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ONE

Benedict Doyle had always known that if he ever entered the house that had belonged to his great-grandfather, the ghost that had shadowed most of his own life would be waiting for him. If it had been possible to avoid coming to the house today, he would have done so – in fact he would have travelled to the other side of the planet if he could have managed it.

But the visit could no more be avoided than tomorrow’s sunrise. In a couple of weeks he would be twenty-one, and Holly Lodge, that tall, frowning old place, would become his.

‘You’ll have to go through all the stuff that’s in there,’ his cousin Nina had said, with her customary bossiness. ‘I shouldn’t think you’ll want much of it yourself, although my mother used to say there were some quite nice things in the house.’

It was all very well for Nina, whose life had been entirely ordinary, and who, if she ever encountered a ghost, would most likely breezily tell it to sod off.

Still, Nina was right about the house’s contents needing to be sorted out before it was sold. The solicitors, who had administered the trust fund left by Benedict’s parents, had let Holly Lodge to a series of tenants over the years, but it had been empty for the last two years. They assumed Benedict would want to sell it, rather than live in it. Would they be right?

‘Yes,’ said Benedict, who would not have lived in Holly Lodge if he had been homeless and starving. He said he would sort out the contents and sell the furniture, and agreed that the house must not stand empty through another winter. Yes, he would see to it. No, he was not putting it off, but he was busy at the moment. This was his third year at Reading and there were exams looming, revision – his finals were next year. You did not acquire a decent degree in law and criminology by sitting around doing nothing. He would go up to London at half-term, or perhaps Christmas . . .

Inevitably it was Nina who pushed him into it. If nothing else, he should have the contents valued by an antique dealer, she said. As it happened, she knew someone who might help. Nina always knew someone who might help – she was constantly offering people to all her friends, from doctors and acupuncturists, to marvellous little boutiques who sold designer clothes at a fraction of the cost. Benedict thought he might have guessed in the present situation she would offer him an antique dealer.

‘Her name’s Nell West,’ Nina said. ‘She lived in London until her husband died, but she’s based in Oxford now. I expect she’d travel to London for what’s practically a house clearance though. She won’t rip you off, either. I’ll phone her, shall I?’

‘Well, all right.’ It was already the beginning of December and Benedict knew he would have to face up to entering the house. ‘Make it just before Christmas. Say the eighteenth.’

It was to be hoped Nina’s antique dealer contact would not turn out to be one of her butterfly-minded friends, playing at running a business. A young widow might be anything from a mournful workaholic to an extravagant dragonfly, squandering insurance money and trailing strings of lovers.

At first 18th December was far enough away not to matter, but as it got nearer Benedict was aware of an increasing nervousness. He woke on the morning of the 18th to find his stomach churning with apprehension.

London was a seething mass of Christmas shoppers. Benedict eyed them and wished his day could be as normal as theirs. He would far rather grapple with Oxford Street in the Christmas rush than enter an empty old house where God knew what might be waiting for him.

He had not been sure he would remember the way from the tube station and he had been more than half prepared to find himself lost and have to ask for directions. But when it came to it, he recognized the landmarks from twelve years ago – the clusters of shops, the scattering of restaurants, the jumble of house styles, interspersed here and there with single modern office buildings. But he thought that in the main this part of London, which was a kind of satellite suburb of Highbury, would not have looked much different in his great-grandfather’s day.

Here was the road now – a polite-looking street, with large dwellings, some fronting on to the pavement, others standing behind hedges. Most of them looked as if they had been divided into flats and some had brass plates indicating they were doctors’ or dentists’ surgeries. Holly Lodge was halfway along – one of the few private residences left. The gardens were unkempt and the holly hedge that gave it its name was thick and spiky.

Benedict stood looking at the house for a long time, telling himself it had been empty for nearly two years, and that any old, empty house would look gloomy and forbidding on a grey December day. Twelve years ago he had believed in ghosts; these days he did not. There would not be anything waiting for him inside the house.

But there was. He knew it the minute he stepped inside.

Benedict’s parents had died shortly after his eighth birthday, in a car crash which had also killed his grandfather who had been travelling with them.

Even now, he could remember the cold sick feeling that had engulfed him when Aunt Lyn, tears streaming down her face, told him what had happened. He had not really understood why his parents had been driving through an icy blizzard that day – he had supposed there was some important grown-up thing they had to do. Aunt Lyn, angrily dashing away tears, had said it was irresponsible of them to go haring across London in the middle of a fierce snowstorm with the roads like ice rinks and visibility virtually nil, and it was as well that Benedict, poor little scrap, had some family left who would take care of him. He would, of course, come to live with her and his cousin Nina.

Benedict had been too sick and numb with grief to care where he lived. He had not known his grandfather very well, so that part was not too bad, but the loss of his parents was devastating. He had to pack his clothes and go to Aunt Lyn’s house. Aunt Lyn was kind and comforting, but she was not Benedict’s mother and her house was not his house. He had stayed with her sometimes, because Aunt Lyn and Nina were supposed to be the lively ones of the family and Benedict’s mother said he was apt to be too quiet and something called introverted. It would do him good, said his mother, to stay with Lyn and be with Nina who was always so sparky, and see if he could imbibe some of that spark.

‘He won’t,’ said Benedict’s father, who was quiet himself and liked Benedict the way he was. ‘He’ll retreat from the world into his books.’

‘The way you retreat from the world sometimes,’ said Benedict’s mother. Benedict, who had been only a quarter listening to this exchange but who had been getting slightly worried in case his parents were going to have one of their very rare rows, heard the smile in his mother’s voice and relaxed and went back into the book he was reading, which was Alice Through the Looking Glass and which he could read properly by himself now. It was just about the best book in the whole world.

After the crash he could not believe he would never hear his mother teasing his father like that again, nor could he believe he would never see the familiar faraway look on his father’s face which his mother called retreating, but the rest of the family said was useless daydreaming.

That first night Aunt Lyn gave him the bedroom he always had, and Benedict closed the door and sat on the bed, refusing to go downstairs or join Aunt Lyn and Nina for a meal. He did not want to talk to anyone and he did not want to see anyone. He said this very politely, but he kept the door closed for the next two days, only going out to the bathroom. Aunt Lyn carried up meals on trays and did not seem to mind that he did not speak to her. Benedict had brought Alice Through the Looking Glass with him and he read it all the way through, then turned to the first page and read it all over again.

The funeral was four days later. Aunt Lyn came up to the bedroom to tell him about it, tapping on the door before coming in. It would be at the local church, she said, but Benedict need not go if he did not want to. Nina, who was fourteen, came up later to say if he had any sense he would stay in the house. Funerals were utterly gross. There would be coffins and stuff like that, and everyone would cry. She was going, said Nina importantly, because everyone else was and there was a grown-up party afterwards.

‘It’s not a party,’ said Aunt Lyn in exasperation. ‘I keep telling you it’s not a party.’

‘I don’t care what it is, it’s at a big house I’ve never been to, and there’ll be food and I can wear black and that’s seriously gothic.’ Nina was into being gothic at the time.

Benedict did not want to go to a party that would have his parents in coffins and at which people would be seriously gothic, but the night before the funeral his grandmother, who was his mother’s mother, came to the house in floods of tears and said he must go, because he was the one scrap of her beloved daughter she had left, and only his presence at her side would get her through the terrible ordeal.

‘That’s unanswerable,’ said Aunt Lyn to Benedict afterwards. ‘I think you’ll have to go. I’m really sorry about it. But it’ll only be about an hour.’

‘I’ll sit by you and hold your hand if it’ll help,’ said Nina.

‘I don’t want anyone to hold my hand. I’ll be all right,’ said Benedict. After they went out, he tried on the black tie which Aunt Lyn had given him and which was what people wore to funerals. He put it on and stared at it in the mirror. The tie looked horrible and Benedict hated it. He hated everything and he wished he could do what Alice had done, and step through the mirror into another world. Alice only had to say, ‘Let’s pretend,’ and her mirror had dissolved. The world in the looking glass sounded pretty scary, but Benedict thought any world, no matter how scary it was, would be better than this one.

He was about to turn away when something moved in the mirror’s depths. Benedict looked back and his heart skipped a beat. Looking out of the mirror, straight at him, was a strange man. As he stared, the man smiled and Benedict glanced over his shoulder into the room, thinking someone had come in without him hearing. There had been people coming and going all day, vague relatives Benedict hardly knew, and friends of his parents. Some of them had come upstairs to tell him how sorry they were; this man must be another of them.

But the bedroom was empty and the door was closed. Benedict looked back at the mirror and this time his heart did more than skip a beat, it lurched and thumped hard against his ribs. The man was still there, standing very still, watching him.

Benedict was not exactly frightened, but he was confused. His mind felt as if it was opening up and as if thousands of brilliant lights were pouring into it. He could see the man clearly – he could see that he was about his father’s age, and for a marvellous moment he thought it actually was his father. Supposing dad had come back, just to say goodbye? But even as he was thinking it, he knew it was not his father. It was someone who had very vivid blue eyes, and dark hair. Benedict could not see the whole of the man’s face because he was standing slightly sideways, but he could see the remarkable eyes and he could see the man was wearing a dark coat with the collar partly turned up. Behind him was this bedroom, looking exactly as it did here, except for being the other way round.

But people did not live inside mirrors, not unless they were people in books. Might it be a dream? He took a tentative step closer to the mirror and he thought the man put out a hand to him. Benedict hesitated, wanting to put out his own hand, but fearful that he might feel the stranger’s cold fingers close around it.

Then from downstairs came Aunt Lyn’s voice, calling something about closing the bathroom window, and the man lifted a finger to his lips in a ‘hush’ gesture. Benedict glanced over his shoulder to the door, and when he looked back at the mirror, the man had vanished.

He did not know if he was relieved or upset, but he did not think he would tell anyone about the man. Aunt Lyn and Nina might think he was going mad – he might actually be going mad. In any case, it had probably not happened or, if it had, it was something to do with his beloved Alice from his book. He had never heard of people being able to call up the worlds that lived inside books, but that did not mean it could not be done. For all Benedict knew, it might be something people did quite often, but that nobody ever talked about. This was such a comforting thought that he felt better for the first time since the car crash.

Benedict had never been to a funeral before and he did not know what to expect. It was dreadful. His grandmother cried all through the service, and clung to his hand, and one of the aunts fainted halfway through and had to be taken outside and given brandy from somebody’s flask. The three coffins stood in front of everyone – Benedict managed not to look at them because he was afraid the lids would not be on and he would see his parents’ bodies all dead and mangled up from the crash.

The vicar read a piece from the Bible that said the dead did not die, only went to sleep. The thought of his parents sleeping inside a coffin deep in the ground was so terrifying Benedict was not sure if he could bear it. He bit his lip and stared at the ground and thought about all the worlds in books that he might escape to when this was over, and wondered if the man who had looked out of the mirror at him had been real or just part of the nightmare of his parents dying in a dreadful tangle of metal and glass on the Victoria Dock Road.

He thought he could go back to Aunt Lyn’s house after the service, but it seemed everyone was going to his grandfather’s old house, and Benedict had to go with them.

Aunt Lyn came with him in one of the big black cars. She was surprised he had never been to Holly Lodge. ‘It was your grandfather’s house,’ she said. ‘Are you sure your father never took you there?’

‘No, never.’ Benedict did not say his mother had suggested it once, but that his father had said, quickly, ‘Benedict mustn’t ever go to that house.’

‘Why not?’

‘You know why not.’

‘Oh Lord, you don’t think it’s still there, do you? Not after all this time?’

Benedict, listening, only just caught his father’s reply. ‘Yes, it’s still there,’ he said. ‘You’ve never really believed it, I know, but I promise you, it’s still there.’

As the big black car slid through the streets Benedict looked through the windows, waiting for the moment when he would see the house, which his father had never wanted him to enter. I’m very sorry, he said silently to his father’s memory. You didn’t want me to go inside this house, but I’ll have to.

Aunt Lyn was saying something about an inheritance. ‘When you’re twenty-one, Holly Lodge will be yours.’

It sounded as if she was promising him a huge treat, so Benedict said, ‘Yes, I see,’ even though he did not see at all. He was trying to pretend that the rain sliding down the car’s windows was actually a thin silver curtain that he could draw aside and see sunshine beyond and his parents still alive and everything ordinary again.

But it was real rain, of course – a ceaseless grey downpour. When the cars drew up outside Holly Lodge it dripped from the dark gloomy trees surrounding the house and lay in black puddles on the gravel drive.

Benedict had not known what to expect from this house, but his father had talked about something being in there that he, Benedict, must never meet. Clearly it was something really bad, so it would not be surprising to find Holly Lodge looked like the terrible castles in Jack the Giant Killer, although he supposed you did not get many castles in East London and you certainly did not get any giants, or, if you did, people kept very quiet about them.

When they got to it, he saw it was an ordinary house in an ordinary street. But as they went inside, he had the feeling it had never been a happy house; he thought quite bad things might have happened here, or – what was worse – might be waiting to happen in the future. It was quite a big house, though, which was good because a lot of people were here. Aunt Lyn had arranged for tea or coffee and sherry to be offered, and people wandered around sipping their drinks, eyeing the furniture and the pictures and ornaments. It appeared that hardly anyone had been to the house before; aunts murmured that it was all in better condition than they would have expected; uncles peered dubiously at paintings, and a bookish cousin, with whom Nina tried unsuccessfully to flirt, discovered a collection of works on Irish folklore, and was seated on a window sill reading about creatures with unpronounceable names and sinister traditions, who had apparently haunted Ireland’s west coast.

There were a few framed photographs on the walls which must be pretty old, because they were all black and white and some were even a kind of dusty brown like the faded bodies of dead flies on a hot window-sill. The older aunts inspected these photos with curiosity.

‘None of Declan Doyle,’ said the one who had fainted in the church. ‘Pity. I’d be interested to see what he looked like.’

‘I think there are some of him upstairs,’ said someone else.

‘Are there? Then I might have a look presently. My grandmother said he was one of the handsomest men she ever met.’

‘Handsome’s all very well,’ said one of the uncles. ‘I heard you couldn’t trust him from here to that door.’

‘Declan Doyle was your great-grandfather,’ said Aunt Lyn to Benedict. She was handing round sandwiches and she looked flustered. Benedict wondered if he was supposed to help her.

He felt a bit lost. Everyone seemed to be huddled in little groups, all talking very seriously. He still did not like the house, but he was curious about it, mostly because of what his father had said that time.

‘It’s still there . . .’

Whatever ‘it’ was, his father had seemed to find it frightening, but his mother had not believed in it.

Benedict slipped out of the room, wondering if he dare explore. But if it would be his house one day, surely he was allowed to see the rest of it.

But to begin with, the rooms were not especially interesting. Benedict looked into what must be a dining room and into a big stone-floored kitchen. The nicest room was on the other side of the hall: there was a view over the gardens and bookshelves lining the walls. A big leather-topped desk stood under the window. It could have been his grandfather’s study; people who had big houses like this did have studies. Benedict tried to picture his grandfather sitting in one of the deep armchairs reading, or writing letters at the desk. Old people often wrote letters. They did not text like Benedict and his friends did, or email, because there had not been texting or computers in their day. Benedict thought it must have been pretty fascinating to have lived in that long-ago world, although he would miss texting and computers.

There was a calendar in a brass frame on the desk and a big desk diary with a page for each day of the week. On both of these the 18th January was marked in red and a time – three p.m. – was underlined. Whoever had done it had not just drawn a circle round the day, but had made an elaborate shape like a little sketched figure. Benedict stared at the marks, feeling cold and a bit sick, because the 18th was the day of the crash and three o’clock was the time it had happened. Aunt Lyn had said so. Benedict could not bear thinking about that, so he went out of the study, closing the door firmly, and hoping no one would see him.

He paused for a moment in the hall to listen to the sounds from the long room where everyone was eating and talking. One of the aunts was trying to find out where Benedict’s parents had been going in the middle of an icy blizzard, insisting there was something peculiar about it.

‘Because I can’t imagine what was so important as to send them on a car journey in the depths of winter. Half of London had ground to a halt and all the television news programmes were warning people not to travel unless absolutely necessary.’

‘Like in the war,’ said an elderly man, who was wandering around with a bottle of brandy. ‘“Is your journey really necessary?”’

‘Yes, and I don’t see how that journey could have been, do you? They were very insistent that it couldn’t be put off, and they were very secretive about it as well.’

Benedict went up the stairs. There would not be much to see up here, but anything was better than hearing people say horrid things about his mother and father.

There seemed to be a lot of bedrooms, with ceilings spotted with damp and faded wallpaper, and furniture draped in sheets so you imagined people crouching under them. Had his grandfather lived here on his own, with all these rooms and dusty windows and the drifting cobwebs that reached down to brush against Benedict’s face like thin fingers?

At the end of this landing was a second flight of stairs. Benedict hesitated, but he could still hear people talking and no one seemed to have missed him, so he went up the stairs, which creaked as if the house was groaning. There was another landing at the top; it was very dark and, as he looked doubtfully about him, a door on his right swung slowly open. Benedict froze. Was someone in there? He took a deep breath and went up to the door, but the room was empty except for an old dressing table and a desk pushed against one wall. Or was it empty? As he stood uncertainly in the doorway, the long curtains billowed out as if someone was standing behind them, and something seemed to dart across his vision. He gasped and was about to run back downstairs when he realized that what he had seen was only the glint of a silver photograph frame on the dressing table. There were several photos, but this one must have caught the light when he opened the door. He let out a whooshing breath of relief, then went up to see the photo. It was one of the faded brown ones, but Benedict could see the man in it had dark hair. He was wearing old-fashioned clothes and he was only partly looking at the camera so that half of his face was hidden.

Benedict stared at the man, his mind whirling and panic gripping him in huge wrenching waves.

The man in the photograph was the man who had looked at him from his bedroom mirror four days earlier.


TWO

After a long time Benedict picked up the photograph and turned it over. Photographs often had things written on the back to tell who the people in them were. His hands were shaking so badly he almost dropped the frame, but eventually he managed to peel off the sticky tape on the backing and take out the photo.

There was nothing. The back of the photo had splodgy brown marks, but no one had written on it to say who this was or when or where the photo had been taken. Benedict sat down on the window sill to think. This was his great-grandfather’s house and the aunts had said there were photographs of him up here. So there was only one person this could be. Declan Doyle, his great-grandfather.

Benedict put the photograph back in its frame and replaced it on the dressing table. He wanted to run out of the room, but he did not want any of the people downstairs to see him shaking and on the verge of tears. He would stay here a little longer until he felt better.

The mirror on the dressing table was reflecting the photograph of Declan. It was odd how reflections changed things. Even this room looked different in the mirror – it was smaller and the walls were darker. If you narrowed your eyes, you could even think you were seeing a fire burning in a small grate. Benedict quite liked seeing this, because people did not have fires like that any more. He kept his eyes half-shut for a while, then he opened them, expecting to see this bedroom reflected in the glass. But it was not. He could still see the fire-lit room. There was a bright red rug in front of the fire and a small table and two chairs. Standing by the fireplace, its leaping light behind him, was the man from the photograph. Declan.

Benedict shrank back against the window pane. He would not be frightened. He could not be hurt by somebody who was inside a mirror. But he ached with the pain of wanting Mum, because she would have put her arms round him and told him he was safe from everything bad in the world. Dad would have said, in his quiet way, that all you had to do with things that tried to frighten you was make a rude face at them and they ran away like the cowards they were.

Was that fire-lit room where Declan had lived? Aunt Lyn had said Declan was Irish – would the cottage be in Ireland?

At once a soft silvery whisper seemed to hiss into the room.

‘Yes, it’s in Ireland, Benedict, it’s on the very edge of Ireland’s west coast, near the Cliffs of Moher . . . They’re wild and dark, those cliffs, and the Atlantic Ocean lashes against them forever and there’s the cold music of the sidhe inside the ocean, and the sound of screeching gulls, like wailing banshees, or souls shut out of heaven . . .’

Benedict looked round the room in fear, but there was no one there.

‘And there’s an ancient watchtower built by one of Ireland’s High Kings, and they say the devil himself prowls that stretch of the cliffs . . . That’s where it began, Benedict, inside that dark tower, reeking of evil . . . One hundred and twenty years ago, near enough . . .

‘We’d make up stories about that watchtower, Benedict – wouldn’t any child do that? We’d say to one another, “Let’s pretend . . .” ’

Let’s pretend . . . There it was, the spell that had taken Alice to that other world.

‘We’d pretend it was the ruinous halls of the High Kings, the last magical stones from the ancient kingdom of Tara . . . Or a giant’s castle – you know about giants, Benedict, you know how they have to be killed . . . And wouldn’t any child with half an ounce of spirit or adventure want to go up there, to find out what was really inside that old tower? I did, Benedict, I and a good friend I had, a boy I grew up with.’

The voice had a way of pronouncing things Benedict had never heard, and the words were broken-up like a crackly old radio, or as if they were coming from a long way off.

Greatly daring and having no idea if his own words could be heard, he said, ‘Did you do it? Go up to the tower?’

‘I did. Oh, I did, Benedict. I and my friend went up there. We thought we might find giants and ghosts, or princesses that had to be rescued from evil sorcerers and black enchantments. I’d have hacked my way through brambles and thick-thorn hedges for a princess even at that age. Wouldn’t anyone?’

‘Did you find those things? The giants and the kings and the princesses?’

‘No,’ said the soft voice. ‘We found something far worse.’

Ireland 1890s

Declan Doyle and Colm Rourke had always known they would one day brave the ancient watchtower on the Moher Cliffs. From the time they were very small, growing up in the tiny village of Kilglenn, they had agreed it was a mystery that must one day be solved. And then wouldn’t they be the toast of the entire village and half the villages around! Wouldn’t they have made their fortunes and have enough money to be off to London town, where it was said that you might almost dig up gold in the streets.

‘We’ll be out of here as soon as we’re properly grown-up,’ said Colm, and Declan, who followed Colm in most things, said they would, for sure, and they’d take Romilly with them.

Romilly. Colm’s cousin, a year younger, the most beautiful creature either of them had ever seen, although, as Declan pointed out, they had not in fact seen so very many girls, because anyone who was even half good-looking usually left Kilglenn for wider worlds.

‘We’ll leave as well, but not until we’ve managed to get inside the watchtower and see if we can make our fortunes from it,’ said Colm, grinning.

‘Even if we got in there, all we’d find was Father Sheehan, living there like a hermit. And I don’t want to meet him,’ said Declan firmly. ‘My father says he’s very wicked and the Church excommunicated him because of a woman.’

‘If you listen to them in Fintan’s bar of an evening, they’ll tell you it was nothing to do with a woman,’ said Colm. ‘They say Nick Sheehan met the devil one morning on the cliff tops and traded his soul, and that’s the real reason he was excommunicated.’

‘People don’t trade their souls, except in books. And what would the devil be doing in Kilglenn anyway?’

‘I don’t know, but they say he challenged Nick Sheehan to play chess and Nick Sheehan won, and the devil had to give him the chess set. But he locked it away in the watchtower because it’s so evil it’d frizzle your soul if you so much as looked at it. That’s why he lives up there – keeping guard over it.’

‘I don’t believe any of that,’ said Declan firmly.

‘I don’t either, not really, but I’d like to meet Nick Sheehan and make up my own mind,’ said Colm thoughtfully. ‘And it’s a grand story, isn’t it? I bet it’s told in every house in Kilglenn round the fire every Christmas.’

‘If we stay here long enough, we’ll be telling it as well, in about a hundred years’ time.’

‘Not us,’ said Colm. ‘We’re not staying in Kilglenn for a hundred years. We’ll be off to London long before that.’

London, late 1990s

Benedict could still hear the grown-ups talking downstairs, and somebody was calling to know whether there was any more coffee, but the sounds seemed a long way off. What was much nearer and much more real was the small Irish village where two boys had grown up, and where an ancient watchtower looked out over the ocean.

He wanted to ask Declan what he and the other boy – Colm – had really found in the watchtower, but he was starting to feel very frightened, and one of the things that was frightening him most was the way Declan was standing with half of his face turned away. But his father would want him to be brave, so Benedict got down from the window ledge and went towards the mirror, to get a better look at Declan and the fire-lit room. At once, the image seemed to flinch; Declan did not step back exactly, but he turned his face away like a man suddenly faced with a too-bright light.

Why had he done that? Benedict was trying to decide if he dared say Alice’s Let’s Pretend spell after all and see if the mirror let him step through it, when the fire-lit room with the dark figure shivered, then splintered, and all he could see was the reflection of this room with its dusty walls.

It’s all right, thought Benedict. He’s gone. I don’t know what that was, but I don’t think those two boys and that village and that stuff about the devil’s chess set was real. I’ll go downstairs, and I won’t ever tell anybody about this. It won’t ever happen again. I’m safe.

But he never did feel safe, not through all the years he was growing up in Aunt Lyn’s house. He had the feeling that Declan was waiting for him, somewhere just beyond vision and just outside of hearing, waiting for his chance to talk to Benedict again.

Once, when he was eleven, travelling back from staying with relatives of his mother, half asleep because it was late and the journey was a long one, he thought Declan looked at him from beyond the darkened window of the train. He sat bolt upright in the seat, peering through the window in panic. But the outline dissolved and Benedict tried to think that ghost images often did look back at you from a train window in the dark. They usually turned out to be the guard coming to check tickets, or somebody walking along the aisle.

By the time he was twelve, the pain of losing his parents was not as severe, and on his thirteenth birthday he realized he had to concentrate to recall their faces. He felt so guilty about this, he looked out several photographs and asked Aunt Lyn if they could be framed and put on his dressing table. He knew he would never forget how he had felt when they died, but Aunt Lyn was kind and loving and made no difference between Benedict and Nina, and Nina appeared to regard him as a younger brother she could organize.

But if his parents’ ghosts receded, the memory of what he had seen in his great-grandfather’s house did not. I’ll outgrow you, he said to Declan’s memory. I’ll go away – to university if I can – and leave you behind.

By the time he got to Reading University at eighteen, he thought he had succeeded. He found law absorbing – and he thought he might even try for a PhD in criminology. He made friends – in his second year he shared a rambling old house with three other students – and there were one or two girlfriends. Life was interesting and full.

And then, a few weeks before his twenty-first birthday, he received the solicitor’s letter, saying that under the terms of his parents’ will, the ownership of Holly Lodge would shortly pass to him, and that unless he wanted to live in it himself, which they thought he did not, they recommended he sell it. If he decided to do so they could arrange a house clearance, but Benedict must, of course, first go through the house’s contents to see what he wanted to keep.

I’ll have to go back, thought Benedict, the remembered dread stealing over him. It’s been eleven years, but whether I sell it or keep it, I’ll have to go back to Declan’s house.


THREE

Nell West had been pleased when Nina Doyle asked her to value the contents of a family house near Highbury. It had belonged to an elderly relative, said Nina, showering information on Nell in her customary pelting way, and it had been rented for about ten years, but there were most likely some quite nice things stored away. It was her cousin Benedict’s grandfather who had originally owned it; he had died in a car crash along with Benedict’s parents years ago. It had all been frightfully tragic, said Nina, because Benedict had only been eight at the time.

Nell said how appalling for an eight-year-old to lose both parents at once.

‘Well, the poor lamb seemed to come out of it unscathed, although in my experience, people are never entirely unscathed, are they? And Benedict can occasionally be a bit introverted. He sometimes seems to retreat mentally, if you know what I mean.’

Nell said she did.

‘I dare say you find that with your Oxford don,’ said Nina. ‘Academics often tend to be a bit other-worldly, don’t they? Ivory towers and all that.’ The words and tone were studiedly casual, but Nell had the feeling of being mentally pounced on.

She said, offhandedly, ‘Michael isn’t mine.’

‘Would he like to be, though? Would you like him to be? Because honestly, Nell, I know you were utterly torn to pieces when Brad died, but it’s been more than two years.’

Nell was not going to discuss Michael Flint with Nina Doyle; in fact she was not going to discuss him with anyone. Instead, she brought Nina back to the question of when she could see the Highbury house and inventory the contents. It appeared that Benedict had put forward 18th December as a suitable date, and Nell thought it would be worth braving the seething crowds of Christmas shoppers to see what was inside the house.

‘I haven’t been there since I was in my teens,’ said Nina. ‘I don’t think Benedict has, either. But he’s twenty-one in a few weeks, so everything can be sold. I don’t know what’s likely to be there, but I shouldn’t expect Dutch masters in the attics or Sèvres in the cellars.’

Nell was not expecting either of these things, but there might be a few nice pieces of furniture which she could display in her shop. Oxford had antique shops every twenty yards, but she was trying to make hers fairly distinctive. The setting helped: it was in Quire Court, near Turl Street, almost in the shadow of Brasenose College. There were several small businesses and shops in the court, but none was in direct competition with Nell’s so it had been easy to get planning permission for antiques. Her shop had a deep bow window, and she had recently sold a small Regency desk which she had displayed there, and had taken Beth to London for the day on the proceeds.

Beth, who was nine, had loved the Christmas lights in Oxford Street; there was a Victorian theme this year and she had stared at everything with solemn and silent delight as if she was storing it all up to relive later. She was wearing a brown velvet coat with a hood which had been a birthday present from Michael, and which gave her a slightly old-fashioned look. With tendrils of brown curls escaping from the hood and little fur boots and mittens, she might have been a child from the Victorian age herself. Nell watched her, smiling, and, as if sensing this, Beth looked round at her mother with a grin of happy conspiracy. A pang of sharp loneliness sliced through Nell, because Beth’s dead father used to look like that when something delighted him and he wanted to share it with her. For a moment, the pain of loss was so overwhelming, Nell almost started crying in the middle of Selfridges. That was the trouble with ghosts; just when you thought you had got them under reasonable control, they came boiling out of nowhere and reduced you to a jelly. It was not unreasonable of Brad’s ghost to still do this, more than two years after his death, but it was annoying that it should choose Selfridges during the Christmas rush.

As she sat in the train from Oxford to Paddington, she wondered if there were likely to be any ghosts in Holly Lodge. Michael would have said most old buildings had ghosts – the ghosts of the happinesses and sadnesses that had left imprints on the bricks and stones and timbers. Nell smiled, thinking how serious and absorbed Michael looked when his interest was caught.

It was nice to be part of the buzz and life of London again, although the noise and the crowds were slightly disconcerting after the relative calm of Oxford. In the jam-packed tube, Nell had a sudden reassuring image of Quire Court and its serene old stones, and the faint sound of chimes from one of Oxford’s many churches politely and unobtrusively marking the hours.

Benedict Doyle’s house was fairly near to the tube and the streets here were not quite so busy. Nell, following Nina’s directions, enjoyed the short walk; she liked speculating about the people who lived or worked here, and who shopped at the smart-looking boutiques or ate in the restaurants. She was interested in meeting Nina’s cousin, whose parents had been killed when he was the same age as Beth had been when Brad died.

Here was the road, and halfway along it was Holly Lodge. Clearly this had once been a fairly prosperous residential area, but only a few of the houses seemed to be still privately owned. Holly Lodge looked a bit forlorn, but Nina had said it had been empty for two years, so Nell supposed it was entitled to look forlorn. But as she went up the short driveway, she realized her skin was prickling with faint apprehension. This was absurd and also annoying. She had encountered more than one vaguely sinister old house in the course of her career, and if Holly Lodge seemed sinister it was only because most of the curtains were closed and the shrubbery at the front was overgrown, obscuring the downstairs windows.

Nell pushed back a wayward holly branch and thought if Michael were here he would start to weave improbable stories about the place for Beth, and the two of them would egg each other on, and end up with a fantastical modern-day version of Sleeping Beauty. But as far as Nell was concerned, this was nothing more than a large Victorian house, which might yield some useful and profitable things for her shop.

There was no response to her knock, but she was a bit early and Benedict Doyle might not have got here yet. Or he might be here working at the back of the house and not heard the door knocker. Nell made her way through an iron gate at the side and along a narrow path which had weeds growing through the cracks. She peered through the downstairs windows, then stepped back, shading her eyes to see the upper ones. Was there a movement up there? Yes. And he had seen her. Nell waved and he beckoned to her to come inside.

‘Well, can you unlock the front door and let me in?’ called Nell, pleased to have found him, although feeling a bit ridiculous to be standing in the middle of a garden, shouting to someone she could barely see. ‘Or is there a door open somewhere?’

He pointed downwards to the French windows. Nell gestured an acknowledgement, and tried the handle. It turned, the door swung open, and she stepped inside.

Benedict had managed to keep Declan Doyle out of his mind for almost the entire journey from Reading. Instead, he concentrated on Christmas: on the parties he would be attending, and on an essay he had to write over the Christmas holiday on unusual and unpublicized crimes in the nineteenth century. If he could find some really quirky cases, and if he did try for a PhD later on, it might form the basis of his doctorate.

He had allowed sufficient time to have a couple of hours on his own at Holly Lodge, and had bought a pack of sandwiches and a can of Coke at Paddington so he could have some lunch while doing some preliminary sorting out.

It was midday when he reached the house. Over the years he had built up an image of it in his mind, until it resembled a cross between Sauron’s Mount Doom in Lord of the Rings and a pied à terre belonging to the Addams family. But standing outside now, he saw it was perfectly ordinary – perhaps a bit more decrepit than it had been twelve years earlier, but nothing that could not be cured by a few coats of paint and several sessions with a mower.

As he unlocked the door he reminded himself that his mirror ghost was nothing more than an unusual experience during a tragic time in his childhood. A rogue image, half-seen in an old glass, created by any number of peculiar, but explicable, circumstances.

As he stepped into the big hall, the house’s empty staleness breathed into his face. Ghost-breath, thought Benedict. No, it’s more likely to be damp or mice. But the sensation that something inside the house was breathing and living increased. Declan, he thought, and unease stirred his mind, like hundreds of glinting needle-points jabbing into it.

The furniture in most of the rooms was shrouded in dust sheets, making them seem eerie and slightly menacing. Benedict’s footsteps echoed as he walked through them, recognizing them from that long-ago afternoon. Here was the big drawing-room where Aunt Lyn had dispensed sherry and coffee that afternoon, and people had speculated as to why his parents had been driving through the blizzard that last day. Behind the drawing room was the study where he had seen his grandfather’s calendar and diary, with the 18th marked so vividly and so strangely. He had always thought he would one day try to find out what that appointment had been, but he never had.

He went up to the first floor. As he reached the main landing there was a blurred movement at the far end, as if someone who had been standing there had darted back into the shadowy recess of a deep, tall window. The curtains moved slightly, and Benedict’s heart came up into his mouth. Someone here? Maybe it was an ordinary, down-to-earth burglar. Given a choice, Benedict would rather meet a housebreaker than a ghost. He took a deep breath and went forward, reaching out for the curtains, and snatching them back before he could beat a cowardly retreat down the stairs.

There was nothing there. There was just the window, smeary with dust and damp with condensation. Or was there the faint imprint on the faded window seat, as if someone had been crouching there? And had someone traced a faint ‘D’ in the moisture on the glass?

Benedict looked down at the monochrome gardens, then stepped back from the window. The doors of the main bedrooms were all open, and nothing stirred within any of them. He would look at them in more detail later; for now he would go up to the second floor, where the solicitors had stored the valuable contents of the house. They had sent Benedict an inventory, along with the keys for the two locked rooms. Initially, they had wanted all valuables to be removed; however much care was taken over tenants, there was still a risk that valuable contents might get damaged, they said. But no one in the family had room to store them, and professional storage for the years until Benedict was twenty-one would have been ruinous, so this compromise had been agreed. The solicitors visited the house two or three times a year to make sure none of the tenants had loaded the entire contents on to a van at dead of night and made off with it to the nearest fence.

There were four rooms on the second floor, including the one where Declan’s photograph had been. Benedict had intended to leave Nell West to explore the room’s contents and take whatever might be valuable to sell in her shop, but now he was here, he was aware of a strong compulsion to see what the room might yield. There might be clues to his great-grandfather’s life – things that might prove, or disprove, those details about Ireland and the ancient watchtower on the Cliffs of Moher. As he unlocked the door his heart was beating furiously; he thought if he had been seeing Holly Lodge as Tolkien’s Mount Doom all these years, he had certainly been seeing this room as Bluebeard’s seventh chamber. Or would it turn out to be Looking-Glass land after all?

But the room was bland and ordinary and, if there were any ghosts, they were keeping a low profile. There were five or six large boxes and tea chests, and a few pieces of furniture. He would go through the boxes with Nell when she got here, but he already knew he would not want any of the furniture – he particularly would not want the big dressing table with its triple mirror which had given that disturbing reflection all those years ago. But there was a small bureau which was rather nice. He pulled an old kitchen chair across and sat down to take a closer look. The front flap was stuck with the accreted dust of years, but it eventually dropped down into a writing-desk-top, and the scent of old wood and dust drifted up.

Inside the bureau were several pigeonholes, some containing yellowing notepaper with the Holly Lodge address, others with envelopes and books of old stamps whose value was a penny and twopence. There was also an old inkstand and a small blotter, but that seemed to be all. Benedict, who had been half-expecting to find locked-away secrets, was disappointed, but as he was about to close the bureau, he saw several sheets of newspaper folded at the back. Probably they were only makeshift drawer-liners, but he might as well glance at them.

They were not drawer-liners. They were cuttings from some long-ago newspaper or magazine, and the dates were the late 1890s. Declan’s era, thought Benedict, reaching for them. He unfolded the first and saw that the headline referred to a cause célèbre in the late 1890s – a series of killings which had apparently been known as the Mesmer Murders.

This sounded interesting, and Benedict thought he would read it while he ate his lunch. The articles would not have any connection with Declan, but they might be useful for the criminology essay. And the name bestowed on the killer was unusual enough to warrant a further look. He retrieved his sandwiches from his jacket, and returned to the bureau.

There had been, it seemed, five victims of the Mesmer Murderer – three men and two women. One of the women’s bodies had been found in her own house, but the others had been found in Canning Town, near the river, close to an old sewer outlet. One theory was that the killer had intended to dispose of those victims in the river but had been interrupted. The newspaper would not distress its readers with the details, but the killings had been violent.

Benedict thought Canning Town was a part of London’s docklands that had not been much developed yet. Bodies in Victorian docklands did not, on the face of it, seem to form much of a base for an essay, never mind a doctoral thesis, but somebody in this house had thought it worth keeping these. He reached for another sandwich and unfolded the next cutting, which focused more on the victims than on the police investigations. Benedict took a large bite of his sandwich and read on.

A curious fact linked the victims. Immediately before their deaths they had all referred to an appointment that must be kept – an appointment about which they refused to disclose information. ‘He cancelled everything to keep the appointment,’ said the sister of one victim. ‘Even an important church meeting that had been arranged for months.’

All the victims, without exception, had marked on their calendars or diaries the date on which they had met their death.

‘And very elaborately marked, as well,’ said the sister. ‘Red ink and curly scrolls. Entirely out of character. A plain note in his diary was what he’d make if he had a business appointment at his work, not something a child might draw on a calendar for its birth date.’

The paper’s editor had added a note at this point, to say that the business concern in question was a small printing firm in Islington, of which the man had been general manager.

A female victim, described as an actress and artists’ model, had apparently told a female friend that she had an engagement which she thought might bring her a good sum of money.

‘That’s all she would say,’ the friend was quoted as saying. ‘But she was in a kind of dream about it – like those people you see being mesmerized in the music halls. Afterwards I found her diary, and she had drawn a picture round the date and the time, as if she thought it was going to be a really important day for her.’

The wife of a third victim described the calendar markings in more detail. ‘Every single calendar and diary in the house was marked,’ she said. ‘It sounds a bit fanciful, but my brother plays chess, and the outline my husband drew on the calendars looked exactly like a chess piece.’

A chess piece. Benedict stared at the page, his sandwich forgotten. That’s what I saw that day, he thought. That was the outline on the calendar and the desk diary in this house all those years ago. One of my parents – or my grandfather – sketched the outline of a chess piece on that date on the calendar. Only I didn’t recognize it then.

There was not much point in searching the house for the calendar and the desk diary, but Benedict did not need to. He could still see them clearly. A chess piece – perhaps a pawn – drawn around the date in red ink. And a smaller, similar, sketch around the time of three p.m.

Just over a hundred years ago, five people had been hell-bent on keeping a mysterious appointment on that date and at that time. They had drawn the outline of a chess piece on their calendars. All five had died. Twelve years ago, Benedict’s parents and his grandfather had done the same thing and they had died as well.

But the people in the 1890s were murdered, he thought. My parents weren’t murdered.

‘Weren’t they, Benedict? Can you be sure of that? A driver can be forced to swerve on an icy road because he thinks he’s seen someone standing in the road . . . Someone who never came forward to give evidence and who was never traced . . .’

The words came raggedly, as if time had frayed them, but it was Declan’s voice, soft and with that recognizable Irish lilt. Benedict frowned and tried to push it away. This was sheer nerves, nothing more; it was purely because this house had such bad memories for him. Declan no longer existed; he had been dead for more than fifty years.

But these newspapers existed, and the facts in them were real. He continued reading. The article, having finished reporting on the victims’ families, next seized on the remark about mesmerism, and told its readers that one theory suggested the killer had made use of this contentious practice; that he could have somehow planted in each victim’s mind the command to be at a specific place on a specific date. This did not give a motive, but when did a madman need a motive?

The police, it appeared, did not exactly support this theory, but had gone so far as to say if anyone noticed relatives or friends becoming preoccupied with an appointment about which there seemed to be unusual or worrying secrecy, police advice should be sought immediately. There followed a slightly schoolmasterly explanation about mesmerism and hypnosis, most of which Benedict skimmed, moving down to the closing paragraph which had the air of wanting to give a dramatic finale. It warned readers that there might still be undiscovered victims and pointed out that if that was so, the tally for the Mesmer Murderer might be higher than that achieved by the notorious Whitechapel murderer dubbed Jack the Ripper.

Benedict foraged for his notebook and jotted all this information down, including the date of the newspapers. Then he reached for the third, final cutting.

This was much shorter, and was dated a couple of weeks after the first one. It described how the police had been admirably vigilant and energetic in their endeavours to lay the Mesmer Murderer by the heels. The killer had apparently been arrested and a trial set up. However, he had escaped from police custody while being transferred from Newgate Gaol. Police had refused to release his name, but the paper’s reporter – by dint of ingenuity and one of the brand new Eastman Kodak ‘Brownie’ cameras – had managed to obtain a photograph of the killer.

Staring from the page of slightly smudgy newsprint was the face that had haunted Benedict for the last twelve years. The face of his great-grandfather. Declan Doyle.


FOUR

The closing sentence of the newspaper article stated that the police had no more leads and, at the time of going to press, the Mesmer Murderer had not been recaptured.

Of course he wasn’t, thought Benedict, sitting back, his mind in turmoil, the grey and black image on the page burning deep into his brain. He never was recaptured.

The mention of Victorian serial killers always brought to people’s mind one iconic image: the silhouette of a black-cloaked killer, only ever known as Jack the Ripper, forever surrounded by the swirling mists of a Victorian London ‘pea-souper’, a case of glinting surgical knives at his side . . . But Jack, it appeared, had had a rival for the dark title and that rival had been Declan Doyle.

Declan had been the Ripper turned respectable. After the killings, he must have gone to ground somewhere and later bought Holly Lodge – although God knew how he afforded it, thought Benedict – then married and settled down into prosperous, middle-class London society. Who had he married? Benedict did not know anything about his great-grandmother, Declan’s wife, although he had a vague impression she had died young. But whoever she was, had she known she was married to a murderer?

He could feel the familiar needle-jabs of apprehension scratching at his mind again, and, after a moment, he forced himself to look across at the old dressing-table mirror. Did something move in its depths? Something like a piece of old cine film struggling to come into focus?

And then, between one heartbeat and the next, he was there. The man who had walked in and out of Benedict’s mind for the last twelve years, the man whose face had stared out of the old newspaper. Declan Doyle, who had apparently prowled Victorian Docklands and slaughtered five people. Three men and two women, thought Benedict, unable to look away. Declan was standing as he always did, slightly sideways on so that one side of his face was partially hidden, but Benedict could see details he had never seen before. The vivid blue eyes, the tumble of dark glossy hair, the soaring cheekbones . . . You might have been a murderer, thought Benedict, but you must have been a knockout, you really must.

‘I was . . . There was many a lady, Benedict . . .’ There was an unmistakable note of amusement in the silvery voice now.

The last thing Benedict wanted was to respond, but he could not help it.

‘Why did you leave Ireland?’ he said softly.

‘Because of Romilly.’

Benedict was not actually hearing the words, he was feeling them etch themselves into his mind. He thought if anyone else had been in the room they would not have heard them.

‘She was a wild one, that Romilly. You’d think butter wouldn’t melt – you’d think the saints themselves would trust her with their salvation, but she was as bold as a tomcat under all the fragile innocence. Red hair and skin like polished ivory. And eyes that would eat your soul. There are some eyes that can do that, did you know that, Benedict?’

‘No,’ said Benedict shortly. ‘In any case I don’t believe you.’

‘But one day, Benedict, you will, because one day you’ll walk with me along those cliffs on Galway’s coast, and we’ll see the devil’s watchtower together, and you’ll understand what happened that day and why I can reach out across the years like this . . . There are chords deep within the mind, Benedict, and they can resonate far longer than anyone realizes . . .’

The glinting needle-points dug harder into Benedict’s mind, splintering it into jagged, painful fragments. He gasped and put up his hands in an automatic gesture of defence. As he did so, he felt, quite distinctly, a hand – a dry, light hand – close around his and pull him down into that place he had glimpsed all those years ago . . . The place where there was a wild lonely coastline with black jagged cliffs and the ancient watchtower.

The place where the devil walked . . .

Ireland, 1890s

Declan Doyle and Colm Rourke had never entirely forgotten their vow that they would one day go up to the devil’s watchtower and beard the mysterious, sinister Nicholas Sheehan in his lair. At odd intervals over the years they reminded one another of it. Wouldn’t it be a fine thing to do, they said, and wouldn’t it impress all the girls in Kilglenn and Kilderry too, and maybe even beyond.

But it was not until they were both nearly nineteen that they actually made good their boast, although as Declan said, it was not for the lack of wanting that they put it off so long. Colm said if truth were to be told, they did not actually put it off, rather it put them off. There were always so many other things they had to be doing. There were tasks in each of their homes – Colm’s father had died a few years earlier, so he had to help with carrying and fetching and daily errands. Declan, who had a full complement of parents, was server at Mass each Sunday, which meant attending extra religious classes. They were both in the church choir which meant a practice every Thursday so they could whoop out the Kyrie at High Mass while the rest of the congregation was surreptitiously sleeping off the poteen taken in Fintan Reilly’s bar the night before or laying bets on how long Father O’Brian’s sermon would last.

And there was school every day in Kilderry so they would not grow up like tinkers’ children without a scrap of book-learning to their name. They went there on the back of Fintan’s cart, which he took to Kilderry every morning to replenish his bar after the exigencies of the previous night, apart from Mondays since not even Fintan dared open his bar on Sundays. Declan’s father had promised to look out for a couple of bicycles for next spring so the two boys could cycle to school and back home, because Declan’s mother did not like him to be riding on a cart that stank of last night’s poteen and the gin Fintan kept for the hussies who enjoyed drinking it.

But no matter how they got there, both families were agreed that Declan and Colm must know how to read and write and to know a bit about history and geography. They had to learn some Latin as well, said the monks who ran the little school, and never mind about Latin being a dead language. It was not dead as far as the Church was concerned; in fact it was the universal language of Catholics. Imagine if they were to find themselves in a foreign country some day, and not know its language? How would they go on about confession in that situation? But if they could speak Latin, they could confess their sins in Latin and the priest – and never mind if he was French or German or Italian or anything else – would understand them.

‘Be damned to confessing sins in a foreign country, I’d be too busy committing the sins to care,’ said Colm, and Declan grinned and agreed it’d be great altogether to see a bit of the world.

Colm was good at mathematics and understanding about mechanical things. Declan shone in the classes for reading and writing. He was a dreamer, Colm sometimes said, to which Declan always retorted that didn’t the world need a few dreamers, and it a wicked place.

‘I’d like to be wicked,’ said Colm, his eyes glowing. ‘I’d like to create scandals and outrages, and I’d like to be talked about from here to – to England and America.’

But of the three children, growing up in Kilglenn, it was neither Colm nor Declan who created the scandal. It was Colm’s cousin Romilly.

The evening was one of the silent scented evenings that sometimes came to Kilglenn at that time of the year. Everywhere was drenched in soft violet and indigo light, and the ocean was murmuring to itself instead of roaring gustily – the sounds so soft you could believe the creatures of the legends were singing inside them. On a night like this, if you stood on a particular point on the Moher Cliffs you could persuade yourself you were glimpsing the sidhe dancing on the water’s surface – the ancient faery people who had chill inhuman blood in their veins, and who would pounce on the souls of men and drag them down to their world for ever.

‘I think I’d go with them without having to be pounced on,’ Colm said, as he and Declan stood looking out to the shimmering wastes.

‘It’s Homer’s wine-dark sea tonight,’ said Declan, staring across the water’s surface.

‘Wine was never that gloomy colour.’

‘Your trouble is you’ve no romance in your soul.’

‘I have plenty of romance,’ began Colm hotly. ‘In fact—’ He broke off and turned to look back at the path that wound back down to the village. ‘Someone’s coming up the path,’ he said.

It was unusual for anyone to venture out to this part of Kilglenn. Most people said it was too lonely and too steep, and the spray from the ocean was enough to give anyone a terrible dose of the pneumonia, but after a few drinks at Fintan’s, they also reminded one another that the devil had once walked those cliffs. You couldn’t trust him not to still do so if the mood took him – especially just when everyone had finally been relaxing and thinking he had left Kilglenn for richer pastures.

But tonight it was not the devil’s footsteps Declan and Colm could hear coming towards them through the warm, scented May twilight. It was Colm’s cousin, Romilly.

Her hair was dishevelled and streaming out behind her like copper silk, and her small face was tear-smudged. She ran up to them, gasping for breath, clutching Colm’s hands.

‘What’s happened? Romilly, what’s wrong?’

‘Sit down and tell us,’ said Declan, fishing in his pocket for a handkerchief.

‘I was mad ever to agree,’ said Romilly, sobbing into the handkerchief. ‘I know I was mad. But he was persuasive, you know. The silver tongue of the devil, isn’t that what they all say about him?’

‘Say about who? Rom, stop crying and tell us properly.’

The story came out in hiccupping sobs, with frequent recourses to Declan’s handkerchief, and many self-reproaches. She had been walking on the cliff side that very afternoon, said Romilly. Yes, she knew it was a stupid thing to be going up to that stretch of the cliff, but there were times you wanted to be on your own, away from everyone and everything.

This was understandable. Romilly had had to live with a series of her father’s people ever since her parents died in the influenza outbreak four years back. Even Declan’s mother, who disapproved of most girls on principle, said it was a disgrace the way Romilly Rourke was passed around like a lost parcel.

Anyway, said Romilly, wiping away a fresh batch of tears, she had gone up to the cliff side and that was where she had met him.

For a moment the two boys thought after all this was going to be a new episode in the story of the devil walking the Moher Cliffs, but in fact it was not the devil whom Romilly had encountered, although Declan said afterwards it might have been the devil’s apostle.

It was Nicholas Sheehan. The disgraced priest who lived in mysterious seclusion in the old watchtower; the rebel hermit and the sinner (opinions were always divided on that point), whom legend said had challenged the devil to a chess game, and had won.

‘He was walking on the cliffs as well,’ said Romilly. ‘It would have been rude not to say good afternoon, so I did. And we were quite near to the watchtower path, and he started talking to me about it. How it was built by a High King of Tara on the highest point he could find to watch for enemies. But how it was made very grand to impress the ladies of the court.’

‘Nick Sheehan would know about trying to impress ladies,’ said Colm caustically, at which Romilly began to cry all over again.

Father Sheehan – always supposing he still had any right to that title – had apparently suggested Romilly come up to the watchtower there and then. From the topmost window there was a marvellous view, he said. Why, on a clear day such as this one, you could almost imagine you were seeing all the way across to America. And even if they could not see America, Miss Rourke could take a look at the inside of the watchtower. Some of the stones were at least a thousand years old, and said by some to possess the magical arts of the long-ago High Kings. And there were books – all kind of curious and strange books, and some of those were believed to possess magical powers as well.

Declan and Colm exchanged a look, but did not speak.

‘So I went,’ said Romilly.

‘You did? You went all the way up the path to the tower?’

‘I did.’

‘And . . . you went inside?’ said Declan. Neither of the boys knew anyone who had actually gone inside the watchtower.

‘I did,’ said Romilly again. ‘But it’s no use asking me what it’s like, because all I can remember is a room with light coming in through slitted windows – the kind of light you never saw before, so thin and pure you’d imagine you could cup it in your hands. And there were chairs and tables and everywhere was hung with silk and velvet. But I don’t remember much more because he gave me a glass of wine and when I drank it I felt a bit – I don’t know how to describe it – as if my mind didn’t belong to my body any longer. And the next thing I knew we were lying on a bed – all velvets and silks, you’d never see anything finer if you toured the world. Cushions with gold tassels and all.’

‘Oh, Jesus,’ said Colm. ‘Never mind the cushions, Romilly, tell me you got up and came home and that old villain didn’t do anything to you.’

‘I didn’t come home,’ said Romilly, beginning to cry all over again. ‘I sat on the bed and he got on to it next to me, and he took off my clothes and then he took off his own clothes – well, I mean he took some off and unbuttoned others so he could—’

‘We don’t need to know that part,’ said Declan hastily, not able to bear the image of Nick Sheehan, who must be forty at least, for God’s sake, removing and unbuttoning in order to enable him to take Romilly’s virginity.

For the virginity, it was now plain, had been well and truly taken.

‘It hurt,’ said Romilly, wrapping her arms around her body and shivering. ‘I didn’t know it’d hurt. You’d think they’d tell us that, wouldn’t you? When we’re being told we mustn’t do it before we’re married, I mean. You’d think they’d warn us it hurts, so we’d never want to do it anyway. It hurt a lot.’

As she said this she sent a sideways glance at the two boys – it would have been overstating it to call the glance sly, but they had the brief uncomfortable impression that Romilly was looking to see how they were taking her story and whether they were ready to proffer sympathy.

But clearly this was grossly unfair because obviously Romilly had suffered the ultimate disgrace for a girl. Declan and Colm sat for a long time with the sun setting in wild splendour over the ocean, Romilly telling the story over and over again. They both tried not to notice that more details were being added with each retelling.

‘I won’t stay in Kilglenn now,’ said Romilly, sitting forward on the grass and hugging her knees with her arms. ‘I can’t.’

‘Why? No one need ever know what happened,’ said Declan.

‘But what if there’s a child? There might be. Because,’ said Romilly with a display of knowledge that was as embarrassing to the two boys as it was unexpected, ‘he didn’t stop doing it to me before he . . . you know, the part that makes a baby.’

‘Oh, Jesus,’ said Colm, and Romilly, with unprecedented sharpness, said:

‘I wish you wouldn’t blaspheme so much, Colm. It’s a sin to blaspheme.’

‘It’s a sin to rape innocent girls,’ said Colm. ‘That’s enough to make the saints blaspheme.’

‘And it’s no use saying no one need know,’ said Romilly. ‘He knows. I’ll never be able to look him in the eye after today.’

‘You don’t need to look him in the eye. You don’t need ever to see him,’ said Declan.

‘You can’t run away,’ said Colm. ‘Where would you go? What about money?’

‘I’d go to England,’ said Romilly. ‘And I can do it, because Nicholas Sheehan gave me some presents. Not money because he doesn’t have money. But he has jewelled cups and silver platters and things like that.’ It came out defiantly. ‘He gave me some. He said I could sell them for a lot of money, and that I was a good and pretty girl and I deserved to have a reward.’

Colm, his eyes furious, said, ‘I won’t let you go.’

‘You can’t stop me. No one will miss me – I’m supposed to move on to the next lot of family next week anyhow. They’ll just think I’ve gone early, and they won’t bother to find out. I dare say they’ll be glad I’ve gone, because I don’t really fit anywhere, do I?’

‘Yes, but you can’t just go, Rom—’

‘I can. I’ll leave a note saying that’s what I’ve done,’ said Romilly. ‘And I’ll go on Sunday when everyone’s at Mass.’

‘I’m not letting her go,’ said Colm, after they had walked with Romilly to her house and made sure she had gone inside primed with a story about tumbling down on the cliff path to account for her tear-stained face and general dishevelment.

‘How will you stop her?’

‘I’ll confront bloody Nick Sheehan, the old villain,’ said Colm, his eyes lighting up. ‘That’s what I’ll do. I’ll force him to leave Kilglenn for good. Then Romilly can stay.’

‘How would you force him to leave?’ said Declan.

‘I’ll say if he doesn’t go, I’ll bring Father O’Brian and the entire village out to the watchtower to throw him out,’ said Colm, his eyes glowing with angry fervour. ‘Like when they used to march a harlot out of the town with the rough music playing.’

The word ‘harlot’ was not often used nowadays and nobody had heard rough music played in Kilglenn for at least fifty years. Fintan, when the poteen got to him, sometimes spun a tale of how, as a boy, he had helped run a painted Jezebel out of Kilglenn, and described how the banging of saucepans and tinkers’ pots had been as satisfying a sound as Gabriel blowing his trumpet on Judgement Day. Everyone enjoyed this story, although most people felt that for Fintan to berate painted Jezebels was a clear case of poacher turned gamekeeper, for the old rascal had broken just about every commandment during his life, with particular attention to the seventh.

‘And I tell you what,’ went on Colm, ‘if Sheehan wasn’t defrocked and excommunicated all those years ago, then he would be now if the truth got out. But,’ he said, ‘I’d rather put him to rout myself.’

‘You’re going up to the watchtower to confront him?’

‘I am.’

‘Then,’ said Declan, ‘I’m coming with you.’

They went the next morning, which was Saturday and which was, as Declan said, a time when anyone might be anywhere and no one would be particularly looking for them. Declan’s mother said it was sad altogether when a boy could not be staying at home, and must be off stravaiging into the village, dinnerless. When Declan said he hadn’t any appetite today, she scooped an apple and a wedge of freshly baked soda bread from the table and made him pocket both.

The path winding up to the watchtower was steep and narrow. Colm and Declan had walked past it hundreds of times, but neither of them had ever climbed to the very top of it.

The gentle May warmth no longer cast a scented balm on the air and the sky held the bruised darkness that heralded a storm. Far below, the Atlantic flung itself against the cliffs, and if the sidhe were abroad today they were in a wild and eldritch mood.

For the first half of the climb the watchtower was hidden from view by the rock face, but as they rounded a curve in the path, it reared up, a black and forbidding column against the sky.

‘It looks,’ said Declan, pausing to stare at it, ‘as if it’s leaning forward to inspect us, d’you think that?’

‘You read too many books,’ said Colm, but he too looked uneasily at the stark silhouette.

‘Someone’s looking down out of that window,’ said Declan.

‘It’ll be Nick Sheehan, crouching up there like a spider watching a couple of flies approach his lair.’

‘There’s a door at the centre,’ said Declan as they drew nearer.

‘Did you think your man flew in and out of the place by the windows like a winged demon?’ demanded Colm. ‘Or that it was the door-less tower where Rapunzel was imprisoned?’

‘I thought I was the one who read too many books,’ said Declan.

The door was a low one, slightly pointed at the top like a church door, set deep into the stone walls, the surface black with age, but the huge ring handle gleaming in the sulky storm-light. As they drew nearer, the door opened, doing so with a slow deliberation that held such menace Declan thought it would not take much to send them helter-skelter back down the slope and be damned to being revenged. Then he remembered they were doing this for Romilly and that Father Sheehan was a libertine and a seducer of young girls, and he took a deep breath, and went forward at Colm’s side. Even so, for a wild moment he thought he would not be surprised if they found themselves confronted with Lucifer himself, holding the door wide and bidding them, with honeyed and sinister persuasiveness, to step inside.

It was not Lucifer who was standing in the doorway of the watchtower, of course, although on closer inspection it might, as Declan had once said, be one of his apostles.

Nicholas Sheehan. The man who, according to local legend, had once been a devout priest, but who some deep dark cause had forced to this lonely eyrie.

At first they thought he was younger than they had expected, but as they drew nearer they revised this opinion, and thought he was considerably older. Colm said afterwards that it was impossible to even guess his age, and he might be anything from thirty to sixty. His hair was dark and his face lean and even slightly austere. There was the impression that he might enjoy good music and wine and interesting conversation, and this was the most disconcerting thing yet, because if you have ascribed the role of unprincipled seducer and devil-befriender to someone, you do not want to discover that person has an appreciation of the good and gentle things in life.

‘Good day to you,’ said Nicholas Sheehan, and smiled so charmingly that Declan and Colm almost smiled back. But the smile doesn’t reach his eyes, thought Declan. They’re the weariest eyes I ever saw.

‘You’re a long way from Kilglenn,’ said Father Sheehan, leaning against the door frame of the ancient watchtower. ‘And it’s a fair old haul up that path. Will you come inside and take a drink with me?’

‘That’s very trusting of you,’ said Colm, after a moment, and this time the smile did reach Sheehan’s eyes.

‘Oh, I’m not trusting in the least,’ he said. ‘But I know who you are, so I’m taking a chance. You’re Romilly Rourke’s cousin Colm, and you’re his good friend Declan Doyle. A very likely pair of boyos, I’d say, although you’ll be stifled and repressed by the outlook of the villagers, I don’t doubt. Do they still gather in Fintan Reilly’s bar of an evening to put the world to rights, and believe themselves rebels and firebrands?’ He stood back and indicated to them to come in. As they did so, he said, ‘I don’t imagine you’re here to plunder my worldly goods and chattels, but in case you have that in mind, I should mention you’d be wasting your time.’

‘Because you have hell’s weapons in your armoury?’ demanded Colm.

‘My, what a very dramatic young man you are,’ said Father Sheehan, looking at Colm with more interest. ‘But I’m sorry to disappoint you, Colm. I haven’t so much as a pitchfork stashed away. It’s simply that I gave up possessing goods and chattels long ago.’
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