly succubus?


    Kit had told the truth when she had informed smug Stephen, sharply, that although she was a bus driver by vocation she wasn’t stupid. She knew what the word succubus meant. She knew, too, that in theory, succubi were supposed to visit male dreamers, leaving female ones to incubi—but the theory in question had been drawn up by monks in the Middle Ages. In the twenty-first century, a certain additional versatility could easily be conceded to personifications of lewdness. Kit had always thought of herself as dead straight, but if she really were dealing with the dead, straightness was probably not even an issue. Given the inherent perversity of attempted intercourse between the living and the dead, gender issues could safely be deemed a minor matter...except that all that was just intellectualizing bullshit, by which means she was trying yet again to distract herself from the insidious horror of her situation.


    Why me? she wondered, for what must now be the fiftieth or sixtieth. Why, of all people, me?


    Reflexively, she put the imaginary reply into Even Stephen’s voice.


    Why anybody?


    Even so, tonight—for the first time in a week—the touch did not come. The fact that Stephen had got into the breach first, with no less success than the ghost had so far contrived, seemed to have interrupted the process of spectral seduction. Or maybe Rose Selavy was just biding her time, challenging Kit to make the next move, with or without Stephen to lend a little bit more than a hand.


    Kit could think of worse reasons for starting a relationship—but she could think of better ones too.


    She shook Stephen awake. “This place isn’t big enough for the both of us,” she said, meaning the single bed. “Not for sleeping comfortably, at any rate. If you want to stay all night, one of us had better use the settee—and it’s not going to be me, ducks.”


    She gave him the choice of staying on the settee because she knew that he’d missed the last bus, but she didn’t expect him to take it. He was bright enough, or sensitive enough, to realize that, so he pulled his clothes on. By the time he was dressed he was wide enough awake to say: “Can I see you again?”


    “Sure,” she said. “There’s a payphone on the next landing down—the number’s next to the earpiece. You’ll probably get Liz or May, but don’t worry about it. Just ask for Kit. Don’t leave it too long, though. I might be on late shift next week.”


    He didn’t have to ask her for a pencil. He was a student, after all. He had a pen in his pocket, and a diary too. He tore an unused page out of January and scribbled down a number. “My mobile,” he said. “If it’s switched off, leave a message on my voicemail. Or you can text me, if you’ve got a mobile yourself.”


    “Thanks,” she said. “I haven’t.” Kit stuck the piece of paper under her pillow because she didn’t want to get out of bed to put it on the table or the trunk.


    She was half-afraid that once he’d gone she’d have to repeat the whole charade of waiting and thinking, but whatever else he’d failed to achieve he’d managed to tire her out. Once she had the bed to herself again, and was securely ensconced in the middle, she drifted off without further disturbance—and so far as she could remember when she awoke the next morning, her sleep was dreamless.

  


  
    CHAPTER FIVE


    On the following evening, as Kit sprawled fully-dressed on the bed, watching the Channel 5 movie—which had obviously been made as a pilot for an aborted TV series—the pattern reasserted itself in no uncertain terms. As soon as the slowly-accumulating darkness within the room was suddenly split as the street-light outside the window came to life the expanse of wall beside the bed underwent a subtle sea-change. The shadowy blotches marring the paint-job took on a sinister aspect, for no good reason that Kit could grasp. They didn’t become any more distinct, and they didn’t move, but it seemed that they acquired an ominous significance that they hadn’t had before.


    At the same time, behind the lush and stringy sound-track of the movie, Kit caught the strains of a very different song. It was the beat that caught her attention first, as it always had. As before, it seemed to seep into her own heartbeat, not by matching it but by formulating a strange counterpoint: an urge suggesting not only that her pulse ought to increase its pace but that she ought somehow to produce the emotion that would normally generate such an increase. Lust, perhaps, or fear.


    Positively esoteric were the words that Stephen had used, with pride, to describe his favorite band, and the other names he’d dropped hadn’t rung any bells with Kit. While she’d thought that the tunes she kept hearing might be entirely imaginary there had been a certain fugitive pleasure in wondering whether she might have hidden creative depths, but now that she knew that the music was merely the produce of bands she’d never heard of, that had presumably never had a hit record, it seemed mocking as well as irritating.


    “Fuck this,” Kit said, aloud.


    She leapt up from the bed and went to close the curtains that would block off the direct view of the insulting street-light. Unfortunately, the gesture was a little too assertive. The plastic curtain-rail—newly provided by the council’s ultra-cheap interior decorators—was fixed to the wall by screws whose plastic rawl-plugs were loosely embedded in carelessly-drilled mortar rather than honest brick, and it only required a careless wrench to pull one of them out. Once the rail was no longer supported at one end the weight of the curtains was easily adequate to pull the other rawl-plug free, with the screw still tightly embedded within it. Kit ended up with the whole assembly in her arms.


    “Shit!” she said.


    She dropped the curtains on the floor, went to the door to turn the light on, then returned to the bed to find the TV remote, intending to turn up the sound to drown out the phantom music. Unfortunately, the rucked-up bedclothes had contrived to swallow the remote and it wasn’t in sight. She had to pat the folds down with her hand, searching—and as soon as she started doing that she was possessed by the illusion that the bedclothes were reacting to her touch, responding to her advances. She knew that it had to be an illusion, but she couldn’t help the reflex that made her snatch her hand away.


    Instead of getting louder, the sound-track of the movie became quieter, presumably because the plot had moved into a more contemplative phase, developing the relationship between the carefully-mismatched couple who would have been the lead characters in the TV series that had never been made. The background music was gone and even the voices had sunk to a whisper, as if they too were surrendering to the gentle but insistent pressure of Kit’s music, becoming tacitly enrolled in the Electric Hellfire Club.


    On previous occasions there had been little to the music but the beat and the melody. There had been no discernible lyrics—but now, thanks to Stephen, she knew a single phrase of the chorus of one of the songs on the album, and knowing it allowed her to hear it. It told her, over and over again, that Rose Selavy was the evil genius, the queen of sin. It wasn’t an earnest or threatening assertion. It was a taunt, a joke, a tease—but that only made it worse, in a way, because it implied that Kit’s ghost wasn’t even taking the business of haunting her seriously, that she was easy to haunt, that she was some weak-minded little slapper of a ghost-seer who could be relied on to see phantoms promiscuously, in every ambiguous shadow and every narrow corner. It implied, if the notion were extrapolated, that she was so easy, so childish, so soft, that she didn’t even warrant the attention and effort of an ectoplasmic dick or a full-blown nightmare, to get her het up enough to be....


    To be what?


    Excited? Preoccupied? Intimidated?


    Not terrified, at least—not yet. And certainly not consumed by supernatural ecstasy; wherever she was supposed to be going, she had not yet come. In the end, she ripped the duvet off the bed and shook it. When the remote clattered to the floor she snatched it up and flicked through the channels in search of something clamorous. She’d gone all the way from five to one and back again to where she’d started before the irrepressible logic of the schedulers came to her aid and the movie she’d been watching gave way to the ads.


    The ads were always loud, always insistent. Whether an ad was pushing the latest model of Renault, Daz or Tampax it was not about to be upstaged by an imaginary Electric Hellfire Club, or any kind of stray thought whatsoever. Channel 5, fortunately, was even more hospitable to ads than ITV and channel 4.


    Equilibrium restored, Kit put the duvet back on the bed and smoothed it down. Then she put the remote down on the floor, positioning it very carefully so that she would be able to snatch it up at a moment’s notice.


    For some reason she couldn’t quite fathom, she remembered the old TV—Mum’s TV in Sheffield. She remembered watching Countdown and Who Wants to be a Millionaire?, which were Mum’s favorite programs, and how, over the years, Mum’s pride at having a daughter who could answer so many questions on Blockbusters had turned into a competitive resentment of always being revealed as the weakest link.


    Shit, Kit said—silently, this time. If it isn’t one ghost it’s another. Why can’t they all just leave me alone. Why can’t they all just GET A FUCKING LIFE!


    But that, of course, was the one thing ghosts couldn’t do—not, at least, without resorting to extraordinary measures like reincarnation. Being, as Dad had always insisted, depended on the beer, and ghosts didn’t drink...except that Mum, who had somehow transformed herself into a haunter of sorts, hardly did anything but drink nowadays, and had a miraculous ability to become exceedingly bitter even while quaffing sweet sherry. She was the one, she realized, as her argument doubled back on itself like a striking snake with schizophrenia, and swallowed its own tail, who hadn’t quite, in spite of all her efforts, got a life. It was, after all, she who was here all alone, watching a failed pilot derisively remarketed as a Channel 5 movie.


    But she wasn’t having that. She was a Yorkshirewoman, and Yorkshire folk didn’t do self-pity. She was a bus driver. She had a purpose in life. She had a career. She had the option of getting pally with Mancunian Liz and Liverpudlian May, in spite of the fact that their names were the wrong way round, hopping on a free bus to Utopia a couple of times a week and joining the throngs of Mammonites who sought news of the future at the Oracle every Saturday. She had all the time in the world.


    The ads ended and the movie resumed. The calculatedly-mismatched couple were in the process of discovering a grudging respect for one another, and were presumably no more than five minutes away from hopping into bed, still wearing their underpants the way everyone had to do on TV, so that they could simulate irresistible—and, as things had obviously turned out, hopeless—animal passion.


    She could hear the Electric Hellfire Club again, but they’d moved on from Rose Selavy’s signature-tune. More of an incantation, Stephen had said, and so it was. Notes repeated over and over and over, although she still had no idea whether it was an offer she couldn’t refuse or a taunt.


    Kiss, kiss, kiss, kiss...kiss the goat.


    Kit began to regret that Even Stephen hadn’t called, and to wonder whether he would—and, if so, when. Maybe, she thought, he had served his purpose. Maybe the time had come to ride the free bus to Utopia to see if she could pull something a little more mature and a little more down-to-earth than an apprentice art historian—anything, really, except a bus driver. Or maybe another driver would be even more useful, because rather than in spite of the incestuousness of such a liaison and the fact that news of her every fart would probably get to be common knowledge around the depot. She really ought to make more effort to get cliquey with the other women, even though the two who were her nearest neighbors were both Lancastrians. She really ought to get in on their gossip circuit and their girly nights out.


    Anything, after all, was better than having to jack it all in and go home.


    Kit knew, when she reached that possibility—considering it for the first time as something she might have to do if things continued to get on top of her—that she had to do her utmost to put an end to her fearful reverie. Thinking the unthinkable was one thing, but there were limits even in the realm of desperation.


    The thing to remember, she told herself, was that nothing had actually happened to her, except the curtain rail coming away in her hand, which was clearly her own clumsy fault. Nothing had happened and nothing would. Nothing could. Even if the imaginary caress eventually contrived to go all the way, what would it signify? Merely that she had one hell of an imagination. When she was at school she’d known girls who would have given up cosmetics for a fortnight to learn the secret of hands-free self-abuse.


    Anyway, thanks to Even Stephen, she had some leverage now. She had a plan. On her next day off, or maybe even before then, she would start scouting out the street’s ace curtain-twitcher, in search of the lowdown on Rose Selavy the kinky prossie, and the probably-gruesome manner in which she’d met her end. One way or another, she’d find out exactly what she was dealing with—and once she’d figured out how, she’d get rid of her affliction. If it were humanly possible, she’d lay her ghost before her ghost laid her—or, if necessary, afterwards.


    She felt better when she’d thought that out, even though the only thing she’d really achieved was to lose track of the movie. She no longer had the slightest idea who had the stolen money, or which of the hero’s trusted friends would turn out to have engineered the whole dismal fiasco. But as the movie neared its climax and the night wore on and on, the phenomena sneaked back again. The music, the odors, the sensation that something shadowy that was temporarily imprisoned in the wall beside her bed was struggling to get out....


    Time, alas, was not on Kit’s side. Eventually, she had to try to sleep. Even if she kept her clothes on, she had to try to sleep. She watched the end of the movie, even though she couldn’t begin to care who got killed and who got rich and whether anyone involved would ever get another crack at having their own series, but she was on at six and she certainly didn’t want to watch the sex-and-shopping documentary that was due to follow the movie on 5. She got undressed, as was her habit. She didn’t want to make any concessions now she had begun to make progress in identifying and understanding her oppressor.


    If Rose Selavy was distressed about her cover being blown, though, she certainly wasn’t about to let on. Now that she had been outed as a surrealist fiction, in fact, the phantom whore seemed to be determined to make the most of the implication. Kit had never realized that the sense of smell could lend itself to surrealism as well as any other, but she soon had to admit that the way the stink of what might have been fried onions mingled with the odors of fake Chanel and Karl Lagerfeld, sweaty leather and soft rubber, sour semen and something that probably wasn’t cooking oil no matter how far past its use-by date, was way beyond the limits of the comfortably plausible.


    The shadows within the walls began to emerge from hiding again almost as soon as she’d switched off the ceiling light, no longer needing any assistance from the street light that could not be curtained off. Kit turned her back on the wall as well as closing her eyes, but she knew the shadows were there, not quite hidden by the compromised darkness. She knew they were watching her and she knew they were waiting for something, and she knew that the way the underside of the roof slanted over her bed was menacing, even if the painted plasterboard couldn’t actually fall on top of her. She couldn’t quite shake off the suspicion that something with a horribly hairy arse might be clinging to the slope, ever-ready to extend itself to receive a Chaucerian kiss.


    She could still hear the music, not very loud, not very clear and not very real, but definitely there, bidding once again for centre-stage in the private theatre of her soul. The beat was designed for dancing, as Stephen had observed, but it wasn’t like the superfast clubbing music she was used to. It was more sensuous, like a synthesizer-formulated equivalent of voodoo drums: music that might be featured at a disco for the devil’s party, where the dance-floor was surrounded by sofas in the shape of huge pairs of lips: red-glossy, arse-kissing, goat-getting lips. The lyrics that she couldn’t quite make out were doubly frustrating now that she had a clue as to their origin, but the performers seemed to have moved forward yet again to another track...unless, of course, that they had gone back to the beginning in order to run the whole thing past her yet again.


    The particular combination of beat and lilt that had become so familiar as to be recognizable in the overflow of Even Stephen’s discman was now conspicuous by its absence. Kit kept waiting for it, but it never came. Instead, there were a dozen other tracks, as many of them hummed or muttered in an unaccompanied and off-key voice as were crooned or caroled...and all of them were heard as if from a vast distance, flowing from the twin speakers of some other-dimensional sound-system.


    The worst of it, of course, was the palpable litany of increasingly-insistent touch sensations. It wasn’t so much that they tickled and teased like an over-confident lover, although they did, but that they seemed so knowing, like little gestures only a long-term lover could make, utterly confident of their sensual significance. Kit had never been touched by a whore, and had never found it necessary to imagine exactly what it might be like to be touched by a whore, but she couldn’t believe that it would be like this. Whenever larval fingers brushed her split ends or rested lightly on her shoulder, or when a spectral thigh rubbed up momentarily against her, or when something that might have been a footloose and fancy-free toe-end depressed the duvet as if it were the fabric of a blouse, as if searching blindly for a nipple or a navel, it was impossible to think that it was merely a client thing, a trick of the trade—not because it was too tender to be anything but a gesture of authentic affection, but because it was too intimate, too personal, too specific, too damned familiar.


    And then there was the follow-through, the pièce-de-resistance, the real thing....


    It was, Kit thought, almost as if the ghost of Rose Selavy were fondly anticipating the moment when Kit’s flesh would be hers: when the revenant whore could touch herself in that same mock-hesitant, unhurried and lascivious fashion—although not, perhaps, in exactly the same way, unless she happened to have been a contortionist as well as a cunt-for-hire.


    But almost was the operative word. No sooner had she formed the thought than Kit became convinced that she had got it wrong. Somehow along the line, her train of thought had gone astray. She had lost the route and missed her stop. No matter how much progress she had made with Even Stephen’s help, she was still two ham sandwiches short of a funeral tea. No matter how hard she tried, she still didn’t know what she needed to know in order to figure it out.


    She still couldn’t work out what on earth the ghost might want of her.


    Kit toyed with the idea that screwing Stephen had actually made things worse, by somehow increasing the hold that Invisible Rose had taken upon her luckless flesh, but she soon set that possibility aside. Stephen might be innocent, but he was on her side. She might not want to fuck him again, because he and she really weren’t relationship material and she wasn’t desperate enough to do it simply because it was easy, but if she started thinking that sex might accelerate the worsening of the haunt she was likely to wind up celibate, and she wasn’t about to be dictated to on matters of that kind now that she had finally contrived to put two hundred miles of desolate Midlands between herself and her ever-censorious mother.


    With all this on her mind and in her flesh it wasn’t easy to get to sleep, but Kit succeeded in the end. She woke up, somewhat to her surprise, in time to switch the alarm off before it rang, and feeling moderately refreshed.

  


  
    CHAPTER SIX


    By the time she came off shift the following day, Kit was impatient to take Stephen’s advice and track down a local busybody. She didn’t suppose that it would be difficult, and it wasn’t. The Asian family running the local newsagents had only been there for seven years, but the garrulous wife who manned the till in the evenings had an exceedingly keen sense of who was who and what was what, and she didn’t have to rack her brains when Kit asked her if there was anyone living near the hostel who’d been there since the year dot.


    “Mrs. Gaunt, in the basement at number 24,” was the confident answer. “You must have seen her. Comes in for the Daily Mail because she’s too mean to pay the delivery. Always complains about the price we charge for milk and Silk Cut, says we’re exploiting her bad feet. Can’t walk into town or catch a bus to SavaCentre in case she can’t make it back again. Been in the house since the war—brought up her family there but had to sell it to pay debts when her husband died and ended up with just the basement flat. Says she was cheated, but everybody else says she was lucky. Children all moved away, but they drop in to see her most weekends. She’ll tell you all about it if you ask her, and if you can bear it.”


    Kit figured that she might as well take the direct route, so she simply marched over to number 24 and down the steps.


    “Mrs. Gaunt?” she said, when the old lady had hobbled to the door and opened it, carefully keeping the chain on. “My name’s Kit. I live across the road, on the top floor of number 21.”


    “Not from round here, are you?” Mrs. Gaunt observed, suspiciously.


    “I’m from Sheffield,” Kit told her. “I came to work on the buses. Do you mind if I ask you some questions about the house? People say that you’re the most knowledgeable person in the street.”


    The compliment wasn’t sufficient to remove the chain. “What sort of questions?” the old lady wanted to know.


    “Personal things,” Kit said. “Confidential matters—just between you and me, if that’s okay. I’d invite you over to my place for a cup of tea, but there’s a lot of stairs up to the attic and I know your feet are bad.”


    “I seen you,” Mrs. Gaunt told her, defensively. “I knew you was on the buses. Wouldn’t open the door to a stranger. To many thieves and buggers selling stuff. Got to be careful.” She still hadn’t released the chain, but Kit could tell that she was only seeking some ritual reassurance before doing so.


    “It’s important,” Kit said. “You’re probably the only person who can help me.”


    That did the trick. Graciousness didn’t seem to be Mrs. Gaunt’s strong suit, but the old lady had watched more than enough TV over the years to know exactly what politeness required in such situations, so she hobbled off into the kitchen to put the kettle on and stick an extra tea-bag in the pot.


    While Mrs. Gaunt was gone Kit studied the layout of the living-room whose window looked out into the well between the wall of the house and the pavement. Both of Mrs. Gaunt’s ancient armchairs were positioned by the window so that anyone sitting in either one could look up through the railings at the people passing by. The angle was such that average-sized people on the far pavement were only visible from the neck up, but there was a good view of the first- and second-floor windows of the houses opposite. Mercifully, the street was just narrow enough for the top edge of Mrs. Gaunt’s window to eclipse Kit’s attic window from any line of sight except one that required the curious face to be pressed right up against the window.


    The room was cramped, over-burdened with furniture that Mrs. Gaunt had presumably been unwilling to part with when she had been forced out of the rooms above. All of the furniture was old, and some of it might even have passed for antique—moderately valuable, if the distress to which it had been subjected over time had not been so transparently authentic. The walls and ceiling were stained yellow by cigarette-smoke, but the carpet had been recently hoovered, the sideboards had been religiously dusted and the knick-knacks in the cabinets were arrayed with quasi-military precision. Mrs. Gaunt obviously had a tidy mind, or deeply-ingrained habits.


    The tea was unexpectedly good, but Mrs. Gaunt didn’t offer her visitor a biscuit. Given that she was gaunt by nature as well as by name Kit guessed that she wasn’t a biscuit person. She had to be at least seventy, but she looked as if she had a good twenty years in her yet, maybe thirty now that living to a hundred was no longer the marvel it used to be.


    “What did you want to ask me about?” the old lady asked, as she settled herself into the other armchair. Back home, no old lady worth her salt would have posed a question of that sort without adding “love” or “ducks”, but this was the south, where people thanked bus drivers as they got off but always reserved their judgments of intimacy.


    Kit had considered coming clean about the haunting, but had decided that she didn’t want to set off that kind of wildfire gossip right on her own doorstep, so she moved smoothly into the subtle approach.


    “The truth is,” she said, “that we get some very peculiar callers over the road. There are only four women in the house, and we have the top floor and the attic, so we ought to be fairly safe, but it’s not just people ringing the buzzer and talking dirty into the intercom—sometimes they get in. The men laugh it off, but it’s not very nice and it’s really rather disturbing. We can’t understand why it’s happening, but we talked about it and decided it might have something to do with the previous occupants of the house. I wondered if you might be able to cast some light on the matter.”


    “This used to be a nice neighborhood,” Mrs. Gaunt told her. “All families. Handy for the station, see. In the old days, people living here mostly worked up in London. It was a nice town in those days, not too big. Not so expensive neither. Gone to pot, it has. All the houses broken up into flats. Too much riffraff. Town centre’s all fancy pubs now—not safe to walk through it of a night. Gone to the bad.”


    “I understand that,” Kit assured her. “You can’t be very happy about the changes you’ve seen. I suppose that number 21 being turned into a bus drivers’ hostel is just a tiny part of the big picture. But what was it before the council took it over?”


    “Not right,” said Mrs. Gaunt. “That sort of thing was all on the other side of the Oxford Road in my day. Now it’s everywhere. Young girls these days. Horrid.”


    “What sort of thing?” Kit prompted, not wanting to lead her witness in case it tainted whatever evidence might be forthcoming.


    “The sort of thing that brings men to the house at all hours,” the old lady snapped back. “If you’ve got one of those intercom things, you must know what they’re after.”


    “We don’t know why they expect to get it,” Kit pointed out. “We don’t know the house’s history, you see.”


    “It wasn’t that way for long,” Mrs. Gaunt was quick to assure her. “We didn’t want that sort of thing coming in here, None of us did. Police wouldn’t do nothing at first, but we kept on. Wouldn’t put up with it. Took three years, but we got rid. Police wouldn’t do nothing about the knocking shop, or the illegal immigrants, but when they was told about the bootleg fags...that was a different thing altogether. The lever, see—and once they started looking into it, well...landlord scarpered, I heard. Back to God knows where. Never went to auction, mind. Council did some shady deal. Not the same since they closed down the one out at Shire Hall and brought in this new lot.”


    “Did you know any of the people who lived in the flats while it was a brothel?” Kit asked, feeling free to do so now that the old lady had finally conceded that prostitutes had operated there—but she had phrased the question badly.


    “Know any?” was the affronted reply. “What would I want with knowing people like that? I buy my fags full-price—more than full-price—and I don’t talk to streetwalkers.”


    “The men who ring my buzzer keep asking for Rose,” Kit said. “Did you ever hear of a Rose?”


    “Didn’t take any notice of any names,” the old lady told her—but after a moment’s tokenistic hesitation, she let her tongue run away with her again. “Anyway, that sort don’t use their real names—Natashas and Tatianas and the like, mostly, except for the coloreds. Shipped in like luggage through that tunnel. God’s gift to the white slave trade, that tunnel. And containers. Whole bloody Third World’ll fetch up here if we aren’t careful, and the Russians too now that the Iron Curtain’s down. Soft touch, we are. Everybody knows. No Roses where you live, believe me. Weeds, the lot of them, and poisonous.”


    “I suppose the neighborhood’s got more violent, too,” Kit prompted, carefully. “Places like number 21 used to attract trouble.”


    By this time, the old lady was warmed up, and getting her to carry on talking was no more difficult than getting a sex-starved student into bed—although it was much less satisfactory on a moment-by-moment basis, and it lasted a hell of a lot longer. Getting the old lady to stick to the point became increasingly difficult, but Kit figured that she had time to spare, and that anything that kept her from another long evening of isolation in the attic was to be welcomed. After an hour of patient probing, Kit was fairly certain that she had determined everything that the old lady had to impart. It was disappointingly slight, but there were a few little nuggets of real information contained within it. Although the name Rose Selavy meant nothing to Mrs. Gaunt, the old lady’s brief career as a nark had involved farming the cards left in the local phone booths, and she confirmed that some of them had advertised services that caused her mind to boggle. On the other hand, although the owner of a sleazy hotel two streets away had been hacked to death with machetes on his own doorstep in 1997 and a woman in the next street who had once worked the tills in Marks and Sparks had been bludgeoned to death by her ex less than six months later, there had never actually been a murder in this street—“Thank God,” Mrs. Gaunt had added to that statement, although faith in God didn’t seem to be one of her more cherished convictions.


    “Are you sure that no one was ever murdered in number 21?” Kit asked, anxious to be sure.


    “Sure?” Mrs. Gaunt echoed. “All I’m sure of is that the police never came out about it if anybody was. Illegal immigrants, see—could have been dumped in the river without anyone ever knowing they was here, or anyone caring. Don’t know what goes on any more. Not like the old days, when everybody knew everybody and kids used to play out in the road.”


    If Rose Selavy had died in the attic of number 21, Kit concluded, she had done so without causing a scandal. If she had been murdered there, her death had either been covered up, or been made to look like something other than a murder—which presumably meant that her murderer, if there was any such person, remained unapprehended, and that Rose herself was still unmourned, unavenged, and possibly unidentified.


    If ghosts really existed, Kit thought, that was surely more than enough reason for Rose Selavy to be restless in her grave.


    Mrs. Gaunt had no idea what had become of the other people who had lived at number 21 before the council took it over. The notion that the landlord had skipped the country while most of his girls had been deported seemed to be pure guesswork. For all the old lady really knew—which was considerably less than she was prepared to say—the owner and his tenants might simply have traded up to better-situated and better-appointed premises when the house-price explosion had tempted him to unlock that particular chunk of equity, especially if he was broadening his scope to take in other kinds of smuggling. Unfortunately, the conversation didn’t bring Kit a single step closer to making contact with someone who had known the person behind Rose Selavy well enough to make an informed guess as to what had become of her.


    By the time Kit managed to bring the interview to a close Mrs. Gaunt seemed to have forgiven her for being foreigner, and was almost prepared to welcome her as a new friend. She even told Kit that she would ask around to see if she could find anyone who had known the mysterious Rose, and would try to have some news for her if she cared to drop around on Sunday—but Kit doubted that the old lady’s interrogation techniques would to be up to the job of finding out anything useful. There were some exercises in detection, she reflected glumly as the door of the basement flat closed behind her, for which even a lifetime of gossiping experience could not adequately prepare a woman.

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVEN


    Because it was now too late to think about cooking, Kit went back up to the Oxford Road in search of a takeaway, but had to hang around for ages to get a pizza made up to her careful specification. By the time she returned to number 21 it was coming up to nine o’clock and lighting-up time again. She was utterly astonished to be intercepted by Mancunian Liz as she passed along the second-floor landing and told that “some bloke” had phoned and left a message asking her to ring him right away, because he had something to tell her. She had to run upstairs to get the number of Stephen’s mobile, and she dumped the pizza-box on the table while she ran back down the stairs to the phone.


    “What have you found out?” she wanted to know.


    “I can’t tell you over the phone,” he said, enigmatically. “Part of it I’ll have to show you. I can meet you in the Rifleman in half an hour if you can get there that fast.”


    “Bugger that,” she said. “I’ve got a pizza going cold upstairs, and the Fox and Goose is just around the corner. You’ll have to pay your bus fare this time, though. Mentioning my name to the driver won’t get you a free ride.”


    “I don’t know what your full name is,” he reminded her. “Or even the first part of it, really. I know hers now, though—her real name, that is, not just her stage name. And I just might be able to reveal the secret of the shadows in the wall.”


    “Clever boy,” Kit said. “You must have found a better busybody than the one I’ve been drinking tea with since half-past six. Bring that CD with you, will you. I want to hear the real thing.”


    Even Stephen made it to the Fox and Goose in forty minutes flat, which was quite an achievement, considering the paucity of the after-six timetable. It hadn’t taken Kit anywhere near that long to finish the pizza, but she’d taken a little extra time to freshen up before she went to meet him, so she only beat him by ten minutes and hadn’t even got half way through her pint.


    The student had a small brown paper bag with him, apparently containing an oblong box about five inches by three by three, but he didn’t open it to show her what was inside. He did turn down the edges of both his jacket pockets, though, to let her see just how seriously he’d taken her last-minute request.


    If they averaged sixty minutes play each, Kit calculated, there were enough CDs in those pockets to see them through to morning, even if they left the pub well before closing time and didn’t bother to turn the CD player off while they were otherwise occupied.


    “You want another?” he asked.


    “Just top that off with a half,” she said, magnanimously, handing him her glass.


    The Fox and Goose didn’t have cider on draught, so Stephen treated himself to a bottle of strong cider, telling the barman not to bother with a glass. He seemed very pleased with himself—almost smug. He was obviously hoping, and expecting, that once they got back to her room they would be “otherwise occupied” for at least some of the time. He hadn’t thrown himself into the business of playing detective just to take his mind off his recently-completed studies.


    “Okay,” said Kit. “Who was she? Tatiana or Natasha?”


    Stephen seemed slightly surprised by her choice of examples. “Her real name was Violet Leverhulme,” Stephen said, after taking a long luxurious sip from the neck of his bottle. The extra outlay on the strong cider had been offset by a slight reduction in the price of her John Smith’s—the Fox and Goose was just as authentic as the Rifleman, but it was in a part of town where no one was expected to pay through the nose for “character”. Kit wasn’t entirely surprised to discover that Mrs. Gaunt’s speculations about illegal immigrants from behind the tattered Iron Curtain had been a little over-generalized.


    “How did you find that out?” Kit asked, because the student was obviously waiting for her to marvel at his ingenuity.


    “Friends in the law department,” he said. “They’ve all got sponsors in solicitors’ offices and the like. Everything’s available on-line nowadays, if you know where to look and how to get in. She had no convictions for soliciting from your address, but she was busted twice while she was in the attic bedsit for possession of class A drugs. It’s all on the police computer. Violet Leverhulme, alias Rose Selavy. Fined the first time, sentenced to three months in a young offender’s institution the second. Cunning plan, hey? Punish an addict by sending her to Heroin City.”


    “Do you know for sure that she was an addict?”


    “Absolutely.” The way he said it spoke volumes.


    “Because that’s how she died,” Kit deduced. “She is dead, isn’t she?”


    “Yes. But she didn’t overdose while she was living in your room—she didn’t go back there after doing her stretch. Her last known address was the other side of the Oxford road, half a mile further out. She’s only been dead just over three months—which might help to explain why none of the previous tenants felt her presence. No suspicious circumstances, according to the coroner, but I don’t know how hard the police bothered to look. It might have been suicide rather than a mistake, or even murder, but who cares? They probably figured that she was just an accident waiting to happen and the sooner she was out of the way the better. Contributory negligence, isn’t that the phrase?”


    “I’ve only been in the room three months and a week,” Kit mused, wondering if the coincidence of timing was significant. “But if she died somewhere else, why is she haunting the attic at number 21? Why is she haunting me?”


    “I’m no expert,” Stephen said, “but isn’t Leverhulme a northern name? Maybe she’s looking for someone who reminds her of home and happier times.”


    “She’s probably from Lancashire,” Kit informed him, stonily. “I’m Yorkshire. There’s a difference. And there’s at least as much difference between a bus-driver and a whore as there is between a Yorkshirewoman and a Lancastrian.”


    “How did you come to end up driving buses?” he asked, changing the subject even though he hadn’t flinched from her sarcasm. He was a lot cockier than he’d been on the occasion of their previous meeting, and not just because he’d fucked her once already. He figured that because he had found out about Violet Leverhulme through his mates in the law department he was now the one in the driving-seat of their acquaintance. Kit decided that she might as well let him go on thinking that, at least for a little while. She still wanted to hear the CDs, and to find out what was in the brown paper bag.


    “I already told you,” she said, figuring that they could get back to the point later. “It’s a vocation. Dad was a driver—HGV. Still is. On his way back from Barcelona as we speak. Not that he wanted me to follow in his footsteps, of course. When I got decent GCSEs he and mum expected me to stay on for A levels, but I couldn’t wait to get on with my life. I got a job biking pizzas for Domino’s until I could lay my hands on a full licence, then went on the vans for a parcel courier. I was aiming for HGVs but when the chance to train as a bus-jockey came up. I took it. Did a couple of years on local point-to-points, then moved up to middle-distance. All one-man vehicles. Personally, I’d rather drive a Routemaster and not have to muck about with the fares, but we all have to take life as we find it, don’t we?”


    She paused to let him take his turn, but he was putting on a show of being genuinely interested. so she carried on. “I spent most of last year going down to Chesterfield and up to Pontefract like a yo-yo. Dad was always telling me to be careful my bus didn’t vanish from human ken in the Yorkshire triangle. That’s Hell, Hull and Halifax—a joke much older than all the crap about Bermuda. I wanted to get away from home—needed my own space. When the company here started poaching I figured Why not? After all, south is the way Yorkshire girls are supposed to go to seek their fortune, and Chesterfield’s crooked spire is only the first landmark on the way. Little did I know. Why is Reading pronounced to rhyme with bedding and wedding when it’s spelled as if it rhymed with kneading and pleading?”


    He was forced to reply to that. “I think it used to be spelled with two ds back in the sixteenth century,” he said. “It wasn’t a town then, of course—just an extremely rich Abbey. All the land for miles around belonged to it, so it would have had a lot of tenants. Not just farmers but tradesmen—masons, smiths, brewers, and the like. Then Henry VIII waltzed in and grabbed the lot. You can still see the last few stones of the Abbey ruins over by the Forbury. I don’t know when or why the spelling changed—maybe it was just that the people who inherited the local authority after the monks had gone were illiterate. It’s always been pronounced the way it’s pronounced now.”


    “Pity. The alternative would have so much more class, and it’d be the ideal place for a university. So, what do you want to do when you grow up?”


    “God knows,” he said. “First I’ve got to see what kind of degree I get when the results come out. Anything but teaching and the media, I suppose—not that a degree in History of Art qualifies you for much else. I spotted Rose Selavy right off, though, didn’t I? And I might be able to set your mind at rest regarding the shadows in the walls. If so, never let it be said that art history doesn’t have its practical side.”


    “How?” Kit wanted to know.


    “Like I said, I’ll have to show you.”


    She couldn’t help but wonder whether that was just a line, to make absolutely certain that she would invite him back to her room again, even though he’d already told her about Violet Leverhulme, but she figured that it didn’t really matter either way. He’d already done more than enough to be entitled to his reward, and it was rather sweet of him to be so keen. Even so, she asked him if he wanted another; she didn’t want to seem to eager.


    “I guess,” he said. She bought him another bottle, and got her empty glass refilled.


    “Did you find out any more about this Lanky Violet?” she asked. “There must be more, mustn’t there—after all, if every junkie prostitute became a fully-fledged and hyperactive ghost, the whole bloody country would be lousy with them, wouldn’t it?”


    “I guess so—imagine trying to catch a train at King’s Cross! But that’s an old problem. If everybody who died became a haunter, there’d be spectral queues everywhere. The conventional thinking seems to be that the majority pass over successfully—just move towards the light, as they say in the movies—while the ones that don’t make it are trapped here by unfinished business. Messages to deliver, vengeances to be wrought—that sort of thing.”


    “Conventional thinking?” she challenged.


    “Well,” he said, “conventional unconventional thinking, if you don’t mind the oxymoron. An oxymoron....”


    “I’m not stupid,” she reminded him. “I know what a fucking oxymoron is.”


    He took it in his stride. “Yeah, sorry. Well, I suppose what I mean is what passes for conventional thinking in such reservoirs of unconventional thinking as Fortean Times. Also in the movies, of course. The Sixth Sense and such like. The kid who can see dead people attracts dead people because the dead people don’t have too many opportunities to get their point of view across. Ghosts may be rare, but people who can see ghosts may be rarer still. Have you ever seen, heard and smelled any others?”


    “No,” she said, tersely. “Before Rose, I was a virgin.” Kit could tell that he wanted to make a crack about that, but she was relieved to discover that he didn’t quite dare. He left it to her to add: “Unfortunately, the way reputations work these days, there’s only one small step between virgin and slut.” she became aware that her heartbeat had speeded up, as if something deep inside her were trying to get a mayday through to her brain.


    “On the bright side,” Stephen put in, “recent conventional unconventional thinking seems to tend to the view that ghosts aren’t actually evil, or even malevolent. Your real eighteen-carat Amityville Horror is thought to be something much nastier than a dead person, dead persons being, on the whole, just persons who happen to be dead. No better and no worse, etc.”


    “So where does the Hellfire come in?” she asked him, quietly. “What does kissing the goat entitle a person to?”


    “There’s no consensus on that,” he admitted. “But the whole Church of Satan thing is carrying forward a Hellfire Club tradition started by eighteenth century libertines. Sympathy for the Devil goes back to Blake and Shelley, who saw Satan as a Romantic rebel against divine tyranny. The whole idea of Hell is obsolete, of course—it was never anything more than priestly terrorism, invented in the hope of forcing goodness on people who couldn’t see any earthly payoff in refraining from sin. Melodrama needs villains, and Satan is the daddy of them all...but there’s never been any shortage of people ready, willing and eager to sell their souls.”


    “You didn’t actually answer my original question,” Kit pointed out, having only just realized the fact herself. Did you find out any more about Violet Leverhulme?”


    “No,” he admitted, “I don’t have much more...yet. Public records tend to be a bit sparse. She was born on the 13th of March 1976, if that helps.”


    “Not much,” Kit told him. “I’m a Scorpio myself. Being born in the previous year, possibly in a neighboring county, hardly seems sufficient to establish a link between our destinies. I still can’t see any reason why she’d want to haunt me instead of the present tenant of the place where she died.”


    “We don’t know that she isn’t doing that as well,” Stephen pointed out. “Maybe she’s haunting half a dozen different people and places. After all....”


    “She did her fucking wholesale,” Kit finished for him. “But we’ve already covered that one. If every dead whore started haunting on that sort of scale...and it’s not as if she has anything to hold against me.” She hadn’t realized what an unfortunate turn of phrase that was until she’d come out with it, but Even Stephen didn’t even notice. He was just playing games, humoring her. He didn’t believe that she was being haunted at all—except, perhaps, in her imagination. “But it’s not just imagination,” she added, swiftly. “The name might be an alias, but I got it right. She was real. She still is.”


    “You got the name from someone muttering into the intercom on the door,” Stephen reminded her. “All you got from the ghost itself is a tune that might or might not be the Electric Hellfire Club.”


    “Might or might not be?” Kit echoed, laying down an explicit challenge to his skepticism.


    “All you’ve heard so far is leakage from a discman,” he pointed out. “You might have made a mistake. Why did you ask me to bring the CD, unless you’re not certain yourself?”


    He certainly was a clever boy, for an art historian, Kit thought—but she knew that she still had the power to wipe that smile right off his face, if she chose to exercise it. He was the one gagging for it, not her.


    “I suppose we’d better make certain, then,” she said. “As it’s technically your round, though, you can chip in for half of a six-pack at the corner shop. We might both need it, if playing the Electric fucking Hellfire Club out loud gets Rose all excited.”


    “Sure,” he said, smoothly. He was still playing along with her, but she could tell that he was completely unable to believe that there was anything in her attic except the wayward produce of an over-active imagination, whose engine was much closer to Hull or Halifax than anywhere more exotic.


    Well, she thought, we’ll see. And that, really, was the heart of it. If they did both see, then it really must be real—but if they didn’t, because Even Stephen genuinely couldn’t, that would be a different matter. Now that he was in, he was the acid test. From now on, it had to be we that would see, or there’d be more than enough proof that she was barking mad.

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHT


    It would have been cheaper if they’d gone halves on a six-pack, as Kit had suggested, but Stephen was insistent that he didn’t want to graduate to the real thing just yet, so they ended up with three loose cans of beer and two of cider and they split the bill sixty-forty. That wasn’t quite as mean as it might have seemed on the student’s part, though, because he’d paid for the light-bulb himself.


    Kit hadn’t been expecting the crimson-tinted light-bulb, and she had to suppress a flash of irritation when he first produced it from the box that had been in the paper bag.


    “Actually,” he said, “ultra-violet might be the most revealing light, but they don’t do UV in hardware stores. As you said that you saw the figures just as it was getting properly dark, I figured that red would probably do the trick.”


    “Trick?” she echoed, ominously.


    Stephen turned off the light that she’d switched on when they came through the door. The room was still reasonably well-lit by the light from the street-lamp streaming through the recently de-curtained window.


    “That street-light opposite is the kind that glows pink for a few minutes before it goes yellow,” he told her, as he stood on the bed and reached out a handkerchief-clad hand to remove the bulb from the ceiling light-fitting. “Add that to the reddish twilight we’ve been getting lately, thanks to the clouds and the air pollution, and the fact that the window faces west, and you have a very different light from the instant yellow-white of a standard hundred-watter, or even the vivid yellow of the warmed-up street-light.” He handed the light-bulb he’d removed to Kit. It was warm, but she didn’t need to protect her hand as he’d protected his; they hadn’t been in the room very long and it had cooled down in a matter of seconds.


    “So what?” she said.


    “That one-coat emulsion always looks beautiful on the TV ads,” he went on, “but it’s really not that efficient, especially in unfavorable light. This primrose yellow looks okay by the kind of light it’s best-equipped to reflect—your ceiling light—but light of a different wavelength will expose its translucency, especially if there’s something behind it that reflects the different wavelength preferentially. The blue end of the spectrum is further away from the yellow part than the red, but if any of the shapes behind the paint are red in color it’ll probably be just as effective to go the other way. Switch it on—unless I’m making a utter fool of myself you’ll see what I mean.”


    Kit flicked the switch by the door. For a moment, while her eyes were adjusting, she couldn’t see what he meant—but then she did.


    She saw the shadows in the walls—but now that she knew what they were, she could see that they really were shadows in the walls, and nothing more.


    In the days when Rose Selavy had plied her trade here the wall beside the bed had been painted—really painted, with a picture. Parts of the mural were still capable of reflecting light through the overlay of yellow emulsion, especially if they were properly stimulated.


    The shapes were too complicated and indistinct to allow Kit to make out exactly what the picture on the wall and slanting ceiling above her bed had depicted, but it seemed to contain several humanoid figures and others with bat-like wings. Some of the winged figures hovered over the bed, like predators about to fall upon its occupants, but most of the humanoid figures were on the vertical wall. One, more massive than the rest, might well have been a centerpiece about which the others were cavorting.


    The blurred central figure had only one discernible feature: horns like a goat’s. Kit had never seen the form clearly, no matter how pink the street-light had glowed or how crimson the sunset had painted the sky, but now that she had some inkling of what she was looking at she was seized by the suspicion that she had already brought the awareness of its presence and nature almost to the brink of consciousness. If there was a goat to be kissed hereabouts, this was it—but it was just a cartoonish picture that had been painted over in one-coat emulsion: a garish illustration adding an extra hint of naughtiness to a kinky tart’s place of business.


    “Fuck,” she said, quietly. Kit knew that she ought to be grateful, for more reasons than one, but she couldn’t help grinding her teeth at the thought of having been such an idiot as not to have taken the last little jump that would have brought her to this conclusion without Stephen’s help.


    “The Electric Hellfire Club,” Stephen murmured.


    “Sure,” she said, still controlling her irritation. “Put it on and let’s get it over.”


    “Not the CD,” he said, still speaking in a slightly hushed tone. “The picture.” He still had a way to go in sealing his triumph, in showing off his cleverness. “I can’t be absolutely sure, but isn’t it a party scene? The party scene: the witches’ sabbat, with the devil himself in the middle and his imps doing aerobatics over the Queen of Sin’s bed. Assuming, that is, that Rose had her bed where yours is. It’s the logical place, after all.” He was covering his arse, in case she thought he was calling her the Queen of Sin, but Kit wasn’t bothered. Now that he had confirmed her own impression, she was certain that they were reading the mural correctly. It was a witches’ sabbat. Although the devil was probably looking out into the room he must be looking over his shoulder to do it, because he was also extending his arse towards the bed, at a kissable height.


    Rose Selavy must indeed have placed her bed where the council’s decorators had placed Kit’s. Rose’s would have been a double rather than a single, with a red or black mock-silk coverlet rather than a yellow-clad duvet, but the height would have been exactly the same.


    Who kissed the goat? Kit wondered, silently. Rose? Her clients? Was it part of her ritual, part of her dominatrix act?


    “A Hellfire Club in miniature,” Stephen observed. “Reduced admission in the afternoon, I dare say. Have you ever been to Medmenham? It’s only a few miles up the river—that’s where Dashwood’s Hellfire Club used to meet. A much better class of orgy than she could put on here, I suppose, but a little imagination goes a long way.”


    “Hell, Hull and Halifax,” Kit muttered, grimly. She had to raise her voice, though, when he cocked an inquisitive eyebrow “I always wondered where the third leg of that particular triangle was. If you draw it on the map it so that all three sides are equal it comes out as Mansfield or Darlington, although it’s somewhere way down below the deepest pit-shaft if you imagine it vertical—but maps can be treacherous, and there aren’t any volcanoes in Yorkshire. Or Lancashire. Maybe she came back here to do her haunting because this was always her idea of Hell. Maybe she always wanted to join the dancers in the wall, even when she wasn’t high. And maybe that ghostly smell isn’t onions frying after all. But that doesn’t explain what the fuck she wants with me, does it? What’s with all the groping?”


    Kit remembered as she said it that she hadn’t told the student about the groping, but he didn’t query it. He probably assumed that she was speaking metaphorically, suggesting that any kind of haunting could be seen as a kind of perverse assault.


    Now that he’d done his party-piece, Kit fully expected the student to break cover and tell her straight out what he’d always secretly believed: that the whole thing was a product of her over-active imagination, caused by subliminal perception of the painted-over scenes—but the lad was full of surprises. “I thought about that,” he said. “And what you said in the Rifleman was wrong—I think.”


    She looked at him frostily, and saw him wilt a little. “What was wrong?” she asked.


    “Given that she seems to have been a devil-worshipping whore,” he quoted, “I suppose, one way or another, she must want my body. But it’s the other way around, surely. She was a whore because people wanted her body. What she needed from them to turn their fantasies into hard cash was all in the mind: a capacity to get excited by the signals she put out and the environment she provided. Including the pictures on the wall, and the music, and whatever else....”


    He left the rest to her imagination—which, Kit had to admit, was more than capable of filling in further details. A capacity to get excited, she repeated to herself, with the kind of scorn she sometimes used when she caught sight of herself in a mirror and didn’t like what she saw. The bitch is fucking with my head. She’s not trying to bring me off, just to wind me up. It’s not just a question of what she wants from me, it’s also a question of what she wants me to want from her—or what she can get me to want.


    Kit cracked a can and took a long, deep swig of best bitter. She could taste the bitter, but the best wasn’t quite there. If she were to become what she was drinking, she’d have to try a little harder. At least, she thought, it wasn’t cider. She had no wish to be an apple, given what one of those had done to Eve. Anyway, Stephen might think she was Golden Delicious for the moment, but that was because he was desperate; when the bloom wore off, she’d just be a gaunt Granny Smith, if she let him hang around that long.


    “Okay,” she said. “Put the fucking CD on. Let’s find out just how sick or stupid I am.”


    “I didn’t mean...,” he began.


    “I know,” she said. “Just put a CD on. Any one will do—save the big one for later, if you like. I suppose I ought to find out whether there’s anything else in your pockets I can recognize. Is it all Satanist disco music?”


    “Not exactly,” he said, “but it’s in much the same genre. This is my other Electric Hellfire Club CD—the one that came before Kiss the Goat. I don’t have the later ones.” He passed her the orange-colored box. There was a pentacle on the back, and the name of the CD: Burn, Baby, Burn! In a different frame of mind, she might have thought it a witty gesture. He slipped the CD into the slot on her mini-hi-fi system and pressed PLAY.


    The moment the music began to pour from the speakers Kit felt a thrill of instant recognition. She didn’t know whether to be pleased or scared by the far-from-unpleasant quality of the thrill; it was a hell of a long way from being a orgasm, but it was no mere nervous shock.


    “Do you recognize it?” Stephen asked, a little nervously. He wasn’t nervous because he was anxious about the answer he might get but because he already knew that it would be meaningless. Recognition wasn’t evidence. In a pinch, it could be written off as auditory déjà-vu. Not that she intended to get into a pinch. She wasn’t about to take her haunting to Fortean Times. It was far too intimate for that. She listened patiently through tracks called Age of Fire and Psychedelic Sacrifice, but then her attention began to falter. She realized that she’d emptied the can. She opened another and got stuck right in, even though Stephen’s first still seemed to be half-full—or, of course, half empty.


    Kit sat down on the bed, put the CD case beside her in the spot where Stephen might otherwise have sat down, kicked off her shoes and studied her toes carefully. She didn’t look up again until the CD player reached a track that the case identified as When Violence is Golden, an all-too-familiar track backed by the sound of synthesized whipping—at which point she figured that it was worth conjuring up another blush.


    “You like that sort of stuff, hey, Steve?” she asked the boy. “Gets you going does it?”


    He didn’t answer, taking the understandable view that two could play at the toe-contemplation game. His blush wasn’t easy to make out in the scarlet light, but Kit knew that it was there. She wondered whether there was a slight blush on her own cheeks, given that the track seemed at least as familiar to her as it must have been to him. She looked more closely at the CD case, noting that the copyright date was 1993. How could she be sure, she wondered, that she hadn’t heard the album before? Maybe it had been on some club DJ’s playlist back in her wilder days. Maybe one of her old boyfriends had owned it, maybe even played it to her while her conscious thoughts were otherwise occupied. If her subconscious mind had seen and recognized the sabbat behind the primrose censorship, maybe it had also soaked up the substance of a dozen or a hundred CDs she couldn’t remember hearing.


    The bitch is just fucking with my head, she repeated, defiantly. Rose Selavy is fucking with my head. She’s haunting her own little Hell, because she kissed the goat once too often and shot herself up with too much heroin, and can’t find her way to Hull or Halifax. But what does she want from me?


    The effort of standing still had begun to bother Stephen, who had put his half-empty can of Strongbow down on the floor. He was emptying his pockets on to the bedspread now, showing her the other trophies of his far-from-misspent youth, acquired for their insistent beat and trivial shock value.


    “The Marionettes,” he said, naming the bands even though she could read them perfectly well. “Midnight Configuration. My Life With the Thrill Kill Kult. Inkubus Sukkubus. Athamay. And Kiss the Goat, of course.”


    The last phrase was, of course, a title rather than the name of a band. The illustration on the back of the CD was a witches’ sabbat, with the shadowy figure of a goat-headed Satan in the background, hardly distinguishable against a black-and-crimson sky. Evil Genius was track seven. Track one was called Invitation to your Damnation. Kiss the Goat itself was track thirteen.


    It was all rather silly, Kit knew, but it had got inside her somehow. It was making suggestions to her, and making demands of her. Even if it was nothing but music, remembered from some innocuous earthly source, it had taken on a new meaning inside her head, and it wasn’t going to let up until she could find a way to make it let go. There was as much seductive invitation as bullying threat in the haunting, but that didn’t make it any the less insistent. It wasn’t really real, but it was really there, and it wouldn’t go away unless she could find an answer to it.


    When the first CD finished, Stephen’s hand hovered over the others, as if waiting for a cue to guide his choice. Having heard Burn, Baby, Burn! and found it all too familiar Kit didn’t think it was worth pissing about, so she swept the others on to the rug, leaving him no choice but Kiss the Goat.


    “Maybe I’ll recognize the others and maybe I won’t,” she said, “but if we’re going to go all the way, we might as well get on with it.”


    She put the CD on herself, and then she started taking Stephen’s clothes off.


    He didn’t resist—in fact, he’d obviously been looking forward to it. Kit didn’t know if it would help or not, but if it was what the Queen of Sin wanted, she was prepared to take her on. Until thirteen weeks ago she’d never been further from home than Chesterfield or Pontefract, but she was a driver by vocation, and it didn’t really matter to her how far from home she was, as long as she had access to a vehicle. She was prepared to drive to Hell and back if she had to, if that was what it would take to unfuck her head.


    The music on the CD was all familiar. She had sort-of-heard it all before, and not just sort-of-heard it but actually absorbed it into her memory. She had made it a part of herself, even though she had never actually heard it the way she was hearing it now, loud and clear and issuing from her miniature speakers in stereo. She was as sure of that as she was of anything. She was being haunted, by a devil-worshipping whore who wanted something, even if it was only to be wanted one more time, to add her particular brand of spice to one more life, even from beyond the grave.


    The music was coming to Kit now fully-laden with associations: associations which could be played out in other ways, in sight and scent and touch. They could even have been played out, after a fashion, if Even Stephen hadn’t been there, although they played out much more readily as a fleshy duet while they moved to the rhythm on the bed, and lost themselves in lustful sensation.


    It didn’t occur to Kit until much later to wonder what Mrs. Gaunt might make of the sight of her uncurtained window glowing brightly scarlet in the night sky, mere hours after their little talk about the white slave trade and the horrid way the world was going.

  


  
    CHAPTER NINE


    Long afterwards, while Kit still lay on her back, precariously balanced on the outer rim of the narrow bed, she looked up at the figures hovering over her on the slanting ceiling, and sideways at the bulkier form that loomed over Stephen’s sleeping body. The red light was off now but the street-light was on, and there was light enough to see the shadows in the walls. Without the emphasis lent by the colored light they were very vague indeed, but now that she knew they were there her mind had no difficulty at all improvising more detailed outlines.


    She was only half asleep, but she was already beginning to dream.


    She dreamed, while she still had lucidity enough to guide the illusion, that the Devil reached out a long furry arm, whose claw-like hand had talons instead of nails. The arm reached right out of the wall, over Stephen’s body, and laid the tips of its talons upon her forehead, very gently, then trailed them down her face towards her lips.


    It was as if the talons were inviting a kiss—but Kit turned her face away. It wasn’t a refusal, as such—just a matter of being fashionably coy. The shadow knew that. She and the shadow had almost reached an understanding now. But she was only dreaming. She knew that she was dreaming, although she wasn’t sleeping deeply; she was conscious enough to be making the dream up as she went along. She wasn’t surrendering, even to the anarchy of an authentic dream.


    This time, she was prepared to let Stephen sleep in her bed all night, if he wanted to, no matter how uncomfortable it got. She was even prepared to sleep on the settee to make sure that it didn’t get too uncomfortable. She waited until she was absolutely sure that he was sleeping deeply before she detached herself from his residual grip, so that she wouldn’t wake him up. She was in a self-sacrificial mood, and she figured that he had earned it.


    She tiptoed to the bathroom and did her best to be quiet while she was in there. She pulled the door to so that the light wouldn’t wake him. She took her time, and paused before coming out to check herself in the mirror. She didn’t look too bad, all things considered. She turned off the light before opening the door again.


    The room into which she stepped seemed to be as dark as she had every right to expect, all the more so because the street-light wasn’t directly visible from the bathroom doorway, but something strange had happened to her eyes. Because she was coming out of a brighter light to which her eyes had had plenty of time to adjust she should have been blinded for a moment or two, until her pupils had dilated again to let more light through to her retinas. Instead, she could see quite clearly. It was as if she had suddenly been blessed—or cursed—with the vision of a fox or some other nocturnal wanderer, far more comfortable by night than by day, or with a kind of vision that was even more remarkable, equipped for looking into the darkness that lay beyond mere darkness, which required second sight for its perception.


    With the aid of this new sense, Kit could see the mural above the bed with perfect clarity. It was no longer a matter of guessing what the shapes must signify: she could see every line of the artist’s depiction, every field of color.


    The image was indeed like something out of a comic book, or something from a fanciful album cover, and it did indeed depict a witches’ sabbat overflown by winged demons—or perhaps, given their diminutive size, demonettes. The dancers and the demonettes were mere silhouettes, but the Devil was carefully detailed: curling horns, bestial face, shaggy back, and an arse like a rutting ape’s, uniformly black but very highly polished.


    The portrait was vivid enough to have the kind of eyes that would follow observers around a room, but the Devil’s eyes didn’t seem to be fixed on her. Instead, they seemed to be fixed on the settee where she’d been aiming to sleep in order to let Stephen rest undisturbed: the settee which was now occupied by a young woman with jet-black hair and bright red lipstick, clad from head to toe in a combination of soft black leather and gleaming black PVC.


    Kit never doubted for an instant that this was Rose Selavy, in her working clothes. Not Violet Leverhulme, but Rose Selavy: a self-made woman, in the image of a whore; the ghost of a fantasy. Touched by the Devil, Kit had been freed to see what she hadn’t been able to see before. Until now, she’d only caught the merest glimpses of the world beyond the world; now she could see it with TV-quality definition.


    “Nice work,” said Rose Selavy.


    Kit could hear her voice clearly, but she knew that it wouldn’t have shown up on a tape-recorder, and that if Even Stephen could hear it at all it would only be a dream-voice, not the kind of sound that might wake him up. Kit was nervous about replying, because she wasn’t sure that she could speak in that kind of dream-voice without making the kind of sound that might wake a sleeper, but as soon as she made the effort she realized how easy it was.


    “I didn’t paint it,” Kit said, silently. “And I certainly didn’t paint you.”


    “It takes two to tango, love,” said Rose Selavy, who had retained a trace of Violet Leverhulme’s accent even though she had suppressed the rest of her existential legacy, “and two to make a folie à deux. I could never have made myself visible like this without the right kind of help. You’re an angel. This means a lot to me.”


    “I bet you say that to all your visitors,” Kit countered.


    “You aren’t paying,” the phantom whore pointed out.


    Kit wished she could be sure of that. “What do you want from me?” she whispered, taken slightly by surprise by the fact that it was possible to whisper in a voice whose loudest scream would have been silent to any objective witness.


    “What have you got?” was the mocking reply.


    “A life,” Kit retorted, quick as a flash—but she bit her lip when she’d said it, because she didn’t want to tempt fate.


    Rose Selavy smiled. “Don’t worry, ducks,” she said. “I don’t want your life. Been there, done that, got the tattoo. I like things just the way they are. There’s always a new twist, isn’t there? One more virginity to lose. The holier you are, the more ways you can get fucked.” She laughed at her pun, although it was as weak as one of Kit’s Dad’s.


    “Folie à deux,” Kit said. “That means....”


    “I know what it means,” Rose Selavy retorted, sharply, although Kit hadn’t actually been accusing her of anything. “I may be a whore but I’m not fucking stupid.”


    Kit couldn’t help hearing herself in that interjection, misinterpretation and all.


    “That means you need me,” Kit went on, stubbornly. “If I can stop seeing you, smelling you, hearing your music...you’re gone. Dead and buried.”


    “Why would you want to?” Rose asked her, insouciantly. “What else have you got in your life that’s half as interesting as me?”


    Kit must have cast an involuntary glance toward the bed, because Rose’s ghostly gaze immediately went the same way. “Oh, come on,” said Rose. “he’s not your type, and you’re only his because you’re holier than he is. But you and I could be relationship material.” As she voiced the last sentence, though, her own gaze was subject to an involuntary twitch that gave her away.


    “I thought you already had a relationship,” Kit said. “With a goat’s arse.”


    “We could make it a threesome,” Rose Selavy told her. “We could even make it a foursome, if the boy’s up for it—or do I mean up to it? He’s half way hooked already. He wants in. Have to catch him while he’s hot, though. I could help you with that. With your flesh and my experience we could go a long way. We could get a real life.”


    “That’s not what I want,” Kit said, although she could have kicked herself the moment the thought was out in the open. She should surely have said that a real life was what she’d already got, and that she didn’t need any help in that department from a comic book dominatrix—or, for that matter, from the Devil himself. She should surely have said that she was free, and more than capable of sustaining her freedom, of making something of herself that was more than Daddy’s girl or Mummy’s pet.


    But all Rose Selavy said was: “Okay. I’m versatile. Let’s work out what you do want. I’m making sacrifices here too, you know. You’re not my ideal demon lover.”


    Kit tried to steady herself. “This is just a dream,” she said. “It’s a hallucination. It’s not real. It’s just my imagination playing tricks. It’ll all seem stupid when I wake up.”


    “That’s what I thought,” said Rose Selavy, wryly. “Not just about death—about life too. Merrily, merrily, merrily, merrily, life is but...there are advantages to being dead, you know. There’s no cold turkey on the other side, but you can still get high. How high can you get, Kit? Move towards the light, they say in the movies, but take the word of one who know—it ain’t that easy. Go to the Devil, they say, if you’re bad—but that ain’t as easy as it sounds. Imagine there’s no heaven, it’s easy if you try—not. That’s all we are, at the end of the day—all any of us are. Just our imagination playing tricks. That’s existence—human existence, anyway. Different for bugs, I expect, but I never wanted to come back as a cockroach or a termite queen. Consciousness is just a dream. We think we’re in control, because the dream is so lucid, but we aren’t. You’d think that afterlife would be easier, without all that lumpen flesh, bone and cellulite to drag around, but it’s not. I mean, it’s nice of you to make this little home-from-home for me, but it’s not exactly progress, is it? Most haunting, from the ghostly point of view, is just prison without the dealers—I think you and I might do better than that, don’t you? I think we could be really special, if we put our minds to it. This is the twenty-first century, after all. What we’ve had so far was nice—don’t get me wrong—but I really do think we ought to work on our relationship to see what more we can get out of it. Believe me, love, the sky’s no limit. I’m open to all suggestions. I’ll try anything once.”


    “Without me,” Kit whispered, speaking aloud now, albeit in a reverently hushed tone, “you’d be nothing but a shadow in the dark, a whisper in the silence, a wisp in the fog. All I have to do....”


    “Too true, ducks,” the phantom admitted, cheerfully. “So it would be really nice if you could take your responsibilities a little more seriously. Don’t be afraid to ask for help. The lad’s just a punter, but he could be useful. Use him. If God hadn’t meant us to play dirty he’d never have given us so much equipment. It’s all imagination, love: day, night, awake, dreaming, stoned, unstoned, fucked anywhichway, the bestest bitter there ever was. Reality’s a myth, even when it’s a hit. Make up your mind, darling, or your mind will make you up. Ask yourself: what do you really want? And don’t blink.”


    It was too late. Kit had blinked—and Rose Selavy was gone, vanished into thin air. Except that the air wasn’t thin at all. It was as thick as treacle and just as hard to breathe. It was full of odors: scent; smoke; fried onions; shit.


    Kit breathed anyway.


    The Devil was gone too, but he had never been more than a cartoon even at his most distinct. Kissing the black-arsed goat that was hiding in her primrose yellow wall would be no better and no worse than kissing a fan-club poster of some third-rate pop star, or some shoddy item of Buffy the Vampire Slayer merchandise.


    “Barking mad,” Kit muttered, audibly. “Absolutely fucking barking mad. No two ways about it.”


    Even Stephen shifted in his sleep, slyly extending the temporary empire of his personal space across the whole bed, but he didn’t wake up. In the morning, Kit resolved, she’d ask him to re-attach the curtain-rail. She could do it herself just as well, but it would make him feel that he had something to contribute to their relationship, if they were indeed relationship material. And it would give them a means of cutting out the intrusive glare of the street-light.


    Having made that resolution, she tucked herself up on the settee and went back to sleep.

  


  
    CHAPTER TEN


    By the time Stephen condescended to sit up in bed and admit to being awake Kit was washed, dressed and ready to go to work. Stephen must have figured out that she’d slept on the settee, even though he’d supposedly slept right through her removal, because he took the trouble to apologize, but Kit didn’t have time for any elaborate process of forgiveness.


    “We’re wasting the summer spending our nights in smoky pubs,” she told him, sternly, before she rushed off. “We need some fresh air. I’ll meet you on Caversham Bridge at half past six and we’ll take a walk along the riverbank. You can explain why you don’t believe in ghosts, if you like.”


    “I never said...,” he began, but she shut him up with a gesture.


    “Make sure the place is locked up tight when you go,” she said. “If you leave it another twenty minutes you won’t run into anyone else who’s on earlies, and the buggers on lates will all be fast asleep.”


    If he’d left it an hour he could have got on her bus back to Green Road, but neither of them knew that, and by the time she pulled the number 17 in to the stop by the chippy on the way back from the SavaCentre he was long gone. It was perhaps as well, because she wouldn’t have wanted him hanging about trying to talk to her while she was collecting fares and painstakingly negotiating her way through the hundred-minute gridlock jam that was euphemistically known as “rush hour”.


    Once rush hour was over and the working classes had been replaced by shoppers and pensioners taking advantage of their off-peak free passes the going became a little easier, and the driving a little more relaxed. Usually, it wasn’t until then that Kit settled into a rhythm and became absorbed into quotidian normality, but today the world seemed more solid than usual, and time more disciplined. Her existence seemed to have taken on a density and regularity that the impatience and general fractiousness of rush hour was impotent to disturb. The unillusoriness of the bus and the road, which she would normally have taken for granted, seemed unprecedentedly assertive—boastful, even—but not as reassuring as she could have hoped.


    Kit knew that the world’s new-found determination to remain determinate should have been reassuring to a person who’s been up half the night chatting to a ghost, and she wasn’t at all sure what to read into the fact that it wasn’t having that effect on her. Indeed, as they day wore on she was taken by the notion that a kind of competition had now been joined, in which mundane reality and whatever lay beyond it were flexing their muscles, testing their strength and making ready to wrestle for possession of her soul—two falls or a knockout to define victory.


    She relaxed into her work as far as she could, but she couldn’t put herself on autopilot the way she usually did; she was more conscious of being conscious than was entirely comfortable. She couldn’t help wondering whether she’d already sealed some kind of deal with unholy Rose, which involved the use of her own holes, but she figured that she was perfectly safe while she was at the wheel of a number 17 no matter how many dirty old men got on or what kind of imbecilic suggestions they might make.


    She was looking forward to seeing Even Stephen again. She figured that he could help her get through this, even if he didn’t last the week as a substitute boyfriend. He could be her anchorage, her voice of sanity, her comic relief. He could counteract the subtle seductions of Rose Selavy with temptations of a coarser sort, perhaps all the more valuable for their awkwardness. If she could only concentrate her mind on his flesh and his common sense, Rose might not get another look in. Time was on her side—not to mention the solidity of the world, the relentless normality of driving a bus, and the fact that she was two hundred miles away from her mother.


    But the doubts never went away. Maybe time favored the dead over the living. Maybe solidity was just one more illusion. Maybe there was nothing normal about a woman driving a bus. Maybe you could take the child out of the mother but couldn’t take the mother out of the child.


    Worst of all, maybe Stephen was part of it now, and no relief at all. He was certainly feeding the fantasies as well raising a bulwark of sanity against them, but that was surely okay, because he had to be part of it if he were actually to help her to some sort of conclusion, because he couldn’t do that from outside. This was no tug-o’-war between him and Rose Selavy, with Kit caught in the middle like a red ribbon tied to the rope. It wasn’t that kind of contest at all. Stephen had to get into the fantasy in order to change it, because she had to engage with her demons in order to have any hope of defeating them, and he had the know-how to help her do that. He was only a student, but he’d sat his final exams, so he was a fully-fledged intellectual, exactly like the person she had always dreamed of being without ever having the nerve to try to make her dream come true.


    Kit tried to imagine what Stephen’s Mum and Dad would be like. An accountant and a primary-school teacher, probably, living in a detached house in somewhere quintessentially nice like Tunbridge Wells or St Albans, with two garages to house their two cars, and hundreds of books all over the house. They probably hadn’t even touched his room, except to dust, in all the time he’d been away. The models he’d made would still be on the bedside table, the pictures that had turned him on to art history still on the walls. A cornfield by Van Gogh, something by Dali with soft clocks or torsos fitted with drawers, a discreet Goya nude....


    Her confidence in Stephen increased a little more with every detail. Even if all he wanted was an easy lay, he was too polite to throw her over like so much dirt. He was reliable, and he knew what she was on about. That was why she had commissioned him to tell her why he didn’t believe in ghosts; she knew that feeding breadcrumbs to the swans on the Thames and talking about the best places to shop wasn’t going to take her mind off anything or provide any kind of counterweight to the insidious intrusions of second-hand Rose. She needed to talk about ghosts, but in the right way—the way that gave her a chance of standing up to the whore who was trying to upset her and use her and fuck with her head.


    When she came off shift she was exhausted by thought, but she was still looking forward to an evening by the river. She wanted to be on time, but Mrs. Gaunt stopped her before she could go up the steps of number 21, with her key in her hand.


    “I asked around,” the old lady said, with a strangely predatory gleam in her eye. “There was a Rose. English, too—from your part of the world, though, not here. All black leather and fishnets. Nasty piece of work. Gone to the Devil in more ways than one.”


    Kit couldn’t resist saying: “I know. Her real name was Violet. From Lancashire, though, not Yorkshire. Lancashire’s the red rose county, Yorkshire’s the white.”


    “You didn’t know yesterday,” Mrs. Gaunt said, peevishly. “That young man of yours find out, did he?”


    “Yes, he did,” Kit said, decisively. “Hacked into the police computer. Thanks anyway, though. I’m very grateful. You helped put my mind at rest. I’d ask you up for a cup of tea, but I’ve got a date.”


    “Couldn’t manage the stairs,” Mrs. Gaunt said, assuming a martyred air. “I’ll keep on asking, if you want to know where she is now.”


    “Dead,” Kit said, reflexively. “Overdose.”


    “Good riddance,” was Mrs. Gaunt’s verdict. “You don’t know the half of it. Whips, chains...I’ll keep asking. Come see me Sunday, if you like.” All the while, her eyes were studying Kit carefully, as if casting around for symptoms or stigmata of evil—but she didn’t say anything about the red light that had shone from Kit’s attic the night before.


    “Thanks all the same,” Kit said, “But I’m not sure I can make it. Sorry.” She let the last word serve all her apologetic purposes, leaping up the steps and jabbing her key into the lock before the magical syllables had died away.


    It hadn’t been a long delay, but it took longer than she had hoped or expected to get herself into shape for the date—which, now that she had used the word in front of a witness, could hardly be reckoned anything but a real date.


    Fortunately, their relationship—if that was what it was—had progressed by now to the point where he would have hung around for at least half an hour on the assumption that she was bound to show up, and he would only have had to wait half that long if he had been on time himself. Although he assured her that he’d only been there five minutes, she guessed that he’d been early. That was the kind of boy he was.


    Because he was a student—and a conscientious one, it seemed, although his degree result was still hanging in the balance—he had actually taken the trouble to do a little research. He could hardly wait to give her the results, but Kit had to interrupt him to ask why there was a black swan in among all the white ones clustered by the jetty, when black swans were supposed to be native to Australia.


    He told her that there was some kind of wildlife park upriver, the other side of Pangbourne, and that the black swans kept there sometimes drifted down with the stream to mingle with their native cousins in places where tourists were likely to feed them. Kit didn’t know whether the black swan was a more appropriate symbol of Rose Selavy, a ghost among the living, or herself, a Yorkshirewoman among southerners, but she was sure that it was significant of something, if only the world’s relentless march towards globalization.


    “It’s not difficult to understand why belief in ghosts is universal in preliterate societies,” Stephen told her, when she gave him leave to settle into lecturing mode as they set off from the bridge to see how far the towpath would take them along the river’s course. “They don’t have the same attitude to dreams that we do. When they meet up with dead people in their dreams they take it as proof that the dead still exist in some other world. The legacy of the dead is all around them: everything they know has been told to them by their elders, who had it from their elders. All the wisdom in the world comes to them from the dead. What could be more natural for the living, in circumstances like that, than making every effort to maintain routine communication with the dead? And if their ghosts turn out to be disapproving, always lamenting the decline in moral standards...well, that’s exactly what our dead grandparents would say, if they were still able, isn’t it?”


    Not to mention our living mothers and all the Mrs. Gaunts of the world, Kit thought. Fathers too, if they weren’t so drunk that they didn’t have a leg to stand on.


    “Everything changes, of course, once societies have writing,” Stephen went on. “Wisdom becomes divorced from person-to-person communication, objectified in script. Writing gave us religion, and religion gave a whole new role to ghosts. Religion tries to balance the lack of moral order in the world we experience by assuring us that all accounts will be settled later, when the good go to Heaven and the bad go to Hell. Life-after-death compensates for the unfairness of life, and the spirits of the dead became agents as well as victims of that process of settlement. Christian ghosts cry out for vengeance, and do purgatorial penance—although they also serve as comforters, to soothe the grief and regret that inevitably follow the loss of loved ones.”


    Comforter, Kit knew, was an American euphemism for a baby’s dummy: a rubber tit. Rose Selavy certainly wasn’t that sort of comforter. Anyway, if and when Kit found out that her own mother had finally died, grief and regret would have to get in the queue behind blessed relief and you seem to have mistaken me for someone who still gives a flying fuck.


    “Science, of course, attacks ghosts of all kinds, banishing them all to the realm of illusion,” Even Stephen continued, relentlessly. “Under the pressure of Enlightenment, ghosts have no alternative but to fade away, becoming tenuous and enigmatic where they were once right in your face—but that fade-out was the prologue to a new horror of death and existential angst. Angst....”


    “I’m a bus-driver, not a moron,” Kit reminded him. “I know what angst is. We’ve got angst in Yorkshire. In fact, we’ve got so much it that we think it’s everybody else who doesn’t know the meaning of the word. Mind you, it’s improved a bit since we got the cricket championship back a couple of years ago. So, to cut a long story short, you don’t believe in ghosts because they’re basically a stupid idea?”


    “Not at all,” he said. “I think they’re a necessary idea. If they didn’t exist, we’d have to invent them—so we did.”


    “But they’re not necessary any more, according to you.”


    “You didn’t let me finish. It’s a different kind of necessity now, but it’s still there. You’ve heard the one about the vanishing hitch-hiker, I suppose?”


    “Sure. He hangs around near that bad bend on the A64 between Leeds and Selby. Except when he’s on the motorway junction leading off to Hebden Bridge—or maybe that’s his evil twin.”


    “He can be found at a thousand other black spots too, all over the world. Ghosts like him persist to maintain a defiant challenge to the orthodoxy of skepticism. They’ll be around as long as skepticism is seen as something corrosive, something that leaches the magic out of life. They’re a last line of defense against the tyranny of explanation, against which everybody rebels at least a little bit, because even the cleverest among us can’t cope with all the kinds of explanation we need to make sense of things, and most of us can’t even do difficult sums.”


    “I’m not sure Rose ever bothered with kerb-crawlers. She worked from home, remember.”


    “Vanishing hitch-hikers aren’t the only modern ghosts, by any means. We still have haunted houses, and poltergeists too...poltergeists are very modern. Associated with troubled adolescents—external manifestations of their inner turmoil, fuelled by hormones and mental confusion.”


    “Stick to the haunted houses. Spirits that get left behind. Ghosts with unfinished business. If they don’t want to tell us off any more, what do they want?”


    “Good question. Maybe they just get stuck, because they’re unable or unwilling to pass on to where they actually belong. That would be very modern too, wouldn’t it? We’ve mostly lost the sense of actually having somewhere to belong, although we haven’t yet stopped wanting it. How many people think they’re stuck in life, having somehow become stranded in the wrong place, reading from the wrong script? How many people die thinking they never got what they were entitled to, that they missed out on the opportunities they should have seized, that they could have done so much better if only they’d had better luck, or shown better judgment? How many people, imagining their future dead selves, can picture themselves singing My Way with conviction, no matter how much they’d like to?”


    Kit remembered that her Dad had once sung My Way at the karaoke down the working men’s club. She couldn’t remember any lack of conviction, but he’d been completely off his face, so he’d probably forgotten what his life was actually like. At the end of the day, HGVs were just like buses—you had to take them exactly where they were supposed to go. My Way wasn’t an option.


    “That’s the problem with getting past the infantile notion that everything that happens is fixed, ordained by God or contained in some inescapable destiny,” Stephen went on. “As soon as we realize that we’re free, we have to start taking responsibility for all our own mistakes, and it becomes so easy to fill ourselves up with a sense of our own failure that it’s almost impossible to believe that we won’t live on after our deaths as bundles of pure regret, avid to make amends for having made so little of life while we had it in our power to do so.”


    “Cheerful soul, aren’t you?” Kit said.


    “Actually, yes,” he countered. “Personally, it’s so far so good, although I’m keeping my fingers crossed about the marking. But as you keep pointing out, I don’t actually believe in ghosts myself, because I don’t feel the need. Do you?”


    “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I’ve seen more than I’ve told you, and felt more too. A lot of people I know, in my place, would feel bound to believe it, because the only alternative they could see would be admitting that they were absolutely barking mad. But I don’t know. I know she’s there—really there—but I’m not quite sure where there might be. It might be mostly or entirely in my head, but that doesn’t mean that there’s nothing actually going on, does it? Like you said, ghosts exist because we’d have to invent them if they didn’t. Maybe I needed to invent Rose and maybe she’d be around anyway, whatever I need or don’t need—but either way, I need to work out what the fuck to do next, don’t I? Do you suppose it would do any good to get a priest to exorcise her?”


    “Do you?” he countered. He wasn’t just being smart; he had a point to make.


    “No,” Kit admitted. “I don’t think Rose is the kind of ghost to be intimidated by Holy Writ. In fact, when she uses the word holy she brings her own meaning to it.


    Mercifully, he didn’t ask her how she knew that. “In that case,” Stephen told her, with crushing logic, “we’ll probably need something else to scare her off...or buy her off.”


    “We?” Kit queried, not because she didn’t agree but because she thought it needed further emphasis and clarification.


    “She’s my ghost too, now. Isn’t she?”


    “How come? You haven’t seen her, heard her, smelled her or felt her. Yet.”


    “I’ve seen the shadows behind the primrose emulsion. And I’ve seen, heard, smelled and felt you. Without coming over all proprietorial, I’d like to think that I’m involved. Even if I’m not part of the solution, I’m part of the problem now. I’ve done my bit to help you get your head around it—knowingly, not like Mrs. Gaunt. Isn’t she my ghost too?”


    “Violet Leverhulme might be your ghost,” Kit conceded. “But not Rose—not until you’ve seen her. Maybe not until you’ve felt her. Are you ready for that kind of threesome?”


    “I don’t know—but I seem to be in one regardless, don’t I? You didn’t tell me to meet you in the Rifleman because you thought I had a nice face, did you? It was because you heard your ghost on my discman. And you only agreed to meet me in the Fox and Goose because I had more information. Would you have let me stay the night if it hadn’t been for the light-bulb? And would you be here now if you hadn’t wanted to hear everything I could figure out to say about reasons for believing or not believing in ghosts? I don’t think so. You don’t really fancy me at all. You only love me for my fertile brain.”


    “I wouldn’t go that far,” Kit said, defensively—although she had to admit that he’d got a point. Again. She’d shown far better judgment than she’d imagined when she’d picked him up—except, of course, that she hadn’t shown any judgment at all, really. All she’d done was recognize the song that was playing on his discman: The Evil Genius, sung by the Queen of Sin to the accompaniment of the Electric Hellfire Club.


    “Well,” he said, “you’re certainly different, I’ll give you that. Pretty weird, in fact—for a bus driver.”


    “Given that lads like you would be up any lass that offered like a rat up a drainpipe, even if she had a face like a robber’s dog” she pointed out, “I don’t have any more reason for thinking that you really fancy me than vice versa.”


    “Which rather proves my point,” he was quick to say. “If we didn’t have Rose to cement our relationship....”


    Kit knew that it didn’t prove his point at all, but she didn’t really care one way or the other. “If we don’t get rid of her,” she said, soberly “we’ll never find out.” That wasn’t the real reason she wanted to be rid of Rose, of course, but she figured that if it would do for him, it might be a step in the right direction.


    “In that case,” he said, lightly, “We’d better get on with trying to figure out what it is she wants, so we can help her on her way, hadn’t we?”

  


  
    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    By the time the towpath had become terminally boring it had taken them out into the country, so they cut back towards civilization. They had to find some way of getting over—or under—the railway line, but once they’d done that it was easy enough get back to the Oxford Road and takeaway land. They didn’t go into any pubs or pick up any cans, because they both figured that they were ready to look at one another sober as well as naked, but they did buy some Polyfilla and a batch of plastic rawl-plugs from the DIY shop.


    They’d been walking long enough to miss the street-light’s pink phase yet again, and the first thing Kit did when she got in was to switch the bulb in the ceiling socket so that she wouldn’t have to stain everything crimson when she flicked the switch. Stephen packed the Polyfilla in the holes above the window and stuffed in the new rawl-plugs while she was putting the kettle on and doling out fried rice on to plates, and then he peeled the old plugs away from the screws in the curtain-rail.


    They had to wait for the filler to set before attempting to put the curtains up again. Stephen offered to put some music on the CD player, but Kit thought a dose of normality might help so she turned the TV on instead and started surfing in search of something that wasn’t sport, CC-TV footage of real life crimes and misdemeanors or zombie-infested horror. Unfortunately, she couldn’t find anything suitable, or even inoffensively unsuitable, so she had to switch it off again.


    “You should get a video,” Stephen advised her. “That way, you could record the shows you actually want to watch, and play them back when you had the time to do it.”


    “Videos get nicked,” she told him. “Portable TVs are okay because everybody wants widescreen nowadays, and my sound system is so pathetic that no self-respecting fence would look twice it, but videos will always be marketable, at least until people can record their own DVDs.”


    “Is that why you don’t have a mobile phone? Fear of theft?”


    “Don’t need one. The buses have radios in the cab for use in case of emergency.”


    “What about emergencies when you’re not driving?”


    “Never had one, except for the occasional nutter on the stairs and being haunted. I can shout for help on the stairs and have half a dozen burly lads stumbling out of their rooms. As for Rose—who’m I going to call? Ghostbusters?”


    “Don’t you find it a bit restrictive, only possessing things that no one could be bothered to steal?” he asked, mockingly. “Mind you, it does help to explain your music collection—and there was me thinking you just had bad taste.”


    “I’m living in a bus drivers’ hostel,” she pointed out. “You probably have better security up at the uni. And you’re the one whose music collection consists of the Electric Hellfire Club and CDs with tracks called Play Dead, Ave Dementia and Intercourse with the Vampire. At least I’ve got Ironic.”


    It was their first quarrel, but it didn’t last. To teach her a lesson, Stephen actually played her Ave Dementia and Play Dead, and she had to admit that they had a certain style. Kit could easily imagine Rose Selavy having a ball to Play Dead. In fact, now that she’d actually seen her, it was all too easy for Kit to imagine Rose Selavy up to all sorts of tricks. Every day, in every way, Rose Selavy seemed to be increasing her grip on Kit’s capacity for seeing, hearing and feeling. Something had to give—but who, and what?


    The re-erection of the curtains was a success, if not a triumph. Kit was suitably appreciative of the gift of near-darkness; she had begun to develop quite an antipathy to the hoarse yellow glare of the lozenge-shaped street-lamp.


    In the circumstances, the sex could hardly be as relaxed as third-time-around sex usually was, but because it was the first wholly premeditated sex they’d had it was a little less improvised and maybe just a little more leisurely. Stephen presumably threw himself into it more wholeheartedly than Kit did, because his mind wasn’t focused on the possibilities inherent in the aftermath of the event. He hadn’t seen anything yet, and still didn’t expect to, no matter what he might say about Rose being theirs rather than just Kit’s.


    His purpose in doing all that he had so far done had been to draw her back towards sanity, not to tip himself over the edge, and Kit had no definite reason to expect that either eventuality would actually come to pass. She had no idea what to expect of her next encounter with the ghost, although she certainly expected that there would be one. For that reason, she couldn’t go to sleep, no matter how hard she tried; she lay there in the darkness with eyes open, staring into the infinity that slanted over her bed, full of invisible winged demons who were not about to be deterred by any scarecrow called Stephen.


    She stayed in the bed, though. This time, she was not going to get up no matter how uncomfortably full and lumpy the narrow space became. This time, she wasn’t going to walk into Rose Selavy’s trap; the ghost would have to come to her.


    But the ghost was cleverer than that—cleverer that Kit or Stephen the Art Historian could ever have anticipated, or believed. Kit never saw a thing until Stephen sat up in bed, thrusting her arm aside, staring into the wall that was only a couple of inches from the end of his nose.


    “Oh shit,” he said, faintly.


    It was difficult to tell from the quality of his voice whether Stephen was actually awake, or in some kind of sleepwalker’s limbo. What was certain, though, was that he wasn’t seeing a blank and solid wall that would have been primrose yellow if it hadn’t been so dark.


    Kit sat up too, as Stephen repeated his curse, more tremulously than before.


    “What is it?” she asked. She had to ask, and asking wasn’t enough in itself; it wasn’t until he grabbed her wrist, and squeezed it hard, that the wall dissolved for her too, and she found herself staring into...well, perhaps not Hell, but certainly not Hull or Halifax.


    When the scene behind the paint had shown itself to her the previous might it had been a picture, like a frame abstracted from a comic book. It had been as flat as a page, not even a concoction of oils but something more like plastic: acrylic, probably, or the glossy enamel sold in tiny tins for painting bicycle frames. It was not a painting now. It was a three-dimensional space, viewed directly rather than through any kind of protective window. The Devil was no mere assembly of blocks of vermilion, brown and purple outlined and shaded in black. He was something from a phantasmagoric zoo or wildlife park, displaying his absurdly polished arse while looking back at them over his shoulder, leering an invitation that might be a threat in disguise.


    Kiss the goat.


    Kiss the goat and sell your soul.


    Kiss the goat and damn your eyes.


    Kiss the goat and join the Company of the Damned.


    Kiss the goat and....


    But it was an invitation, Kit thought. It wasn’t a threat. The demonettes were hovering in space now, but the fact that they were hovering, not soaring or plummeting like hawks, made them seem more akin to hummingbirds than raptors. If Kit and Stephen were looking into Hell—if the borderlands of Pandemonium had actually opened up beside them as they slept, or didn’t quite sleep—they weren’t about to be consumed by its punishing flames. For all its redness, the landscape wasn’t giving off any heat, and the Devil didn’t seem to be in any mood for gobbling them up or rending them limb from limb.


    There was something in Satan’s gaze that Kit could never have anticipated seeing there: not pleading, or anxiety, but not malevolence either. If that was what evil looked like in its purest imaginable state, she thought, then it wasn’t as bad as it was sometimes painted. Maybe her mother had been right about the bad seed business after all, and had simply mistaken the nature of the flower that would bloom therefrom, in the right hothouse.


    And then the Devil turned away. Perhaps he had lost interest, or perhaps he was only pretending not to care. Either way, he turned way, and immediately seemed to be a million miles away rather than forty yards. Then Hell itself faded into a pink miasma of the kind that a primrose mist might generate under the influence of a red light-bulb.


    Kit knew perfectly well that she had changed the light-bulb back again, to a standard hundred-watter—but Rose Selavy didn’t seem to be afraid of minor continuity errors. The phantom whore knew that she didn’t have take any account of that kind of resistance.


    It was Stephen’s turn to look around. This time, he didn’t have anything to say, however pointless. Kit felt sure that he had been well and truly converted to belief in ghosts. It was a matter of necessity, and he didn’t even try to fight it. But would he condescend to remember his new-found faith, when he arrived at a time when he could look back and dismiss the whole episode as an illusion?


    Rose Selavy was sitting on the settee again, wearing the same clothes she’d been wearing the night before. Maybe she was working with a restricted wardrobe, Kit thought, or maybe time worked so differently on the other side that she’d come straight from that moment to this, without any opportunity or need to change.


    “Boo!” the ghost said, although there wasn’t a goose in sight.


    “Okay,” said Kit. “We’ll play. We’ll both play. Just tell us what it is you want.”


    “It’s okay,” Stephen whispered in her ear. “It’s okay. I think I know what she wants. I think I’ve figured it out.”


    “What?” Was the only reply Kit could manage.


    “I like him,” Rose Selavy said, in what was presumably her working voice. “He’s good, isn’t he? I could really get in touch with him. Nice work, love. This really is nice work. We’re quite a team, aren’t we? I think this is going to work out just fine.”


    “I don’t understand,” Kit said, insistently. “What’s going on? What do you want from me?”


    “She’s a whore,” Stephen whispered, although Kit couldn’t believe that Rose Selavy wouldn’t hear him, no matter how quietly he spoke. “I think we need to talk to her pimp.”


    Kit’s head twitched as she suppressed a reflexive urge to turn round again, to face the wall and the creature that had retreated into its purgatorial shadows.


    “Not him,” Stephen said. “He’s just a cartoon. A mask. It couldn’t the Devil that sent her. It must have been someone else. That’s how we can get rid of her—by going over her head, by going to the source.”


    Kit felt that she wasn’t keeping up. She hadn’t anticipated this. Or had she? Who was telling this tale? Did it have a conclusion already built in, or was it being made up as it went along? Did she really want to meet a phantom whore’s phantom pimp? Did she have any choice? Maybe, she thought, it hadn’t been such a good idea to get Stephen’s fertile brain involved, if he was only going to become part of the problem and not part of the solution.


    “He’s a good punter,” Rose Selavy said, still looking at Kit and still talking to her. “He’s exactly what we need to complete the picture. You’ll work well together. I can see that. Not an obvious choice, but inspired. You couldn’t have done it without him. Two heads are so much better than one. Folie à deux is always more fun, and couples have so many more possibilities. Let me go to work on him, and I’ll have him eating out of my hand—or whatever—before you know it. This really might work, you know. It really might.”


    “Who?” Kit said to Stephen. “Who sent her? I don’t understand.”


    “Can you bring him here?” Stephen said, in his normal voice, addressing the ghost directly for the first time. “Tell him we’re ready—now or whenever.”


    “It’s not that easy,” Rose Selavy said. “There are restrictions. If there weren’t, there wouldn’t be a problem. You’ll have to go to him. We all have to go to him, if we can. Most can’t. Even I can only walk the streets I know. Believe me, ducks, you don’t know what freedom is until it’s gone. You’ll have to go to him—but after that, you’ll know what you have to do. He’ll explain. He’ll set it up. He’ll take care of everything. We can all get together. It’ll be a blast.”


    “Who?” Kit still wanted to know.


    “Where?” was Stephen’s question.


    “Start in the cemetery,” was Rose Selavy’s answer. “Some things never change. It’s where all the old dead people are. It’s the crossroads, the junction, the parting of the ways. You want to see ghosts, love, go to the graveyard. It’s no resting-place, believe me, but it’s a start. A stop and a start. You can’t start from here, ducks. You have to start from the beginning. Go look in the cemetery. I’m buried there myself, but I’m no angel set in stone. You need to find the local busybody, the oldest inhabitant. The cross marks the spot. The crosses mark all the spots, all the buried treasures. No crosses for the buried trash, no matter how holy we are or were. No angels. You’ll find him there. It’s all a matter of timing. Just stick to the timetable. Ghosts walk at midnight—and howl and scream and screw and whatever else they do. That’s where it begins. The afterlife. Eternity. Or not. It’s where all the flowers go to die, when the grim wreather cuts them. All the redder than red roses and the bluer than sky violets and the whiter than white lilies. He’ll find you there, if you only give him the chance. He’ll tell you what to do. He’ll take care of everything. All the flowers. Even the ones that grow. You’ll find him in the cemetery, where he’s always been. Always and forever. Among the dead. Don’t blink.”


    Alas, the instruction came too late. Kit had already blinked.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWELVE


    Stephen was already collecting his clothes, obviously intending to get dressed. He explained, when asked, that he didn’t think it was right that Kit should have to sleep on the settee while he hogged her bed, and that it would be better for him to go home to his own bed than to use the settee himself. He seemed to be at least half asleep, but that wasn’t the relevant issue. The relevant issue was that he was in full retreat.


    Kit was afraid, but she didn’t want to jump to any conclusions. The time evidently wasn’t right to engage him in a long and arduous conversation about the import of what Rose Selavy had said, but that didn’t necessarily mean that he’d already blanked it out by telling himself that it was all a dream. There was still a chance that he had taken the evidence aboard and accepted the revelation. For the moment, therefore, Kit contented herself by suggesting, warily, that they ought to meet in the Phoenix at seven. The Admiral Benbow and the Jack-in-the-Box were both closer to Cemetery Junction but she knew from driving the last 17 back into town that the Benbow was a gay pub, and anyone who’s seen the paint job could easily deduce that the Jack-in-the-Box had been taken over and tarted up by one of the godawful chains that had wrecked the town centre, and had to be avoided on a point of principle.


    “I can’t tomorrow,” Stephen said. “I’ve got something on. I’ll ring you Friday.”


    The shock of that blunt statement left her feeling slightly numb. Something on was vague enough to mean anything at all, but in Kit’s experience such formulations were more likely to be down the you’ve just been dumped but I don’t have the heart to tell you straight out end of the excuse-spectrum than the it’s my little sister’s birthday and she’ll cry her eyes out if I don’t turn up but I’ll be back as soon as I can come hell or high water end.


    “What about the cemetery?” she asked, faintly. The last word almost stuck in her throat, but she managed to get it out.


    “It’ll have to wait,” he said. Just like that: it’ll have to wait. Rose Selavy had been wrong about Stephen. He wasn’t a good worker at all. He was scared. He hadn’t been prepared to admit it while they were huddling together for warmth, but he wasn’t ready to take this kind of responsibility aboard. He didn’t want to complete the picture. He wasn’t even sure he wanted to be in the picture, now that the background wasn’t just background any more. He wanted time to think, to consider his options. He wanted time to ask himself exactly what he wanted, and whether it was what he ought to want, and what he ought to do about it if it wasn’t. He had something on all right, and not just his clothes.


    He even collected up the CD cases that were scattered on the table. He left the red light-bulb where it was, but even that seemed more like a kind of rejection than an oversight or a gift.


    “I’ll call,” he promised again, before he left.


    “If I’m not here,” she told him, meaningfully, “leave a message. I’ve got your mobile number.”


    He kissed her goodnight, but not as if he really meant it. He was in a hurry. He’d been spooked—well and truly spooked, in fact.


    It wasn’t until after he’d gone that Kit remembered that there was still a CD in the player. He’d picked up the case with the others, not realizing that it was empty. She knew which CD it was without needing to look. It was the Marionettes. The album that included Ave Dementia. And Play Dead. He’d have to come back for it. He loved the Marionettes. He’d told her that much about himself—which, now she came to think about it, was almost all that he had told her about himself. Not that she’d been all that forthcoming herself. She had told him about Dad’s HGV licence, but not about his drinking, and she hadn’t mentioned Mum at all, even though she knew full well that you couldn’t exorcise an evil influence simply by not mentioning it. Not that Stephen would have any evil influences of his own to conceal. He probably did have a little sister back home in his parents’ detached house in somewhere quintessentially nice, who probably would cry her eyes out if he missed her birthday party.


    Kit knew that she had to review the situation, and get things straight. It was all moving too fast. It was all too unsettling. He’d said, as clearly as clearly could be, that the haunting was theirs now, his as well as hers. He’d even got far enough into it to add his own ghost to hers, to deduce that there must be a pimp behind the whore, to figure out that if they were to get out of this they had to get past the vulgar, probing presence of the smutty spirit to reach something more refined, something more purposeful, something more capable. He had not merely known that but had done it. He had confronted Rose Selavy, and the Devil, and had weighed right in and told them straight that he wasn’t to be intimidated, that he knew what was what and what needed to be done. He had lived up to all her hopes...and then he had got scared. He had backed away. He had looked back into his mind and decided that he didn’t like what was growing there. He had decided that it hadn’t happened, because it couldn’t have happened, because he wasn’t about to start believing in ghosts and mixing it with the phantom world just so that he could have the dubious pleasure of banging some slapper from Sheffield that he could never take home to his Mum and his Dad and his cute kid sister, not just because Kit was a bus driver but because he had somehow worked out—even though she had been careful not to tell him—that her parents were a couple of drunks and that her Mum would put the Devil to shame when it came to playing the mother-in-common-law from Hell.


    Stephen had gone all the way—and then he’d come all the way back again. He’d put his two pennyworth into her haunting, and then he’d decided to opt out, to leave her to deal with his mess as well as his own. He’d let her down big time. He’d left her worse than he’d found her. He was a coward. He was a boy.


    Or else he needed time to think. And really did have “something on”. There was still a chance. Wasn’t there?


    And if there wasn’t, did it matter? Did it really matter? Although Even Stephen was smart, Kit thought—and he certainly was smart—he might be a little too secure in the land of the living to make the perfect partner for her just at present. Perhaps he was too cheerful, too easily able to intellectualize his theories and set aside their darker aspects. Perhaps he was too weak to admit what he’d seen, and felt, and touched. Perhaps he had tried to get into her haunting, and failed, through no real fault of his own. Perhaps he had been wrong about Rose Selavy having a pimp, given that she didn’t have a habit any more.


    Kit went back to bed, utterly dazed and thoroughly confused. She half expected the wall to open up again, and Rose Selavy to reappear—not on the settee, this time, but actually in the bed, snuggling up to her with willing fingers and a perverse thirst, wanting action rather than talk—but Rose had apparently had her fill of rambling for tonight, and there was nothing in the darkness that surrounded Kit but air: air that tasted of nothing but dust on her dry tongue, and smelled of nothing but stale Chinese food in her nostrils, and sighed in her throat as her lungs sucked it in and shoved it out again.


    Fuck fuck fuck, Kit thought. Just as we were getting on top of it. Just as we were getting close. Just as it looked as if we might make a team. Now I’m going to have to do it all by myself, whether he’s complicated it or not.


    As luck would have it, she wasn’t on the east/west run next day, so she didn’t have a chance to check out the cemetery. She had to spend the day toiling back and forth across the river on the northbound circular.


    The black swan was still with the flock under Caversham Bridge, mingling with the white ones. North of the river had once been the poshest part of town—posher even than Castle Hill—but the irresistible surge of urban sprawl had strung a noose of estates around the old Victorian village, and it was into those hinterlands that her roundabout route took her, time and time again. There was a cemetery on the route, in the grounds of the other St Peter’s church, but it wasn’t the cemetery Rose Selavy had been talking about. That was the cemetery at Cemetery Junction—there could be no doubt about that. There were too many indicators, some of them more brutal than mere clues. The church’s graveyard was private, not municipal, and it was far too exclusive to serve as a meeting-place for the likes of Rose Selavy.


    The cemetery at Cemetery Junction was a different matter; sandwiched between two major roads as it was, with a Co-op supermarket on the corner and two pubs within staggering distance, it was a ready-made place of rendezvous, whose more comfortable graves had probably seen almost as much late-night action over the years as the average whore’s attic. Now that there was nowhere safe to park and cinemas were pocket-sized cells in multiplexes, graveyards were just about the only place left where people who couldn’t take it home could have it off without fear of interruption. Rose would probably be at home there—more so, perhaps, than she was in the attic of number 21, given that the personal space she’d occupied there had been recolonized by the living. Her grave would probably be a fine and private place, where anyone and everyone could embrace to their hearts’ content...if hearts, or contentment, were ever involved in such cursory liaisons.


    When Kit checked in at the garage after her mid-day break there was a flap on. She was a trifle surprised, because timetable-trashing absenteeism was mostly a weekend problem, but it turned out that there was a game on. Kit could remember the days when the football season ended at the beginning of May and didn’t restart until the end of August, but everything overflowed these days and the off-season was interrupted by all kinds of extra cup competitions with stupid names. Kit didn’t put up much resistance when she was asked to work an extra half-shift, even though it would put her over the technical limit for driving hours within a working week. It wasn’t as if she had anything else to do, and the Caversham circular always ran nine-tenths empty after seven, at least until the first wave of drunks started lurching out of the pedestrian precinct heading home in every direction. The second and third waves, mercifully, were only a problem for taxi drivers.


    The extra half-shift did tire her out, though. She could never figure out why she got so tired at work—after all, it wasn’t as if she actually had to bear the weight of the damned bus on her narrow shoulders—but driving was always more taxing when there were hills to climb than when it was all on the level, and the route she was on climbed quite sharply once it was over the bridge and round the corner by Waitrose. Logically, freewheeling back down again ought to have offered some compensation, but it never did—it just left a phantom imprint of a brake-pedal on the sole of her foot, which sometimes lingered for hours.


    She had to go home before she went to the cemetery, to get a bite to eat and change her clothes. When she got to the second landing she saw that there was a man sitting on the stairs outside her bedsit door: a drunk too plastered to know what year it was. He was a small, thin man, no taller and no heavier than she was. She knew the type of old, more intimately than she could have wished; wiry drunks seemed to have some kind of selective advantage in the struggle for derelict existence. His face, unshaven for a week but not possessed of anything that could decently call itself a beard, was vacuous; his eyes were so deeply sunken as to seem black, like windows into a lightless infinity.


    “Rose?” he said, as he got to his feet, lurching down the stairs towards her.


    Kit didn’t feel like arguing, and she didn’t imagine for a moment that the intruder would take her word for it that she wasn’t Rose Selavy, never had been Rose Selavy, and never would be Rose Selavy, so she stayed on the landing, took a long step back, waited for him to arrive on the level, then launched a savage kick at his groin.


    There was a good deal of pent-up aggression in that kick, but when it connected the drunk just looked surprised. He didn’t fall over.


    Kit was amazed. She had been watching TV all her life, and it hadn’t all been Countdown and Who Wants to be a Millionaire? She had seen dozens of men kicked in the balls. They always fell down. They always writhed in pain. They usually retched. They were acting, of course, but it had never occurred to Kit that they weren’t being utterly and absolutely realistic. Somehow, she must have missed the target. Somehow, she must have failed to connect.


    The drunk just looked surprised.


    “Rose?” he said.


    Kit screamed. It was a terrible scream, so weak that it was barely a yelp. She hadn’t filled up her lungs with air. She hadn’t put her heart and soul into the cry. She was too inhibited. She couldn’t kick a man in the balls effectively, and she couldn’t even scream properly—but a nearby door opened anyhow. Mancunian Liz was out but Liverpudlian May was in, and so was her boyfriend. May’s boyfriend was big, and it wasn’t all middle-aged spread.


    “Who’s he?” May wanted to know. “Another fucking nutter?”


    Kit felt her head nodding, and wished that she could find the breath to say “yes”.


    The drunk didn’t wait to see what May’s big boyfriend was going to do about the fact that there was another fucking nutter on the landing. Kit’s kick hadn’t crippled him, but it had been one of those pictures that proverbial wisdom equated to a thousand words. The message had got through to his addled brain. He threw himself at the next set of stairs—the ones leading down to the first-floor landing—and clattered down them, maintaining his balance with uncommon skill if not much grace. Three pairs of eyes watched him go.


    It wasn’t until the front door banged that May said: “Are you all right, love?”


    “Sure,” Kit said. “Startled me, that’s all.”


    “Those buggers downstairs ought to be more careful,” May opined. “You get all sorts round here. Still, no harm done.”


    “No,” Kit agreed. “Thanks.”


    “You’re welcome,” said May’s boyfriend.


    “Kick’em in the balls,” May advised. “Works every time.” She too had obviously watched a lot of TV in her time, without ever finding the opportunity to put theory into practice—unless, of course, she had a knack that Kit lacked for finding her way around the inside of a man’s trousers.


    “I’ll try that next time,” Kit promised.


    “Goodnight,” said May’s boyfriend, cheerily, as the door eased shut behind the two of them.


    Kit went up to her room, and did what she had to do. Then she went out again. There was no sign of the drunk out in the street. Kit had half-hoped to find him there, suffering from a delayed reaction, writhing in pain and retching, but she was glad that she didn’t have to listen to him whispering Rose’s name while fixing her with those empty eyes, which seemed to have so far given up on reason that they could see the dead more readily than the living.

  


  
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    The driver of the last eastbound 17 was probably on an extra half-shift too, because he had to squint at her to figure out who she was and why she didn’t have to pay her fare, but when he did figure it out he didn’t even raise an eyebrow at the fact that she was heading away from the hostel instead of towards it. Kit wondered if the driver who’d taken her and Stephen into town from the Rifleman on Monday had spread the word around that she was hanging around with a student.


    The bus dropped her at the cemetery at ten past eleven, but Kit didn’t mind being early because it gave her a chance to look around. She didn’t disturb anyone having it off on the graves near the entrance, but she did disturb some kind of animal in the deeper shadows in the base of the triangle whose arms were the two roads. She didn’t get a clear sight of it, but the noise it made as it clattered through the bushes told her that it was way too big to be a urban fox, so she figured that it as probably a dog—a mastiff, maybe, or a wolfhound. Kit didn’t like dogs, but she relaxed when it didn’t come back.


    Rose Selavy had suggested that she look out for stone angels, so she did, but there weren’t that many. Cramped as it as by the two roads the cemetery wasn’t actually that large even though its walls were longer than a couple of football pitches stuck together, so its monument collection tended to the economical and the downright miniature. Some of the older graves had exceedingly substantial lichen-encrusted stone crosses, but the angels she found were mostly slimline tending towards anorectic. It was too dark to read the names on any of the tombstones that were set more than fifteen feet from the walls over which the yellow street-lights towered, so Kit didn’t even try. It would have been a hopeless task searching for Violet Leverhulme’s grave in any case, even if it were marked, because it wasn’t Violet Leverhulme that she had come to see. It was someone else. A man. Rose’s pimp—except that he could only be a pimp in some loosely metaphorical and perhaps entirely figurative sense, because living off immoral earnings wasn’t really an option for a ghost, not so much because of the immoral part as because of the living part.


    There was a church of sorts on the far side of the junction, but it was some kind of non-conformist protestant church so it didn’t have bells and couldn’t let her know when midnight came. That was a pity, in a way, because she might have appreciated the count-down; after all, given that she had been conscripted into a horror story, she was entitled to feel slightly cheated if she couldn’t get the benefit of the melodrama and suspense. On he other hand, there was a definite frisson to be gained by being taken by surprise, and because she didn’t know that midnight arrived she didn’t realize that anyone was behind her until the voice came out of the shadows.


    “I wasn’t expecting you,” the voice said.


    Kit whirled round, and couldn’t help taking a step back on to one of the graves, knocking over the chipped pot that would have contained flowers if anyone had cared enough to bring any.


    “I know,” she said. “Stephen had something on.”


    The newcomer didn’t step out of the shadows. He was wearing an overcoat and a hat, so it was difficult to see what he looked like. The hat and coat might have been very old, but they might equally well have been picked up just this side of Christmas out of one of the local charity shops for a couple of quid by some rough-sleeper who’d died of bootleg vodka and hypothermia anyway.


    “That’s all right,” the ghost said.


    “Not really,” Kit told him. “I don’t even know why I’m here—not really. I’m getting out of my depth. Living in a haunted room was one thing, but going out looking for more ghosts is something else. More like actually going mad. I don’t know what to expect. This was Stephen’s idea, but he’s not here to explain. I shouldn’t have come.”


    “I’m glad you did,” the ghost told her, in a tone that must have been intended to be soothing. “These things are always easier when you have adequate moral support, but you’re the one we need. You’re the one who can do what needs to be done.”


    “And what’s that?”


    “All in good time. You mustn’t be afraid. No one’s going to hurt you. Even if you were to refuse, you’d be perfectly safe.”


    “Who the hell are you?” Kit asked, thinking that he certainly didn’t sound like any kid of pimp.


    “One whose name was writ in water,” he told her. “As are we all—even those of us whose names are patiently chipped out of polished marble or Cornish granite. Names don’t last. Impressions do, sometimes, but poor Violet’s ultra-violet now, and the blush is fading from the rose.” It wasn’t until he had made that little speech, recalling Rose Selavy’s in its near-disconnectedness but delivered with far more dignity, that Kit got a real sense of the ghostliness of the ghost. Even in the shadows he was a blacker-than-black spot, and there was a coldness about him too, as if the effort of his presence were leaching warmth from the air.


    Kit decided that pretentiousness was a game two could play at. “Under the pressure of enlightenment,” she quoted, “ghosts have no alternative but to fade away, becoming tenuous and enigmatic where they were once right in your face. Don’t you think you’re overdoing the enigmatic bit, though? I think I’d prefer it in my face—metaphorically speaking, of course.”


    “That fade-out was the prologue to a new horror of death and existential angst,” the shadow-man reminded her. “These things affect us all. You can call me Michael, if you wish.”


    “As in Archangel?”


    “No. If there really were angels...but that’s not the issue. The question is: will you help?”


    “Help who? You and Rose?”


    “There are more of us than that. I don’t know exactly how many can still be helped, or might be willing. Twenty, at least. Perhaps forty.”


    That was when Kit guessed what the dark man wanted, and why Rose Selavy had come to her. She didn’t say anything out loud, though. She wanted time to think about it. She wanted time to ask herself what she wanted, and whether it was the sort of thing she ought to want. She also wanted time to figure out where Stephen fitted in, if he fitted in at all now that he had decided not to be here for her, although he’d been the one to point her in the right direction.


    “May I come a little closer?” the dark man asked, when the silence had endured a little too long.


    “Do you need my permission?” Kit countered, although she inferred readily enough that he almost certainly did, as a matter of etiquette if nothing else. This wasn’t a seduction, let alone a scaring-half-to-death. This was something else. Unlike Rose Selavy, who was haunting her own attic, and her own bed, and might be said to have some kind of proprietorial right, Michael was asking Kit for a favor. A big favor.


    “Let me see your face first,” she said.


    Michael took off his hat and changed his stance, so that his features caught the faint vestiges of the light of a remote street-light. His face was just a face, not a skull devoid of flesh. He wasn’t the grim reaper, or even the grim wreather. He wasn’t some down-and-out who’d died of booze and cold either. He was old in one sense, but young in another. Kit guessed that he had been dead for a lot longer than he’d ever been alive. The cold hadn’t become any more intense, but no one could have looked directly into his eyes without knowing that he was dead, and had been dead for a long time.


    “How come you got to hang around so long?” Kit asked, curiously. “What did you do? Or was it something done to you?”


    “It’s not like that,” he told her.


    “What is it like?”


    “You’ll find out,” he said. “Not here, not now and not yet, but you’ll find out.”


    Kit shrugged. “Okay,” she said. “How close do you want to come? There’s no room inside me. No room at all.”


    The shadow man replaced his hat, carefully shielding his face. “It’s not that kind of deal,” he said. “A fingertip touch will do it—just a gesture. But you have to be honest about it. This is for real. You have to know that, and accept it.”


    “You haven’t told me what the deal is,” she reminded him.


    “You know what it is,” he told her. “Not everything, but enough to decide whether you want it.”


    “I think I know what you want me to do. I don’t know what you’re offering in exchange.”


    “The trade’s unbalanced,” he admitted. “It always is between the dead and the living. These things used to be easier when the living had a keener sense of their indebtedness to generations past. I can’t even promise you that there’s no danger involved, even though no one wants to hurt you, but I think you can do it—without the boy, if you have to.”


    Kit had already agreed, but it wasn’t until she had nodded again that Michael took a tentative step forward, and then another. He put out his right hand. He was wearing black leather gloves, so she couldn’t see the hand itself. His face was still hidden, but Kit was prepared to believe that it hadn’t changed.


    “What the hell,” she said, and reached out to touch him, fingertip to fingertip. His fingers felt like fingers, not like talons, and they weren’t noticeably cold—although it was difficult to be absolutely sure of either fact, given the glove.


    “Thanks,” he said.


    “I haven’t done anything yet. When?”


    “I need a little time. You’ll know. Rose will collect you, but you’ll know before then. You’ll be ready. We’re in this together now. We were lucky to find you—seers are scarce enough at the best of times, and it’s rare nowadays to find one who doesn’t turn away. We owe you—but you owe us, too, did you but know it.” His attempt to make his voice soothing were bearing fruit now; Rose felt more relaxed. She realized that she was getting used to seeing ghosts, and talking to ghosts, and making deals with ghosts. It was like everything else in life—just a matter of practice. Anything could become ordinary, she realized, if you put your mind to it.


    “When I was thirteen or thereabouts,” she said, her voice not much above a whisper, “I had a rough time at school. It wasn’t just that I was clever—more that I wasn’t seen as the kind of person who could or should be clever. I was small, thin—not because I had some kind of eating disorder but just because I was late developing any kind of obvious femininity. No tits, wiry hair, tomboy temperament...it was a temporary thing, of course. All it needed was time. I hated my mother. I shouldn’t have let it show, but I did. She was okay sober, but she wasn’t often sober by the time I got home. She didn’t appreciate being disliked by anyone, although it never made her try to be more likeable. She used to talk about bad seed, meaning Dad’s genes rather than innate evil, but I had this fantasy about turning out to have been adopted, and not being who people thought I was at all. But I didn’t want any fairy-tale mother and father from some nice middle-class neighborhood who’d managed to lose me when I’d been snatched from a cot. I wanted to be the Devil’s daughter. I wanted Lilith herself to come to claim me, to say okay, kid, you’ve done your time in purgatory—now you can get your own back; who do you want to deliver into eternal torment? But it was just a game. I never really wanted to go to the Devil, or to be damned. I grew up. My looks improved. I put cleverness on the back burner. I fitted in. I learned to drive. I never asked for any of this. I never invited it. I’ll do what you want me to do, but only once. It’s not a vocation. I’m not going mad. At the end of the day, I want to be like Stephen. I want to be able to forget it all, as if it never happened. I want you to understand that. I’ll do the job, but I’m not yours for life. I need to know that it’ll be over. I need to know that I’m going to come out of this in one piece, with my fate in my own hands and all the time in the world to work it out. That’s the deal. I just want to be certain that we both understand it. I’m not selling my soul and I’m not asking for anyone to be delivered to eternal torment. I’m just doing what you want to get both of you off my back forever. That’s the deal, okay?”


    “If that’s the deal you want,” Michael said, lifting his head so that his eyes caught a faint glimmer of light, glowing yellow by reflection, “that’s the deal you’ve got. You’re in control. The living are always in control. The living always dictate the terms on which they see us or don’t see us, although they won’t always admit that to themselves. Whatever you want is in the deal—all you have to do to get it is make sure that it’s really what you want.”


    He didn’t tell her not to blink, but it wasn’t her blinking that banished him. He just faded away, into the shadows from which he’d come, leaving the cold behind him.


    How many ghosts have I seen without ever realizing that they were ghosts? Kit wondered. How many of them might have reached out to me, if I’d let them? How many times have I turned away, without even realizing that I was doing it? How many deals could I have made with the dead, if I’d only known how?


    Apart from the words he’d spoken, Michael hadn’t made the slightest sound, but there was a rustling in the bushes after he’d gone. Kit leapt to the conclusion that the dog had come back, and she stiffened instinctively—but it wasn’t a dog. It wasn’t any kind of animal she had ever seen before, but she knew that it couldn’t be a unicorn because it had two horns. It was like a miniature deer. It stopped as soon as it caught sight of her, but it didn’t immediately turn away. It seemed to sense that she was a friend of the dead, whose presence here was more appropriate than its own. As soon as she moved, though, it turned and ran, vanishing into the shadowy thicket.


    When Kit left the cemetery she ran into a couple of drunken young men making their way across the junction from the Jack-in-the-Box. One of them tried to bar her way, not because he had any real evil intent but because he’d had enough to drink to persuade himself that he was immune from any responsibility to control himself. He was a cheerful drunk; whatever he’d been drinking, he hadn’t yet turned to bitterness.


    “Whatcher doin’ in there?” he asked.


    Kit didn’t deign to reply. She didn’t need to tell him that she’d been making a deal with the godfather of the local dead, or that she was under his protection now. All she had to do was look him in the face, coldly and stonily.


    He got the message, and got out of her way. He even said sorry, although he didn’t mean it.


    She had to walk all the way home, because there were no buses to be had, and it was beneath her professional dignity to call a taxi.


    Nobody bothered her, even though she was alone.

  


  
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    Rose Selavy was waiting for her, not on the settee but in her bed. She wasn’t in her working clothes this time—except, in a way, that she was, because unlike Kit, Rose Selavy had the option of working in the nude. Not that what followed Kit’s return was work, or even sex, in spite of the result. It certainly wasn’t any kind of rape and it didn’t seem to Kit that it could possibly qualify as necrophilia, given that she was no longer wholly committed to the land of the living herself. Nor was Rose cold, as Michael had been; if anything, she was slightly feverish...unless, of course, she was all fever, material only in the sense that she was perceptible rather than in the much narrower sense that she’d have made an impression on the bathroom scales.


    Kit wouldn’t have said, afterwards, that she’d enjoyed it particularly. It wasn’t really a matter of enjoyment, but it wasn’t a matter of whoring either. It wasn’t business, or charity, or something that just had to be done. Intercourse with the dead didn’t fit any of those categories. It was something else entirely. It wasn’t Satanism any more than it was hedonism. Even the Electric Hellfire Club, Kit realised, hadn’t quite got a grip on what it meant to kiss the goat, although they were probably doing the best they could given that they and their fans were so determinedly alive. The image of Satan had always been confused with the Great God Pan, else there’d never have been a goat to kiss, and what she was doing—had done—was perfectly natural, in a way, albeit by defiantly unnatural or supernatural standards. Maybe it wasn’t exactly making love, but that was a stupid phrase because love ought not to need making, especially between lovers.


    The dead, Kit knew—or was, at least, convinced—couldn’t go to Hell any more than they could party eternity away in Heavenly Ecstasy. The dead no longer had the equipment necessary to feel pain or pleasure. They could borrow equipment from the living, if only for a few fugitive moments, but they couldn’t make them a basis for lifelong motivation because they weren’t alive any more. Their bodies were rotting in the ground, their ashes huddling in urns, more-or-less-slowly fading away into molecular anonymity. The ancient dead were no longer even relics, having been entirely reabsorbed into the routine chemical transactions of the biosphere. They were distributed through the meat and grain the living ate, the beer and cider the living drank...even the clean and polluted air that the living breathed. They were everywhere and nowhere.


    What Kit actually said to her dead lover, afterwards, was: “I don’t understand why. I don’t understand what you wanted, what you felt. Was it just for old time’s sake—a last farewell to the fictions of the flesh?”


    “In a way,” Rose Selavy replied. “I died young. Not as young as Michael, but young enough to know how much I’d missed out on.”


    “Surely that was the one thing you didn’t miss out on.”


    “You really don’t understand, do you? It’s hard enough to find someone who can see, and just being seen is next to nothing. To find someone who can feel...to have that kind of effect. You have no idea how popular you could be if the word got around—even in a place like this, at a time like this. If there were a war on, or even an epidemic, you’d be out of your mind in no time. There are advantages to living in the twenty-first century, for someone who can commune with the dead. You don’t need to worry, though. If I couldn’t keep you to myself, introducing you to Michael was the next best thing. You’ll find out one day, though. You’ll walk the Earth far longer than me, perhaps longer than Michael. You know too much, you see.”


    Kit had been thinking hard, trying to make some sense out of the whirlpool of paradoxes. “So the ones who get stuck are ones who died young?” she queried. “It really is a matter of having had unfulfilled lives that keeps them here, lurking in the shadows hoping to be seen, trying to make their presence felt.”


    “Not exactly,” Rose told her. “The innocent don’t linger, although I wouldn’t dare to presume that where they go is bliss. Who’s to say what counts as unfinished business in the ultimate reckoning? Far fewer die content than go on...and the dead who remain are no more alike than the living.”


    “But where do they go on to, if not to Heaven or Hell? Is it really just a matter of finding the white light, becoming one with the white light?”


    “You know it’s not,” Rose Selavy said, sympathetically but not sadly. “You know what we need from you. If you don’t know why, you’ll either work it out or find it out when the time comes. You can see, you can feel...you can imagine. You have to want it too. In a way, you have to want it for us as well as for yourself, because what we can want is limited by our condition...but you felt that for yourself, just now. I can supply the imaginative stimulation, but you’re the one who supplies the urge, the need, the sensation...all the fabulous fictions of the flesh. Don’t open your eyes....”


    But Kit had already opened her eyes, and found herself alone. Was she more confused than before, or less? She couldn’t tell. Making contact with the dead was like that; there was no easy way to tell whether you were learning or regressing, becoming stronger or weaker. Was the assertion that she too would be a ghost one day, and one that would linger far longer than most, a threat or a promise?


    She couldn’t tell. She didn’t even know whether it made sense to ask the question. But she knew that Rose was right about some things. She knew that Rose was right about it being hard enough, even for the living, to find someone who could see you, someone in whom the sight of you stimulated feelings, someone on whom you could have a measurable effect. Because it wasn’t just the dead who had problems with people refusing to remember them, writing them off as something unworthy of being properly committed to memory. It wasn’t just the dead whose places in the world were neglected, left to retreat into wilderness. It wasn’t just the dead who knew the meaning of loneliness. It wasn’t just the dead who loitered unable to find their way to where they had to go because they didn’t know where it was they ought to be going. It wasn’t just the dead who needed the gift of other people’s attention, other people’s fervor, other people’s bodies in order to animate the fabulous fictions of the flesh. It wasn’t just the dead who could look into mirrors and see no reflection, because there was nothing to reflect but emptiness.


    She stopped herself then, because she was becoming a trifle maudlin. In any case, she had made a deal, not with the Devil but with the dead. She had made her own terms, and now had the authority, as well as the power, to put an end to her haunting. She did want to put an end to her haunting. She didn’t want a long-term relationship with Rose Selavy, not because she had any principled objection to a kind of liaison that was not, after all, lesbian necrophilia, but because she had a life to lead among the living, a home to make away from home, a vocation to follow wherever it might lead. She was glad that she had met Michael, because it had helped to clarify matters. She was glad that Stephen had been able to point her in the right direction, even if he had chickened out. Everything was okay. Everything was going to be okay. She had a deal, and it would all be sorted. Not tomorrow, or the next day, but soon. She was full entitled to sleep the sleep of the just—just what? Dad had always added, way back when. but it was only a rhetorical question—and she did.

  


  
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    Kit had no idea whether Stephen would ring, and she didn’t want to get hung up on anticipation. She’d been there before, and knew what it was like to have doubt eating away at her. But that was the good thing about being on the buses, going back and forth along precisely-measured routes, stopping at all the stops, collecting all the fares and counting out all the change. Driving a bus wasn’t like driving a car or an artic, because if you were driving a car or an artic your journey had a beginning and an end. You put yourself into the stream of traffic and you stayed there until you got out again, or at least did your level best to stay there until it was time to get out. In a bus, on the other hand, you were forever inserting yourself into the traffic stream only to ease yourself out of it a couple of hundred yards further on. In a bus you were in and out of the stream all the time, but never a part of it, even on routes where there weren’t any bus lanes to emphasize your independence. And bus routes never ended, even if they weren’t actually defined as circulars, because the termini were just places where you turned around in order to come back again.


    There were shifts, of course, but they only defined when you got on the bus and when you got off, and when you switched from one route to another. The beginning of a shift wasn’t the same as the beginning of a journey, even if you had to collect the bus from the night-garage and set it on the road, and the end of a shift wasn’t the same as the end of a journey even if you had to take the bus back to the night-garage and put it away for the hours of deepest darkness. It was all just part of the same routine: the eternal cycle, the irresistible timetable. It was a routine in which you could absorb yourself and lose yourself, surrendering the duty of anticipation and the curse of doubt. It was a cycle in which you could immerse yourself, abandoning all sense of the idiosyncratic and the unusual, like life without angst, or like consciousness without the perennial awareness that it would eventually have to end. It was a vocation, not a job, because it was a way of life and also a way of being, and even a way of taking yourself a little way outside of life and outside of being, and perhaps winning free of anxiety, fear and dread.


    It wasn’t possible for Kit to decide, afterwards, whether Friday had been a good day or not, whether she’d enjoyed it or not, or even whether she’d really lived it or not, but in the end, when it was gone, she had a certain sense of satisfaction in having endured, performed and survived it.


    On the way home she was accosted in the street by Mrs. Gaunt, who seemed to be determined to haunt her even though she wasn’t yet dead.


    “I asked around,” Mrs. Gaunt lied. “I found out more about your Rose. Do you fancy a cup of tea?”


    “I can’t right now,” Kit said, feeling guilty because she knew that she had built up Mrs. Gaunt’s hopes and that Mrs. Gaunt would be right to feel cheated. “I’m expecting a phone call. Another time.”


    And, as it happened, Stephen did ring—not that she cared much by then, one way or the other, or had made even the sketchiest plans as to what she was going to say when he did. She was, after all, at least five years older than he was, maybe six, and certainly wasn’t an adolescent any longer.


    “Kit,” he said, when Liz had fetched her from her room. “It’s Stephen. I’m free again. Do you want to meet up in the Rifleman—or I could come over to the Fox and Goose, if you prefer?”


    What she actually said in reply, surprising herself a little, was; “I saw something really weird in the cemetery last night.”


    “Really? What?”


    “A strange animal, like a tiny little deer.”


    “Oh, yeah,” he said, ever the student, ever the smartarse. “I heard about those. Urban deer. They’re muntjak, imported from the far east by some Arab who bought one of the big country estates between here and Henley. They roam all over the place, maybe in the hope of finding the kinds of bushes they used to graze on back home—except that they must be third- or fourth-generation by now, so they probably don’t even know what they’re looking for. Was that a yes or a no to meeting up? I can show you the campus if you like. We have lots of rabbits. And rats, unfortunately. Can’t pick and choose. The rats eat almost all of the annual duckling crop, but the geese are fierce enough to protect their chicks, and the grebes live way out in the middle of the lake, so they do okay too.”


    Kit was tempted to say “Not tonight—I’ve got something on” but it would have been a lie, and there was still a chance that Stephen might be able to help her out with the dead. Even though he still didn’t believe in ghosts, in spite of what he’d seen, he still had something to contribute. It wouldn’t matter, in the end, how much he eventually had to write off on the assumption that he’d been dreaming or deluded. He could still use his intelligence to help her negotiate a route, and his clinging to the conviction that he was merely moving through a dream might actually be a help, in some ways, because it would liberate him from all the anxiety, fear and dread he’d have been obliged to feel if he’d realized that it was all real.


    “I’ll meet you at the gates at Cemetery Junction,” she said. “I can probably get there by seven-thirty if the next 17 runs to schedule. That’ll give us a couple of hours of useful daylight.”


    “You want to look for Violet Leverhulme’s grave?”


    “Not hers, his. I already know who she is.”


    “Whatever,” Stephen said. He didn’t sound enthusiastic—but he hadn’t dumped her, and he didn’t seem to be ready to. Maybe he’d needed time to think in order to reach that conclusion, but it was a result of sorts. “Okay,” he added. more positively. “I’ll be outside the gates at seven-thirty. We can take it from there.”


    He was as good as his word, although she was ten minutes late, because it was Friday. The rush hour slowdown on a Friday lasted from four till eight in the evening, because of additional rituals associated with the weekend, and the buses couldn’t keep to the timetable even with the aid of the bus lanes.


    “Whose grave are we looking for?” Stephen wanted to know.


    “I don’t know,” Kit confessed. “He said I could call him Michael, but that might not have been the name he was born with—or died with.”


    “So how are we supposed to find it, if it’s even here?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll feel a connection. Maybe I won’t—but I ought to look. I want to look. Wanting’s enough of a reason, while we’re alive. Might as well make the most of it—we’ll be a long time dead, and if we get stuck here as ghosts it won’t be easy to get by without being able to want.”


    “I thought your ghost did want something. I thought you thought that she was rather insistent about it.”


    “It’s not as simple as that. I think perhaps she has to borrow a little of my wanting in order to have some of her own. I don’t think she really wants to go on any more than she really wants to be here, but she thinks that she ought to want to...or, at least, that she ought to want something. That’s why she turned to Michael as well as to me. He’s been dead a lot longer. If anyone in these parts understands what being dead is all about, it’s probably him. If they had students among the dead he’d probably be just coming up to graduation.”


    “So what is he—an Art Historian?”


    The question was deliberately fatuous, but Stephen was still playing along with her, after a fashion. “Maybe so,” Kit said, by way of reply.


    Stephen laughed, as if it were a joke. “Well,” he said, “I suppose that even if the dead have to leech their phantom feelings from the living, they must have aesthetic sensibilities of their own. If they didn’t, they wouldn’t exist at all in any meaningful sense.”


    “I know what aesthetic sensibilities are,” she told him, as he hesitated over the final full stop, as if wondering if she’d actually got the joke. “I may be a bus driver, but I’m not fucking stupid.”


    “I know,” he said, slightly tight-lipped.


    Kit led the way to where she’d seen the miniature deer. It was far more obvious in daylight that most of the graves in this part of the cemetery were badly overgrown, even though there was clear residual evidence of an annual cutback. In the parts of the cemetery that the bushes hadn’t yet invaded the occasional once-over with a strimmer was obviously adequate to keep unwanted herbage at bay, and the gravel paths must have been periodically soaked in weed-killer, but way back here there was too much woody material in far too many aggressive stems for the strimmers to accomplish much more than flaying the superficial foliage, and there were no paths to scour. Many of the gravestones had fallen over; no one buried here had descendants who cared enough to compensate for the council’s lack of effort. There were monuments here that dated back to the nineteenth century, and there was no way to count the anonymous dead whose markers had been made of perishable wood.


    “There’s a Michael,” Stephen said—but Kit didn’t spare the gravestone a second glance once she’d noted that the man in question had lived to the ripe old age of sixty-seven.


    “He died young,” she said.


    “How young?”


    “I don’t know, exactly. Younger than me. Probably younger than you.”


    “And yet he’s supposed to be some kind of big shot in the ghost world. How come?”


    “He’s been dead a lot longer than he’s been alive.”


    “There’s no tradition of this place being haunted. If there was a local ghost tour the organizers wouldn’t bother to include it—unless they were desperate enough to make something up.”


    “You don’t have to be desperate to make things up,” Kit told him. “This was just a convenient place to meet. Like Rose, he probably has somewhere that was once his own to hang out in. But he’s been around, to the extent that ghosts can get around. He knows others. He takes an interest. Maybe that’s all it requires, in his world, to make you a community leader. This is more like it.”


    She had to kneel down and part the branches of a bush in order to read the whole inscription on the broken stone, but it was still legible, even after a hundred and fifty years. The dates on the stone were 1834-51. The name wasn’t Michael, though; it was John. John Joseph Kingsley, beloved son of Matthew and Charlotte.


    “You’re making the rules up as you go along,” Stephen told her. There was still a note of impatience in his voice, perhaps a warning that if she didn’t pull herself together he might not bother to get back to her afterwards the next time he had something on.


    “Am I?” she countered. “No one’s stopping you from making a contribution. What do you think the dead are about? Why do you think they’re haunting us.”


    “I already told you,” he reminded her. “Because they didn’t exist, our distant ancestors had to invent them. And because history moved on, our nearer ancestors had to reinvent them. As do we—provided that we includes the Psychical Research Society and the guys at Fortean Times and your friendly neighborhood spiritualist.”


    “But not you? Me, but not you? We’re not we—just two strangers who met on a bus to nowhere.”


    “Okay,” he conceded, with only the slightest hint of a weary sigh. “We can all do our bit. We can all see, if only we’re prepared to look. Forty per cent of adult Americans believe that there are angels active on the Earth, working petty miracles day by day. That’s maybe fifteen per cent more than the number who believe they’ve been abducted by aliens, and maybe five per cent less than the number who are clinically obese. Why quibble? If the people who’ve died on the operating table and come back in response to electric shocks can be believed, the white light is there, ready and waiting—but some of the dead turn away. Maybe it’s because they’re in denial about being dead. Maybe it’s because they still have moral debts to pay off before the celestial loan sharks will let them go. Maybe it’s because they’re photophobic. Maybe it’s because they just can’t find their way. What do you think, Kitten?”


    “It’s Kit, Steve,” she said, frostily. The only person who’d ever called her Kitten was Dad, and never, so far as she could remember, when he was sober. “I think the white light’s just dazzle, hiding a reality that mortal eyes have trouble understanding. I think Rose Selavy isn’t just queerer than we imagine, but queerer than we can imagine.” Except, she didn’t add, that Rose Selavy wasn’t really queer at all, in spite of a few superficial symptoms, any more than Kit was.


    “Very convenient,” Stephen observed.


    “Actually,” Kit said, “it’s not. If the white light is just a catchall for our failure to get a grip on the idea of the afterlife, it’s extremely inconvenient. We’d be better off by far if we had the imagination to see through it. You, of all people....”


    “Being passing familiar with the mysterious works of Max Ernst and Salvador Dali, Hieronymus Bosch and Fernand Khnopff—not to mention Andy Warhol, L. S. Lowry, M. C. Escher and Richard Dadd—should be able to comprehend all that the mind can see and all that the eye can interpret. Yes, you’re right...I, of all people, shouldn’t be content to be dazzled by light. I should be prepared to try to imagine what the world of souls actually looks like, if it looks like anything at all. And if ghosts really can be seen, if only by courtesy of illusion and delusion, then there’s a sense in which their world must be seeable too. Gloomy Underworld or Elysian Fields, Paradise or Inferno, it must have a visual dimension. Which, of course, we need to reinvent to fit the needs, desires and whims of the twenty-first century psyche. It won’t be the same, though, with all the nostalgia stripped out. It’ll be like the Jack-in-the-Box, refurbished for refurbishment’s sake. It’s not a gallery I’m particularly keen to visit, even if I don’t have to pay the outward fare and can get a free ride back.”


    “It’s not compulsory,” she observed. “Not until you die, at any rate.”


    “I could get hit by a bus tomorrow,” he pointed out.


    “Not if I’m driving. I got rear-ended once, back in Sheffield, but I’ve never hit anything in front.”


    “You don’t really get the chance in this town,” he said. “The traffic moves way too slowly.”


    “When I get back on the long-distance,” she told him, “I’ll be able to use the motorway.”


    He let her have the last word in that particular exchange. “Well,” he said, pointing at John Joseph Kingsley’s grave. “Is it him you’re looking for, or isn’t it?”


    “I don’t think so,” Kit admitted. “I think you might be right about this being a waste of time. I don’t think Michael was anyone famous while he was alive, or anyone who was loved by the kind of people who had memorials carved in stone. I think that’s part of the problem. Do you still want to show me the campus? It’ll be light for a good hour yet.”


    “Fine,” he said, letting his relief show. “It’ll take us at least twenty minutes to walk up there, though. Mind you, the rabbits come out in force at dusk and dawn. Which is nice, if you like rabbits.”


    “You think I’m out of my mind, don’t you?” she said, as he helped her over the cemetery wall.


    “I thought you had an incredibly original chat-up line,” he told her. “Worked like a charm. I hadn’t quite realized how far the line would run—but if I had, I’d have followed it anyway. I’d be happy to take it further, if I had some notion of where it’s eventually going to wind up. What worries me is that it might go on forever.”


    “It might,” she admitted.


    “Yeah,” he said. “I’d just about worked that out. Still....”


    “See how it goes,” she put in for him.


    “See how it goes,” he agreed.


    “After all,” she pointed out, “you’ve probably never been pulled before, even if you’ve exercised a fair amount of traction on your own behalf. Might as well enjoy it while you can. You’ll always have the tale to tell. I met this bird once who was absolutely barking mad. She was a bus driver....”


    It was his turn to finish for her. “But she wasn’t fucking stupid.”

  


  
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    By the time they’d walked around the campus lake it was getting dark again. Stephen offered to show Kit his room in the Hall of Residence, but Kit declined the offer. She didn’t want to be shown off to the neighbors, and she needed to be in her own place—or Rose’s place—if she were to make further headway in figuring out what was what in the world beyond. They walked back down to the Wokingham Road and caught a 17, but they got off a stop early so that they could pick up KFC for a change.


    “Don’t you think it’s sad that people of our generation have almost given up cooking in favor of takeaways and microwavable ready meals?” Stephen asked, when they made a second stop to pick up some cans.


    “No,” was Kit’s answer to that. She had to admit to herself that there was something slightly sad about a town centre jam-packed with young people who crawled out of work into the pubs and wouldn’t stagger out again until closing time because they regarded their rooms or flats merely as places to sleep, but it was part and parcel of the march of civilization and there was no point in being nostalgic for the time when everybody spent their lives moving back and forth between one workplace and another because they didn’t make enough money to save themselves from housework. The people she felt sorry for weren’t the young people working for accountants and computer companies who never had to wash up because they never cooked and didn’t own washing machines because they put everything into the laundry and the dry-cleaners once a week and didn’t need vacuum cleaners because they got someone in to do a once-around one morning a week, but the people who had saddled themselves with prison bars in the shape of children and who therefore had to go home and stay there day in and day out to tend to all the manifold needs of their miniature slave-drivers, until the strain became too much and they turned to drink in order to make their clinical depression slightly less unbearable. She herself, of course, didn’t have quite as many luxuries as the power-dressing yuppies who worked for the big companies, but she could still use the launderette and was perfectly content to hope that if she didn’t bother the dust in her room it wouldn’t bother her.


    “You really ought to get a video,” Stephen said, as he tried to find something interesting on broadcast TV. “The secret is probably to get one that’s already been stolen at least once and looks conspicuously second-hand, so that any self-respecting thief would turn up his nose at it.”


    “For someone who disapproves of the decline of home cooking you seem pretty keen on entertainment technology,” she observed. “The whole point of television is that it’s something people can watch together, and the whole point of all the programs being total crap is to encourage the watchers to talk to one another while they’re doing it. It’s the only thing that holds modern marriages together. If TV ever became absorbing, all conversation would cease.”


    “Would that be such a tragedy?” he asked. “Isn’t it possible that as the quantity of conversation declined the quality might improve?”


    “No,” she said, surprised that a smartarse like him hadn’t worked that out. “Anyway, it’s not quality that matters. The point of conversation is to make and maintain connections, to allow people to agree on all the things they agree on, so that they can feel better about thinking the things they think, and to allow them to argue about things that don’t matter at all, so that they can tell themselves that the things that do matter aren’t the kinds of things that need to be justified against criticism.”


    “Is that what we’re doing?” he wanted to know.


    “No,” she said. “We’re eating Kentucky Fried Chicken and washing it down with John Smith’s—or, in your case, gnat’s piss.”


    “Well,” he said, as if he were making some kind of concession, “I suppose it’s better than being haunted.”


    “It’s not a matter of either/or,” she said. “Once you start being haunted, it’s not that easy to stop. I suppose it’s not much different seen from the other side. Once you start haunting someone...I guess there’s a kind of co-dependence involved.”


    “I hate that kind of self-help-speak,” Stephen said. “What the hell is co-dependence but a fancy way of saying that when two people find themselves in a relationship of some kind they both affect one another? Big deal.”


    “It means more than that,” Kit assured him, thinking about Mum and Dad, or Dad and her, or even her and Mum. “It means that some things are more difficult to get out of than they are to get into, even when all that anybody wants is out. It means that the most obvious route out of helplessness leads from the frying pan to the fire.”


    He, of course, thought that she was talking about Rose Selavy, or about him, or maybe both. “You didn’t need the ghost this time last week,” he told her, firmly, “and you certainly don’t need a ghost who’s so needy that she’s clinging to you like a leech. Far better to stick to real people, whether they’re fans of the Electric Hellfire Club or not. Far better, too, to stick like a post-it note rather than superglue, if you can manage that kind of detachment.” He seemed quite pleased with the last remark, although he might have been less pleased if he’d looked behind the superficial wit to the actual meaning of what he’d said.


    “She’s not a leech,” Kit said, soberly. “Maybe haunting is mostly a matter of attention-seeking, like faking suicide, but sometimes a cry for help really is a cry for help, even—maybe especially—if it comes from someone who could never bring herself to cry for help.”


    “We’re talking about a whore addicted to heroin and Satanist lifestyle fantasies.”


    “Are we? If we are, it’s not just her, is it? If you think about it, kissing the goat is the ultimate cry for help. You can have my soul, Satan, if you’ll just give me what I want...or maybe if you can just find me something to want that doesn’t go sour the moment I have it.”


    “She’s the evil genius,” Stephen countered. “The queen of sin.”


    “She’s trapped,” Kit riposted. “She’s a prisoner, more firmly anchored down than a mother with a thankless child or a husband with a chronically miserable wife. She had the junk and the job to oppress her while she was alive and now...she’s still lost, with even less equipment for finding her way home than she had when she still had a body.”


    “She doesn’t seem to be entirely devoid of friends,” Stephen pointed out, ambiguously.


    “Michael’s in the same boat,” Kit observed. “He’s no more capable of rowing it ashore than she is.”


    “So they want to catch a bus,” Stephen concluded. “But you won’t be much use, will you, if you don’t know what route it’s supposed to take, or which terminus it’s supposed to end up at? Not Hull or Halifax, that’s for sure.”


    “Nor Hell,” Kit added, quietly. She had to be sure of that, at least. Wherever the ghosts needed to go, it wasn’t Hell. Maybe it was the white light, or the Elysian Fields, or Valhalla, or a quaint little cottage with pretty roses growing on a trellis round the door, or something equally corny, but it wasn’t Hell.


    “You do understand that I can’t come with you, don’t you?” Stephen said, after a pause. He had finished his meal and had promptly put all the packaging back in the carrier bag, like the tidy-minded ever-so-good-boy that he was. “I can play along with the fantasy to a certain extent, but I can’t get aboard a bus with you so that you can drive the lost ghosts of Reading to their final resting-place. I can be with you while the haunting’s here, and maybe while it spills over a little into the occasional local graveyard, but I’m not going to get on a bus with it and be taken for a ride. My soul might be flexible, but it’s not for sale—not to that extent.”


    “I don’t think you really know what you might be capable of, if the need arises,” Kit told him. “Nobody does. Nobody really knows how far they’d go, if they were pushed or pulled hard enough. Nobody can know, until the evil day arrives. Don’t write yourself off, Stephen. The music’s been haunting you longer than it’s been haunting me, even though you didn’t know that you were being haunted. You’ve seen Rose, even if you’ve forgotten having seen her because your mind wouldn’t accept that it was anything but a dream. Maybe that’s the way you’ll have to do everything, but that’s okay. If you can’t be it, dream it. In your dreams, you can do anything—and the only price you’ll pay is that your memory won’t get the full benefit because it won’t take it all aboard. It doesn’t matter. You don’t need to issue any warnings, or any denials. You don’t have to ask for any help at all, in any way at all. You can be a post-it note, if that’s what you need, or even if that’s only what you want. No sweat. No superglue.”


    She left the ghost of “no sex” hanging in the emptiness, unspoken and unintended but not entirely unheard. It was unintended—sex was definitely on, and not just for the moment...although nobody in the world, or out of it, could expect that arrangement to last forever, or even very long.

  


  
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    The Saturday timetable wasn’t as full as the weekday timetable, because it was assumed that fewer people had to get to and from work and that the vast majority of the shoppers who crammed into the pedestrian precinct and the Oracle would use their cars so as to have the benefit of the boot. It never seemed that way to Kit, though. For her, Saturday was always the most difficult day of the week, because whatever advantage was obtained by the early morning and late afternoon depletion of commuters paled into insignificance by comparison with the dramatic increase in the number of fractious children and ill-tempered parents. Sometimes, she wondered whether the abnormally high rate of Saturday absenteeism might have more to do with paedophobia than whatever the Greek for excessive love of football would have been if the Greeks had ever had a reason to invent it. Either way, she rarely got Saturdays off and was often under pressure to do an extra half-shift.


    Today, mercifully, there was no question of an extra half-shift because Kit had already worked one during the week. On the other hand, she had to spend the day toiling in and out from the vast housing estates in Whitley and Tilehurst, which were both as bad as one another even though they supposedly catered to different economic classes. In Reading, the estates were distributed like geological strata, or tree-rings, those of a similar antiquity having broadly similar facilities whether they catered to the not-very-well-off or the almost-but-not-quite-well-off. The outermost and therefore most recent estates like Lower Earley had far fewer bus users not because they were inhabited by the authentically-well-off but because they had been designed like cul-de-sac-strewn mazes in order to pack the maximum number of pocket-sized houses into the minimum amount of space and it simply wasn’t possible to plan a bus route through them that enabled the vehicle to get through in a reasonable time and didn’t require too many people to follow frustratingly intricate routes to the stops.


    Kit dropped of her double-decker at the garage at ten past six, but she didn’t get paid for the overtime because it had been timetabled to come in at five fifty-five and she was supposed to be able to cash up in the remaining five minutes of the shift. Even coming in a quarter of an hour late, though—especially coming in a quarter of an hour late—she had to get in line to hand over the ticket-machine and the takings and get signed off. By that time it was too late to do any sensible shopping, and because she’d done her extra half-shift on a late-night-shopping day she hadn’t had a chance to take advantage of that useful once-a-week facility. The bigger supermarkets were open till seven, though, and the buses hadn’t quite thinned out to the point at which the deadline was impossible to beat.


    She managed to get round SavaCentre just before chucking-out time, although she did have to endure the strange artificial twilight that descended by degrees as the staff began switching out lights in the departments that had been cleared, while the last few customers were patiently waiting to be checked out through the last few operative tills. Getting back to the hostel wasn’t so easy, because the meager and lackadaisical evening timetable had arrived, but she told herself sternly that it was just a matter of patience.


    In fact, Kit thought, as she waited at the stop with three plastic bags full of groceries tucked between her legs, there was a great deal of life that was essentially just a matter of patience. In theory, that ought to be good practice for being dead, but it was possible that the theory was a trifle miscalculated. On the other hand, maybe life provided far too much practice for being dead, and patience was exactly that of which the ghosts who lingered had had far too much. Perhaps the only thing they needed in order to move on was a healthy dose of impatience—in which case, a bus route like one of Reading’s was probably exactly what they needed to get them into the right mental gear for eternity.


    There had probably been a time, she continued, when the inhabitants of Reading had had a measure of faith in the timetable, but everyone save for the most lunatic optimist must have lost that faith by now. It wasn’t the company’s fault, of course. It wasn’t the company’s fault that employment in the town was so close to full that the low wages they offered were no longer competitive. It wasn’t the company’s fault that the entire nation was developing a culture of absenteeism, in which a job’s quota of permissible sick leave was interpreted by the workers as a kind of extra holiday entitlement. It wasn’t the company’s fault that the creeping advancement of pedestrianization and the fashionability of such traffic-controlling mechanisms as one-way systems and mini-roundabouts had turned timetabling into a genre of popular fiction. It wasn’t the company’s fault that the inexplicable popularity of the monstrous Oracle created massive tailbacks of traffic queuing for the multistorey car-park. The company was doing its absolute best, but it wasn’t omnipotent any more than it was omniscient or omnibenevolent. The simple fact was that it had to operate in circumstances that no longer facilitated determinism, and thus, in consequence, no longer licensed faith. Faith was no use any more, even as a psychological device. In the old days, the people of Reading had been able to endure waiting at bus stops patiently because they had good grounds to trust that the bus would eventually come. That wasn’t so any more, and no one understood that better than Kit.


    Had things really been so much better in Sheffield? Yes they had—but only because Sheffield was still enmired in the past that Reading was in the process of escaping. Despite the ubiquity of Greenwich Mean Time—or, at present, British Summer Time—it was slightly absurd that the clocks and calendars in Sheffield insisted on keeping pace with those in Reading, given that while Reading had definitely moved into the twenty-first century, Sheffield had definitely not.


    What did that imply, Kit wondered, for the density of ghosts in the two towns? Would there be more ghosts stuck in Sheffield than in Reading or vice versa? Tradition suggested that the older a place was, the more ghosts were likely to be credited with haunting it—or, at least, with having haunted it in the past. But tradition was mostly concerned with old ghosts: ghosts which belonged to a more ancient phantom culture, which inevitably reflected obsolete understandings of the relationships between the living and the dead. At least one of the two ghosts with whom Kit had had dealings was a relatively new ghost, a spectral product of the twentieth century fin-de-siècle if not of the twenty-first dawn. Perhaps Rose Selavy wasn’t the kind of ghost that one could reasonably expect to glimpse in Sheffield.


    Kit was too keenly aware of the problems of generalizing from an inadequate sample, though. Having seen no ghosts at all during all her years at home, she had absolutely no evidence whatsoever from which to make judgments about the phantom population of Sheffield, and the fact that the two ghosts she’d encountered in Reading had so little in common with one another made it impossible to estimate how much either one of them might have in common with the other ghosts she would have to take aboard if she actually agreed to go through with the scheme that Michael was hatching.


    Except, of course, she thought—just as the bus finally put in its belated appearance—that she already had agreed, in principle, to go through with Michael’s plan. If she backed out now, she’d be letting him down, and letting herself down too.


    Because she’d got fresh food in, Kit had agreed to cook for Stephen. She’d offered to do Sunday dinner—by which, of course, she meant a mid-day meal, as she had to because she was due to do a two-to-eleven shift—but he hadn’t come from a family that had a Sunday roast tradition, so he’d said that he’d rather make an occasion out of Saturday night, for which he would gladly provide the wine. That offer had presumably been made on the grounds that the price of a bottle of plonk, even in over-taxed Britain, was far less than the potential cost of actually taking her out, even if it was only to the multiplex. Not that Kit minded. Although she had come from a family which notionally had a strong Sunday roast tradition, it was one where Sunday, in consequence of that fact, had become somewhat akin to a weekly Christmas, in the sense that everyone brought hopeful expectations to it that were certain to be disappointed.


    If Mum—and Dad, when he wasn’t away on the lorries—had only been able to be content with such moderate and certain expectations as getting plastered, all would have been well, but there was something in the quality of their drunkenness that could not entirely shake off the distant memory of the contrary rewards of sobriety, and persisted in the futile supposition that there might be more to be derived from the week’s one “real” meal: a pleasure more refined—in both the culinary and social senses—than calculated spiritual annihilation. To Kit, therefore, Sunday dinner seemed to carry a curse, and therefore an unwarranted risk, while Saturday dinner—served, by force of necessity, in the evening—had potential as well as potential for disaster.


    And so it proved. The food was okay, and the wine was probably better than Kit’s uneducated taste-buds allowed it to seem.


    “If you’re into wine,” she told him, “it’s really worth thinking about one of our cross-channel trips. If you reckon the saving at two quid a bottle, you can cover the price of the ticket on two six-bottle cases. Anything else you can carry is profit, and you only have to carry it from the bus-stop on Wilderness Road to your hall, which can’t be much more than a couple of hundred yards. A big lad like you ought to be able to carry four cases, if you can distribute the load sensibly. If you could get a friend to met you at the bus stop—especially if it’s a friend with a car—your only limit would be your share of the space in the bus’s hold.”


    “Or,” Stephen pointed out, “I could just find out from a friend of a friend where the local bootlegger has his lock-up. That way, I only save a quid a bottle instead of two, but I don’t have to sit on a bus for ten hours going back and forth between Reading and France.”


    “The trouble with the younger generation,” Kit said, trying as best she could to age the sound of her voice, “is that they’re not willing to graft.” It wasn’t the kind of thing that her mother would ever have said, and the voice wasn’t anything like her mother’s anyway, but the effort of trying to sound older than she was proved to be more discomfiting than she had imagined, so she cut the joke short. Fortunately, Stephen had spotted a play on words that would take it in another direction entirely.


    “The trouble with the younger generation,” he said, “is that they’re far too willing to graft. They develop their lives by grafting on new interests, new relationships and new activities any-old-how, without any real regard for issues of compatibility and organic integrity. We all think yuck when people on TV talk about genetic engineering and they show pictures of that mouse with the ear grafted on to its back, but it’s just an empty reflex. Actually, we’ve absorbed the principle into our world-view so completely that it forms the bedrock of modern analogical thought.”


    Kit hadn’t a clue what he meant by “modern analogical thought” but she couldn’t ask because, although she was a bus driver, she wasn’t fucking stupid. She was, however, well used to steering around such difficulties in the course of everyday conversation. Steering around things was probably her most obvious and most extensively-practiced talent—which was perhaps as well, given that she was a bus driver, and her mother’s daughter.


    “I blame nicotine patches myself,” she said. “Time was you had to use willpower to give up smoking.”


    “You still do,” Stephen pointed out. “It says so on the ads.”


    “It says on the packets that smoking kills you,” Kit pointed out. “It’s all a matter of degree. People buy the patches because they think it reduces the amount of willpower they need.” She daren’t say so, in case it made Stephen back off again, but she wondered whether that might be part of the problem with ghosts that got stuck. Maybe they simply hadn’t the willpower to go on, and needed a patch—or, if not a patch, some other kind of fix. A bus—a bus driven by someone with a ready-made talent for steering around things.


    “I tried it once,” Stephen said. “Smoking, that is. Didn’t like it and gave it up on the spot. It’s useful not to be tempted, in a way, but inhibiting too. I don’t smoke pot because I don’t smoke, not because it’s pot. I tried beer too. Once.”


    “And now you’re stuck with wine and cider,” Kit said, figuring that she could see the argument through to its moral. “You shouldn’t let yourself be so easily put off. Sure, it’s a policy with one or two advantages—but it has disadvantages too. What else have you given up because you couldn’t be bothered to acquire the taste?”


    “Cabbage,” he said. “Brussels sprouts. Chicken tikka masala. Darts. Trying to use two-pin plugs overseas without an adaptor by sticking paper clips into sockets to form a bridge.”


    “Okay. You’re sticking to the bright side. Suppose you hadn’t liked sex the fist time you tried it? I sure as hell didn’t. Or swimming. My first encounter with chlorinated water was no picnic. Or driving. The first time Dad put the steering-wheel of a two-tonner in my seven-year-old hands I was terrified. Some first things you have to get past.”


    “Not necessarily,” he countered. “I can’t swim and I don’t drive, although I concede the point with respect to driving, which I shall certainly have to learn to do when I have enough money to pay for the lessons. As for sex, I thought the modern opinion was that it only comes in three varieties—good, very good and absolutely fucking fantastic.”


    “I don’t think so,” Kit told him, although she was still being careful enough not to call on Rose Selavy as a hypothetical witness for the defense, “but perhaps I’m not modern enough to qualify as an appropriate opinion-holder. I do come from Sheffield, after all. And I started young, way back in the twentieth century.”


    “Seven is a little young to be put in charge of a two-ton truck,” Stephen said—quite cleverly, considering that anything he’d said or asked about when and how she’d come by her first and potentially off-putting experience of sex would have sounded tacky and tempted fate, even though the truth was far duller than he probably imagined and certainly hadn’t involved her Dad, who had presumably sought solace for Mum’s unfitness for those kinds of wifely duties among temptresses who followed Rose Selavy’s profession without too many unnecessary embellishments.


    “It would have been okay,” Kit assured him, “if my legs had been long enough to reach the pedals. As it was, Dad and I had to work in collaboration. It worked, after a fashion, but it was always a makeshift. Come to think of it, sex wasn’t all that different, to begin with. Maybe it’ll continue getting better for a while yet, although my legs stopped growing some time back, long before I’d reached the height I was ambitious to attain. I could have been a model, you know, if I’d only been ten inches taller and ten times as beautiful. Not that I would have been, given that I’d still have had my vocation—but it would have been nice to have had the option.”


    “I could have done with a few more inches myself,” Stephen admitted, “but you just have to make the most of what you’ve got. That’s life.”


    It’s probably much the same when you’re dead, Kit thought. Except that you’ve got even less. Maybe the lingering dead were scheduled for reincarnation, but decided against it because they didn’t much like incarnation the first time around. Maybe they’re like Even Stephen, who doesn’t smoke pot because it’s smoking, not because it’s pot. Maybe they’re still waiting, with way too much patience, for their legs to grow just a little bit longer before they get back in the driving-seat of life, or maybe they just want to the bus to arrive. Maybe the ones Michael wants to help are the ones who are reluctant even to do that, because it’s easier to make deals with the local bootlegger.


    She suddenly realized, with a measurable surge of self-satisfaction, what Stephen must have meant by “modern analogical thought.” The afterglow of that achievement hadn’t entirely dissipated when they moved on, and she was still able to remember it when the street-light came on, causing the shadows to stir in the wall beside the bed while it still glowed pink. She was a trifle rosy herself, but it was mostly subjective.


    Afterwards, when the ghost-sight came up on her yet again, as she now fully expected, she found that it was Michael she was talking to, not Rose.


    “I thought I had to come to you because it was too difficult for you to come to me,” she said.


    “You did,” he confirmed. “But you’re a better seer than I dared to hope. I’ve been around long enough to have a certain freedom of movement, always provided that I have a invitation.”


    “So you were able to deliver the message yourself, instead of Rose having to deliver it. Okay—when do you need me, and will a single-decker be enough?”


    “Probably tomorrow, probably yes. I didn’t come because everything is fixed.”


    “Ah,” said Kit. “I see.” But she couldn’t help remembering the old joke Dad used to come out with whenever anybody said “I see.” I see, said the blind man, when he couldn’t see at all.


    “The grave’s a fine and private place,” Michael quoted, “and it’s not entirely true that its inhabitants are beyond the art of embrace—but as you know, it requires the loan of flesh and feeling. The privileged dead still have a certain limited intercourse with the living, but even a whore as accomplished as Rose can’t do much for her peers.”


    Kit lost herself momentarily in bizarre analogical wordplay based on the phonetic similarity between seers and peers, but brought herself up short when she realized that this might not be an ideal moment for steering around things. “I’m not about to set up in business,” she said. “I’m a bus driver, not a fucking whore. I don’t want hungry ghosts forming a queue round my bed just because Rose managed to attract my interest. It’s no wonder there aren’t more of the living willing to be haunted, if this is what it leads to.”


    “Oddly enough,” Michael said, meekly, “Rose favors the opposite conclusion. She can’t figure out why the living aren’t moving heaven and earth to be haunted, if that’s what it can lead to.”


    “How old were you when you died?” Kit wanted to know.


    “Old enough to be trapped,” was the unhelpful reply—but he must have sensed her impatience, because he was quick to add: “Thirteen. Younger children often linger, but not for very long. I suppose I’m an exception.”


    “But you’ve continued to age, even after death? Ghosts can do that?”


    “It depends what you mean by aging. The dead can certainly change their appearance, more easily and more radically than the living. You’ll find that out, I’m afraid, so it’s perhaps as well to warn you. There are wraiths, but there are also ghosts that the living don’t normally see...or won’t. You can. You wouldn’t ever have found out about it, if Rose hadn’t got through to you, but you can.”


    “And I’m a bus driver too. Lucky you. And you’re here tonight because you reckon that you’re in with a sporting chance of losing your virginity before you move on to your ultimate reward. If only I’d been ten inches taller with a nicer face, I might have restored your faith in Heaven.”


    “Faith isn’t much use, I’m afraid,” Michael told her, with a hint of mournfulness in his voice. “Not any more. Not to us”


    “Well,” Kit said, “I suppose, since it might be your last night on earth, that I ought to make an exception to my try-not-to-come-across-like-a-slapper rule. Given the compromises I’ve already made for Rose, it’s not that much of a concession. Will Rose be with us in spirit, do you think? That would be an extra notch on the stick of experience, I guess.”


    “No,” said the ghost who had needed an invitation, “she won’t. She wanted to, but I wanted you all to myself.”


    Kit knew how naive that was, given that she was already sharing the single bed with a lumpy student of art history, but she appreciated the thought. Nor was it just the thought she was able to appreciate, although she couldn’t honestly have said, afterwards, that it had been very good, let alone absolutely fucking fantastic.

  


  
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    Given her uncanny exertions of the previous night, it wasn’t at all surprising that Kit slept late, especially as she hadn’t really got much sleep at all until Stephen had belatedly bestirred himself and moved to the settee. He slept late too, for some of the same reasons, although he consented to walk to the newsagents and get a Sunday paper while Kit was making coffee and toast.


    Ordinarily, Kit hated the fact that all the decent Sunday papers now came in so many sections, but she had to admit that it had its advantages when there were two people competing for the bits. Stephen had an unfortunate habit—presumably carried forward from his paradisal parental home—of reading bits out to her, which not only cast a shadow over her anticipation of reading those bits for herself but got in the way of whatever bits she happened to be reading at the time, but it wasn’t the sort of annoyance that was likely to turn into a relationship-breaker so she decided to tolerate it.


    By the time they’d finished the papers and done the previous night’s washing up there was less than an hour left before Kit’s shift started, but Stephen made a graceful exit without being prompted, in time for Kit to have a little time to get herself together.


    In many ways, Sunday was the best day of all for driving buses in Reading, especially if you could do it on a warm and sunny late spring afternoon. Unfortunately, the day was neither warm nor sunny, being one of those relentlessly cool and dull days which seemed to afflict the Thames valley whenever the Atlantic winds decided to dawdle through the west country, leaving their cloudy fronts more-or-less becalmed. It could have been worse—it might have been raining—but the locals had already built up substantial anticipation of summer beneficence, and far too many of the passengers waiting for longer-than-the weekday-average times at the stops were in a mood to take the slight chill personally.


    Nobody actually accused her of being responsible, and the old hands knew enough to be grateful that a bus had actually arrived at all, but the easeful quality of travelling three-quarters empty was more than a little compromised by the overly accurate match between the sullenness of the sky and the sullenness of the passengers.


    Kit was almost glad when the evening wore on and the average age of the people she was carrying began to fall from the fifties towards the thirties. It never got much lower than that on a Sunday, in spite of the fact that the kids were all out of school. Anyone with any sense of urgency whatsoever knew better than to catch a bus on a Sunday, and Kit didn’t know anyone younger than she was who had given up entirely on a sense of urgency.


    She wondered, self-indulgently, whether Rose Selavy might have been a happier whore if she’d been able to entertain the dead as well as—or instead of—the living. The dead would surely have fitted far better with her fantasies of having embraced witchcraft as well as bitchcraft and Satan as well as smack, but there would have been the difficulty of payment to be overcome. The dead didn’t carry cash and their credit cards would mostly have been cancelled, but it was possible that the dead had—or were in a position to discover—knowledge of a commercially valuable nature. Didn’t tradition insist that ghosts often knew the location of buried treasure? Their restricted mobility would obviously be a disadvantage, but wasn’t that compensated by their disregard for walls?


    It was all a flight of fancy, she knew. Michael had made no bones about being an exception, and he had been around for a long time. Mostly, she figured, the dead had little alternative but to be celibate. Anyway, if Rose Selavy had been able to pick and choose supernatural clients, she’d probably have gone for demons every time—not the little batty kind that hovered over her bed like hummingbirds but the big ones.


    Demons, Kit imagined, must have all the proper equipment, maybe with additional embellishments, but she vaguely remembered hearing rumours about their “members” being a trifle cold. Or was that just the Devil himself? Rose would presumably know, because, if you thought about it carefully, you couldn’t really believe that kissing the goat was a matter of planting your lips on that absurd arse of polished jet. “Kiss” had to be more-or-less a euphemism for something a bit more interesting, even if it didn’t necessarily involve a vagina.


    Rose must have got it together with Satan, even if she had had to do it in her dreams because reality—or what passed for reality where she now dwelt—wasn’t sufficiently versatile or generous to render up the genuine article. Satan was more than just an idea; he was an Archetype of Evil. There had to be plenty of whores in the world who’d stop way short of offering themselves to that kind of self-sacrifice, but Rose Selavy wasn’t one of them. She was no shrinking Violet, no half-hearted apologist, no pleader of necessity. She was the kind of sinner who wanted to go all the way, from commoner to aristocrat to queen, and then...?


    Well, that was the big question. but Kit didn’t see a single ghost waiting for her as darkness descended, arriving early as a curious kind of fog. Kit wasn’t unduly surprised by the fog, even though it wasn’t a phenomenon she’d met in Reading before. Up in Yorkshire the cloud cover was often so low that the Pennines were shrouded, and you sometimes had to go through it even on the Chesterfield run, but the Thames Valley was the kind of depression into which cloud very rarely sank. The town probably had fearful smogs back in the bad old days, but today’s air pollution was of a more refined and less particulate kind, which usually rose above the city and rested delicately upon its atmosphere like a ruddy halo.


    On the other hand, Kit had never really understood why clouds mostly stayed where they were, up in the sky, instead of slowly sinking down under their own vaporous weight to lie upon the land like a vast duvet. Given that so much of the Met Office was located in the neighborhood, at least for the time being, she figured that she ought to take the opportunity one day to consult an expert about the mystery.


    She hadn’t made any formal arrangement with Stephen, and half-expected that he would probably leave it till tomorrow before calling her, but when she got back to the hostel at half past eleven he was hanging around outside, waiting for her.


    “You shouldn’t loiter here,” she told him, nodding in the direction of Mrs. Gaunt’s subterranean window as they went up the steps together. “The local neighborhood watch will begin to suspect that the house has turned back into a knocking shop.


    “I couldn’t go in,” he pointed out. “Even if I could get someone to buzz me in, I don’t have a key to your room.”


    “No,” she said, drily, “You don’t. I suppose if you had, my tea would be waiting on the table and you’d have warmed up my slippers for me.”


    “Something like that,” he agreed. “Am I becoming a nuisance?”


    “Not to me,” she assured him, as she opened the attic door and ushered him in. “You’ll have to ask Rose for her verdict.”


    “I thought Rose wasn’t around any more,” he said, surprising her—although she suspected that the statement might have been more truthful if he’d said “hoped” instead of “thought”.


    “What makes you think that?”


    “No music. No mysterious shadows in the wall. No exotic perfume.”


    “You couldn’t hear the music,” she reminded him. “Not while you were awake at any rate. Don’t worry about that, though—whatever comes of it, I expect you’ll be able to sleepwalk through it.”


    “I don’t walk in my sleep,” he said, bluntly.


    “That’s what you think,” she told him. “I bet you think you don’t talk and fuck in your sleep either.”


    “Talk I can’t be certain about,” he said. “As for anything more energetic...I think I’d wake up.”


    “Maybe,” she said, as she put the kettle on. “Do you want a sandwich?”


    “No thanks—I ate earlier.”


    She made herself a bacon, lettuce and tomato sandwich. The crispy bacon was an extravagance, at more than two quid for an ungenerous packet, but most sandwich-meat was a rip-off and you couldn’t get pork luncheon meat any longer, presumably because they’d stopped making spam.


    “Lousy weather, for June,” Even Stephen observed, while watching her eat. His attention was oddly studious, given that she wasn’t a historic work of art. “Better if it rained and got it over with.” She could tell that his heart wasn’t really in the conversation, probably because he was too sober. She was in much the same boat herself, but she was too tired anyway. It had been six days since her last day off, and she was beginning to feel the strain. Monday, alas, was not the ideal day to have off, because the world at large considered it back-to-work day and acted accordingly—but she was glad that she had this one coming, especially if she was about to be called in for an extra-special shift of indeterminable duration.


    Even though he’d taken the trouble to come round, and had dared to take it for granted that he’d be welcome, Kit was slightly surprised that Stephen was ready for action again, but he was young and she estimated that the novelty of being a bus driver’s toy boy would take a while to wear off. But this time wasn’t like any of the previous occasions, because as soon as Kit began to get into the swing of things, she knew that she wasn’t alone in herself.


    The very first thing that Kit had been afraid of, when she’d accepted in the Rifleman that she really was being haunted, definitely enough to be able to say so, was that the presence behind the music and the odors might be avid to possess—or, more accurately, to dispossess—her. She had been afraid that her ghost might want her body, not in the way that Not-Steve or Not-the-Archangel Michael did, but in the way that the kinds of demons for whom exorcisms were designed were supposed to want human bodies. She had been afraid that she might become her haunter, ceasing to be herself as she did so—and in spite of the evidence provided by such movies as The Exorcist, she had been afraid that once she ceased to be herself she would never be able to recover herself, remaining impotent to repossess herself when the demon was done with her. She had not been entirely reassured when Rose Selavy had told her that it didn’t work like that, not so much because she thought the dead might be a race of habitual liars, or that Rose as an individual might have assumed too many of the traits of her beloved Father of Lies, but because there hadn’t been any conspicuous rush on the whore’s part to tell her how “it” did work, and in exactly what respects “it” wasn’t “like that.”


    Now, she acquired a little more insight into that particular realm of not-quite-impossibility.


    Rose had borrowed her flesh and her sensations before, even while she’d seemed to be an external presence, a succubus. What she was about now wasn’t all that different, or all that surprising, given that she wasn’t the kind of entity who had to open a door in order to get into a room. Rose didn’t just move into Kit like a hand moving into a glove; her spectral mind didn’t seize control of the synapses in Kit’s brain. It was merely that questions of shape and position became rather fluid, so that Rose and Kit flowed into one another, mingling without fusing, overlapping without confusing, softening one another’s sensations without defusing, counterpointing one another’s movements without refusing, dissolving a little into the surrounding atmosphere without diffusing, and generally blending their hopes and yearnings with far more rhyme than reason.


    Rose was with Kit, more intimately than anyone had ever been with her before, but she did not become Kit, or possess Kit, let alone threaten to dispossess her. It was more frolic than seizure, more fun than sin, and also more fucking than sucking, in a strictly statistical sense.


    There was no talk, of course—none at all—and Kit couldn’t begin to read Rose’s mind or eavesdrop on her thoughts or catch the least whiff of her memories. But Kit was the one who was contributing the flesh and the feeling, so she felt at least the human part of what Rose felt, and read at least the human part of what Rose intended.


    Through her, Rose was making contact with Stephen. Through her, Rose was completing the link that Stephen’s waking mind still refused: the link that would give her a certain dominion over his dreams, at least for tonight and for as long as tonight might extend beyond the normal limits of time. Through her, Rose was drawing Stephen into the net, because she and Michael had decided that they wanted an art historian as well as needing a bus driver. Rose and Michael had decided that they had something to gain from a folie à deux, and this was the only way available to them to infect Even Stephen’s flesh and feeling with the same madness that Kit’s own flesh and feeling had soaked up like an arid sponge.


    Not, of course, that there was any coercion involved. Stephen was still a free agent. He still had a choice. No one was possessing him. No one was doing anything to him, in fact, but making love. Maybe that was yet another capability that Rose had to borrow from Kit, but if so, it was one that Kit could provide when she was ready—and she really did feel ready, for the first time...maybe, in fact, for the first time ever.


    They were consenting adults, after all. All of them. Stephen might not have suspected that Rose was there, but that didn’t mean that he wasn’t consenting. He was consenting, and then some. Whether or not he too might be prepared to describe what he was doing as making love, he was committed. He wasn’t trapped, but he was committed, and he was probably enjoying himself more than he’d ever enjoyed himself in his life before, although that probably wasn’t saying very much.


    When Rose had done what she had come to do and the ghostly sound of the Electric Hellfire Club had faded into silence, Kit got up and dressed herself. Her black slacks were draped over the chair next to the bed but she ignored them and got her uniform trousers from the hanger behind the door instead. She took the jacket too. She wondered whether she ought to wake Stephen up, but decided that it would be a bad idea. Whatever he had to do he had to do on his own. She waited patiently for him to stir, watching him dream.


    She didn’t have to wait too long.


    “Where are you going?” he asked, sitting up. There was an unmistakable tone of challenge in the question, as if he now felt entitled to be told where she was going whenever she went. The trouble with men, she thought, is that they get dependent and proprietorial at the same time, and way too quickly. You’d think it would take at least a month, but a week is more than enough for the impressionable ones.


    “I’ll be back,” she promised, ineptly mimicking Arnold Schwarzenegger. “You can go back to sleep, if you want to.” She was being scrupulous, but she knew that he wasn’t about to lie down again. He was on his feet already, hunting for his underpants.


    “It’s not necessary,” she said, although he had to know that. He didn’t know much else, but he knew that. If he hadn’t been the clingy type, he probably wouldn’t have gone to such lengths to try to solve her puzzle, and once he’d taken as much trouble as he had it would have taken more than mere unbelief to keep him tucked up in the bed. Rose had known that. Rose had known how to make it all come together. Anyway, wasn’t learning to see things as others saw them what higher education was supposed to be all about?


    Kit waited for Stephen to get dressed, and then she led him down the stairs and out of the house. The night air was cold but very humid. The cloud that had descended from the sky at dusk still hadn’t turned to rain or dew, or whatever ground-level clouds usually turned to if they weren’t evaporated by the sun’s glare. The fog was silvery in spite of the yellow tint of the street-lights, but it was definitely fog rather than mist. Breathing it was like inhaling ghostly soup.


    Kit didn’t speak to Stephen as she led him through the deserted streets, and he didn’t ask any questions until they reached the night-garage. Even then he didn’t ask her what she was doing. All he said was: “Funny time to be starting work. I didn’t know the council ran any all-night buses.”


    “We live in a twenty-four/seven society,” she reminded him. “The rewards of unnatural light. If the company doesn’t run any all-nighters, it’s a false economy.” But the company didn’t run any all-night buses, and the night-garage doors weren’t supposed to be open. There was supposed to be a security guard on duty, with a dopy Alsatian bitch that had failed her guide-dog training, but the depot was as deserted as the streets had been. Kit and Stephen had already eased into the interstices of the twenty-four/seven society, and they were balanced on the very edge of the world of everyday experience.


    Kit had left her wristwatch on the microwave, beside the toaster, but she was more-or-less sure that it had stopped before she had even taken it off, and not because the battery had broken down. She didn’t bother going to the blacked-out office to check out a ticket machine. The key she had wouldn’t have opened the door, although it let her into a 52-seater single-decker. She switched on the internal lights. Stephen followed her into the vehicle and perched on the luggage rack that was situated just inside the door so that he could look at her.


    “Where are you going?” he asked.


    “Just following the route,” she told him.


    “What number?” he asked.


    “Zero,” she told him.


    “There isn’t a route zero,” he pointed out. “Not in Reading. Nor anywhere else, so far as I know.


    “It’s okay,” she assured him. “It’s all mapped out. All we have to do is find the map.”


    “Maps can be treacherous,” he reminded her.


    “Only the ones without bus routes,” she assured him, as she put the vehicle into gear.


    As soon as they were out of the garage it became obvious that they’d left the twenty-four/seven society behind. The street lights hadn’t gone out, but they’d grown exceedingly dim. They weren’t yellow any longer, but they weren’t pink either. It was difficult to put a name to their color, and Kit figured that it wasn’t worth the trouble to try. The fog had all-but-eclipsed them.


    Rose Selavy was waiting at the first scheduled stop, as might have been expected—and she wasn’t alone.

  


  
    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    Rose wore a knee-length black leather coat and a red scarf. The tops of her black boots was invisible, but they had six-inch heels that weren’t the kind of thing people usually wore outdoors. They were preternaturally clean, as if she’d walked through the fog to the bus stop on a floor of polished obsidian.


    Rose didn’t say anything as she stepped up on to the platform, but she stretched out her hand as if to offer a fare. Kit, slightly surprised by the gesture, extended her own hand to take whatever the fingers of the black glove were holding.


    A single coin dropped into Kit’s open palm. Kit had never seen it’s like before; it was broader than an old 50p piece, thicker than a pound coin, heavy enough to have been cast in solid silver. It might almost have been a medal or a medallion rather than a coin, but it had no ribbon, nor any means by which it could have been attached to a chain. The side exposed to her gaze presumably corresponded to the “heads” side of an ordinary coin, but the head it displayed was horned and bearded like a goat. Kit was tempted to flip it over to see if the denomination marked on the other side was “1 soul” but the thought was too irreverent to act upon. The coin was obviously too valuable to drop into the slot in the fare box, so Kit put it in the pocket of her uniform jacket, just as she would have done if it had been a ten-pound note. Rose hadn’t waited for any change.


    Stephen was sitting next to the door on the sideways-facing seat. It seemed to Kit that Rose favored the boy with a knowing glance as she passed by, but the whore wasn’t giving him any kind of come hither. Kit’s eyes—Stephen’s too, in all probability—followed her to the first of the forward-facing seats on the driver’s side, where she sat down as demurely as her costume permitted. Not until then did Kit turn to face the remaining ghosts in the queue.


    There were four: two male and two female. They all looked as if they’d have qualified for OAP passes if they’d still been alive. They were all thin, all sunken-cheeked and all hollow-eyed, gaunt by nature if not by name. Unlike Rose Selavy, not one of them would have caught Kit’s eye if they’d been in an averagely dilapidated crowd of late-morning shoppers, even though they looked as if they had forgotten how to pretend to be alive. Maybe, Kit thought, they’d forgotten how to be alive while they still had years to go, and that was why they hadn’t taken full advantage of the moment when it actually arrived. She wondered momentarily why they weren’t at the railway station awaiting the services of a haunted train-driver, but the answer was obvious enough. Trains ran on tracks. Trains weren’t as versatile as buses.


    The first of the four—an old man—gave her a copper coin that seemed just as exotic, if nowhere near as valuable, as the one that Rose had tendered as a fare. Kit barely glanced at it before putting it away, but she noticed that the exposed face displayed neither a head not a denomination; it bore the stylized image of a bird, perhaps a buzzard. The next in line—a woman—offered a silver coin, but one much smaller than the one Rose had given her, not much bigger than a 10p piece. The remaining man and woman offered coins the color and texture of brass, also quite small. One, at least, bore the image of a tree on the face Kit glimpsed, but the passengers were in a hurry to get aboard and they didn’t give her time to examine the fares too closely. She had all three coins in her hand before she had the opportunity to stow them in her pocket.


    Stephen muttered something that sounded like “a collection of monks”, but when she glanced at him questioningly he said: “Edvard Munch. Norwegian painter. Did a classic hollow-eyed whore—and The Scream, of course.”


    “Oh aye,” she said. “You can buy a plastic blow-up version. Nice party-piece, if you like that sort of tat.” Stephen looked a little hollow-eyed himself, and his blushless complexion seemed excessively white, but that was probably just a trick of the light. Considering that five ghosts had just filed past him to take their seats on the bus he was holding up well. He thought that he was dreaming. Perhaps he was.


    Kit put the bus into gear and moved smoothly away from the stop. The fog was even denser now, and the light of the bus’s headlamps was reflected back by a slowly swirling vapor that seemed so oily as to be organic. Kit couldn’t see the pavement, but she could see the broken white line that ran parallel with it, and the solid line on the offside of the vehicle that marked the other side of the lane. It was obviously a bus lane; as long as she didn’t run into a black taxi she had it entirely to herself—any other traffic on the road would have to stay out of it, passing by to the right.


    There didn’t seem to be any traffic in the outer lane, but Kit wasn’t sure that the appearance could be trusted, give the density of the fog.


    Another six dead people got on at the next stop, tendering a bizarre assortment of fares which looked more like buttons and counters than coins. They were all round, but only two were metallic and they were so light that they had to be mostly aluminum. Two were wooden and two were plastic—but at least two bore images of goatish faces not unlike the one on Rose’s coin. One displayed a design that might have been a bat in flight, one a bunch of grapes, and one the head of a pike or spear.


    This second contingent seemed distinctly less fresh than the first lot. Their clothes were filthy and ragged, but the parchment texture of the shrunken flesh clinging to the bones of their faces did allow them to retain a certain dignity of appearance and manner. They still had enough in the way of lips and cheeks to save them from manifesting the helpless idiotic grins that scoured skulls were compelled to wear, but they seemed too far advanced towards desiccation to be capable of tears, whether of sadness or quiet distress. They were all very thin; if they had not died of anorexia—and Kit could not believe for an instant that they had—then they had certainly become anorectic while loitering in the world they should have left for good.


    “They aren’t screaming,” she said to Stephen, as she put their fares way.


    “Neither is the figure in The Scream,” Stephen told her. “He’s clapping his fingers over his ears because he’s trying to shut out a scream uttered by the landscape that surrounds him: it’s the world, or maybe the whole universe, that’s screaming.”


    Kit nodded slowly as the bus moved off. Was that, she wondered, how the ghosts had got stuck? Was it as simple as that? Had they simply covered their ears when the trump of doom sounded, refusing to heed it? Had they found the scream of the universe unbearable, and wrapped themselves up in some kind of defensive dream? But why was the universe screaming—or why did they perceive it that way? Was it anguish or rage, pain or despair?


    Some of the second batch of passengers might have been homeless while they were alive, Kit thought, but most of them would have been the kind of people who routinely used buses. They were not exactly a representative cross-section of society, but they were not by any means its dregs, no matter what the likes of Mrs. Gaunt might have thought of them. Their clothes were worn, but not ragged, more Marks & Spencer than Harvey Nicholls but not without a certain stubborn quality. The ghosts had grown thin in death, starvelings slowly consuming their own spiritual substance—including substance they could ill afford to surrender—but they could still afford to pay their fares.


    “How many more stops are there?” Stephen wanted to know. When Kit glanced back he met her eyes, but only for a moment. His gaze flickered sideways, as if he didn’t know whether to look for an answer from Kit or Rose Selavy. He was still convinced that he was dreaming, but either way he was no longer Even Stephen. He was as odd as he’d ever be, no matter where life’s highway might take him in the future.


    “As many as there are,” Kit told him. “But they’ll all be request stops. If no one’s waiting, I can just drive on.”


    “It’s cold out there,” Rose Selavy said, speaking in a curiously off-hand manner. “The shelters aren’t much protection. But they’ll just have to wait. There won’t be another bus through here for quite some time.”


    There were eight more passengers waiting at the next stop, and their fares weren’t much more substantial than sequins. If any of the pearly flakes had designs inscribed on their surfaces they were too tiny for Kit to make them out.


    Like the living, Kit observed, the dead distributed themselves about the window seats, not one of them wanting to sit next to someone else while there was still an empty pair to be occupied. Unless they were actually travelling in pairs, Kit’s experience had informed her, people always preferred to sit alone; when that option was no longer open to them they meekly picked out the least intimidating partners, and then proceeded to ignore them completely, unless and until the person on the inside had to ask the person on the outside to excuse them so that he or she could get off. The dead had evidently conserved the habit; if the bus became crowded, every one of them would have the legacy of a lifetime’s practice to assist them in the duty of ignoring one another.


    That knowledge made the fact that no one was talking seem much less ominous than it might have been. The dead, apparently, were not accustomed to travelling in pairs. They kept themselves to themselves. They were polite. They were probably lonely too, but hardly liked to say so. Kit could not imagine that anyone else on this particular bus was as assertive a haunter as Rose Selavy.


    The gathering gloom now seemed utterly lightless. The yellow glow of the headlamps was avidly sucked up by the void ahead, which refused to reflect back more than a dull crimson gleam. The lane-markings were still visible, but they too seemed to be stained with red. Although Kit’s eyes were fixed attentively on the road ahead she sensed that Stephen was becoming restless. He was moving about in his seat, peering out of the window one moment and looking back at his fellow passengers the next.


    “Where are we going?” he asked, again.


    “I don’t know,” Kit admitted, “but wherever it is, I intend to get there. And back again.”


    She heard him murmur “Shit,” and inferred that he had just pinched himself, as people who wanted to know whether or not they were dreaming were routinely advised to do. He probably pinched himself again, much harder, but he didn’t repeat the expletive. Instead, he said: “You are sure that you can get back again, aren’t you?”


    It was one of those times when honesty was the second-best policy. “Trust me,” she said. “I’m a bus driver.”


    “I don’t even know your second name,” he said, forlornly. “Mine’s Carraway, by the way.”


    “As in seeds?”


    “Not quite. Two rs.”


    “Mine’s Miner,” she told him.


    “As in bird or junior?”


    “As in pit and Arthur Scargill.”


    Stephen thought about that for a moment or two, applying his usual ingenuity to the revelation, and then said: “It could have been worse. Your Mum and Dad might have called you Clementine.”


    “What makes you think they didn’t?” Kit said, though gritted teeth.


    He must have thought about herring boxes without topses, but he must have thought about oh my darling too, and in the end he decided that now wasn’t the right time to explore the lyric any further. Maybe he thought there’d be time if they got back. Maybe there would.


    The six new passengers who got on at the next stop were in a terrible condition, although there wasn’t a maggot in sight. Their flesh was so sparse that it hardly seemed to be holding their bones together, and probably wouldn’t have if their muscles and sinews hadn’t shriveled to wires and their cartilages to dried-up glue. They couldn’t walk like the living any longer; stiffness forced their gait into a curious parody of a dance. A cakewalk, perhaps, or a line-dance without the benefit of stomping cowboy boots. But in spite of everything, they still moved with a certain hauteur, a definite pride. All they offered as fares were fragments of ash, as insubstantial as snowflakes, but they tendered their offerings with all due solemnity, and she received them in the same spirit.


    “The totentanz,” was the expert judgment of the art historian, delivered in a whisper as Stephen leaned towards her. “The dance of death,” he translated, because he understood that even though she wasn’t stupid, she didn’t know everything.


    Kit remembered an illustration she’d once seen of a cross-section of society being led away by Death, tripping the dark fantastic as they went. She’d seen it in a TV documentary, and maybe something like it in some foreign movie, but it had seemed like a mere parody of a dance even then. And where was Death now, with his black cloak and his scythe? On holiday? On strike? Banished to Discworld? Or had he simply retired, collecting his OAP bus pass just like everybody else, exhausted by the demands of the twenty-four/seven world. He was surely here in spirit, if not in whatever he had instead of flesh, but he was no longer the leader of any kind of dance. He was just a silent passenger on the bus, who would have been carefully unheeded by his fellow-travelers even if he were sitting there like a holy terror with a black wig and kinky boots.


    Bus drivers were supposed to keep their eyes on the road ahead whenever their vehicles were in motion, but Kit was struck so forcefully by these thoughts that she looked around at the silent figure of Rose Selavy, still clad in something that could pass for finery, or for her working clothes. She was only a symbolist joke, but what else was Death-with-the-scythe, when all was said and done? What was the whole, holy and hellish all-screaming, all-encompassing universe?


    Kit turned back, guilty about her momentary distraction. Of course Rose Selavy wasn’t death personified. She was Eros C’est-la-Vie, not quite the opposite but near enough. Death-the-dancer had gone the way of God and the Devil, having been forced into the margins of belief by the bathetic quiddity of late-night shopping and travel by bus. Fate had moved on, creating openings for a new kind of driver—whose nature, if not her name, was legion.


    It occurred to Kit, not for the first time, that she might have occasion to drive this route again, perhaps on a regular basis. The job was probably hers for the asking, if she wanted it—but she didn’t. She hadn’t let up on that part of the deal, and she’d seen nothing yet to make her change her mind.


    She knew that the next stop would be the last at which any passengers would be waiting, because Michael was there, with seven others. These were in no condition for dancing; they could hardly walk unaided. They were the kind of people to which passengers already on the bus would normally have surrendered their seats, before retreating as far away as possible, but that wasn’t what happened this time because the bus was a long way from normality. Seven dead people who still had empty seats beside them—including Stephen and Rose Selavy—got up and came forward to assist Michael in getting the passengers aboard and seated, and they all, without exception, sat down beside them in the seats from which they had arisen. Even these were no mere skeletons devoid of all phantom flesh, but they seemed exceedingly frail, as if their bones might turn to dust at any moment. Their clothes had the texture of tissue-paper, but they were neat enough, and not unstylish, in a macabre sort of way.


    Not one of the newcomers tendered a fare, or offered Kit so much as an apologetic smile, but when they were all safely seated Michael returned to the platform to offer Kit a coin that shone like pure gold. It displayed the face of an angel, but the angel seemed oddly pathetic, perhaps because he was weeping.


    “That will cover all of us,” Michael assured her. “Do you mind if I stay here?”


    “It’s against regulations,” Kit told him, pointing to the notice which declared that passengers were not permitted to stand forward of the point at which it was posted, and must not speak to the driver while the bus was in motion


    “I won’t tell anyone if you don’t,” Michael assured her. “What would they do to you, anyway? You’re much too valuable to be fired.”


    “True,” she admitted. “In any case, I really want to hear what you’ve got to say—if I can’t, I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to find my way out of the fog.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY


    “Death,” Michael said, in a soft voice that carried just a suspicion of bitterness, “is a lottery. It comes upon you on a whim, whether as a creeping attrition or a sudden shock. Perhaps there was a time when the dead of Western Christendom, forearmed by faith, settled down in their graves with their decaying flesh for company, patiently awaiting resurrection and judgment—but I doubt it. Faith of that kind was no more powerful than the ghost shirts the American Indians put on before they rode to their fatal appointments with the rifles of the cavalry. Its profession was desperation, not conviction. I suspect that the dead were just as likely to get lost then as they were in my day, and as they are today.


    “Nowadays, of course, the movies are more powerful as a source of imagery than the church ever was—but there’s no stairway to heaven, ascending into the clouds, nor any elevator down to hell. That kind of vision is no more use here than Dante’s. I’d like to be able to say that hope still has some use after faith has failed, but I can’t. If it’s true, it’s truth of a kind that I can’t see.


    “The central fact about death, as viewed from life, is that it’s the end. Given the hope that it might be a new beginning too, it seems only one small step further to hope that it’s a beginning that will somehow compensate for the most obvious deficit of the world in which we live: its lack of moral order. In life, there’s no ready-made reward for the good, who are more than likely to suffer, and no ready-made punishment for the wicked, who are more than likely to flourish. That’s a prospect so appalling that the most natural thing in the world is to assume, or at least to hope, that death will balance the books by providing the good with a heaven and the wicked with a place of torment. What would be the point of life-in-death, is the argument of faith and hope, if it weren’t some kind of compensation?


    “Materialism sees things from a different angle, in which life is life and death is death and there’s no room for confusion of the two. Consciousness, whether waking or dreaming, is just a by-product of the brain’s electrochemistry, so when the brain fails, consciousness falls into the void, annihilated forever. The loss is slight, given that a mind is always a ghost, and a self-deluding one at that, quite unable to interfere with the pattern of determinism in spite of its unshakable conviction that it possesses the power of will and the opportunity of choice.


    “From an objective viewpoint, it isn’t just life-in-death that can’t exist—it’s life itself. Perhaps that’s true, and we’re all just figments of self-delusion, from the moment we first come by the pronoun I to the moment that we lose it for the final time. But if it is true, it’s a truth that requires us to ask what kind of job we’re making of our self-delusion, what kind of fantasy we’re cutting out of the drab fabric of cause-and-effect. Perhaps we have no real choice in the matter, but even if that’s so, the necessity of invention still remains. We can see ghosts. We can be ghosts. No matter how much or how little substance we carry, we can see ourselves as others see us. Perhaps we’re the only entities in the universe who can.


    “Perhaps, if we were authentically free, genuinely gifted with the power of the will and the opportunity of choice, we could make a world for ourselves: a paradise or a realm of light. Perhaps you and I really do belong to a tiny minority of the lost and forsaken, while the vast majority really can draw heaven from the well of chaos. If so, all that we really have to do is get our act together and find some faith in ourselves or one another. But I can’t believe that, any more than you can. You and I know how life is, and how death is, and we know that although there’s no salvation, even in driving a bus, there’s a way to go and a route to follow.


    “We could pretend, if we thought it worth our while, that the ghosts people see are just projections of themselves—dissociated fragments, like cast-off multiple personalities. We could pretend that Rose Selavy is a part of you, a doll compounded out of your fears and fantasies, and that I’m a construct based on the image you’ve concocted of your father. We could even pretend that the Stephen who’s sitting here beside me is just a dream-image in your mind, and not a real person at all. But there’s no end to that kind of pretence. What are you, after all, but a projection of all the people who see you, know you, employ you? Where, in that sort of scheme, is the source of which everything else is a reflection?


    “The further you go into the mirror-maze, the more you realize that there aren’t any people there at all, and that the seers and the seen alike are mere images, everywhere and nowhere at the same time. So let’s not pretend, Kit. Let’s give ourselves the credit of being in this together, willing and able to help one another instead of vanishing into one another, willing and able to accept the consequences of everything we see and think and dream and feel.


    “You might be tempted to think that you can’t do anything about the circumstances in which we find ourselves. I know the feeling, believe me. You might be tempted to say that if you were looking for Heaven, or even just trying your damnedest to get away from Hell, you certainly wouldn’t start from here. I know that feeling too. But you’re the one at the wheel of the bus. You’re the one who takes the people where they need to go, without ever needing to know why—except that just this once, you would like to know a little of the reason why, if there’s anything to be known. I know that feeling too.


    “My name wasn’t Michael while I was alive. It was Stephen. I changed it, even though I knew that changing my name wouldn’t make me a different person. The only schooling I had was Sunday school. I learned to read, after a fashion, but the only book I ever read with living eyes was the Bible, and there wasn’t much in there that I could understand. I worked in the biscuit factory, loading and unloading the ovens, packing and stacking and storing. It wasn’t a vocation. Some might say it wasn’t even much of a life. I survived the measles and the whooping cough, and the scarlet fever too, but they left me weak. I died of pneumonia. Maybe there was consumption too, but nobody knew for sure. Nothing made me different. Nothing happened to me that didn’t happen to thousands of others. Nothing I ever did separated me from the people I knew or the people I didn’t know. But I lingered, where others didn’t. I changed, while others didn’t. I went on learning, while others didn’t. I found my way around the interstices of the world of the living, while others didn’t. Who watches the watchers? Who sees the seers? I do, Kit. That’s who I am—or was. I’m the shadow in the corner, or the shadow of the shadow, the emptiness that isn’t quite empty. I’m the man who isn’t there, but I have a name I made myself.


    “I’m Michael.


    “Most of those people behind you have forgotten their names, and not just because everyone they left behind has gradually erased the memory of them from the electrochemical networks engraved in their blood-bloated brains. They’ve forgotten because they can’t remember where they were going, or even if there was anywhere to go. But they haven’t yet fallen into the void. Perhaps they will, and perhaps there’s no way around it—but who knows? Who knows, Kit?


    “Who knows?”


    Having said what he had to say, Michael went to the back of the bus and sat down in the shadows, tilting his hat so that his young-and-old face was completely hidden. Kit looked at his slumped figure for a minute or two in the mirror that was positioned inside the cab to give the driver a view of the interior, so that any trouble could be witnessed, even if it were not preventable, and any danger foreseen, even if it were not avoidable.


    Rose Selavy stood up then, and came forward to take Michael’s place.


    “I don’t know what he’s been telling you,” she said, “but you don’t want to take him too seriously. He doesn’t even want to take himself too seriously, but he just can’t help it. You go slowly crazy, you see, when you’re dead. Sanity is for the living. Some go fast and some go slow, but everybody goes. I’m an exception. I was crazier living than I am dead, but I suspect that’s a temporary thing. Scratch the surface and I’m not that much different from anyone else, although I hate to admit it. Life’s like that, isn’t it? You can make a fetish out of not doing the things that other people do, not thinking the things that other people think, not liking the things that other people like, and not wanting the things that other people want, but at the end of the day you’re still a prisoner of circumstance, in your mind and flesh alike.


    “Everybody always thinks that it won’t happen to them. Everybody. It’s inconceivable to someone who isn’t an addict that not only could they become one but that they inevitably will. It doesn’t matter how many people tell us, or how much evidence is set before us, we all think we’re different, because it’s inconceivable to us that we aren’t. We think we’re in control. We can’t bear the thought that our power of self-determination is an illusion. We all lie, you know, in meetings. They force us to say it out loud, to look at the other people who are thigh deep in the same shit as us, or some shit of their own, and say I’m an addict; I’m not in control; I can’t control the shit because the shit controls me—but no one believes it, deep down, because nobody can.


    “It’s the same with the whoring. You always dress it up, one way or another, so that you can keep on telling yourself that it isn’t what it is, that you’re in control, because you can’t ever admit that it is what it is and you aren’t. And then you die. Just like everybody else. You die, even though you tell yourself that you can’t and won’t because it’s inconceivable that you’re anything but an exception, anything but the only real person that ever existed. You die, and you go to the Devil.


    “You might think that if you kiss the goat you can go with your eyes open. You might think that if you have the intelligence and the courage to see the world the way it is, and realize that the only thing between you and the grave is how much pleasure you can get out of life from sex and drugs and rock-’n’-roll, that you can go with a good grace and a measure of panache. You might think that if you have the stubbornness and perversity to spit in the world’s eye, to go against its grain, to get your retaliation in first, to grant that we’re all sinners and insist on sinning in style, that you can make an ally of the Devil and find nothing in the fires of Hell but the flames of ardent passion. You might think that if you only kiss the goat and mean it, and love him truly and let him kiss you back, you can go in style if not in triumph, to oblivion if not to glory, to somewhere you belong if not to everywhere you don’t. You might think that if you know what FREE BUS TO UTOPIA really means, you can get the Oracle to give it to you straight, with no more puzzles and no more riddles and no more lies. You might. But at the end of the day, you’re not nearly as different from everybody else as you thought you were, or tried to be. You’re a prisoner of circumstance, in your mind and flesh alike.


    “We make excuses, of course. My Dad was drunker than your Dad, far more often, and he fucked me backwards to boot. Or maybe not. You can remember all sorts of things if you try. My Mum was an even bigger hypocrite than your Mum, even more depressed, and her frustration had fists that hit a lot harder. Or maybe not. What did we do to deserve it? What didn’t we do? What couldn’t we do? What do we do now? You can only play the hand you’re dealt, and maybe you can’t win even if you play it well, but if you play it badly that’s still what you did. If you find yourself less crazy dead than you were alive, then that probably is what you did. But who knows? Maybe it’s better to be crazy alive and sane dead than to be sane alive and crazy dead. Maybe it’s better to fall apart alive and be gorgeous dead than to work all your life for a pittance and spend your life-in-death pining away till there’s nothing left of you but phantom talcum powder held together by spectral spit and tissue-paper. Who knows, Kit? Do you?”


    “No,” Kit said. “If I did, I wouldn’t be here, would I?”


    Rose Selavy leaned over, and put her painted lips close to Kit’s left ear. The black hair brushing Kit’s cheek was like a kittenish caress.


    “Take my advice, darling,” the prostitute said. “Don’t ever fuck with the dead again. If you don’t come, it ain’t worth it—and if you do...well, Hell or no Hell, it sure as hell looks dark out there.”


    But it wasn’t true. Up ahead, Kit could see the first glimmer of a new light. The screen of vapor that was feeding on her headlamps was losing its oiliness and fading into mere mist.


    It might, Kit thought, be her who ought to be advising the late and unlamented Violet Leverhulme not to fuck with the living again, ever, on the grounds that you never knew what you might catch. Who knew? Who could? Who ever would?

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    There was one horrible moment when Kit thought that she’d made a terrible mistake and somehow got on to a circular route. There was something about the shadows emerging from the mist that reminded her quite forcibly of Reading as seen from the top of Peppard Road—but the impression of familiarity was fleeting. If this was Reading, it was an alternative Reading in some parallel dimension—a dimension that certainly wasn’t the ghost of the world she knew, although the world she knew might conceivably have been its shadow.


    It was not the quantity of the light that determined this hasty judgment but its quality. The sun whose rays were banishing the mist was no brighter than the one with which she was familiar, but it was bigger and redder and its problematic light was far more garish. It had to be the light that was peculiar, shed told herself, because the buildings making up the town into which the road was taking her could not possibly be as vague and fluid as they seemed, no matter how much beer their being depended on.


    The light was not unlike the light in the painted-over mural on the wall of Kit’s room—or, at least, the version of it revealed in its full depth and gaudy inglory by the enchantress Rose Selavy—but this was no Hell. It might be a world still gestating in the womb of chaos, not yet ready to be born into space and time, but it was no more Hell than the deity recommended for worship by the Electric Hellfire Club was an incarnation of absolute evil. The light was neither the steadfast white light of Heaven nor the tortuous fiery glare of the inferno but the hectic, liberating light of a nascent creation.


    Rose Selavy was just as startled as Kit. Maybe more so, given that Kit had always expected to emerge from the fog at some point—not that the fog was entirely gone, nor even that what remained of it had become more discreet. Even so, the effect of the fact that objects constituting a town and a world could now be discerned within it was undeniably shocking. As Rose Selavy stepped back in surprise, however, Stephen Carraway leapt to his feet and moved into the position she had vacated.


    “Fuck me,” he said, with a strange reverence.


    Kit understood immediately why the student had been so suddenly galvanized. Insofar as the world into which the bus was moving bore any resemblance to anything familiar, the resemblance was to eccentric works of art. Not that it was merely a painting come to life—it was more like life attempting, with scant success, to imitate an art that reached beyond the representative in search of new modes of expression. When the painting on the wall beside her bed had briefly “come to life” it had not ceased to be a cartoon—a casual rendition of an imaginary landscape by an unpretentious amateur—but whatever was attempting to come to life here was quite different and not at all sketchy. The source from which it was welling up was both alien and prolific, not to mention grandiose, portentous, and illimitably ambitious. It wasn’t just the sun and the sky that bore a faint resemblance to something out of Van Gogh, but the vault of infinity which lay behind the sky. Kit knew as she looked up into it that this sky was as much a window on its surrounding universe as any other, and that space itself was in ferment here, not because it was chaotic but because its energy was resistant to the order that was continually but only half-successfully forced upon it.


    Here, it was possible for even the humblest observer to glimpse, in the farthest depths of the universe, the spiders who were spinning the web of eternity.


    If Van Gogh had been a madman, Kit thought, then this entire universe had to be crazy—except, she was quick to remind herself, that the idea that Van Gogh’s art reflected some innate craziness was just a myth; and anyway, this wasn’t just an extrapolation of Van Gogh, or even of all the visionary artists of history miraculously drawn into collaboration. This wasn’t second-hand. It wasn’t an imitation, or a copy, or a fake. It wasn’t a hybrid, or an experimental blend of established styles. It was not only an original but the original. And it was real. The fact that it didn’t come remotely close to making sense didn’t matter. It was here, and it was what it was, not a reproduction of something else.


    The world in which she had always lived, Kit realized, was not even a reproduction, but a reduction. It was the merest echo of the world it might have been. It was a world designed and kitted out for the living, a world domesticated and made comfortable, unbreakable even by the most childish of drunks or the sluttiest of children.


    Looking up into the at sky was so vertiginous that Kit was tempted to take refuse in the notion that she was only dreaming, but she couldn’t. Dream or not, it was the real world, the honest truth. It was not a world habitable by the living, except perhaps for those protected by the aegis of Morpheus and the carcass of a bus, and then only for a little while.


    “I’d appreciate some help here,” Kit murmured to Stephen. “This isn’t the kind of landscape I’m used to navigating.” The bus lane was still stretched out before her, but she couldn’t tell whether it was straight or not. All she knew for sure was that it led into the heart of the shadow-town’s seething uncertainty. She found it very difficult to lower her eyes from the sky and face the road. The horizon seemed to be made up entirely of pyramids, with not a green hill or a snow-capped mountain to be seen.


    There had been a time, Kit remembered, when the living had given almost all of the labor that was not required for their own support to the provision of tombs for the dead, but the living had moved on since then—and so, perforce, had the dead. Now, pyramids and other mausolea were distant prospects even in the world of the dead, relegated to a vague background. The foreground was something else: something far less easy to fathom. It was an urban landscape of sorts, with dwellings and places of business, but its streets weren’t laid out with the geometric regularity of a purpose-built American city, or even subject to the improvised simplicity of an English one-way system.


    Kit’s eye couldn’t make sense of the townscape’s lines in either the vertical or the horizontal dimension. She had the curious sensation of looking into a human termitary whose individual members were subject to all kinds of immeasurable and inexplicable motivations, and whose highways and by-ways were continually twisting into the fourth and fifth dimensions.


    “The first thing we have to do is get some perspective,” Stephen told her, trying to sound calmer than he obviously was. “We’re not going to get to any kind of destination while everything’s in a mess. We have to find a means of interpretation. Look for the vanishing point.”


    “That’s the last place we should be aiming for, love,” Kit told him, not unkindly.


    “We’re not going there,” Stephen assured her. “It’s a matter of finding reference-points. We won’t be able to import our own order into this kind of chaos until we can get our bearings. We have to figure out our point of view. There, do you see? That’s where the perspective-lines converge. That’s where the road ought to lead.”


    Kit followed the direction of his pointing finger to a nexus of stability that his casual action seemed to have created. She didn’t see how it helped, at first, but then she realized that this was a world where everything was relative. When she turned the steering-wheel the bus stayed still and the universe moved around it. From now on, it wouldn’t be so much a matter of guiding the bus but of knitting the universe about its problematic path.


    “You can change gear now,” Stephen told her. Kit had been crawling through the fog in second, but she could see her way far more clearly now. She moved up to third. Cross-town routes didn’t usually have much scope for fourth, but now she was back on the long-distance she figured that it was safe to let the vehicle have its head. The speedometer told her that she was only doing forty, but the miles here weren’t like the miles she was used to, because the vehicle was swallowing up the terrain far more greedily than it had ever done before, even on the motorway. There was something strangely hyperbolic about its progress, as if it had acquired the ability to magnify and elasticate the ground it left behind even though its ultimate destination was lost in asymptotic infinity.


    The townscape was becoming clearer now. The more distant buildings were hewn out of colored shadow, with windows so dark that their interiors were infinite voids, but the nearer ones were polished stone, their faces reflecting the glare of electric street-lights while their windows were ablaze with an inner light that seemed both benign and ethereal. The streets that separated the blocks seemed to spiral round in helter-skelter fashion, the upward helices continually metamorphosing into downward chutes, but for the first time it seemed to Kit that they might at least support a vehicle, even if they would not condescend to guide it to a terminus.


    “That’s good,” Stephen said, as the bus hit the bottom of the impossibly long hill and moved into the town itself: into streets lined with buildings that were tall enough to blot out the sun and the greater part of the disturbingly intense sky; streets that forked and curved around with oppressive insistence, forbidding her to hold a straight course.


    Within minutes she was utterly lost. The brickwork of the walls to either side of the bus wasn’t nearly as fancy as the other Reading’s, but the displays in the windows of the shops more than made up for any lack of inventiveness. In any case, the sheer bulk of the walls compensated for their lack of definition. If only the side-streets hadn’t afforded her occasional glimpses of impossibly-intersected planes Kit was sure that she would almost have been able to figure out what was which, who was how and where why was, if it were anywhere at all...but she felt as if she was getting nowhere fast, so she changed back down to second.


    Through the mirror Kit could see the dead staring sideways at the wonders of the world into which she had brought them. There was not the slightest trace of their former diffidence; their reactions varied between vividly excited and utterly rapt. They had no money, but the window-displays seemed to be suggesting more than mere opportunities to buy. Lifestyle fantasies were obviously cheap here—perhaps free, inconceivable as that thought might seem to a denizen of a county whose motto spoke of the equivalence of muck and brass.


    Even the thinnest of the dead, who had boarded the bus with such metaphorical weight on their inadequate shoulders that they might have been strays from Lowryland, seemed animated now—not by emotion, but by something else: something more refined, as befitted their status as the dead of modernity. Some had seemed near to tears before, unable to weep only by virtue of their advanced desiccation; others had seemed anguished in spite of their dignified politeness—but there was something in all their expressions now that Kit had never seen in human faces before; something, perhaps, that only the dead could manifest.


    Kit realized that not one of them had believed Michael’s promises until now. They had responded to his urgings because they found a certain novelty and comfort in being urged, not because they had even dared to hope that the bus might take them to somewhere new, somewhere they might belong. Even Rose Selavy—perhaps Rose Selavy most of all—had never dared to expect, or even to dream....


    But they were all dreaming now.


    They had all lost the knack of sustaining illusions for a while, but none of them had entirely forgotten how. All they had needed to bring it back to them was a helping hand.


    Unlike Kit, of course, the dead didn’t have perspective. They weren’t going forwards, navigating their way to the heart of the labyrinth by means of the vanishing point. They were looking sideways, into a dimension that no earthly painting had ever had, no matter how thickly the palette-knife had plastered on the paint. Only imagination could allow a viewer to look sideways into a work of art; only a skilful illusionist could actually go that way.


    Was that, Kit wondered, why the lingering dead had so much difficulty escaping their self-inflicted prison? Was that why they needed free passes to some form of public transport if they were ever to get away? Well, they were dreamers now. Rather, they were dreamers again. They had rediscovered the ability to be—not to live, with all life’s attendant liverish aches and twinges, but to be, in a way that was authentically new and strange and quintessentially intoxicating.


    Here, it would not be possible to do the things that living people did, or think the things that living people thought, or like the things that living people liked, or want the things that living people wanted—but none of that would matter, because the dead, at the end of the day, were the dead, and not merely the ghosts of the living. Here, they had their own existence, their own status, their own weight, their own authority. Here, they could be more than echoes. Nor would they have to submit to judgment by any deity or any censorious opinion of their former peers.


    Here, they could be free.


    “There’s a stop on the bridge,” Stephen murmured on her ear—and so there was. There was a bridge, and there was a bus stop on the bridge. There was a river flowing beneath the bridge, but it was a river like a convoluted rainbow, whose sluggish yet wave-laden flux drank in all the lunatic colors of the fragmentary sky. There were birds on the river: phoenixes and halcyons, whose technicolored pinions flourished into smoke as they ran along the water in advance of taking off, in a flock so vast and hectic that Kit barely caught a glimpse of something dark in amongst them that might have been a black swan, or a gargantuan bat, or a flying shark, or a winged goat with an arse like polished jet, propelled by a jet like a polished arse.


    A dozen passengers stood up as soon as the bus had rolled to a halt. They disembarked unhurriedly, without any rush-hour jostling. As they filed past Kit they turned, one by one, and spoke to her for the first and last time.


    “Thanks,” they said—every last one of them.


    They didn’t smile, because they knew that she was only doing what she did, following her vocation, and that because their fares were paid they didn’t actually owe her anything at all—but they thanked her anyway, because it was the thing to do.


    As they passed into the luminous atmosphere outside the bus the dead lost their stiffness, and their thinness became more flexible. They lost the hard edges that life had stamped upon them, and became blurred: beautifully and brilliantly blurred. One or two began to dance, exhilarated by a new-found ability to pirouette and entrechat into the fourth and fifth dimensions. They scattered as they moved off, looking around inquisitively, like a herd of third- or fourth-generation muntjaks transported to a foreign land setting off to search for sustenance they had never actually encountered, but for which they yearned nevertheless.


    Kit couldn’t help wondering, for a fleeting moment, whether they’d be happy, but she caught herself up almost immediately, remembering that the dead were beyond mere matters of happiness now—that even if they hadn’t quite managed to move beyond such matters before, they had definitely done so now.


    “How many more stops do you suppose there’ll be?” Kit said to Stephen, who seemed to be the relevant expert now.


    “I haven’t the slightest idea,” he told her, frankly. “But it’ll be interesting to find out, won’t it?”


    Kit put the bus into gear and moved off again, moving up smoothly from first to second, and then, albeit tentatively, from second to third. There was no longer a clearly-demarcated bus lane to guide her and the traffic was getting much heavier, but Kit was no longer worried. Even though she’d never driven the route before she had a bus driver’s instinct; she knew now that all she had to do was relax, and let inspiration guide her. Unlike historians and astronomers, bus drivers had never had a muse of their own, but that didn’t mean that their work was without artistry or inspiration. She would never have relied on inspiration alone to guide her through the streets of Reading, but this was a much more obliging locality. Here, an ounce of artistry was worth a whole pound of maps. And how could she lose her way, now that she had glimpsed the spiders in the sky, spinning the fabric of creation?


    The second stop was the railway station, as garish and crowded as only a railway station could be. It was dark and light at the same time, perhaps because the city itself was unable to determine whether it was a city of dreadful night or a mere town becalmed by the kind of midday sun that only mad dogs and cowardly Englishmen could bear. While Stephen was muttering something about Delvaux another six ghosts got off, each one saying “thank you” as he or she stepped down. Kit was mildly surprised that there were only six, but she figured that even they were unready, as yet, to go travelling far.


    Kit always made it a point of principle not to pay too much attention to the traffic while she was driving. She had to be conscious of the mass and velocity of other vehicles, of course, but there was a certain advantage in thinking of them in the abstract rather than as concrete examples of particular species. Even in Sheffield or Reading it wasn’t a good idea to start spotting models and reading number-plates, because it crowded the mind with undesirable trivia. This, she now discovered, was an excellent habit to carry into an alien world, because it prevented her from being overwhelmed by the sheer exoticism of the vehicles whose traffic-stream she was entering and exiting at irregular intervals. It wasn’t so much their forms as the quasi-symbolic ways they manifested their style and speed, although they could not have done so had not the environment been so remarkably free of traffic lights and roundabouts. In any parallel place on Earth there would have been a continuous roar of engine-noise, punctuated by impatient horns, but Kit hadn’t yet been able to tune her ears to the frequency of the world of the dead and the only throbbing sound she could her was the engine of her own bus, whose rhythm kept pace with the beating of her own heart.


    Best to keep my eyes on the road and my mind on the job, Kit thought, carefully. Mustn’t forget that I’m a stranger here. It’s not my place. Let the dead become accustomed to it. Let the dead figure out what it’s capable of signifying. I’m going home when the shift ends. I mustn’t forget that, or get into a state of mind from which there’s no way back. Let Stephen do the sight-seeing. He’s had the practice; he’s got the educated eye. Best if I stick to what I’m good at, Best if I just drive the goddam bus.


    But it wasn’t that easy. There was too much paradoxical light, too much texture in the fabric of space, too much illusory movement, too much ingenious deception, too many roads that went up and up without ever getting any higher. Even with her eyes directed firmly forward, Kit couldn’t help seeing the signs, whose promises were never fulfilled.


    Mercifully—or so it would probably have seemed to a cowardly Englishman—Kit’s bus couldn’t get any closer to this world’s Oracle than a mysterious underpass, although she released another batch of grateful passengers on the edge of the pedestrian precinct. She did try, momentarily, to make out what was actually in one of the seductive window-displays, but as soon as she had it in focus its curtains flowed together to form a mirror, in which she saw her bus as the lumpen monstrosity it was: a quaint tourist vehicle from some dimly-remembered land of legend, which would disappear if you blinked.


    The only other bus Kit saw while she made her way through the make-believe metropolis was a free one to Utopia, but she didn’t feel more than the slightest hint of regret as she watched it pass silently by, even though she knew that its homeward trip wouldn’t be cursed by innuendo or emetic convulsions. She was briefly tempted to follow it, but suppressed the urge. She had her own route to follow, her own perspective to find and keep, her own duty to fulfill. She still had more than a dozen passengers to unload, and they got off in ones and twos wherever they felt that they belonged.


    In the end, Michael and Rose Selavy were the only passengers left on the bus. Kit figured that her job was done—or the part that Michael had planned, at any rate. It wasn’t until that point was reached that she felt the necessity to look round and say: “What about you two? Where do you want to go?”


    It was Rose who said: “All the way.” Michael seemed uncertain. Kit could guess why. He hadn’t been sure that his plan would work, so he hadn’t thought this far ahead. He’d never actually got around to making up his mind whether this was to be a one-time-only one-way journey or the first conducted tour of many. He needed more time.


    “Okay,” Kit said, to Rose. “The terminus it is.” She figured that if she didn’t stamp too hard on the accelerator Michael would have ample opportunity to figure things out. It wasn’t as if there were any limiting factors to confuse and confound his ambition. Here, and now, he had all the time in the world.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    Almost as soon as she moved off again, Kit realized that it wasn’t going to be as easy as she’d thought to reach Rose Selavy’s terminus. Rose had already had the opportunity to figure things out, because she hadn’t had to bother with the possibility of taking the return trip. Rose didn’t want to return to the interstices of the land of the living. What, after all, awaited her there but a pokey, lonely attic and a bus driver’s bed? She had been grateful, after her fashion, for the sensations that Kit had contrived to lend her, but she had never been under any illusion that that kind of parasitic half-life was a fit fate for a wholehearted whore like her. Rose might be in far better shape than the lost, homeless and hopeless ghosts that Michael had determined to help, but she knew full well that she was dead, and that the land of the living would look a hell of a lot better looking back than it ever had when she’d had nothing else to which to look forward. Rose Selavy knew that she had to get off here, and soon—but she wasn’t about to hurry for anyone else’s sake, any more than she was about to get off where any of her fellow ghosts got off. Rose was a non-conformist, and stubborn with it.


    For the most part, Kit knew, non-conformists didn’t do too well in the land of the living. No matter how good they were at stepping out of line they tended to end up battering their heads against the brickwork until their brains were bloody. But this world was different. Here, it wasn’t at all difficult to step out of line, and non-conformity was virtually compulsory—but that only made Rose Selavy want to try just that little bit harder. Rose was a very modern girl—or perhaps, considering that she was well and truly dead, a very post-modern girl.


    Kit knew, because she could feel it in the steadfast beating of her heart, that Rose’s terminus couldn’t be far away—but she wasn’t sure that distance was an appropriate measure of the extent that the bus might have to go in order to reach it.


    “You can sit down now,” Kit said to Stephen. “I think we’ve come as far as history can take us. I think it’s my business now. I don’t know why I’m so tired—it isn’t as if I have to bear the weight the damned bus on my own shoulders—but it’s me who has to make the effort. You’ve done your bit.”


    Stephen probably didn’t agree with her, but Kit was driving the bus and he had to know that the driver of a bus was in a position of no less authority than the captain of a ship, even though she had never actually heard of anyone asking a bus driver to perform a marriage ceremony. Stephen sat down.


    Rose Selavy came forward again to take the place that he had usurped.


    “Anywhere you like,” Kit said.


    “I don’t like the look of this place,” was Rose’s answer. “Pedestrians everywhere.”


    There were, indeed, pedestrians everywhere. Kit didn’t notice pedestrians while she was working, except when they stepped in front of her and threatened her accident-free record. Pedestrians belonged to a parallel world with its own laws of nature. There was, of course, a theoretical sense in which pedestrians and passengers were the same—just as there was a theoretical sense in which the living and the dead were the same—but the process of metamorphosis that turned one into the other was a categorical transfiguration.


    She had always known that pedestrians were numerous, but she had always viewed them as a collective, like a hive of ants or termites, uninteresting in any individual sense. She had, of course, been a pedestrian herself. Everybody had—except, so rumor had it, people who were famous or lived in Los Angeles. But when she had been a pedestrian, Kit had never thought of herself as a pedestrian; she had always thought of herself as herself. It was only when viewed from a bus that pedestrians actually became visible as pedestrians, describable only by that term and no other.


    “You needn’t be afraid,” Kit told Rose Selavy. “As soon as you step down from the bus, you’ll be yourself. You’ll be true to yourself. This isn’t life. It’s better than life, from the viewpoint of the dead. Life is for the living.”


    “You want to be rid of me,” Rose observed, perceptively. “Well, maybe it’s not that easy. I fucked you before the boy did—not to mention during and after. He knows what you need, but I know what you want.”


    “It’s the other way around, love,” Kit told her, not ungently. “I lent you my flesh, my comeuppance and my heartbeat, and you don’t have anything right now that isn’t partly mine. I know what I need, and I know what you want. This is where we part. You can step down into inexplicability, impossibility or sheer perversity, and be welcome to it, but you will step down before I turn this damned bus around. And I am going home. Unless you can persuade Michael to go with you, you’re going alone.”


    Rose wasn’t impressed. “Underneath,” she said, savoring the word, “you’re a slut. I could have you any time I like. Not just now, but forever. How are you ever going to tie yourself down to local hops, now that you’ve been the distance?”


    “I’ll manage,” Kit promised.


    Outside the bus, inexplicability, impossibility and sheer perversity were competing to be noticed, apprehended and misunderstood. The light was no longer bright, and every single line was crying out to be stepped out of. It wasn’t madness, and it wasn’t chaos, but it was seriously surreal. There wasn’t a burning giraffe to be seen, nor a sofa shaped like lipstick-laden lips, not a torso with an inbuilt chest of drawers, nor even a crystal world in the wake of a corrosive deluge, but the world of the dead was playful and becoming even more so. It was a birth process that delighted even in its own insincere refusals, its own false denials, and its own shameful guiltlessness. It was a world fit for Rose Selavy, even though it had not been made for her—and that, presumably, was why she finally found herself thrust out of character.


    “Where did it all go wrong, chuck?” Violet Leverhulme asked, by way of acknowledging her own incongruity. “Where did it all go wrong?”


    “I don’t know, love,” Kit replied. “I don’t suppose anyone does.”


    Violet Leverhulme turned to Michael then, and said: “Coming, ducks?”


    Michael got up. “I ought to go back,” he said—but the way he said it made it perfectly clear that he was only fishing for reassurance.


    “You might as well go,” said Stephen. “You’ve done your time.”


    Michael walked forward, shedding his own imposture as he did so. When he reached out to take Violet’s proffered hand, he was a Stephen: another Stephen, but a Stephen nevertheless. He’d found a vanishing point, and he knew its value to a dead but aged child like himself.


    Kit put the brakes on, knowing that she had finally reached the heart of Chiaroscuro City, the place where all destinies intersected, the corner of eternity, the circular square.


    “But there’s nothing out there,” Kit’s Stephen—Stephen Carraway—said to Violet, never having said a truer word even though there was everything out there, and all of it within view. “You do understand that, don’t you? This isn’t Heaven. It isn’t even Hell. You’ll have to make your own way to go anywhere at all, and in order to do that, you’ll have to find yourselves first.”


    “That won’t be difficult,” his doppelgänger assured him, “given that we’re not actually lost.”


    “You’re the ones who have to find themselves, ducks,” said Violet Leverhulme. “But it’s easier than you think, so long as you remember that a rose is only a rose is a rose indeed, until it becomes something else.”


    The two ghosts stepped down from the bus then, although only one of them looked back to offer a silent gesture of thanks with his wide and innocent eyes.


    Kit was certain by now that there really was nothing outside the bus, even though she could see everything. The trick now, she thought, would be to lose the vanishing point that she had found, and to collapse her panoramic viewpoint into something more scenic. She had to find the seed of a better way of seeing before alarm bells began to ring, in obedience to the ancient principle that stories with happy endings needed to be sown instead of tolled. It was time to get away from the impossible and the perverse, even if the way back led through pitch darkness and sketchy shapelessness.


    She moved off, aiming not for the ceaseless stream of traffic but for the shadows. Hereabouts, she knew, nothing wasn’t such an awful absence as it was back home; it had potential. Already, she could hear the faint strains of distant music rising above the purr of her engine and thunder of her heart. It was neither the Electric Hellfire Club nor the Marionettes, but something just as rich, powerful and adventurous.


    As soon as she met the shadows the glare of the bus headlamps was swallowed up as completely as the leakage of the interior lights, but that digestion was no longer a matter of protecting her from a sight that her eyes and mind might not be able to bear.


    Kit was perfectly sure that she’d be able to find her way home from the terminus, because the terminus of a bus route was really only a place to turn around. It didn’t matter that there was nothing here that could be clearly illuminated, whatever kind of light seeped into it. All she had to do was turn the bus around.


    “And that’s the whole point,” she muttered, as much to herself as to the boy who had followed her to the end of the Earth and beyond. “That’s how the likes of us find our way to where we need to be. The dead shouldn’t turn around, because they get caught and held if they do. The living have to, because that’s what life is all about. They have to turn around and look at where they’ve been, but they also have to go on, and they have to get off at the stop that’s right for them. They don’t have to go all the way back, if that means that they’ll never be able to go forward. It’s just a matter of finding the right route.”


    Kit realized then than she was a lucky woman, even if she had been christened Clementine by a Mum and Dad who’d turned into the alcoholics from Hell. When most people asked Why me? they had to go on and on and on without even the ghost of an answer—even the ones who were psychologically incapable of taking life or death as they found it—but she’d always had the luxury of being a dreamer.


    She put the single-decker into reverse, and described a scrupulously neat three-point turn in the middle of nowhere. Then she headed back towards the regions of infinity where order was ready-, if roughly, made.


    Kit was glad, as she steered the bus back to the night garage, that she had been able to be of service to the dead—especially to Rose Selavy, to whom she had owed a debt. Rose Selavy, as a fully paid-up member of the Electric Hellfire Club, had known what shock value was worth, and had educated Kit in its economics. Rose Selavy had known what it really meant to kiss the goat. What she had got in return for her kiss was the balls to be a ghost and a half, and then some—and in the end, that had been her victory and not her defeat. Maybe it hadn’t been what she expected, and maybe it was far more or far less than Violet Leverhulme deserved, but who was Kit to judge?


    Who, indeed, was anyone?


    Stephen was still peering out of the window as the bus moved off in its new direction, almost as if he expected to see Violet and the other Stephen still standing there, waving them off. Or perhaps, instead of anything so meekly benign, he expected to see something gruesome detach itself from the womb of uncertainty and reach a clawed hand through the carcass of the bus to rip the heart from his startled breast. Either way, he was working his lips as if he expected to have to use them. Now the hard part was over he couldn’t quite believe that he’d got away with whatever it was he thought he’d got away with.


    “It’s okay,” Kit told him. “That sort of thing only happens in bad movies. And maybe, once now and again, in real life. Not here. We’re done here. We can go home.”

  


  
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    It was still dark when they got back to the night-garage. The door was still open when she arrived, but Kit was careful to shut it before she left. As she and Stephen walked away she heard the sound of a dog barking, but she knew that they had nothing to fear from a bitch that had failed her guide-dog exams.


    When they got back up to her room Kit switched the light on, so that they could both see that everything was in its place, possessed of all the solidity that anyone could possibly have desired. The walls were primrose yellow. The bed was unmade. The toaster was beside the microwave. God was in his Heaven, Mrs. Gaunt was in her basement and the alcoholics from Hell were in Sheffield and Spain.


    “You were right,” Stephen told her, humbly. “It was haunted—but I don’t think you’ll have any more trouble. If you check with your employers, they’ll probably let you slap another coat of paint on the walls. Green is supposed to be a restful color. Apple green might be nice—spearmint’s a little too vibrant. I’d be glad to help with the painting, if you like.”


    “I really admired the way you weren’t terrified,” she said. “I won’t say that I couldn’t have done it without you, but I was really glad you were along for the ride. It helped.”


    “I’m an art historian,” he reminded her. “To me, it was all just one more surrealist joke, one more coup de l’oeil. I didn’t even have to tell myself that I was dreaming. Well, not very often. What’s your secret?”


    “My name’s Clementine,” she said, as if that were an explanation as well as the truth.


    “Well,” said Stephen, pensively. “I suppose I really ought to be going. My results are due out this afternoon. I’ll be a B.A.”


    Kit thought he ought be going too. He needed to know his result. There would be time aplenty to figure out whether he might be relationship material, and even if the calculus of probabilities held good—in which case he either wouldn’t be up for it or wouldn’t be up to it—it couldn’t possibly be a total loss now that they had been to nowhere and back. “Look,” she said, carefully. “I’ll promise not to call you Steve again if you promise not to call me Clementine or make any daft jokes about herring boxes without topses. On that sort of basis, I think we might chance another pint or two. Your end of town or mine—I’m not fussy. I never have to pay my fare.”


    For one horrible moment, she thought he might say no even to that, on the grounds that although she was neither mad nor bad, she was still a little too dangerous to know. But he was a lad, after all, and at not-yet-quite-twenty-six she was still best bitter, not Granny Smith or Mrs. Gaunt or shrinking Violet or second-hand Rose.


    “Might as well,” he said. “If we have to find ourselves, we might as well look together.”


    Kit saw him to the door of the bedsit and watched him go down the stairs. Then she closed herself in and went over to the window to draw back the curtains and let in the blue morning light. The sky was still pink around the edges and as flat as flat could be, but its blue was infinite and benign. When she looked up as high as she could, she could still imagine the celestial spiders hard at work, spinning the fabric of creation.


    “It’s not hard to find yourself,” she quoted, remembering one of those silly jokes that her father had been so fond of telling her, long, long ago, when she was young and he was home and sober. “All you have to do is remember where you were last time you put yourself down. Then you pick yourself up again, and you carry on where you left off.”


    She knew that it was true. She was her father’s daughter. And although there were people she knew who didn’t reckon much to the fact that she was a bus driver, she wasn’t fucking stupid and she hadn’t gone to the Devil after all.
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