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				Dedication

				 

				In memory of

				BASIL

				 

				“There are two means of refuge from the miseries of life: music and cats.”

				Albert Schweitzer

			

		

	
		
			
				Things that Go Bump in the Night

				 

				Tales from the Endeavour

				

				The Scarecrow

				 

				“Going abroad, are you?” said George Cobbett, incuriously.

				“Not this year,” I said. “Mike Williams and I are off to the Cotswolds next month, for a couple of weeks. I came here tonight to tell him that I’ve booked us into a pub at a village near Banbury.”

				“Ah. Nice little town, Banbury. I rather envy you. What’s the name of the village?”

				“Saxton Lovell.”

				“Good God!”

				It’s never a good thing to surprise a man while he’s drinking. Old George coughed and spluttered for a good half-minute. When he had regained his breath he said, “Then the pub must be - just a moment - the Belchamp Arms?”

				“That’s right. Obviously you know it.”

				“Oh, yes,” said George, very deliberately. “I know it all right, though I’ve not been there in nearly fifty years. A little place, just off the road to Chipping Norton. Heh? And some three miles to the west is a hamlet called Normanton Lovell, which has one single and singular distinctive feature.”

				He paused, in that irritating way he has, and started filling his pipe.

				“You’re being cryptic,” I said severely. “You’ve roused my curiosity now, and I want to know why. Is there a story behind this?”

				The old man smiled, sheepishly. “I’m sorry, boy,” he said. “Yes, there’s a story, though I haven’t told it in a long time. Ah, well... I’ll tell it to you if you’ll be a good fellow and get me another pint. I think you’ll find it worthwhile.”

				I refilled both our glasses, and after we’d taken a good long draught I lit a cigarette and settled back to listen.

				 

				***

				 

				

				It happened while I was an undergraduate at Fisher College, Cambridge (said George). I was actually reading Classics, but much of my time was spent on the archaeology of ancient Britain - a theme that met with no approval at all from my tutor and was therefore the more cherished. He couldn’t understand why anyone should wish to desert the crystalline delights of Rome for the dubious history of our uncivilised ancestors. My particular friend at Cambridge - tamquam alter idem - was one Lionel Ager, who was privately devoted to the pursuit of English custom and tradition. Already, by the time he came up to Cambridge, he was a member of the Folklore Society, and among his correspondents, he told me, were Alfred Williams and Frank Kidson, the great collectors of traditional song.

				I was in my second year at Fisher College when I learned of the stone circles at Normanton Lovell. William Stukely seems not to have known of them, but in the college library’s copy of his Itinerarium Antiquum I found a hand-written marginal note, referring to the Rollright Stones: “What of the Dancers of Normanton Lovell? More like Abury than this nearer neighbour.”

				The megalithic formations at Avebury - which Stukely called “Abury” - are unique, as I was well aware, both in their design and in their overwhelming size. All the other stone circles in Britain that I knew of - always excepting the uniquely complex structure of Stonehenge - were, like the Rollright Stones, simple rings of free-standing monoliths. None of them could approach the size or complexity of Avebury.

				The riddle of the Dancers came to my mind again that evening, when my friend observed that the long vac was only three weeks away, and that neither of us had yet made arrangements.

				“I know that your people are abroad, Cobbett, and my father’s gone to Carlsbad, so we’re our own masters at last. Now, I suggest that the two of us go off to Oxfordshire for a couple of weeks.” (Oxfordshire? I was startled by the coincidence.) “I gather it’s a rare place for folk songs, which will keep me occupied, and you should find enough of your precious Druid stones to amuse you.”

				Ager could never be convinced that the Druids were not responsible for Stonehenge and its fellows.

				His suggestion was like an omen, and at the time I took it for a good omen. I immediately proposed that we should base ourselves at Normanton Lovell. A perusal of the one-inch map of the area failed to prove the existence of the village, but - to my delight - the stone circles were clearly marked, and so was the nearby village of Saxton Lovell, where the usual symbol indicated an inn. We decided then and there to take rooms at that inn for four weeks in June and July. Its name, as we subsequently learned, was the Belchamp Arms.

				Upon our arrival we discovered that there actually was a village of Normanton Lovell - if half a dozen houses constitute a village - but I didn’t regret our choice of accommodation. The Belchamp Arms was a grand example of the English country inn. The rooms were scrupulously clean, the service cheerful, the food good, and the beer excellent. The local farmers and labourers, too, appreciated the beer, so the landlord said, for they thronged the bar of an evening. It was a prospect that greatly pleased my friend.

				We spent our first afternoon walking about the village, which was compact and seemed to us very pretty after the austereness of Cambridgeshire. In our youthful enthusiasm we were able to ignore the reality of life in those picturesque thatched cottages. The church was early Romanesque, with some fine pre-Reformation features that occupied my attention for a good couple of hours. By dinner-time were both ravenous, and happily did justice to the landlady’s game pie, after which we settled ourselves in the lounge with half a bottle of port and our pipes, and Ager took the opportunity to ask whether there were any notable singers in the area.

				Our host looked very doubtful. “I don’t know,” he said, “that we’ve anyone here that a scholar like yourself would care to hear. There’s Tommy Wells, now, who plays the organ in church - he can sing fine, but I reckon all he knows is hymns, and between ourselves that’s all right on a Sunday, but I reckon a man needs a change during the week.”

				

				That, said Ager, was just what he meant. Did any of the farm workers or such people come into the pub and sing?

				“Why, bless you, yes! If you don’t mind its not being polished like, just you come down to the bar a little later on. Old Harry Arnold’ll be in about eight - he’s got a fine, strong voice - and then there’s Dennis Poacher and Percy Forrest and - “

				Laughing, my friend assured him that it all sounded most satisfactory. The landlord, gratified, left us, and we fell to talking of those enigmatic stone circles that I planned to visit in the morning.

				As we entered the bar, the landlord informed us that old Harry had just arrived, and that was him sitting over there, the big red-faced man, and yes, surely he’d be pleased to sing for us. Introductions were made, and Harry Arnold indicated in the subtlest way possible that he couldn’t sing without something to wet his throat. As soon as we’d attended to that, I sat back, while my friend set about coaxing songs from the obligingly extrovert farmer. Before long Ager himself had been drawn into the singing, and he and Harry Arnold were swapping songs for all the world as if they were old friends. Even I was induced to join in the choruses, while the landlord grinned broadly behind his bar.

				I remember very little about the songs that were sung that evening, though no doubt I’ve heard some of them many times since. The one that clings to my mind was a very intense, very powerful performance by Farmer Arnold of the ballad of John Barleycorn - the death and resurrection of the corn. He shut his eyes and threw his head back and sang as though every word and every note was forcing its way up from the very bones of him. He well deserved the pint of beer that the landlord gave him, and Ager’s almost tearful congratulations. It was a remarkable experience, really remarkable.

				The next song, though - that was something quite different. Harry Arnold took a deep draught from his mug and then, mopping his forehead with a large spotted handkerchief, he called out, “Dennis! Dennis Poacher!”

				

				The man who looked up was stocky and weather-beaten. He had been at the forefront of the choruses.

				“Give us ‘Rolling of the Stones’, will you?” said Harry. “It’s a long time since I heard that, boy, and I’d dearly like to hear it again.”

				Now that, I thought, is a damned queer name for a song! My mind turned for an instant to the prehistoric remains that I’d come to see.

				The stocky man began to sing, in a clear and surprisingly gentle voice: “Will you go to the rolling of the stones, the tossing of the ball...?” A curiously enigmatic and charming fragment - a mere part, surely, of a longer song.

				My thoughts were interrupted by the sympathetic voice of Harry Arnold: “Does me good to hear it again, sir, so that does, but there’s no denying it’s a strange sort of song. I can see you’re wondering at it, and so did I when first I heard it. My mother used to sing that to me when I was a little child, and I always used to wonder at that bit about “the rolling of the stones”. Of course, that’s plain when you think about it: they mean fivestones - what my dad called knucklebones. But d’you know, the first stones that come to my mind over that was those great rings over to Normanton way. Them, and that clump of ‘em on our own farm - what we call Hell’s Gate.”

				I couldn’t help smiling. Hell’s Gate. There was a name to conjure with! It suddenly occurred to me that, with a good amount of port and two - or was it three? - pints of beer inside me, I was really not quite sober. Otherwise I wouldn’t be attaching any weight to the absurd name of a mere group of standing stones.

				On the far side of the farmer, Lionel Ager’s attention was confusedly divided between the singer (it was another singer now) and Harry Arnold.

				“Hell’s Gate?” I said, hesitantly.

				“That’s right,” said Harry. “Over in Black’s Meadow it is – though that’s never been a meadow ever to my knowing. Always been ploughed over, that has.” He looked from one to the other of us, and his broad red face broke into a grin, showing strong teeth. “You want to hear the story? Well, why not? It’s quite a little ghost story, and it may interest you.”

				He drained his mug and set it down on the table.

				“It’s this way, you see – you know the name of this pub, the Belchamp Arms? Well, you won’t find any Belchamps around here now, but for many long years they was the lords of the manor. As far as they was concerned, nobody else mattered. It was Yes, Squire, and touch your cap, or by God they’d know why!

				“Now, this man was the very last Squire Belchamp, and he used to go over to them stones at night – without a by-your-leave to the farmer, of course – and he’d do things there that, well, I reckon they’re what gave the name of Hell’s Gate to the stones. O’ course, all this was something like a hundred years ago now...”

				Sir Richard Belchamp, it was clear, was something more than the traditional wicked squire. Certainly he was an unbending autocrat, and eccentric to the point of madness. Equally certainly he had a strong reputation as a whoremaster, and was rather less widely thought to be a necromancer. Oderint dum metuant – that was his motto: Let ‘em hate, as long as they fear. Legends of his diverse misdeeds were not uncommon in the neighbourhood even now, particularly the tale that Harry Arnold told of the squire’s last sin, which led directly to his unmourned death. He had been caught in a rather horrid act, at those same stones, by the father of a young woman who was unwillingly involved. The father was a farmer – in fact, the owner of the land where the megaliths stood. He was also a man of few words and telling action. Being rightfully incensed, he took a staff and quite simply beat the squire to death.

				There must have been some juggling with the law. The killer received the surprisingly lenient sentence of five years’ hard labour, which he accepted with calm resignation. He knew that justice had already been done; whatever the law might do couldn’t alter that fact. His sons were strong and well able to care for the farm in his absence. Only one thing troubled him. It was slight at first, but through the years in gaol it grew, and it gnawed more and more at his mind. Sir Richard Belchamp had cursed his killer as he died, and the curse was an awful one: Hell shall lie within your farm, and your filthy scarecrow shall be its gateman!

				Yes, there was a scarecrow in Black’s meadow, a harmless thing, if old and ugly. Still, the farmer’s sons had taken it down when they heard of the squire’s words, and thrown it into a corner of the hayloft, and there it had lain, untouched but much thought of, through five long years.

				The farmer was welcomed most heartily upon his release from gaol. Food and drink were provided in quantity, and all ate and drank – some a little too freely, perhaps, for it seems that no one noticed just when, in the early hours, the farmer left the house.

				He did not return.

				They found him some while after dawn, lying among the great stones, crouched in an attitude of intense fear. The fear did not show on his face, however, for there was nothing left to call a face. The whole body was most terribly burned. And yet - there was no other evidence of a fire, and the night had been rainy.

				And the scarecrow? Somehow or other the scarecrow had found its way back into its old place in the middle of the field, where it now stood, as large as life, staring with its empty sockets at the appalling scene.

				Harry Arnold smiled broadly and signalled to the landlord to refill his mug. “Nice little story, ain’t it?” he said.

				Nice little - Ye gods!

				“Interesting,” I ventured.

				“Fascinating!” said my friend. His face was gleaming with the disinterested delight of the scholar, and beads of sweat stood out on his forehead. “Absolutely remarkable. So coherent -

				“Those stones are still there?” he asked abruptly. “On your farm?”

				Harry Arnold nodded. “On my farm. You see, that old farmer, he was my great-great-grandfather.”

				“Remarkable,” said Ager again. “And what of the scarecrow?”

				“Well, I don’t suppose it’s the same one - not likely, is it? - but there’s still a scarecrow in that field. We reckon to let well enough alone, and every seed-time out he comes from the barn, and when he’s not needed in the field we put him back there. Matter o’ fact, we do often let him stay in the field rather longer than needful. We reckon he belongs there, and we don’t want to upset him.”

				I didn’t like the way the conversation was tending. It had taken a turn that was both morbid and fantastic, and at that moment I wasn’t in the mood for either. Don’t misunderstand, though: I had no presentiment of what would happen. In any case, I didn’t believe in such warnings. I was very young.

				My friend persisted with his questions. Had there been any other evidence of the gateway to Hell? But Harry was vague upon that point, and unwilling to commit himself. It was true that over the decades some people had disappeared, or died mysteriously, but that might happen anywhere. No, nothing certain could be said.

				Ager fell silent, and I took the chance to steer the conversation towards the stone circles at Normanton Lovell. We were still engrossed in that subject when the landlord firmly called “Time!” and amid a clattering of heavy boots, a jingling of glasses, and a cheerful buzz of talk, the bar began to empty. The farmer held out his enormous hand and expressed the hope that we’d meet again the next day. And so Harry Arnold set off home, and we two went upstairs to our own rooms. My friend, I could see, was still preoccupied.

				At breakfast, Ager’s first words were: “Did you know that it’s St John the Baptist’s Day on the 24th of June?”

				“That’s seven days’ time,” I said. “Midsummer Day. What of it? You’re surely not intending to rush back to Cambridge for Midsummer Fair?”

				“No, of course not. But think! St John’s Eve is rather like Hallowe’en - a pagan festival, when ghosts and witches walk abroad.”

				Being in no mood for my friend’s obsession with occult tradition, I merely snorted, and returned to my bacon and eggs. Then I realised what he was implying. “Oh, God! You don’t mean that you’re going to follow up Farmer Arnold’s ghost story?”

				“I mean that we are going to follow up Harry’s story .”

				

				“We most certainly are not! I came down here to look at megalithic remains, and that’s what I’m going to do. You can go ghost-hunting if you like, but count me out.”

				I could see that he was disappointed, but I was determined not to give way.

				He was equally determined. “I can’t pass up a chance like this,” he said. “Don’t you see how important it is? The Folklore Society will be delighted to get this story, but it must be investigated properly. Even if you won’t come with me - and even if Harry Arnold won’t agree - on St John’s Eve I’m going to Black’s Meadow to see if anything happens.”

				“All that will happen is that you’ll catch pneumonia,” I said, rather tartly. I was on holiday, with a good friend, and in a most charming part of England - but my mind was not easy. Post equitem sedet atra cura.

				We agreed that after breakfast the two of us should walk over to Black’s Meadow. After all, I did want to look at the stones that the farmer so picturesquely called Hell’s Gate. However, my interest was purely archaeological, and I had no wish to see the demon scarecrow.

				 But of course I did see it, and I can see it now, quite clearly. It was a horrid, ragged thing, with most of the straw stuffing gone from it. The clothes - I don’t know how they held together. They were threadbare and rotten. The Scottish word came appropriately to my mind: tattybogle. I think that the coat had once been black, but it was a dull, nasty green now. For all I know, it might have belonged to the original scarecrow, back in Sir Richard’s day. And the face - my God! The head had been carved from a turnip, and it was all shrivelled and wizened, but there was a distinct and rather frightening expression. The half-moon grin and the vacant eye-sockets combined to give a look of utter and menacing idiocy.

				Even Lionel Ager was glad to turn his attention to the group of stones that stood on the western side of the field. Their formation was of singular interest to an archaeologist, in that the central stones formed the only genuine trilithon I knew of in Britain, outside Stonehenge. Ager was fascinated too, but I could see that to him the shape formed by one massive stone lying as a lintel on two great megalithic posts reinforced the idea of a gateway.

				“Hell’s Gate,” he said, quietly. “Hell’s Gate indeed. Cobbett, I simply can’t miss this opportunity. Are you quite sure you won’t come and keep watch with me?”

				I thought of the scarecrow’s face, and furiously dismissed the image from my mind. “I won’t come,” I said. “It’s a very silly business, and besides, I see no fun in spending the night in a field when there’s a comfortable bed back at the inn.”

				Ager merely grunted. Clearly his mind was made up, and St John’s Eve would see him in Black’s Meadow, watching for the gateway to Hell. The matter seemed to bar all other subjects from his mind. This was to be a major contribution to the study of folklore, and not until he’d seen it through would he return to more mundane matters.

				He didn’t object when I suggested that we should go and look at the stones of Normanton Lovell, a couple of miles away, but he spoke little as we walked along the narrow roads. It was plain that his thoughts were revolving around Black’s Meadow and Hell’s Gate.

				Harry Arnold wasn’t well pleased when he heard of Ager’s plan, but he couldn’t give any concrete or coherent reason why my friend shouldn’t stay the haunted night in the haunted field. At length, seeing that his advice to leave well enough alone had no effect, he grudgingly agreed. “You’d go anyway,” he said, “so you may as well go with my permission.”

				When St John’s Eve arrived, Harry came into the Belchamp Arms looking rather embarrassed, and carrying a shotgun. “You’ve forced an agreement on me,” he said, “and for your own sake I’ll force one on you. You’ll take this gun with you tonight. I don’t know that it’ll be of protection to you, but it may be, and I’ll sleep sounder for knowing you have it.”

				With some reluctance, Ager took the weapon, and thanked the farmer for his concern. But Harry hadn’t finished. “There’s one thing more,” he said. “I want you to promise that you’ll stay on the east side of the field - away from the stones.”

				To my surprise, and rather to my relief, Ager agreed, smiling wryly as he saw the farmer’s face clear.

				“Good lad!” said Harry, and clapped him on the back.

				Even so, he insisted on accompanying Ager from the inn at closing-time, so that he could be sure when he went to his bed that the terms were being adhered to. As you can imagine, I approved of this notion, and when the landlord called time I went with them to Black’s Meadow. There was nothing more I could do, except offer to share the vigil, and I was not prepared to do that.

				When Ager was settled fairly comfortably on a travelling-rug, with the shotgun and a flask of whisky beside him, we said our good-byes, and Harry Arnold and I went our ways.

				I had difficulty in sleeping at first. Although I was very tired, my mind was so full that there seemed no room for sleep. Curiously, whenever I shut my eyes, one image predominated, making a clear picture, so disturbing that I had to open them again. It was as if I sat alone on the edge of Black’s Meadow, gazing across at the strange cluster of menhirs and seeing the gateway that they formed. It was odd that the stones appeared so sharply to my inner eye, because, as I suddenly realised, I could see nothing else - nothing at all. The blackness that covered everything, everything but that unpleasantly distinct image of Hell’s Gate, was so very black as to be the darkness of the tomb rather than of night. It was almost like a living thing, and it hid everything except those damnable stones.

				No, not quite everything, as I saw the fourth or fifth time that my eyelids involuntarily closed. Far off, by the stones, and silhouetted against them, seeming tiny by comparison, was an awkwardly moving figure. It was more human than animal, as far as I could tell, and yet not quite human either. It was walking in a very unnatural manner, almost like a wooden doll that’s made to caricature its young owner’s gauche stride.

				By the time I realised that the gaunt figure’s awkward motion was bringing it rapidly through the stygian blackness towards me, I was struggling to stay awake. But our bodies at best respond perversely to our minds, and I found myself fitfully dozing, and observing, with something like terror, the progress of the black featureless creature across the black featureless field. As it drew nearer, I found that it brought with it waves of heat, as though furnace doors had been opened - an evil-smelling heat, but with no accompanying light. Whatever illuminated the stones remained itself hidden, and still I could discern no features on the gothic silhouette that approached me.

				Yet something about it - something in that damnably sharp, gaunt outline - scratched at the doors of memory in my brain, and I fought against recognition, while knowing that it could make no ultimate difference.

				The heat became - not unbearable, for I bore it - but, like that appalling darkness, it seemed to take on a life of its own, a pulsating life, as though it was generated by some great unimaginable heart. The figure came ever closer, its stride implacable and unhindered. It moved so stiffly, as though it had no knee-joints. Its arms were spread wide, seeming fixed in a mockery of benediction. Its head - ah! - its head was small and round, wrinkled and very, very old. Rank shreds and tatters of clothing flapped from its thin frame, and now I could see coals of fire within the deep eye-sockets, as finally it stood before me, and the crushing waves of heat brought with them great gusts of a mirthless laughter.

				The doors broke open, and I awoke, screaming - I’m not ashamed to say it - to find myself alone and secure in my room at the Belchamp Arms. Almost sobbing with relief, I lay back on my pillow and expelled my breath in a long sigh. God, what a dream! And what a story to tell Ager in the morning! I was almost amused at this glimpse into the depths of my unconscious imagination, but, feeling sleep approaching again, I turned on to my side and let it come.

				I slept easily this time, falling almost immediately into a dreamless slumber, and didn’t wake again until a heavy knocking at my door aroused me at about six o’clock.

				Only half-awake, I climbed from my bed and opened the door to my untimely visitors. My yawn became a gasp of incredulity as I saw the urgent faces of the landlord and Harry Arnold, the latter biting his lip nervously, and with fear in his eyes.

				The farmer had risen early as usual that Midsummer morning, and gone straight to Black’s Meadow to see how Lionel Ager had fared. In the meadow he had found Ager’s body, and he had stood looking at it for a long horrible moment, unable to move. It lay between the uprights of the trilithon - Hell’s Gate indeed! - and it was hideously burned. The whole corpse was seared and blasted, and still smoking a little, and the face was no longer a face. The hands, still clutching the twisted frame of the shotgun, had actually broken around the weapon.

				“I couldn’t touch it,” said Harry, later. “And I dared not, for fear it’d crumble into ash.”

				And yet, despite the condition of the body, Lionel Ager’s clothes were quite unharmed, except that they were wet with the summer dew.

				Harry Arnold turned and shook his great fist at the scarecrow. “Old devil!” he cried. And then he saw that the scarecrow had somehow been turned around during the night, and now stood facing the group of standing stones. On its turnip face, the crudely carved features no longer wore their customary vacant aspect, but had twisted themselves into an expression of malign triumph.

				 

				***

				 

				My cigarette had long since burned itself out in the ashtray, and I’d hardly touched my beer. Old George’s hands were shaking a little as he fumbled with his tobacco-pouch and pipe. I knew that anything I could say would be inadequate, but I said it anyway: “That’s quite astonishing. Quite astonishing.”

				George was silent for a moment, while he re-lit his pipe. When he had it drawing to his satisfaction, he looked up and stared gloomily at me.

				“It was a pretty village,” he said. “And those stones were really remarkable. But you can understand now why I’ve never been back there.”

				

				Afterword

				 

				I began to write ghost stories in the mid-1960s. If Ramsey Campbell can do it, I thought, then I can - but of course I couldn’t. August Derleth rightly rejected the two stories I sent to him, though he did print some of my verse in The Arkham Collector. 

				A few years later, The Times ran a ghost story competition, nominally in tribute to M.R. James. I retrieved one of those rejected tales, completely rewrote it and entered it for the competition. It was unplaced, but I was consoled by the fact that the winners, published as The Times Anthology of Ghost Stories, were mostly flat and disappointing.

				Then Jan Arter introduced me to Ghosts and Scholars, and again I dusted off my manuscript. To my delight, Rosemary Pardoe liked the story. She suggested a few changes, which I was happy to make, and “The Scarecrow” was finally published in Ghosts and Scholars 6. Better yet, Karl Edward Wagner selected it for The Year’s Best Horror Stories XIII. 

				Rosemary had already told me that Ramsey Campbell’s superb “In the Bag”, having failed to place in The Times Ghost Story Competition, had gone on to win both the British and the World Fantasy Awards for best short story. Now I discovered that Karl Wagner’s entry, “Sing a Last Song of Valdese”, had also been dismissed by the judges, and had later been chosen by Gerald Page for The World’s Best Horror Stories. I was in good company.

				Publication in my collection A Ghostly Crew gave me the opportunity to recast the narrative in the first person. In fact, I have revised all the previously published material, to a greater or lesser extent.

				I borrowed “Fisher College” from that good detective story The Cambridge Murders. It seemed appropriate as the author, Glyn Daniel, was a notable archæologist, specialising in the prehistory of Britain.

				

				The Endeavour (need I say?) is my favourite local pub, named after Captain Cook’s ship.

				

				The Watchman

				 

				Simon Wesley stubbed out his cigarette and asked, “Are you familiar with Woolton Minster?”

				“Woolton in Suffolk?” I shook my head. “I know of it, of course, but...”

				We turned to George Cobbett, who was scraping the bowl of his pipe. He looked up.

				“Woolton? Yes, I’ve been there. A handsome church, mainly Norman. There’s a very fine west window, and some remarkably grotesque gargoyles. One of ‘em, right at the top of the west front -” 

				“That’s the place,” said Simon, “though you must have visited it before the war.” (George nodded.) “In 1944, a German bomber on its way to Norwich got into difficulties and had to jettison its bomb. The thing landed right in the Close. Remarkably, no lives were lost, but the west front of the Minster was destroyed. The window - yes, it was a fine one - was shattered, and the gargoyles were pulverised. It was a sad business, but it brought me into the story.”

				 

				***

				 

				You see (he continued), I was assistant to Sir Martin Runciman, who supervised the restoration work when it finally started. The building had been patched up, of course, but it wasn’t until 1951 that they could afford to do the job properly. Money was short, and funds came in slowly, but at last we were able to begin.

				Fortunately, there were plans and photographs to work from, and we aimed to make that west front look just as it did before - or very nearly. We used the same Barnack stone, and the window was fashioned as near as could be to the original, though somehow the glaziers didn’t quite manage to reproduce the colours. I don’t know: there’s something about mediæval glass... It was a miracle really that the window had survived the Reformation, but Adolf managed to achieve what William Dowsing and his chums had failed to do.

				Anyway, we did good work. You must go and have a look at the church, Roger. It really is very handsome.

				The only real difficulty was over the gargoyles. You’ll remember, George: there were three of them at the west. Oh, dear. I’ll have to describe the place. That west front comes to a peak, about eighty feet high. The porch doesn’t project, and there are no towers there; the building is roughly cruciform, and has a sturdy, fairly low central tower. The church is almost entirely Norman, with an apsidal east end, but the west window is - or was - a very nice example of a fourteenth century Tree of Jesse.

				At each corner of the gable was a gargoyle - grotesque enough, to be sure, but not uncommonly so. You can see similar figures on many churches: rainwater pipes carved into demonic shapes, with the water coming out of their mouths. But the thing in the middle, right at the peak of the gable, was something else.

				Strictly speaking, it wasn’t a gargoyle at all, but a statue. It was extraordinary. The only thing I’ve ever seen like it - and remember: I only saw it in photographs - was the so-called Baphomet of St Bris-le-Vineux in Brittany. It had bulging eyes under thick brows, a heavy moustache, and huge hands that gripped the edge of the roof. And it had female breasts. A very strange and sinister creature indeed. It was crouched, as if ready to launch itself into flight. Yes, there were wings too, folded behind, so that you couldn’t see them properly from the ground. There were the traditional goat’s legs, and small horns, and the teeth were bared in a rather disconcertingly confident grin.

				Well, there was much discussion among the Church Council, and with the Bishop’s agreement it was decided to replace this particular demon with a statue of St Michael. That would be more fitting, they said, especially as the Minster is dedicated to St Michael and All Angels. They got John Elen in for this; it was his first major public commission, and he did a fine job. The saint, in armour, is standing, legs astride, looking up, and holding his sword hilt-upwards in front of him. It’s hardly what you’d call avant-garde, but that’s not what was required. It’s a very impressive conventional - no; traditional - work of art, and somehow it gives quite a different aspect to the building.

				Our work was finished towards the beginning of 1953. A new history of the Minster was published, written by the Vicar - a decent fellow, who was something of an antiquarian - and commemorative copies were presented to Runciman and me.

				I’ve got my copy here: The Collegiate Church of St Michael and All Angels at Woolton, by the Revd Edmund Wheatley, M.A. There are photographs of the west end before and after the war, so you can get some idea of what sort of a job we did.

				Wheatley and I got on very well together, and before the end of the restoration work, when Runciman had gone off to supervise another project in Shropshire, he suggested that rather than stay on at my hotel in the town I should move into the Vicarage, which stands on the site of the old Deanery, just south of College Gate. This was very agreeable to me, as you can imagine, and we’d often sit up of an evening, chatting about antiques, or music, or ghosts - or just reading.

				Now, while the work was going on there was a watchman stationed in the Close - to protect my men’s implements, mainly - and after Evensong Wheatley always used to come with me to his cubby-hole and have a few words with him. This was sheer good nature on his part, you know, because the church plate - some of it pre-Reformation - was kept pretty safe under lock and key in the vestry.

				Bob Chater, the watchman, was a big man: an ex-Bombardier, sociable and cheerful. I wondered occasionally how such a person could cope with the solitude of the job, and was rather taken aback when I discovered that he spent the quiet hours in teaching himself classical Greek. That’s by the way, though. Bob would take three or four turns around the Close - at no set time: we agreed that was best - but mostly he’d sit in the little room built into College Gate, with a lantern and his books and a flask of coffee.

				I might add that the room had been the janitor’s lodgings in the middle ages, and Wheatley told us that it had been used again early in the nineteenth century, when the resurrection men were at work. Still, Bob wasn’t likely to meet anything quite that gruesome, we thought, and it became something of a standing joke when we said good-night for the Vicar to add, “Keep an eye open for the body-snatchers, Bob.”

				Body-snatchers, eh?... Yes, well -

				It was early one March morning, a Tuesday, when I was woken by a hammering at the Vicarage door. I thought perhaps it was an urgent call on behalf of a sick parishioner, so I was surprised when Wheatley came into my room and said, “There’s been an attempted burglary at the Minster. No, it’s all right - nothing’s been taken. But Bob Chater’s here with a rather curious story, and I’d like you to hear it.”

				He waited while I got into my dressing-gown and slippers, and we went downstairs to his study, where he already had coffee brewing on the gas-ring. Bob declined a cup, but accepted a shot of whisky. Then he gave his report.

				“It’s a dark night, sir, as you can see - dry, but very cloudy - and about ten past three I decided to take a walk around the Minster, my third tonight. I started at the west end, opposite my sentry-box, and went round the south side, and everything was fine. Then the east end - nothing. And then I started along the north wall, and as I cleared the chapter house I saw a light in the vestry, as it might be an electric torch, where there oughtn’t to be a light at all.

				“I don’t know sir, but somehow I never really expected burglars here, since everyone in the town knows that I’m on duty in the Close of nights. Still, I knew it couldn’t be anyone who’d a right to be there. Any of the clerical gentlemen, or you, Mr Wesley, would have come and had a word with me first. Now, I don’t usually carry a stick, as you know, so I had to be very cautious. I put my ear to the vestry door, not knowing what I might hear. I certainly didn’t expect to hear what I did: it was a man’s voice, sobbing! With fear, too, I’d stake my oath.

				“A rum do, I thought, and ever so gently I tried the door-handle. The door was unlocked. I screwed up my nerves, and suddenly flung back the door and stood in the doorway, with my fists clenched, looking as menacing as I could - not knowing what I was up against, you see.

				“Well, there was a man there, all right; just one, crouched over by the other door, the one that leads into the choir. As soon as he heard me, he looked up, and his face was grey. There was fear in his eyes, sir - real fear. And now there was another shock. He said, ‘Thank God!’ - just like that. ‘Thank God! A human face!’

				“Things were going too fast for me. I said, ‘Of course I’m human, my lad - and just in time, by the look of things.’ (For I could see that he’d already started to break open that big safe of yours, Padre.) ‘What did you expect?’ I said, ‘- a ghost?’

				“And at that his eyes opened wide, and his jaw dropped as if he was going to scream. I walked over to him, and I saw that he was hanging on with both hands to that iron ring that’s the handle on the choir door - hanging on as if for fear of his life - and he seemed to be twisting it in his hands, trying to open it.

				“‘You stop that!’ I said. ‘Your night’s work’s done, my lad!’

				“Then the movement stopped, and for a moment I thought he was kicking his heels against the floor, because I could hear that hollow sound - you know? But it was a harder, sharper sound that he could have made, because he was wearing rubber-soled boots; and anyway I could see now that his feet weren’t moving. Yet I could still hear the noise for a moment. Then it faded away.

				“Well, I was curious, sir, as you can imagine, so I collared this fellow. He was quite small and lithe, like you’d picture a cat-burglar to be, but he was so broken up that I could see he was no match for me.

				“‘Now,’ I said, ‘you’re coming along to the Police Station. Robbing a church is a very serious offence.’

				“I’ll swear, sir, that he was actually relieved. ‘God, yes!’ he said. ‘I’ll be safe there. Just take me away - I couldn’t face that again!’

				“‘Face what?’ I said, and on the way over to the Police Station he told me. Very strange! I left him with the law (and they’d like you to go over, Padre, as soon as convenient, to see about preferring charges), and then I came back here straightaway.

				“What he told me was this:

				“He was from out of town, and he’d heard about the church plate. Well, it’s no secret, is it? He’d found out where it was kept, and all on his own he planned to steal it. He knew that I was there - and that’s no secret, either - so he hadn’t tried to come in by College Gate or Dean’s Gate, but had climbed over the high wall to the north-east, the one that gives on to the gardens in Wells Street. I said I thought he looked like a cat-burglar, didn’t I?

				“He seems to have had no trouble getting into the Close and across to the Minster - he knew just where the vestry was - or in picking the lock on the door. He found the safe all right, and noticed that the door into the choir was closed but not locked. That didn’t bother him; not until he’d actually started to break open the safe.

				“Then he heard the footsteps.

				“Quiet at first, they were, but clear - ghostly, you might say - and they were coming towards him from the other side of the choir door. They grew harder, and stronger, and heavier: more - more real.

				“Now, I should judge him to be quite a brave man, and perhaps violent too on occasion; but he wanted to know what the opposition was like. The footsteps still sounded some little distance away, so he switched off his torch and stuck it in his pocket, and then he opened the door a crack and looked through, into the church.

				“What he saw made him slam the door shut and hang on to the handle for dear life, wishing that he could lock it. He was too frightened to call for help, and I really don’t know whether it was in order to attract attention or simply from fear of the dark that he switched on his torch again. That, of course, was the light I saw, and when I burst into that room, he says, he was never so glad in his life to see another human face!”

				I couldn’t stand this. Bob Chater certainly knew how to build up suspense.

				“What the devil did he see?” I said - shouted, almost.

				But Bob’s face was very serious.

				“You must remember,” he said, “that he only saw it for a moment, and in poor light, but he says he never wants to see anything like it again. As to describing it, he was - what’s the word I want? - he was incoherent. It looked like a man, he says, but it was big, really big. Ten feet tall or more, he reckons. And it was grey; and, as I say, it looked like a man, but it didn’t move like a man, not quite. And it was coming towards him, as if it knew just where he was, and what he was.

				“So he clung to that door-handle, and he could hear the man - or whatever it was - coming closer, right up to the door. Then he could feel the handle moving in his hands, against all the strength he could put to it; and he was sobbing with fear... And then - well, then I came in.”

				My mind was full of questions, all unasked. I turned to Edmund Wheatley, trying to frame some words; but they didn’t come, and they didn’t need to, because I could see excitement and something like understanding in the priest’s face. Without a word, he stood up and went over to one of his book-cases, at which he peered, shelf by shelf, until he had found what he wanted. It was a smallish red-bound volume, which I guessed to be about a hundred years old.

				“This,” he said, and his voice was very restrained, “is a curious little book which I bought some while ago at an auction. It’s the work of Dr Davey, one of my predecessors, and was privately printed in 1847.” 

				As he opened it, I could see that the title page read: Quaint Historical Anecdotes and Legends of Suffolk, compiled and re-told by the Rev. John Davey, D.D.

				Wheatley and I kept in touch, you know, even after he retired from Woolton; and a few months before he died - that would be in ‘76 - he gave me that same copy of the book. Here it is, and this is the chapter that he read to us that morning. It’s quite short, and if I may I’ll read it to you now.

				 

				

				

				The Guardian of Woolton Minster

				 

				Woolton is a small and rather decayed town which stands a few miles from the coast to the north of Leiston. The chief glory of the place is the Minster Church of St Michael and All Angels, which will be well known to the antiquary and the ecclesiologist. For details of this fine building, however, the reader must consult a guide book. We mention it here because to it attaches a curious legend, which we have collated from several sources. The reader will appreciate that we have used our imagination somewhat in the telling of this tale, but be assured that the essentials have been followed faithfully.

				In the days of the fourth King Edward, there dwelt in the town a merchant, one Thomas Drinkall, or Drinkale, who was neither pious nor amiable. He respected neither God nor man, for his creed was that Wealth is Power, and being both wealthy and powerful he believed it wholeheartedly.

				This Thomas led for many years a life without crime but without charity, until on a day he found himself bereft of his wealth and consequently of his power, for his two ships, bearing between them the greater part of his fortune, were lost at sea in a storm of preternatural fury. He was forced, in order to meet his debts, to sell much of the property remaining to him in the town, and was thus reduced to a state that to him at least represented poverty. As the reader may surmise, however, Thomas Drinkall was not the man to accept such a fate. He foresaw months, perhaps years, of hard toil before his trade could again flourish; and truth to tell he was no lover of hard toil. He quickly resolved, therefore, to steal what he would not gain by honest labour, and to set himself up in some place far away: Norwich, perhaps, or better, the thronged streets of London.

				Now, the house of Sir Giles Flambard, whom he did not love, was nigh impregnable, and only one other house in Woolton held so much treasure for the taking: the House of God, to wit: the Minster Church of St Michael. For the moment fate seemed to conspire with the evil man, for he recalled that his father had been Sacristan at the Minster, having charge of a key to the church. At the old man’s death, Thomas had through mere indolence retained this key rather than return it to the Dean and Chapter. Now he thought that perhaps his indolence was vindicated. He determined to “strike while the iron was hot”, and to rob the church the very next night.

				Meanwhile, he prepared himself by procuring a farm-waggon and a light load of hay, for he intended to leave Woolton as soon as might be in the character of a lowly freeman, which guise should, he thought, protect him from footpads upon the way. He muffled the wooden wheels of the cart and the hooves of his solitary nag, and provided himself with a number of large sacks to contain his spoils. Night fell, and the Angelus sounded, as if urging him to his task. The merchant waited for as long as he could restrain his impatience, until he was sure that the townsfolk were abed, and then he took his horse’s reins and set off towards the Minster.

				Fortune remained with him, for the night was neither too dark nor too light. Steadily, but without haste, he led the horse along Market Street, past Fish Street and Rosemary Lane, and at the Golden Cross turned right into Gracechurch Street towards the Minster Close. He did not directly approach the great gate, but as a precaution led the horse and waggon into Crown Alley, where they would not be seen by the Watch. Then, be it never so gently, he forced the lock of the wicket-gate and entered the close.

				In those days there was an old man, a pensioner of the College, who kept watch in the Close by night, which is to say that he sat in a little room by the great gate and drank small ale. Thomas Drinkall went quietly to the door of this room and rapped gently upon the wooden boards until the old man peered out. Then, swiftly and silently, Thomas struck at the wizened neck, rendering the watchman unconscious, and caring nothing whether or no he had snuffed out the frail glimmer of life. He bundled the body back inside the room and softly closed the door upon it; then he turned to face the mighty west front of the Minster.

				

				High above, at each corner, the gargoyles’ faces stared in silent reproach, jutting as the old watchman’s face had jutted upon its long skinny neck. Thomas looked up, at the vast window, and over that at the largest dæmon of all: the great grinning figure whose bulging eyes seemed to regard him with scorn and whose huge hands gripped the ridge of the building that it had guarded for more than three centuries. The merchant averted his gaze from this stone watchman and ran silently to the dark safety of the west door.

				His father’s key fitted snugly into the lock, and turned, ponderously, but with little effort, until the bolt sprang from its socket. Gently he drew out the key and replaced it in his belt, and then grasped the huge iron ring that served for a door-handle. Again a slow, heavy turn, a slight creak, and the latch was free. As quickly as he dared, he pushed at the door, and shortly there was a space wide enough to step through.

				The merchant gathered up his sacks and slipped inside the porch, pushing the great door to behind him. It was quite dark, but he had no difficulty in finding and opening the smaller door into the nave; here there was light enough, for the moon was now clear of the clouds and shone through the arched windows of the south wall, while far ahead the candles burned upon the parish altar of All Saints. As his eyes became accustomed to the eerie half-light, Thomas could distinguish the great golden crucifix and the golden candlesticks grouped upon either side of it. Now, he felt, he was committed to his sacrilege, and soon he stood before the altar, stuffing the cross into a sack and putting candlesticks in after it. The sweat fell from his face with mere exertion, for the weight of these holy treasures was considerable. He must not, he thought, be over-greedy, else he would be unable to carry his booty away! With this cheerful reflection he passed beneath the pulpitum towards the Chantry Chapel of the Flambards.

				Here he was faced with riches unsuspected, and his evil heart rejoiced. Eagerly he filled a second sack, and began to stuff treasures into a third, bending or breaking those that were too large. At length he opened a fourth sack, delighting in the merry clatter of gold against gold, and it was at this moment that another sound came to his ears: footsteps, hard and heavy, stalking inexorably along the nave from west to east.

				His first thought was that the old janitor had recovered and had perhaps alerted the Watch. That would indeed be a blow! He quickly determined, however, that the steps were those of but one man, treading firmly and surely. One man might be dealt with, he thought; for had not he, Thomas Drinkall, trailed a pike in the wars? Swiftly he took the great cross from the altar and secreted himself by the arched entrance to the chapel, thinking to have the advantage of surprise.

				Nearer and yet nearer came the stranger, seeming to know exactly where to look. The footsteps echoed solidly and deafeningly among the great pillars, accompanied by a slight creaking that suggested a man in armour. Yet, strangely, there was nothing metallic about the footsteps. Thomas thought that his brain would give way before the hard, reverberating sound. He lifted the cross as he heard the steps approach the chapel, with no diminution in their speed or their volume. Truly, the newcomer seemed to lack all caution. The merchant’s arms were tiring quickly, for the big crucifix was very heavy, and the sweat streamed from his brow. He set his teeth, and as Nemesis stalked commandingly into the chapel he shut his eyes and swung the cross down with all his considerable strength.

				The cross struck a hard surface and merely glanced off, throwing the merchant off balance. With remarkable agility, he jumped to his feet again and prepared to deal another blow.

				He never did, for he saw now what manner of being it was that towered over him. He let the cross fall from his hand, and, overcome by the dæmonic horror of the thing, he slumped to the cold, hard floor. Then the other bent down over him and began to do certain things.

				 

				The next morning the Sacristan was appalled to find the old watchman lying dead in his little room, with the mark of a blow upon his neck. Hastily he summoned the Dean, who with some half-dozen of the Chapter followed the trembling Sacristan to the great west door of the Minster. It was unlocked. They stepped into the church and were at once confronted with the desecration of the parish altar, for the candles were snuffed and the precious ornaments missing. Now the Sacristan seemed to take leave of his senses: he let forth a cry of anguish and ran straightway to the high altar in the choir, sobbing with relief when he found it untouched. More sedately, the Dean and his fellows went to the Chapel of St Botolph, off the north aisle, but it too was undefiled. Then they crossed the nave towards the Flambard Chapel. At this time was distinctly heard a metallic clank from the west end of the church, as if some heavy iron object had been dropped by the great door, but so intent upon its purpose was the little band that no one stopped to wonder what it might be. At the entrance to the chapel they paused momentarily and then boldly entered.

				Not for a little while did they remark the sacks upon the floor or the golden and bejewelled ornaments that lay scattered about, for something else demanded all their attention. The man who lay dead in a pool of his own blood might have been friend or foe, neighbour or stranger, for he was quite unrecognisable. The eyes had been torn from his head and the heart from his breast. There was another wound also, of which it were better not to speak.

				As the priests and the Sacristan, shaken and wondering, passed out through the great west door, they saw the thing that had been dropped to the ground. On the lowest step, covered with gouts of drying blood, lay a mighty key. Warily they looked up, to see the grey stone figure of the guardian dæmon leering down at them. The grinning jaws of the statue and the huge hands that gripped the edge of the roof were dark with blood.

				 

				***

				 

				“There’s another paragraph or so,” said Simon, as he closed the book and set it down in front of him: “just a few lines in which old Davey draws a moral. Very sound, no doubt.”

				He accepted a cigarette from me and drew on it gratefully. “Well,” he said, “you’ve heard my story. Have you any comments?”

				George pulled at his grey moustache, pondering. Then, after a pause, he said, “You told us, I think, that the gargoyle - the statue - was completely destroyed by the bomb?”

				Simon nodded, soberly. “That’s quite true.”

				“You also said that there had been no loss of life.”

				“That was the official report.”

				“Ah. The report would refer, of course, only to human life. Normal human life.”

				As I was considering this, a thought occurred to me, and I said, “How strange - how very strange - that it should happen there, of all places!”

				George looked up, quizzically, and Simon raised an eyebrow.

				“Don’t you remember the dedication of the church?” I said. “St Michael and All Angels! Ironic, don’t you think?”

				I heard a suppressed chuckle from George, and then: “I never get your limits, Johnson. There are unexplored possibilities about you.”

				I frowned at him, and said, “Don’t quote Sherlock Holmes at me, George. What do you mean?”

				The old man’s face and voice were serious as he answered: “There are Angels of Darkness, you know, as well as Angels of Light.”

				

				Afterword

				 

				This is another very early story, re-written for Ghosts and Scholars; the original narrative is what appears here as the chapter from Dr Davey’s book. The plot derives from a note in H.P. Lovecraft’s “Commonplace Book”, as published in The Shuttered Room & Other Pieces.

				 A re-reading of “The Residence at Whitminster” by M.R. James led me to G.H. Cook’s English Collegiate Churches of the Middle Ages, whence the setting of “The Watchman”. The church is essentially an amalgam of Southwell Minster and Tewkesbury Abbey.

				The town was originally called Stockbridge, because I liked the name, and wasn’t aware of how famous the little place in Hampshire is. I took the name of Woolton from The Importance of Being Earnest - though I have since found that there really is a Woolton, near Liverpool.

				

				The Interruptions

				 

				“Your friends are taking their time,” said George. 

				Be fair,” I said. “They’re coming over from Hertford. It’s quite a distance.”

				But I didn’t have to defend the Campions further, because at that moment Miles walked into the bar. When I’d introduced him to George Cobbett and bought him a drink, I asked him why he was alone.

				“Sarah’s got a meeting this evening,” he said shortly. “You know how it is for teachers in the first week of term.” He took a drink of his beer and continued: “Perhaps it’s just as well. You asked us to come and tell you our ghost story, and I’m quite willing to do that, but Sarah - well, even now she doesn’t like talking about it. Don’t get me wrong: she doesn’t have nightmares or anything like that, but she doesn’t like talking about it.”

				A pity, that. I’m very fond of Sarah, and had been looking forward to her company. Still, for this evening the story was the thing, and I was curious to know what could have happened to subdue her high spirits.

				 

				***

				 

				It was the Easter holidays five years ago (said Miles), and we had been married for just over a year. What time and money weren’t taken up with our work had been spent on the house. You’ve been there, Roger, and you know how much we’ve put in to it.

				Well, Sarah came home from school on the last day of term and said firmly, “We need to get away for a while. Otherwise I think I’ll have a breakdown.”

				She was quite right, you know. Both of us badly needed a break - only we couldn’t really afford it. I lay awake half the night trying to think of a way around the problem, but without success.

				

				Then the next day I had lunch with Mike Williams, who was over in Hertford on business, and he gave me the answer. The summer before, he said, he had gone cycling all around the borders of Essex, putting up at pubs and guest houses on the way. It was a strenuous sort of holiday, but cheap. He got the idea, I think, from one of Jim Garrett’s songs, which points out that the county’s surrounded on all four sides by water. Do you remember? The one that goes:

				 

				From Stour and Lea

				To Thames and sea,

				God bless old Essex Isle.

				 

				Mike is a more energetic soul than I am, and I wasn’t taken with the notion of a cycle tour. The idea of staying at a pub out in the country appealed, though. I asked if there was any particular place Mike could recommend, and of course there was. He said that we could get right away from it all without travelling more than sixty miles, if we headed due east, out beyond Maldon onto the Dengie peninsula. The place he had in mind was a delightful pub on the far side of Tillingham, where we could get bed, breakfast and dinner, and where the only other likely guests would be there for the bird-watching. It was called the Dog and Shepherd, and the proprietors were Mr and Mrs Wakelin.

				Mike said that he thought the building had once been a private house. It was known locally simply as “The Dog”, which is mildly interesting but unimportant. There’s a pub I know that’s called “The Cuckoo” by all its regulars, though its name is actually the Thatcher’s Arms. So don’t go jumping to conclusions. What we saw was not the phantom dog of the marshes. It was nothing like that. Nothing like that at all.

				Sarah liked the idea as much as I did, and that same evening we phoned Mrs Wakelin and booked ourselves in for five nights, starting the next day. Just to hear that kindly Essex voice gave me a lift, you know. Then we set about packing: old and comfortable clothes, a couple of books, and an electric torch. Mike had warned us that there were no street lights out beyond Tillingham.

				That torch came in useful later, though not in a way we could have foreseen.

				It was misty when we set out, but by the time we’d got to Sawbridgeworth the sun was shining in a clear sky. We couldn’t have wished for a better beginning. We drove on to Chelmsford, and then through Woodham Mortimer, Latchingdon-cum-Snoreham, Steeple - all those places with the funny names - and eventually found ourselves in Tillingham.

				It’s a delightful village. There are no outstanding features, but it seems to be perfectly put together. Did you know that there’s a chapel there belonging to the Peculiar People? It may be the last of its kind.

				Well, we turned eastward when we got to the green - the Square, they call it - and drove past a couple of tiny shops and a solitary terraced house, deprived of its neighbours and propped up with brick buttresses. Within a few dozen yards we were in the open country again. Less than two miles more and we were at Kidds End. Only two miles from a sizeable village, and yet, do you know, I’ve never been anywhere where I was so conscious of the isolation. Sarah said that she could feel the past all around us. I knew what she meant, but for one exhilarating, almost frightening moment I felt that there was nothing around us. A very strange sensation.

				The hamlet of Kidds End seems to consist of the inn and one other house, a tidy little white clapboard affair a hundred or so yards away. The inn by contrast is a sturdy red-brick building, clearly dating from the mid-eighteenth century. The square front is set back a little from the road, and there’s a central door, with a modest porch, between the windows of the downstairs rooms - the public bar and the parlour. On the upper floor are five fairly narrow sash windows, equally spaced, then a pediment, and a low-pitched roof. It has a very welcoming, homely appearance, and we were very grateful to Mike for his recommendation.

				It was only just gone ten-thirty when we pulled up outside, and there was no-one about. The door was unlocked, so we went in, to find ourselves in a hallway, with doors to right and left. Further along on the left was a staircase, and at the far end was another door, leading, I supposed, to the kitchen and scullery.

				Sarah said, “What do we do now? Try the bar?”

				And so we did. I led the way through the door marked “Public” - it was the one on the right - and sure enough there was a middle-aged woman, with a strong, intelligent face, standing behind the bar and polishing a pint glass. She could only be Mrs Wakelin. She looked up as she heard the door open, and gave me a most welcoming smile, which suddenly seemed to freeze on her face. Rather disconcerting, you know.

				She blinked rapidly, seeming to collect her thoughts. Then she put down the glass and said, “You must be Mr and Mrs Campion.” 

				“That’s right.”

				She seemed suddenly nervous of something - a nervousness that hadn’t been in her when we’d first come into the room.

				Hesitantly, she said, “I can’t - I can’t give you the best room. You must understand that.”

				An odd thing to say, eh?

				“I’m not sure,” I said, “that we could afford your best room, but I’m sure that we’ll be quite happy whichever room you give us.”

				She laughed at that. “Oh, my dears! You needn’t worry that I’ll put you in the attic or the cellar. It’s just that the best room is locked up at the moment. It - er - has woodworm.”

				We couldn’t think of anything to say to that. It seemed unnecessary, and I think Mrs Wakelin realised it. She went on briskly, “Well, I’ll just call my husband to look after the bar, and then I’ll show you upstairs.”

				Wakelin was a stout, cheerful man, agreeably easy-going. He blinked a little as he came into the bar, but that may have been because it was darker in there than outside. He certainly didn’t give the impression that his wife had, of being somehow taken aback to see us. He said hello, and slipped behind the counter to carry on where she had left off, polishing glasses that were already sparkling.

				

				We emerged at the top of the stairs, almost opposite the central one of three doors.

				“This is a single room,” said the landlady. “It’s empty at the moment. The one to the right is the one that’s locked. You’ll be in this one.” She walked over to the left-hand door and opened it. “Here you are.”

				It was a nice, plain, comfortable room, with the usual sort of furniture, old and well cared for. There was nothing exceptional. In the wall opposite the door were two windows. This was the front of the building, with a southward view that was uninterrupted for miles. It didn’t take much imagination to guess that the “best” room also had two windows, leaving the single room with one.

				Sarah smiled contentedly and said, “This is just what we needed.”

				“That’s good,” said Mrs Wakelin. “Now, I can do you dinner tonight in the parlour any time after seven, and breakfast up until nine o’clock in the morning. Will that suit you?”

				“That’s just fine. Now, if we may, we’d like a bath, and then we’ll go out and leave you in peace.”

				The bathroom was on the other side of the landing, opposite the best bedroom. “Don’t make a mistake, now,” said Mrs Wakelin. “That’s our door opposite yours, and you don’t want to be coming in there during the night.” She paused and added, “Of course, if you need us at all, you’ll know where we are.”

				There was one more curious incident that morning. Sarah had left the bathroom door ajar while she was running the hot water - to let the steam out, you know - and she just glimpsed the landlady creeping very stealthily along the corridor to the room opposite, where she took a key from her apron pocket and actually locked the door. So it hadn’t been locked before! Nothing very odd in that, really - but why didn’t she want us to know?

				By the time we were washed and changed it was nearly mid-day. At the bottom of the stairs it occurred to me that we ought just to pop our heads into the bar and say, We’re off now - or something similar; only as we got to the door I could hear voices. To be accurate, there was one distinct voice, evidently Mrs Wakelin’s, and a low mumble, presumably from her husband. The fragment of conversation that we heard went like this:

				“They made the booking by phone, and I could hardly tell from that, could I?”

				Mumble.

				“Well, we’ll do our best for them, but it’s just as well that we’ve no-one else staying here at the moment.”

				With the mumbling reply to this, Sarah and I decided that we’d best go straight out. If there was something that we ought to know, then no doubt we’d be told about it in good time.

				We had a delightful afternoon. We walked into Tillingham and had lunch at the Cap and Feathers; then we spent the hours just wandering, enjoying the sunshine and each other’s company. It was the most pleasant aimless rambling that either of us had indulged in for a long time, and we were both tired and hungry by the time we got back to The Dog. Mrs Wakelin’s cooking completely lived up to Mike’s praises, and so did the beer in the bar afterwards. We’re both fond of a good bitter, and it certainly was good.

				That evening in the bar rounded off the day perfectly. Wakelin introduced us to a couple of his cronies from the nearby farms, and we had a few rounds of darts, then settled down to teach Sarah how to play dominoes. Our weariness left us during the evening, but when the landlady called time it flooded back very suddenly, and we were ready for the best night’s sleep we’d had in weeks.

				We were too optimistic. As we went into the bedroom, I heard a faint, persistent knocking or rapping sound that I couldn’t place. I say it was persistent, but infuriatingly it wasn’t regular: it would stop, and just when I thought I was rid of it, it would start up again. The strange thing was that Sarah couldn’t hear it. She told me I’d had too much to drink, and at first I thought she might be right – but that damned noise continued, and anyway, I knew that I hadn’t had more than four pints of beer all evening. It would surely take more than that to make me start imagining things. No, I was convinced that the sound was real. I even drew back the curtains and shone my flashlight on to the road, thinking that it might be some late drinker fooling about outside, but there was nothing to be seen.

				It was very puzzling.

				Especially puzzling because, as I say, Sarah couldn’t hear it, and yet somehow it was making her uneasy. Not because she thought I might be hallucinating, though I suppose that would be upsetting for her: no, it was – and I can’t put it any more clearly – as if she heard the noise without being aware of it. Can you understand what I mean? It was annoying to me, but it was actually depressing Sarah.

				Each time we drew together, that dull insidious feeling got worse. After a while, and a very long while it seemed, I could hardly hear the noise at all, but the miserable feeling increased. We had a pretty rotten night, as you may imagine. Oh, fatigue won its victory in the end, and we slept at last, but restlessly.

				When we woke up, the sky was already light, and both of us knew that we’d had bad dreams, though we couldn’t remember any detail. And here’s a curious thing: the bedclothes had come off us both during the night, but instead of falling to the floor, as you’d expect, they had worked their way between us. It was like a wall between Sarah and me.

				Over breakfast I asked Mrs Wakelin about the rapping sound, but I couldn’t get any sort of satisfactory answer. I had to make do with a reluctant suggestion that it might have been the beams settling or the pipes knocking. I knew it wasn’t that, though; if it were, Sarah would have heard it as well.

				There was something furtive about the whole thing, something that our hosts knew about, but hoped they wouldn’t have to tell us. That was my impression, and I said as much to Sarah as we set out for the day in the car.

				She made just one observation: “Did you notice that Mrs Wakelin didn’t ask us whether we’d slept well?”

				I hadn’t noticed, but it was unusual, and it rather made me suspect that our landlady already knew how well – or how badly – we’d slept.

				

				An excellent breakfast had set the tone for an excellent day. We just took it easy, driving through Southminster and Latchingdon, and all sorts of other nice places, until we came to North Fambridge, where we had lunch at the Ferryboat Inn. Then we turned eastward again and headed for Burnham on Crouch.

				I don’t need to tell you what an enchanting little town Burnham is. The waterfront, down by the quay, is lovely, with all the various craft in the river and that delightful jumble of old buildings. During that very pleasant afternoon, we made up our minds to stay and have dinner at a nice restaurant before going back to Kidds End, so I phoned Mrs Wakelin and asked her not to cook for us that evening. She was quite amenable to the idea, and said that she’d only charge us for the meals that we actually ate.

				In the event, we were able to get a table at a good seafood restaurant and enjoyed an excellent meal. We had a bottle of wine with it and an Irish coffee afterwards; then, just tired enough and very contented, we drove back to The Dog.

				By the time we went to bed, we weren’t in the least worried about things going bump in the night - and yet, as soon as we got to the top of the stairs we could both feel that same amorphous depression settling upon us. As we entered the bedroom, the knocking started again. Within seconds my head felt as if it would burst, and poor Sarah looked as miserable as sin. For a moment I held her, but she pushed me away, very gently, saying that it actually made her feel worse. I was tired, headachy and angry, and I felt too horribly weary even to rouse our hosts and complain. My body felt, well, as if it was weighed down with water - I can’t describe it any more accurately - and my poor wife was worse still.

				That night was more wretched than the last, though I insisted that Sarah slept in the bed alone, while I curled up in the easy chair with a blanket over me. Again, we woke at dawn, Sarah shivering because the bedclothes had slid off her, and me feeling as if I’d been on my feet for forty-eight hours.

				Those bedclothes! This time the blanket had formed itself into a ridge on one side of Sarah, and the eiderdown on the other. Again, it was like a wall, protecting her. No, not protecting - it was imprisoning her.

				But daylight had come at last, and the malign influence was gone. For an hour or so we were able to sleep soundly and peacefully until the landlady awoke us.

				The mornings lately had been very misty up until about ten o’clock, but that day was all so bright and clear that it was almost painful. Breakfast was quite as good as we’d come to expect, but Mrs Wakelin was even less forthcoming. She seemed to be waiting for something, but there was no pleasure in the anticipation.

				We drove off to the north after breakfast, intending to visit Bradwell and see the Saxon chapel. As we left Tillingham behind us, Sarah put her hand on my arm and said, “You want to get to the bottom of this, don’t you?”

				I knew that we would have to talk, and I pulled the car over at the first opportunity. We got out and propped ourselves against the bonnet, and I lit cigarettes for us both while I considered how best to phrase my thoughts.

				“As I see it,” I said at length, “we have two choices. Either we leave The Dog today, or we stay on; and if we stay, it’s in the knowledge that there is, well, something in that house that wants to hurt us. If it were just me, I’d say be damned to it and I’d get the truth somehow from the Wakelins. They know - or they suspect - what we’re up against, and yet they won’t tell us.”

				“No, they won’t,” Sarah said, dully, “because they’re afraid. Oh, they aren’t bad people, Miles. You know that! But they are afraid - of - of it.”

				“And it, whatever it is, is out to get you.”

				She blinked, and protested at this. “Not me, surely! Why, I didn’t even hear the knocking.”

				“That’s right. I’m the one who heard it, and I think it may have been offered to me as a warning, which I have defied. But you, darling... You weren’t given any warning. You were simply attacked. You don’t have to tell me how you felt, because I could see it in your face and hear it in your voice. The thing was sapping you, making you too listless even to try to save yourself. And last night I felt that I was falling too. That’s where the danger lies.”

				Sarah closed her eyes. Her face was very pale, and I knew that I’d hit the mark. She had felt herself sinking into the Slough of Despond, and it was a horrible thing to bear. If she had been less strong-willed, or if she’d been alone... What then, eh?

				She forced a smile, and took both my hands in hers. “It will be settled before dawn tomorrow,” she said. “Don’t ask me how I know, but I am certain of it.” She kissed me, suddenly and lightly. “Now, let’s get back in the car and head for that chapel. There’s something I want to do.”

				What she wanted to do, and I could only admire and love her for it, was to pray, quietly and privately. When we left the chapel, we walked hand in hand the few yards to the shore. We stood there for a few minutes, looking out over a leaden sea, before turning back to take the path, across the field and past the farm buildings, to the little patch of wasteland that serves as a car-park. A chill wind had blown up, and there were dark, threatening clouds overhead, but I felt better able to face threats now, because the rugged, unassuming little building we’d just left was one of the country’s great survivors. How can anyone fail to be impressed and moved by a church that’s stood, quietly and confidently, against all that man and nature could do to it, for thirteen hundred years?

				We were within yards of the car when the storm broke, and mighty raindrops pelted down like liquid golf balls. We ran, and threw ourselves into the car. Sarah shook her head vigorously, spattering me with little drops of water, and said, “Right - what do we do now?”

				“The first thing,” I said, “is to get the car back onto the road before this track becomes a morass.”

				You’ve seen heavy rain hammering the surface of a pond? The road looked just like that. It was no time to be out in the open country. Clearly our best move was towards the nearest town, so we headed straight for Maldon.

				

				That storm just went on and on, though by mid-afternoon it had settled down to a dull, steady rainfall. We decided to make our way back to Kidds End. Even if the night was to be no worse than the last two, I reckoned that both of us would be better for an hour or two’s sleep that afternoon.

				We got back to The Dog to find that things had been happening. There had been hailstones like shrapnel, and one great freak lump of ice had actually shattered the left-hand window of our room, right above the bed, and sent the pitcher of water crashing from the bedside table. The water from the jug and the rain that belted in through the broken window had soaked the bed right through to the mattress. On such a day, of course, there was no chance of drying it.

				That’s what confronted us when we arrived - that and Mrs Wakelin’s eagerness to tell us that one of the pubs in Tillingham could surely put us up if we liked to move our things out. Terribly bad luck, of course, but her only available room was the small one with the single bed, and she was sure we wouldn’t want that, now would we?

				She was not a little surprised when we said that the single room would suit us quite nicely, thank you. We’d made up our minds to stay, and we were going to stay. The bed was a four-footer, and we’ve managed to sleep in much narrower quarters than that. So, over-ruling our landlady’s protests of inadequacy, we moved our belongings, mostly untouched by the storm, into the room next door, and there we had the nap we’d promised ourselves.

				The result was that we were awake and alert when night came. Sober as well - we’d made sure of that, so that we should be ready to face, well, whatever we had to face.

				The rapping sound that night was much clearer and closer, and this time Sarah could hear it too, though faintly. To me it was like the sound of someone drumming on the wall of the next room.

				Of course! That was it. It was obvious now that the mystery centred upon the locked room - the one that “had woodworm”.

				

				Curiously, the black depression that had fallen upon Sarah the last two nights was diminished now that she could actually hear the knocking. It was something tangible, something that she could hold on to and say, “This is real.”

				Perhaps we should have done something straight away, something positive. Collared the landlord, maybe, and asked bluntly what the hell was going on. But we didn’t. We stood the row until after midnight, and then I said reluctantly that we should make our move. That hellish irregular rapping was shredding my nerves, and Sarah was sinking into the black state of the previous nights. We had to do something, even if it was just to pack our bags and leave.

				“It’s in that room,” said Sarah. “Whatever it is, it’s in that room, and it wants to hurt us.”

				That much at least was plain. Now that we were committed, I felt calmer and stronger. Picking up the torch and the key to our room, I said, “These are old locks, and there’s a chance that our key may open that door. I’m going to see if I can find out what’s behind all this. You stay here.”

				I opened our door cautiously and checked for signs of life from our hosts, but they had retired some while back. There was no light from downstairs, and none under the door of their own quarters. All that could be heard was that infernal tapping. At the door of Bluebeard’s chamber I quietly fitted the key into the lock, but as I began to turn it I sensed that Sarah was beside me. She couldn’t wait alone, and I couldn’t blame her.

				The key turned quite easily, and the latch sprang back with a sudden muffled click. Equally suddenly, I pushed the door open and shone my torch into the room.

				There was no sign that it was anything but well used. Nicely furnished, very much like our own room - the double one, I mean. There was nothing out of the ordinary except for the damnable persistence of that knocking. I swung the torch over to the left, to the connecting wall, and with horrible distinctness I saw it: a human figure, a man, crouched at the foot of the wall, and with its arm raised, fist clenched, in the act of striking. That arm was appallingly thin. The muscles were wasted, and there seemed to be teeth-marks in the scrawny flesh.

				The arm was lowered to support the creature as it turned its face towards us. I never want to see anything again like that face. It was little more than a skull, with straggles of grey hair and beard clinging to it. The skin, tanned like leather, was tight over the bone; the nose was just two black holes, and the lips were stretched back over yellow teeth in a dreadful travesty of a smile. It was the face of a dead man, but the eyes were alive in their sockets, and full of hatred and pain. I didn’t immediately realise that their venomous glare was not directed at me, but at Sarah.

				The thing steadied itself on its two arms and began to move towards us, crawling, as though its legs were crippled, and with that appalling glare fixed upon us. The movement seemed to break the spell, and I too was able to move. I slammed the door shut and turned the key, cursing my own slowness.

				Sarah shivered violently and said, “God, I’m cold!” And then, “Miles, what was it? All I could see was a - a blur: a nasty yellowish blur, over by the wall.”

				I was saved from having to answer her then, because the door of the landlady’s room opened, and she came out, followed hastily by her husband. She switched on the landing light, and for a moment the two of them just looked at us. Then she said, all of a rush, “Oh, my dears, I’m so sorry! I shouldn’t have let you stay - I should have warned you, only I didn’t know how bad it would be. Please forgive me - “

				It was the quiet, easy-going Wakelin who took charge. He persuaded us gently into their apartment and sat us down on the sitting-room sofa with a glass of whisky each. With my arms tight around her, Sarah began to feel less infernally cold, but we were still bewildered. And I, at least, remembered that ghastly thing in the locked room.

				At last the landlord spoke.

				“I think I can guess what you’ve been through, at least up till tonight, though it’s never happened before in our twenty-four years here, and I can’t blame you for going to look. I can see by your face, young fellow, that you’ve seen it - him - and there’s only one person known to have seen him before. Maybe you won’t accept our apology, and maybe you’d be right, but I hope you’ll hear the story, and then perhaps you’ll think that we weren’t altogether to blame.”

				Sarah said, “Of course we’ll hear your story, and there’s no need to apologise. We’ve known all along, I think, that anything wrong here was none of your doing. But - please, please, what was it? Miles, what did you see?”

				So I had to tell them about the dead man whose eyes were alive with agony and hatred. They listened in sober silence - and it’s odd, you know, but it really was silent: since I’d shut the door on that thing I couldn’t hear the rapping any more. The poison was still there, but it couldn’t be heard now.

				Wakelin said, “I think perhaps my wife had better tell you the tale. She knows more about it than I do, for all that I was born and brought up in the area, and she’s not been here above thirty years.” He patted her hand encouragingly, and she gave us a nervous smile.

				“Very well,” she said. “It was like this. This house wasn’t always an inn, you know. It was built around 1750 by a retired seaman, whose name was Bullock. He’d made his fortune, and he decided to settle down quietly and live the life of a gentleman. This Captain Bullock was a small, slim man, with a mane of grey hair and very taking ways. If you’re wondering how I know all this, well, I got it from what they call a broadsheet that I bought years ago when the auction was held up at Gray’s Farm. I bought something else, too, which I’ll tell you about later.

				“Now, the Captain hadn’t been here a matter of months before he took himself a wife. She was a young woman he’d met in London, and you only had to look at her to realise why he fell for her. It was the old story, though: he loved her for her beauty, and she loved him for his money. It wasn’t long before she decided that she didn’t love him at all, only the money, and she became very bitter. She knew that his fortune would come to her when he died, but he was a strong, hale man, for all his grey hair, and in these marshlands he might well outlive her. So the greed and the bitterness festered inside her.

				“Then, perhaps two years after they were married, something happened to change things, and not for the better. Captain Bullock was riding home from Maldon one winter evening when his horse bolted. The result was that he was thrown off the horse, and both his legs were broken. This was what the woman had been waiting for - some chance that would give her the upper hand. The Captain was confined to his bed, of course, and she put up a public show of pity and devotion, but within days it was known that she was entertaining lovers.

				“She no longer slept with her husband, but moved herself into the next room, and there she was quite shameless with her fancy men while the Captain lay groaning with the pain from his broken legs - for she did little enough by way of tending to the wounds.

				“Of course, it wasn’t long before the poor man realised what was going on, though no doubt she was all honey the few times a day she went to take him his food. So, of a night, while the woman took her pleasure, he got himself out of bed, crawled over to the wall, and rapped upon it, loud, to disturb them.

				“Well, you may be sure that it did disturb them, and I’ll wager her fancy man that night left the house pretty quick, but she was not to be denied. She just moved herself and her lovers into the farther room, and still the brave old man would crawl from his bed and hammer on the wall. She must have been as mean as they come, you know, and she wasn’t to be denied her pleasure. She took to tying her husband to his bed, but that was no use, for he was a sailor and could loosen any knot that she could tie. So still her games were disturbed, and at last she hit upon a final evil, desperate plan.

				“She was too mean and too cowardly to kill him outright - that at least would have been clean and definite. What she did was simply to let him die. She locked the door of his room and left him to starve: no food, no water - nothing but pain and anger. She left off her affairs, of course, for several days, until she judged that he was too weak to leave his bed, but she must have been quite insatiable, for she didn’t even wait for him to die before she started to bring her men-friends to the house again.

				“And so, for perhaps another two weeks, she continued, as shameless as before, while in the next room her husband lay dying.

				“I think that in those last days he must have gone quite mad. He had nothing but agony and hatred and the one thought of disturbing her wicked adulteries. At all events, when she finally roused the courage to unlock the door of his room, she found him as dead as she had hoped - but he wasn’t in the bed. He had crawled - and what torment it must have been! - right over to the wall, and his hand was raised to strike a blow that he never made, for his brave old heart had finally failed him.

				“She had him buried, saying that in his illness he had refused to take food and had wasted to death. If she stood by his grave-side with tears in her eyes, then they were tears of joy, for now she was free of him at last, and his fortune was hers. That very night, as you may suppose, she celebrated her release in the best way she knew.

				“When she heard the knocking on the wall that night, she must have thought she was losing her own sanity. Then, perhaps, she suspected a gruesome joke; but when her lover had gone, and she looked into the old man’s room, she found it quite empty.

				“The same thing happened the next night, and the next, but the man who was with her the following night was a nerveless brute. While she cowered and trembled, he strode, naked as he was, to the Captain’s room, and wrenched open the door. Then he slammed it shut and, with never a word to the woman, he gathered his clothes and fled from the house. He had seen what you saw tonight.

				“A couple of days later, when nothing had been heard from the woman, a local farmhand broke open the door of the house and searched for her. He found her hanging from a beam in the wash-house.”

				Mrs Wakelin stopped and expelled a long breath. This was obviously the end of her story, and it was certainly a horrible tale enough. To think of the pain and the hate that had festered in the room over two centuries! But there was one important thing it didn’t explain.

				“Why us, Mrs Wakelin?” I said. “Why should we see and hear it, when you say no-one else has in over twenty years?”

				She stood up and went over to the sideboard, where she opened a drawer and took something out. Before handing it to me, she said, “This is the other thing I bought at the auction. There’s no positive identification, but I showed it to an art expert who stayed here once for the shooting, and he told me it dates from about 1750. You have to press the little stud to open it.”

				The thing was a golden locket, oval, and about two inches by one and a half, with a miniature portrait inside.

				It was a picture of Sarah.

				We looked at it for one horrible long moment, and then, suddenly and briefly, Sarah screamed, as she had not done before during the whole foul business. I put my arms around her and held her very tightly, and soon she stopped trembling.

				After a moment I looked at the picture again, more closely this time. It was a pretty face, but the likeness to Sarah was only on the surface. The nose and chin were sharper, the eyes less widely spaced, and the mouth smaller. The expression was quite different. It was like a caricature of my wife, and that superficial resemblance was damnable. Can you understand if I say that it was Sarah gone wrong?

				Well, that’s really all there is. The Wakelins were full of apologies, but Sarah had been quite right, of course; the evil in the house was none of their doing. On their advice we slept separately for the rest of the night - as much as we could sleep. Sarah had the spare bed in our hosts’ room, and I went alone into the single bedroom. Neither of us was disturbed by knockings or any other manifestations, though I at least had some pretty unpleasant dreams. You won’t be surprised to learn that we left the following morning and went home.

				 

				***

				 

				There was a long pause while George and I looked at each other and at Miles.

				“Well,” I said at last, “much as I’d like to have seen Sarah this evening, I can quite understand that she’d rather not recall such an experience.”

				Miles nodded, and I thought I heard a murmur from George: “Alas, poor ghost.” Then he said, “Was anything done? I mean, has any attempt been made to give peace to that troubled spirit?”

				“About a week later,” said Miles, “we had a letter from Mrs Wakelin. The Vicar of Tillingham had come to the house and held a little service of blessing in that room. Nothing as formal or dramatic as an exorcism, I gather, but it does seem that there have been no disturbances since then.” He pulled a wry face and added, “But then, of course, Sarah and I have never been back there.”

				

				Afterword

				 

				The plot of this story derives from a real haunting in Devon. 

				I couldn’t think of a name for the (non-existent) hamlet beyond Tillingham, so borrowed that of Hook End, near Brentwood. However, I’ve invented one for this revised text. “Kidds End” is a nod of thanks to A.F. (Chico) Kidd, whose ghost stories I have enjoyed for a good number of years. The story was originally called “The Dog” - an unnecessarily misleading title.

				The inn, though I didn’t consciously make it so, is rather like the Tower Arms at South Weald, near Brentwood.

				Those who have nothing better to think about may like to know that what I long thought to be a “solitary terraced house” in Tillingham is actually the mill house. The mill itself is long since demolished.

				I’m grateful to John M. Garrett for allowing me to quote from his song “Old Essex Isle”.

				

				The Wall-Painting

				 

				“You must understand,” said Harry Foster, “ that this isn’t my own story.” He looked at us both with some concern. “I say, I hope you don’t think I’m here under false pretences!”

				He was a large, tweedy, red-faced man, giving something of the impression of a corpulent and amiable fox. I had been surprised to learn that he was - as he still is - an antiquarian book-seller, with premises in the West End and a house in Upper Norwood.

				“That’s all right,” said George Cobbett. “It’s the story itself that we’re interested in.”

				He began to fill his pipe, waiting for our visitor to justify his journey into Essex.

				“Good, good. Well, it came into my hands after a house clearance. I specialise, as you know, in sporting books, but I keep a fair amount of general material on the shelves, which usually comes from auctions and clearances. This particular item was among a job-lot from a house in Surrey. The owner had died, and the heirs - distant cousins - simply sold up the house and the entire contents. They couldn’t tell me anything about the book, and I’ve been quite unable to find out how it came into the old man’s possession. Maybe we’ll never know.

				“At all events, here it is.”

				He placed on the table a large notebook or diary, rather battered, with dark blue covers that were fading to grey. It had probably come from a cheap stationer’s some seventy or eighty years ago.

				“The name inside the cover,” said Harry, “is the Reverend Stephen Gifford, Vicar of Welford St Paul in Essex. I used to know the place fairly well - a friend of mine had a cottage nearby - and that’s what persuaded me to read the thing. It’s - well... unusual, you know.”

				He put on a pair of horn-rimmed glasses and began to read to us in a slightly hoarse, fruity voice.

				 

				***

				 

				This parish of Welford St Paul is large in area and small in numbers. Visitors are often surprised to learn that the church is dedicated to St Lawrence, and I am obliged to tell them that the village, like so many in Essex, was named for the Lords of the Manor: in this instance, the Dean and Chapter of St Paul’s Cathedral. They owned and still own a good deal of land in this county, which for centuries constituted the greater part of the Diocese of London. Indeed, they might well be accounted the oldest landed “family” in England!

				The parish church is very old. Much of the fabric is Norman work, but the chancel walls and the north wall of the sanctuary were built by the Anglo-Saxons and cannot be less than one thousand years old. It is a respectable age, even for this ancient county. The building is small and plain, with no really distinctive features, consisting of sanctuary, chancel and nave, with a squat western tower. There are no aisles, and the modest southern porch was erected by one of my predecessors early in the last century. Within, the walls are plastered and coated with a solution of lime, whose whiteness gives the small building a surprisingly light and spacious appearance.

				Upon my first visit I noticed a number of cracks in the plaster, and experience suggested that I should call in a building surveyor. The result was as I had feared: the northern walls of both nave and chancel were in a very sad state. With the subsequent arrival of the builders began a period of disruptive activity such as this little church had not known for centuries.

				It was on the afternoon of the fourth day that the patient and cautious work of the repairers uncovered a small patch of startlingly bright colour beneath the whiteness of the chancel wall. I took upon myself the responsibility of sealing off that wall and calling in a specialist. Fortunately I knew just the man. His name was Howard Faragher, and I had met him some months previously at the London Library, when I had dropped by to visit my friend the sub-librarian. I did not have his address, but Lomax was able to furnish it, and I telegraphed to him at once. He arrived at Welford St Paul two days later, a tall rangy man in his middle thirties, with untidy yellow hair and an amiably eager expression.

				“Well,” said he, after he had examined the little patch of green and red, “it is certainly a mediaeval painting, and from the colours and the way they’re applied, I should say it’s an early one - possibly late twelfth century.”

				“But it looks so fresh!” I protested. “I thought that in fresco - “

				He interrupted me: “Not all wall-painting is fresco, you know, though all fresco is wall-painting. That technique consists of applying paint to wet plaster, and it’s really only suitable in a warm, dry climate. It’s hardly known in this country. No, this is what’s called secco. The paints were mostly compounded of oxides and applied to a lime-wash surface that had been fixed with casein - simple skimmed milk. The colours can remain bright for centuries.

				“Now, Gifford, I shall need several days to remove the rest of this covering - no doubt it was put on during the Reformation - and I dare not attempt to make up my mind about the picture until I’ve finished, so please leave any questions until then.”

				He worked for nearly a week, with meticulous care, patiently and cheerfully fending off my eager curiosity. Each evening he would hang a cloth over the painting and return with me to the vicarage. My attempts to draw him out met with a polite but firm refusal, and our conversation turned mostly to history and music.

				After dinner on the fifth day he folded his napkin and said abruptly, “Well, I’ve finished. No, don’t go rushing out to look at it just yet. I’d rather show you the thing by daylight, and besides, I want a word with you before you see it. I think you told me that you keep a rather good brandy in your cellar. Would you be averse to cracking a bottle? I think I deserve a drink!”

				He would not say more until we were comfortably settled in my study, each with a glass of the rich, golden spirit. Then, after inhaling the piquant “nose” and taking an appreciative sip, he looked at me rather quizzically and said, “I think that we have found Saint Tosti.”

				

				Frankly, I did not know what to make of this. The name was quite unknown to me. “Tosti?” I said. “An Italian?”

				Faragher chuckled. “You’re thinking of the composer,” he said. “No, no. The saint was as English as you or I - more so, I suppose, for he was pure Anglo-Saxon, with no Norman blood in his veins. He was never, I think, widely known, but he flourished in the early decades of the eleventh century.”

				I began to understand. “He lived too late, then, to be mentioned in Bede’s history.”

				“Just so, and too early to have encountered the Norman invaders. But really, you know, you should be telling me about him.” Again that sardonic smile.

				“I? But - “ I was lost for words.

				“You really don’t know, do you? The fact is that your church was once dedicated to St Tosti. Oh, there’s no doubt about it. When we met at the London Library, I was actually researching the ecclesiastical history of the Tendring Hundred for a client, and that was one of the facts that came to my attention. But as to Tosti himself, information is not plentiful: a few scraps in the Library, a little more among the London Diocesan Archives – that’s all. The name is certainly Anglo-Saxon. You may recall that King Harold had a brother called Tosti or Tostig, who treacherously allied himself with Harald Hardrada at the Battle of Stamford Bridge.”

				“But this is remarkable!” I exclaimed. “There’s no mention of it in the Parish Records. I take it that Tosti was what you might call a local saint – not recognised by the Vatican.”

				It was certainly true that the Pontiff did not reserve to himself the right of canonisation until the thirteenth century. Before then there had been all sorts of irregularities, which the new decree swiftly crushed. The cult of St Tosti, like many others, must have found itself regarded quite suddenly as an unorthodox and unacceptable excrescence upon the body of the Church.

				“That would explain why I had never heard of him. And yet many of these local saints were eventually granted official recognition and canonised. What was there about this man?”

				Faragher shrugged his narrow shoulders. “I really don’t know. He just seems to have been – well – dubious. Records are scarce, as I told you, and I didn’t take any particular note of them, but I can recall nothing in the man’s life that suggests sanctity. One account, written, I think, in the late twelfth century, did lay particular stress upon his celibacy, but where you would expect some suggestion that the saint was following the example of Our Lord, or was wedded to the Church, there was nothing. Just the bald statement. In fact, he doesn’t seem to have had much to do with the Church at all.”

				“How very interesting. Then what was it that caused people to regard him as a saint?”

				“There are the vaguest references to miracles. For the moment, Gifford, you will have to be satisfied with that. You see, all the records that I’ve come across date from long after Tosti’s supposed death.”

				Faragher’s thin face brightened suddenly. “Ah, yes! That is an interesting matter. A clerk who wrote in or about the years 1120 says that Tosti was actually in the midst of an address or sermon to his brothers – that’s the word he uses – when he simply disappeared. The statement is quite unequivocal. He did not die; he disappeared. That is the only surviving account of the end of St Tosti, and our clerk says that he had the story from an eye-witness. Curious, eh?”

				“Very curious,” I said. “And why do you think that the wall-painting depicts this rather doubtful saint?”

				My companion stifled a yawn, and I suddenly realised how tired he looked.

				“I think,” he replied, “that I shall answer that question tomorrow, when you see the picture. Afterwards, perhaps, the two of us could make the journey in to Colchester and investigate the Archdeaconry records. Now, if you don’t mind, we shall change the subject. I should like just one more glass of this very passable brandy, and then I’ll be ready for a good night’s sleep.”

				My first duty on the next day was to conduct a short Eucharist. This weekday service was rarely well attended, and I was gratified that Faragher elected to join the congregation. Indeed, his presence increased the attendance by fifty per cent. The simple and moving words of the ritual, hallowed by the Spirit of God and by the spirit of our fathers, absorbed my attention throughout, so that it was not until after I had pronounced the Benediction that my curiosity about the wall-painting returned. Howard Faragher was waiting for me outside the vestry when I had slipped off my surplice and cassock. His eagerness to show me the painting was quite as great as mine to see it. We crossed the sanctuary to where a sheet of dark cloth, some seven feet by four, covered this unexpected treasure. Faragher raised his hand and, with an almost theatrical gesture, whipped the cloth from the wall.

				I am sure that I gasped. My first reaction was of astonishment at the sheer beauty of this hidden jewel of the church, but it was followed closely by another feeling - of unease, engendered by something too subtle to define. Was it the proud, ascetic expression of the man who stood, fully life-size, before us? Was it the extraordinary brightness of the eyes with which he regarded us? Was it the strangely uncertain figure, as it might be the shadow of a dog or a wolf, that lurked at his feet, half-hidden by the folds of his robe?

				The whole painting measured just over six feet high by two and a half wide. There was a border, painted in clever imitation of a Romanesque arch, the pillars no more than two inches wide. Within it, against a grey background and upon a floor of green, stood the saint.

				I could not doubt that he was regarded as a saint - why else would his likeness be enshrined in a Christian church? - but there was that about his calm and arrogant expression which suggested something other. The figure was tall and thin, with hairless and rather nut-cracker jaws and the most remarkable eyes. At first I had taken these piercing orbs to be blue, but a closer look showed that the colour was actually a curious and indeterminate grey.

				I was pondering upon this when Faragher spoke: “You’ve noticed the eyes? No doubt the man’s eyes were actually blue, as was common among the Anglo-Saxons...” He paused for a moment, then resumed: “By Tosti’s time, of course, the various invading races - yes, including the Norsemen - had become melded into a truly English people, in whose veins also ran much good Celtic blood. Besides, this part of north-eastern Essex was variously claimed by the East Saxons and the East Angles, and there is no telling to which people the saint himself belonged.”

				A longer pause, while he seemed to gather his thoughts.

				“Ha! Yes - blue eyes. Well, real blue is rare in mediaeval murals. It was made from an azurite, and not easy to come by. Mostly the artists used, as here, a cunning mixture of black and lime white, with the slightest touch of red ochre. You would expect the result to be a sort of dull brown, but there’s no doubt that this is intended to be blue. No doubt at all...”

				His voice trailed off, and I looked away, with some reluctance, from the compelling gaze of the painted figure.

				The left hand was raised, as if in blessing, but instead of the first two fingers being extended, as I had seen before, only the forefinger was raised: it pointed directly upwards.

				I mentioned this, and my companion, roused from his reverie, replied, “Yes, interesting, isn’t it? It gives credence to the notion that there was something unsaintly about this saint. The forefinger, extended on its own, is usually a gesture of condemnation in these paintings, and as this one is pointing upwards - well, one wonders. I’m curious that it should be the left hand, too, and not the right.

				“Have you observed, by the way, what he holds in his right hand? Uncommonly like a cat-o’-nine-tails, isn’t it? That’s what really convinced me that this must be St Tosti. You see, he is mentioned in more than one of the records as driving his enemies before him with a scourge. His enemies, notice, not the enemies of Christ.”

				“It was not a symbol of martyrdom, then?”

				“Ah, that would naturally occur to you. You are thinking of the grid-iron associated with St Lawrence. No, it was certainly Tosti who wielded the whip. Still, our Lord himself flogged the money-lenders in the Temple, so perhaps we should read too much into that. But tell me what you make of this.”

				He indicated the shadowy figure to which I have referred. It seemed to stand or squat, perhaps half the height of the saint, just by his left foot, partly concealed by the folds of his red gown. No features could be distinguished, and, indeed, the closer I looked, the less sure I became that the figure was actually there. It might have been merely a darker stain upon the grey background of the painting. Yet such was the meticulous care with which the saint had been depicted that I was inclined to doubt this notion.

				I asked Faragher, “Is there perhaps some animal, a dog or a wolf, which is associated with the legend of St Tosti?”

				His reply was negative. “And yet,” he added, after a moment’s thought, “something, some fact or suggestion, is nagging at my mind.” He gestured, wryly. “Perhaps we shall find out when we look at the Archdeaconry records. And that reminds me: the time is getting on. If we are to get any real work done in Colchester we had better go now.”

				With some reluctance, I left the presence of that enigmatic and dubious saint, and scurried towards the vestry to collect my greatcoat and hat. As I went, I observed that Howard Faragher was gazing intently at one portion of the wall-painting and murmuring, almost to himself, “What are you? I wish you would show yourself, so that I could be sure.”

				The journey in to Colchester is not a long one, and usually, upon a morning in early spring, it is particularly pleasant. My impatience, however, made it seem long and tedious, and I could see that my companion found it so as well. Still, we reached the town at last, and made our way to the offices of the Archdeaconry.

				Our eagerness was not well rewarded: the information about St Tosti and the early history of Welford St Paul was quite as scanty as Faragher had supposed. After nearly three hours we had uncovered no more than a few very uncertain references to miraculous events, and one late version, dating from the mid-thirteenth century, of the story that Tosti had whipped his foes before him. Here, though, there was the qualifying statement that “the Brethren of Tosti cried aloud to magnify the name of Christ” - but this was probably a pious interpolation.

				At two o’clock the Archdeacon’s clerk remarked rather pointedly that of course the archives could be made available for our inspection another day, but at present his duties were pressing. Indeed, I myself had begun to feel that our quest was something of a wild goose chase.

				But at that moment Howard Faragher gave a sudden exclamation of satisfaction: “Ha! Gifford, listen to this. It’s from a pamphlet issued in 1612 by the Puritan Richard Fine of Colchester. The pamphlet was called England, Rome and Babylon, and it cost Richard Fine both his ears in those intolerant times. All copies were destroyed, except for this one page, and that is charred along one edge - “

				“But what does it say?” I cried.

				“It starts in the middle of a sentence, thus: ‘... to his Lorde while in Converse with his Brethren.’ A reference to the disappearance, I think. Then it continues: ‘This Tosti was knowne to consorte with an Angell, as some say, others a Sprite of different sorte, not being a Creature of God but of the Divell.’ After that there’s a new paragraph, fulminating in general terms against Popish superstition.”

				The clerk, uncomprehending, interrupted with a discreet cough, and Faragher hastily laid down the ancient paper.

				“I do beg your pardon,” he said. “We must not keep you any longer.” He glanced at his watch and added, “We should go now, in any case, if we are to find anywhere open for luncheon.”

				Polite but triumphant, he accompanied me from the office. He spoke no more for a while, but his look as we bade farewell to the harassed clerk plainly said: “What do you think of that, my friend?”

				There was but one thought in my mind: that the shadowy figure that lurked beside the painted saint had little about it of the angelic.

				As we drove into Welford St Paul, Faragher said, “If you don’t mind, I should like to stay here for a few days longer. This matter becomes more and more curious, and I’d rather like to put off unveiling the picture until we know what there is to know about it. I suppose that the builders...?”

				“You need not worry,” I replied. “The builders know only that a painting of some kind has been uncovered, and that it is being examined by an expert.”

				“Capital! Well, shall we go and have another look at it while the light lasts?”

				The shade that clung to St Tosti was as disturbing and indefinable as ever. After peering at it for several minutes, Faragher said, “Please go if you want to, Gifford. I must see if I can date this thing at all accurately.” He looked up at me with a smile. “Who knows? I may yet be able to tell you who the artist was.”

				I left him, but with slight and amorphous misgivings. Whatever the truth about St Tosti, I was sure that the painting itself was unholy. The proud face of the ascetic, the lazy and arrogant way in which he held his wicked-looking scourge, the sinister and almost shapeless figure of his unknown companion -

				The companion! I could not be certain, but the suspicion would not leave my mind that the shadowy form had actually moved since we had last seen it.

				The light was almost gone when Howard Faragher returned to the vicarage. He looked and sounded preoccupied, tapping his long fore-finger against his lips and muttering to himself.

				In answer to my question, he said, “No farther, I’m afraid. My original estimate of the date may even be too late: it might just be eleventh century. Did you notice the folds of the saint’s robe, how carefully they were moulded? That is a pretty sure sign of early work in this country. Later artists tended away from the continental ideal and concentrated on an essential purity of outline. I doubt that we shall ever find out who painted Tosti for us - he was simply too early.”

				Faragher said little more until after dinner, when he observed, “Tomorrow, I think, I shall pay a visit to the Diocesan archives in London - I don’t think there’s much point in going to Rochester or St Alban’s. I’ll see if the London records have anything more to offer. I shall bring my camera back with me, and a magnesium flare, and we’ll try to get a clear photograph of our mysterious saint.”

				I retired early that night, leaving Faragher to his musings. I was very tired, and yet I did not sleep well, for I had a most unsettling dream. It was not a nightmare, in the sense that there was nothing gruesome about it, but it was instinct with a sense of isolation and intense loneliness.

				I stood in the churchyard of Welford St Paul, and about me was only a dark, vague greyness. The church stood before me, its windows illuminated fitfully by the feeble glow of candles. From the building came the sound of singing or chanting, though that too was faint, almost ethereal, and I cannot recall whether the words or the music were known to me. I walked unsteadily to the porch and unlocked the door. As I entered the building, it was abruptly darkened, though the singing continued, as faint and attenuated a sound as before.

				I did not realise the fact until I came to consider the dream in the morning, but the interior of the building was not that of my church. I had an impression of vast, almost infinite space, huge, dark and cold - made to seem more so, perhaps, by the singularly distant quality of the incorporeal voices. As I progressed, there came upon me the conviction that I was not wanted here, nor ever would be, though for what reason I could not tell. Something - something huge, perhaps the building itself - was, with a disturbing subtlety, hostile to me. That is all I remember, but it is enough.

				At breakfast, Faragher, though still seeming abstracted, was now more open. He greeted me by asking, “Did you sleep well?” Not waiting for an answer, he continued, “I didn’t - I had a rather frightening dream.”

				Putting aside my own vision, I said, “Tell me about it.”

				“I was walking alone,” he said, “through some sort of forest or heathland. The sky was darkening, and I knew that I must reach my destination before the light was quite gone. No, I have no idea what that destination was, nor why I was in such haste. I walked faster, and as I did so I became aware that something was stalking me. I could not see it, nor tell precisely where it was, but I could hear it moving, with a rather horrible ease, not very far from me.”

				“It was something, then, and not someone?”

				“I can’t be certain. That’s the devil of it! I could only sense the rustling and stepping of its long legs as it kept pace with me. I think that it was toying with me, as a cat does with a mouse. Yes, it had very long legs - but, Gifford, I couldn’t tell how many long legs!”

				Before he set out for Colchester and the London train, we went once more to look at the wall-painting. My friend said nothing, though he glanced at me rather uneasily, but again it seemed to me that Tosti’s shadowy companion had moved.

				I was crossing the churchyard after Evensong when he arrived back from London. He smiled ruefully and waved to me, then began to unload two large packages from the dog-cart: a square, bulky object that contained his camera and glass plates, and a long bag like those that golfers use. This held the tripod. I went over to help him carry them into the house.

				“We shall have dinner first,” I said, “and then you can tell me what you’ve learned.”

				“There is little to tell,” he replied. “One thirteenth century document, written by a clerk of St Paul’s, which refers cryptically to a reliqua Sancti Tostigii, and an episcopal order from the reign of Edward VI that a monstrance be destroyed at Welford church. That’s all. There was nothing to identify the relic, and only the absence of other probabilities leads me to wonder if the monstrance had been made to hold it.”

				After dinner, we took the photographic equipment into the darkened church. With the magnesium flare, of course, there was no need for adequate light in the building, and half a dozen candles sufficed while we erected the tripod and set the camera upon it. Only then did we look closely at the painting.

				Faragher’s next words made my heart sink: “When we first examined this, wasn’t Tosti’s companion partially hidden by his robe?”

				“It was,” I replied, hesitantly. “But now there is a clear gap between the two. The shadow has definitely moved towards the edge of the picture.”

				Insanely, the thought occurred to me that it was trying to get out! But this quite impossible happening seemed only to have increased my friend’s interest. With calm deliberation, he took three photographs of the painting - I averted my gaze each time, but the sudden flash of light seemed to sear my eyes - and then he began to pack up his equipment, saying, “I shall develop these in the morning, and we’ll see whether any secrets are revealed.”

				I carried the tripod out of the church, while Faragher took the camera and the precious photographic plates. The moon had not yet risen, and a thick cloud obscured the stars. It seemed almost unnaturally dark in the churchyard. No lights could be seen in the vicarage, for my housekeeper had left long before. Fortunately the walk is short and straight, so that we had no difficulty in reaching the vicarage gate, but there, as chance would have it, I slipped upon the step and fell, giving my ankle a severe twist. I had dropped the heavy bag, but Faragher retrieved it unharmed. Then, carrying both loads, he supported me while I hobbled, and we shortly reached the door of the house.

				I found my key and unlocked the door, so that he might go in and switch on the electric light before helping me. I felt, rather than saw, him enter and feel for the light-switch, which is just inside the door and to the right.

				There was a dull click, but no light. Faragher’s voice said, “I’m sorry about this. I think the bulb must have blown. Shall I try the light in the study?”

				“If you please,” I replied. “The door is just a few feet along, on the same side.”

				A moment later I heard the study door open, and again a muffled click in the darkness. Then Faragher returned to me.

				“This is most annoying,” he said. “I think we shall have to make do with candles tonight, and tomorrow we’ll see about getting the electricity restored.”

				I sighed, no doubt with some petulance. “Very well. The candles are kept in the scullery, in a cupboard beneath the sink. That’s through the kitchen - the second door on the left, remember - about twenty feet along.”

				“All right,” he said, and I heard him feeling his way along the wall. The moments seemed interminable, and when I heard his voice again it was curiously muffled.

				“Gifford! You did say it was the second door on the left, didn’t you? Only I must have gone twenty feet already, and I haven’t come across a door yet.”

				Something like fear touched me then. It was true that I had not lived long at the vicarage, but long enough, surely, to know where all the rooms were.

				Then came the voice again, clearer this time, but fainter: “There seems to be a bend in the hallway here. I don’t remember that.”

				Neither did I. I knew that the hall ran quite straight from the front to the back of the house, where it gave on to the back garden.

				There was, I think, a note of hysteria in Faragher’s voice as he continued: “I’ll try down here - perhaps I’ll find the door this way!”

				A moment later the faint voice said, “There’s no door here.”

				There was a dreadful long pause, and I heard my friend’s voice for the last time, seeming to reach me from an infinite distance. The words were simple and, in the circumstances, terrifying: “Dear God!”

				The sound seemed to ring, echoing, as though from an abyss. I heard it for long minutes after it had actually ceased.

				Desperately, I stood upon the doorstep, not caring for the pain in my ankle, and fumbled hopelessly for the light-switch. I found it, pressed it - and the light came on, revealing the hallway as I had known it, running straight from the front to the back of the house.

				“Faragher!” I cried, and again: “Faragher!”

				Then the pain and the confusion overcame me. My ankle gave way, and I fell to the floor in a faint.

				I awoke in the greyness of dawn, my body shivering with cold, and my head feeling as if it would burst. Desperately, hopelessly, I hobbled and crawled throughout the house, seeking for some trace of my friend, and finding none. The back door was locked, and had not been unlocked. The windows too were all closed against the chill night, and while I could not swear that he had not returned to the front door and stepped over my unconscious body, yet I knew that it was not so.

				The answer was not outside the house, nor was it within. I lay for fully two hours upon the couch in my study, with both my head and my ankle throbbing, and at the end I could only think, as I had thought at the beginning, that the answer lay in that damnable wall-painting, with the false saint and his infernal companion. It was an answer, I thought, that they would keep to themselves for ever.

				In that, I was mistaken.

				With the aid of a strong stick, I staggered across to the church and let myself in, not knowing, but fearing, what I might find. In the chancel, the sheet of dark cloth still covered the painting, but before removing it I knelt at the altar and prayed for understanding of what I should do and for resolution to do it. Strengthened, but no less uneasy, I went to the north wall and firmly pulled down the cloth. The light was quite sufficient for me to see the painting clearly, and every detail of it is impressed upon my mind. For several minutes I gazed at it, a sickness growing within my spirit, and then I did what I knew I had to. Blessing the caution that had prevented my from letting the workmen see the picture, I raised my stick and hammered at the wall, blow upon blow, until every scrap of painted plaster was gone from it. Then I ground the lumps of plaster beneath my feet, so that soon there was nothing but dust upon the floor. It would not be hard to devise a story that would satisfy the builders. At last, sobbing and choking, I knelt before the altar again, and prayed for the soul of my friend.

				The wall-painting upon that last day was just as we had first seen it, save for one small detail. The gaunt figure of Tosti still stood, clutching his whip and pointing derisively toward heaven. The shadowy form of his companion again lurked by his left foot, partly hidden by his robe. But now the features of the shadow could be distinguished: they were faint, but quite clear, and they were the features of Howard Faragher.

				 

				***

				 

				Harry Foster laid down the book and removed his glasses. “There’s just one thing to add,” he said. “Gifford says that when the photographs were developed he found that they showed only the figure of Tosti. There was no stain or shadow or any kind of a companion. He burned the prints and had the plates ground to powder.”

				Harry looked from one to the other of us with a sardonic smile, as if to say, “What do you make of that, my friends?”

				Hesitantly, I said, “Have you made any enquiries about the story - in the parish records, for example? And what about this Tosti - ?”

				Harry lit a cigar and drew upon it before answering. “I haven’t been back to Welford St Paul,” he said, “and I don’t intend to do so. Perhaps because I’m afraid that the story is true, perhaps because I’m afraid that it is not. All I can tell you is this: a few weeks ago I acquired a copy of Crockford’s clerical directory for the year 1910, and I found that one Stephen Gifford actually had been the vicar of Welford St Paul since February 1907.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Let’s leave it at that, shall we?”

				I glanced at George Cobbett, whose eyes were fixed on the table in front of him. His brow was furrowed, and his lips pursed. I could see that he was thinking, as I was: “Shall we?”

				

				Afterword

				 

				This tale was written for the Haunted Library special, Saints and Relics, where it was graced with a stunning illustration by Allen Koszowski.  My knowledge of mediaeval English murals comes mostly from E. Clive Rouse’s excellent little book Discovering Wall Paintings - a fact that David Rowlands recognised when he first read the story. 

				The village was originally called Wickham St Paul, but then I discovered that there really is a Wickham St Paul in north Essex and hastily invented a name.

				Karl Wagner picked “The Wall-Painting” for The Year’s Best Horror Stories XII, and Richard Dalby later included it in The Mammoth Book of Ghost Stories.
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