
[image: Chasing the Dark by Ben Machell. An illustration of a cross-section of a house with some rooms in light, some shadow and upturned chairs on some floors, indicating disturbance.]



ALSO BY BEN MACHELL

The Unusual Suspect




Chasing the Dark

Encounters with the Supernatural

BEN MACHELL

[image: ]




ABACUS

First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Abacus

Copyright © Machell Lees Limited 2025

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

In order to maintain anonymity in some instances, the author has changed the names of certain individuals, as well as identifying characteristics.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

e-ISBN 978-0-3491-4681-2

Abacus
An imprint of
Little, Brown Book Group
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ

The authorised representative
in the EEA is
Hachette Ireland
8 Castlecourt Centre
Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland
(email: info@hbgi.ie)

An Hachette UK Company
www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk




Contents

Prologue

1. An investigator calls

2. Hydesville, NY, 1848

3. One white crow

4. The Nilgiri Hills

5. The Bellwire Poltergeist

6. Raps in the dark

7. Knocking down trumpets

8. Begone!

9. The psi gap

10. Invasion of the mini-Gellers

11. Naughty little girls, naughty little boys

12. Balloons under the bed

13. Russell. Raymond. Rita.

14. The black dog

15. A five-dimensional reality structure

16. Disappearing ghosts

17. Footsteps down the hall

Epilogue

Credits

Acknowledgements

Index




HORATIO

Oh, day and night, but this is wondrous strange.

HAMLET

And therefore as a stranger give it welcome.

There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,
Than are dreamt of in our philosophy.

Upon encountering the ghost of Hamlet’s father.
Hamlet. Act 1, Scene 5




Prologue

Aaged couple park their car outside a modest suburban house. The husband turns off the engine then returns his hands to the wheel, eyes forward and jaw set. His wife looks out of the passenger window, her expression both far-away and eager. They sit in silence for a moment. Then, from the front steps of the house, a grandmotherly figure appears and beckons them. The wife raises her own hand in tentative reply. Without a word, she opens the passenger door and makes her way down the drive. The husband watches her go. He shuts his eyes and inhales deeply. He unbuckles himself and follows.

The old woman ushers them warmly into her home, leading them through a chintzy hallway towards a living room door. She stops outside and turns to them. ‘He’s been waiting for you,’ she says, smiling. ‘Come.’

She pushes open the door and guides them into a darkened room. Heavy curtains are drawn, and a single red light bulb glows from the ceiling. Half a dozen other figures are already sitting in chairs formed in a semicircle, but they say nothing as the husband and wife join them. The old woman stands facing the room, her face cast in shadow and red light. She surveys the people present and smiles. She shuts her eyes and raises her upturned palms, and the guests do the same, gently taking the hands of their neighbours. A small cymbal begins to chime in a gentle, steady rhythm. The red light begins to flicker and dance.

The husband and wife sit side by side, hand in hand, their eyes shut. The old woman is speaking, but her voice is far away and indistinct. A heavy sense of drowsy dislocation slowly overcomes them. The old woman’s voice stops, and there is nothing but silence. It passes for five seconds, ten seconds, fifteen. Suddenly, the quiet is broken by a voice, high-pitched and smiling.

‘Mummy?’

The husband and wife both open their eyes. The man draws a sharp, startled breath. The woman can only make a small sound. She puts a hand to her lips then reaches forward, before drawing her hand back. In the centre of the room, swathed in shadow, is the faint spectral outline of a small boy.

‘Mummy, Daddy, it’s me,’ the shape speaks brightly. ‘I’ve missed you so much . . . ’

Later, the husband and wife say goodbye to the old woman on her front doorstep. The wife embraces her. They walk back to their car and take their seats. They hold hands as they both begin to weep, smiling at one another as they convulse with grief and joy.

In the lounge of a small terraced house, a family eats fish and chips in front of the TV. Two boys sit on the floor, and the mother and father are in old armchairs. It is dark outside, and the room is quiet and cosy.

Suddenly, the father’s eyes flick towards a dark corner of the room. They widen with alarm and he sits forward in his chair. ‘Oh God, no,’ he mutters, getting to his feet but backing away in a low, guarded crouch. ‘God, please, no! It’s him!’ he shouts. His family all turn to look at him and then at the corner of the room. But they see nothing.

His wife springs to her feet. ‘Get out of the house quickly,’ she urges. ‘Run!’ Her husband makes to flee, but as he moves towards the door he cries and stumbles, then falls to the floor. ‘He’s on me!’ he screams, writhing and wrestling with some unseen assailant. ‘Help me! His claws . . . the Black Dog . . . he’s tearing me!’

The wife ushers the two frightened boys behind her, and watches on helplessly as her husband screams in agony and terror, thrashing his arms and legs. After a minute of this, the man’s cries die out, as do his movements. Soon, he is a panting, shaking heap on the floor. His wife kneels down beside him to tend to him, but he brushes her hand aside. ‘Stay away,’ he mutters. But she persists. She points to his shirt, which is now soaked through with blood in different patches up and down his chest and stomach. Exhausted, he allows her to unbutton it. And as she does, she reveals an entire torso covered in old scars and fresh, deep, bloody cuts.

A thirteen-year-old girl watches on impassively while her mother and father lavish praise upon a painting her younger brother has produced. He sits at the kitchen table proudly while his parents coo and stroke his shoulders with pride. The mother glances up and sees her daughter watching on, and her expression becomes altogether less indulgent. ‘Shouldn’t you be starting your homework?’ she asks crisply.

The girl purses her lips but turns on her heels and leaves the room. The sound of her stomping up the staircase causes her parents to share a look of weary consternation. The little brother is still contentedly working on his painting, dipping his brush into his pots and then smearing it across the paper.

Then, suddenly, he frowns.

‘Hey!’ he shouts, as a large drop of water lands on his artwork, spoiling it and making the paint run. Another drop falls. He and his parents all look up at the ceiling, where a sudden leak, directly above them, is beginning to build a drip-drip-drip momentum. The father runs his hands over his head in despair. The mother shouts her daughter’s name. ‘Jenny!’ she barks, before racing up the stairs. ‘Jenny, where are you?’

As she reaches the second floor of the house, she sees that the carpet is drenched. Water is running down the walls and dripping through light fixtures, as though the house itself is sweating out a fever. She squelches along a landing, calling her daughter’s name again, only stopping to peer into the family bathroom, although no taps are running which could account for the deluge. ‘Jenny!’ she calls again, furious now.

She catches a faint reply – ‘What?!’ – and marches towards its source. She flings open a bedroom door, and her daughter is sitting at a desk, her schoolbooks open and a pen in her hand. The room is dry and still. The girl looks at her mother glowering in the doorway. Then she looks down at her sodden feet. She rises from her desk and fixes her mother with a defiant stare, fists bunched by her side. ‘I’ve told you. It’s not me.’

It is a drizzly afternoon in the spring of 2023, and I’m in the Special Collections room of the Cambridge University Library, waiting at the front desk a little nervously. It is my first time here and, hidden away on the top floor of the vast building, there is a peculiar sense of having entered a place where time does not quite pass as it should. I glance around. A man sitting at one of the heavy wooden tables is wearing a pair of latex gloves, and carefully turns the pages of a manuscript that could be five, six, seven hundred years old. Two students have unrolled what looks like an incomplete treasure map, and lean over it with magnifying glasses, murmuring to one another. An elderly woman sits beside a small pile of old leather-bound books and rubs her eyes wearily.

All of these items are unique – mementos of lives and events long past – and are kept in the library archive until somebody requests to see them. I look at the various papers being tenderly examined and wonder, prior to today, how long they had been sitting untouched, catalogued and filed away out of sight and mind. Years? Decades? Generations? These thoughts are interrupted by the soft voice of a librarian, who has arrived at the front desk with a trolley, on top of which are stacked several cardboard boxes. Some of them bear the words ‘CORNELL’, written in black marker pen. She hands me a slip to sign, and then I carefully lift the first box off the trolley, feeling oddly self-conscious. The librarian smiles. ‘There’s an awful lot more in the archive,’ she says, as I turn to find a table.

I take a seat and look inside the box. I don’t know what I am expecting to find or where I should begin. I pull out, at random, a typed report of some two dozen pages titled ‘Is Emotion the Psychic Trigger?’ I place it on the table beside me and reach into the box again. This time, I produce a faded foolscap folder with ‘Telepathy, Apparitions and Precognition’ written on it. I keep going. There are several spiral-bound shorthand notepads. One has the words ‘Spontaneous Cases’ written on the cover in biro, accompanied by time stamps. Sheerness, 1987. Southampton, 1990. Thetford, 1991. I begin to skim the contents, doing my best to read the quick, slanting handwriting inside. Several pages describe a visit to the home of a trawlerman who is repeatedly attacked by a hideous black dog only he can see. This beast, nonetheless, has left many bloody lacerations on the man’s body – including ‘five deep cuts on the underside of upper left leg’, according to the notes – and the intervention of a local vicar has had no apparent effect.

I keep reading. Hours slide past without my noticing. I only move in order to return to the front desk for another box. There are newspaper clippings, from the 1950s through to the 2000s, concerning ghost sightings, or reports of poltergeists in market towns or children who appear to possess uncanny extra-sensory powers. There is a rotting photo album containing pages and pages of eerie, Edwardian-era ‘spirit photographs’: disembodied faces floating in faded sepia. There are strange cards marked with odd monochrome symbols. In one folder, I find a series of letters from the 1960s with Soviet stamps and postmarks, which have been sent from a professor at Leningrad University. These letters talk excitedly of cooperation between Russian and British researchers into psychic phenomena, despite finding themselves on opposing sides of a Cold War. Another letter, dated February 1960, is from the Swiss psychoanalyst Carl Jung, who writes of his lifelong interest in the paranormal, and who provides dozens of densely worded paragraphs on the subject. ‘In the case of telepathy, we might be able to establish a causal explanation,’ writes Jung. ‘But in the case of precognition, such a chance does not exist.’

Most of the letters in these boxes, however, do not come from Soviet psychic researchers, or famous thinkers like Jung. Rather, I find they have been written by ordinary people. One letter, brisk and to the point, is from the neighbour of a family in Lancashire, who find that for reasons that cannot be explained, their home is regularly left sodden by water which seems to materialise from nowhere. ‘Every night for the past three weeks, usually between the hours of 4 p.m. and midnight, considerable quantities of water pour from out of the air in every room of the house,’ the neighbour writes. ‘The local water board have been and ruled out the possibility of a mains leak, and the “experts” have been and cannot offer any help or even an explanation . . . If you cannot come and see this, please write any suggestions. You must know how these things are tackled.’

I keep sifting. I read a handwritten note in which a man describes how his honeymoon in an old country inn was repeatedly interrupted by the appearance of a spectral figure, which both he and his wife saw. ‘About 5.30 a.m. I awoke suddenly and saw a pretty young girl around 13 to 15 years of age standing near the settee in our room,’ he writes. ‘She had blonde hair and looked as if she were in a nightdress. Her face was pale and she had some sort of garland around her head. She was not transparent but solid, and had a look of sadness on her face.’ In another letter, dating from 1963, a man complains that he is visited nightly by the ghost of a woman who subjects him to ‘interference, such as fondlings and pressure against my body’, which has deprived him of sleep for weeks. ‘My impression, Sir, is that this is some woman who has probably liked men and decided to have a go at me, even though she is no longer living in the flesh.’

What do you do when you are caught up in events that cannot be explained? When your understanding of reality is challenged in such profound and disturbing ways that the sureties of science, religion or simple common sense provide neither comfort nor closure? For decades, thousands of ordinary people who found themselves in these circumstances called upon the help of a balding, bespectacled man from Cambridge. His name was Tony Cornell, and between the 1950s and his death in 2010, he was one of the most prolific parapsychologists – which is to say, one who investigates psychic phenomena and other paranormal claims – on the planet. The contents of these cardboard boxes, stored deep within the Special Collections archive, once belonged to him.

And underpinning everything – the papers, notes, cuttings, photographs, correspondences and transcripts – is one question, asked again and again and again. What happens when we die? When our bodies fail and our hearts stop and the lights go out, is that it? Are we all faced with an eternity of nothingness, of blank, perennial non-existence? Or is there more to humankind than our physical bodies? Do we possess a soul, spirit or sense of consciousness that can transcend physical mortality? The contents of these boxes are the memories of a man who spent his life probing the very edges of reality. Testing the barrier between life and death.

I had first encountered the name Tony Cornell – and found myself drawn into the world of psychical research – some six months earlier. It began with a visit to my grandmother’s house. She was ill – she was dying – and, because she was a practical-minded woman, she began pointing out the items around her house I could have when she was gone. Among these was a leather-bound box, inside of which was a crystal ball. I had known about the crystal ball since I was a young child and had always been fascinated by it. Sometimes, my grandmother would bring it out of the box and let me hold it, smooth, cold and heavy in my hand, and she would explain that it had belonged to an aunt who believed she possessed a supernatural gift of foresight. This aunt would look into the ball and see the face of some distant relative, and then announce that the family would be having an unexpected visitor, before dispatching someone to the butcher’s to buy the very best pork chops for the occasion. Everyone would sit at the dinner table expectantly, their pork chops in front of them, waiting for a knock at the door that would, inevitably, never come. It is possible, my grandmother conceded, that this particular aunt just really liked pork chops.

When I returned home, I thought a lot about the crystal ball that would very soon be mine. Perhaps to distract myself from the sadness I was feeling at my grandmother’s failing health, and perhaps because death and what may lie after was on my mind, I began to read up on mediums – people who claim the ability to do everything from predicting the future to communing with the spirits of the dead – and quickly fell down a rabbit hole of online research. It was during these long nights hunched over my laptop, reading about ectoplasm and disembodied voices, that I came across a reference to a man who had visited dozens of séances and investigated other potentially supernatural events that were of the uninvited and unplanned variety.

Cornell would arrive at the scene of these disturbances in a suit and tie, carrying a bag containing notepads, tape recorders, cameras and, on occasion, other, homemade instruments. Personable, matter-of-fact and meticulous, in both appearance and manner he could easily have passed for an insurance claims assessor or senior police detective rather than a ghost hunter, albeit a senior police detective who was also a skilled hypnotist and who would not baulk at creating a makeshift Ouija board in order to attempt communion with the dead. A member of the UK’s Society for Psychical Research (SPR), an institution founded in 1882, Cornell’s role as an investigator of so-called ‘spontaneous cases’ saw him returning time and again to the unsettling spaces that exist just on the periphery of our ordered, tidy and rational lives, and which we all do our best to ignore: ghosts. Spirits. Premonitions. Psychic powers. Glimpses of other worlds that throw into question everything we take for granted about life, death and material existence itself.

At one point, during the 1980s, Cornell was invited to spend a week investigating the historic cruise liner the RMS Queen Mary, which was permanently moored in Long Beach, California, and known for its many reported hauntings. Working with American colleagues – including a group of six mediums who had all been flown in from Atlanta for the occasion – he surveilled the huge vessel, looking for signs of the ghosts who had made the old Cunard liner their home: the ‘Woman in White’ who could be seen dancing alone in the shadows of the first-class drawing room, the unquiet spirit of a ship’s chef who had been murdered on board as well as that of a young seaman who had been crushed to death in the bowels of the ship and whose cries could still be heard by staff at night.

When a family living in a remote rural home reported that a malign power seemed to have taken over their house, Cornell was dispatched. He arrived to find a terrified mother, father and son in a bungalow where light fixtures would swing back and forth unaccountably then burst without warning, where small fires broke out suddenly but persistently, and where tight plumbing screws seemed to undo themselves, causing pipes to loosen and floods to occur. Houseplants would wither and die. Pets fared no better. ‘A hamster and several birds died within two days of being housed in the bungalow,’ the notes on the case report. ‘Five puppies had died within two weeks of being brought there. All had expired in the morning with a yelp, as if they had been shot.’

On another occasion, he went to meet the Lancashire family who had reported that water continually appeared from no apparent source, soaking their possessions and, on some occasions, flying through the air. A plumber had already stripped the house bare and ruled out any possibility that the water was coming from their pipes or any other traceable source. Over the course of a weekend with the family, interviewing them and observing their lives, Cornell concluded that the thirteen-year-old daughter was somehow at the centre of these events. While she admitted that she sometimes felt jealous of the attention her parents lavished upon her younger brother, she denied that she had anything to do with the strange appearance of water, which often forced her and her family to sleep on camp beds in the living room. Cornell believed her. She also admitted that, sometimes, she and a friend played with a Ouija board. Before he left, he carried out a psychokinesis (PK) test on the girl, and asked her to throw a pair of dice thirteen times and aim to get as high a score as possible. Then he asked her to throw a pair of dice thirteen times and aim for as low a score as possible. She was able to throw considerably higher scores when she was aiming to – the results only have a seventy-five to one chance of happening naturally.

Week after week, month after month, year after year, Cornell and his SPR colleagues sought out these events – these crises unfolding in ordinary homes in ordinary towns to ordinary people – and attempted to deduce what, exactly, was happening: a calm, steady, scrutinising presence amid the chaos and fear. Because although he possessed a deep curiosity about the supernatural, he was also a natural sceptic. When attending séances, he produced precise sketches of seating positions, and on more than one occasion exposed a would-be medium as a fraud. He produced transcripts of the conversations he held with hypnotised subjects, and amassed crates of cassette tapes containing interviews and telephone conversations with the people he encountered. Among his papers, I discover, are copies of the incredibly detailed questionnaires he would ask everybody involved in a case to complete, which allowed him to construct a psychological profile of each individual he encountered and as clear a picture as possible of the frightening or inexplicable events they reported:

‘What is your religious background?’

‘What kind of books or articles have you read about psychic phenomena or the occult?’

‘Have there been instances where one or more people have seen an apparition or ghost? If yes, please describe what was seen.’

‘Would you say that the apparition seems to be one that is conscious or aware of its surroundings, that it is an intelligent “entity”?’

‘Are you taking any medication or non-prescription drugs? If so, what are they?’

‘What is known about the building and its previous owners? Is anything known of the location it stands on?’

‘Are the events seen to occur more in one spot (or in more than one place) than in others? Where are these places?’

‘If you were to pretend this were all happening in a dream, what would you make of it?’

‘Have you ever had a “run of luck”?’

‘Have you ever had, while awake, the vivid sensation of seeing, hearing, “sensing”, or being touched by someone or something which you could not explain by normal means?’

And on. And on. And on. Reading these questions is like hearing the steady voice of a rational man methodically tapping the wall between reality and something else. As evening falls, I return the cardboard boxes to the front desk, leave the library and make my way back to Cambridge station, feeling both exhausted and exhilarated. For a while I come close to falling asleep on the train home, but my mind turns with thoughts of secret Cold War experiments into telepathy, of images of ghostly, garland-wearing girls and terrified trawlermen covered in bloody gashes. The complacent faces of phoney mediums swirl in my head, along with unsettling spirit photographs and images of puppies that had died with a sudden yelp for no apparent reason. Eventually, I fall asleep, lulled by the sound of the train and of a teenage girl rolling dice again and again and again.




1

An investigator calls

Samantha holds the phone nervously to her ear. The line has a faint crackle, then a single, two-second beep, like the dull ping of a microwave. ‘Now, that noise tells you that this is being recorded,’ says the man on the other end, his steady, sonorous voice on the amiable side of businesslike. ‘It’s easier for me to play it back than to take notes.’ The woman says she understands, then gives a small, nervous laugh. ‘OK,’ she says. ‘OK.’

The man does not make small talk. He tells the woman he understands that she has experienced a number of disturbing incidents which began after she started using a Ouija board. ‘Is that right?’ he asks Samantha, who is twenty-eight years old, and is a single mother from a small village. ‘Yes,’ she replies softly. ‘Yes it is.’

The conversation develops slowly at first. Samantha seems inhibited, perhaps by anxiety, or embarrassment, or fear. Perhaps by all three. The man asks her a series of questions about the Ouija board sessions. How many has she done? Fewer than half a dozen, she tells him. How many people took part in them? Between four and six, depending on who was around. ‘Anybody who was of a highly nervous disposition? Nobody who’s unstable?’ the man asks. Samantha says no. The man pauses for a moment, then asks one more question. ‘What did you get?’ But what he really means is: what did the Ouija board tell you? The tape recorder beeps again, as it does every minute or so. And so, speaking softly into the receiver, Samantha tells him what they got.

They had spoken, she says, with the dead. Samantha, along with her brother and sisters, had each placed a single finger on an upturned wine glass. Slowly, at first, but then with increasing fluency, it had begun to move of its own accord across a large circular coffee table, around the edge of which they had taped the letters of the alphabet. At the suggestion of her seventeen-year-old brother Paul, they had smeared the upturned base of the glass with washing up liquid, so that if anybody attempted to dictate its movement, their fingers would slide, and they would be exposed.

They soon made contact with the spirit of their cousin, David, who had recently died of a heart condition at the age of sixteen. Though startling, connecting with David in this way was a source of comfort. He was with God, he told them. His suffering had passed. Death is not the end. Sitting together in the small lounge of Samantha’s council home late that night, she and her siblings looked at each other with open wonder. They thanked David for ‘coming through’ for them, and promised to speak with him again.

At their next Ouija board session, other voices began to come through. They would catch snippets from David that made little sense, as though they were slowly turning the dial of some discordant radio set. A sceptical friend joined them and watched on with amused scorn. But when the wine glass spelled out ‘YOU LAZY BASTARD’, the young man suddenly began to weep. After he had composed himself, he explained that his grandfather had died two weeks previously, and that this was what he had always called him. Again, the sitters were amazed, but exhilarated too. They thanked the spirits and bade them good night. Their weekly Ouija sessions began to dominate their thoughts, their conversations, their dreams. They counted the days till their next meeting.

The third time, the spirit of a little boy called ‘Luke’ began to speak through the board. As the wine glass moved across the table, the sitters’ faces began, for the first time, to crease into frowns. ‘He said that he was murdered by his father when he was five years old,’ Samantha tells the man on the other end of the phone. ‘Did he say where he’d been murdered?’ he asks, neutrally. Samantha says he did. The killing took place somewhere near to where her small council terrace now stands, located at the very edge of her village, where the fields, woodland and hedgerows of old Wessex break against streetlights and tarmac. The father’s name was ‘Rupert’, and he later took his own life somewhere nearby. Then David came through again. Only this time, he brought no words of comfort.

[image: An array of letters that spell out a message.]

The glass moved smoothly beneath their fingers, the sitters’ wide eyes tracking the letters beneath it, as it spelled out ‘Stop Rupert. He is hurting me’. David continued to speak about ‘Rupert’, his words filled with warning.

The glass kept moving across the table. It was past midnight, winter, and outside it was black and bleak. Luke spoke through the board again. ‘STOP RUPERT,’ he pleaded. The sitters muttered their thanks to the spirits and quickly put the wine glass away. The sense of wonder and excitement the siblings had first shared was now a cold, pulsing fear of something they could neither explain nor quite pull away from.

At the fourth sitting, Samantha and her brother and two sisters attempted to contact ‘Rupert’, the tormentor of David and young Luke. ‘Who are you?’ they demanded. The board gave no answer. Instead, from above them came a sudden and heavy thumping from Samantha’s bedroom. The only people upstairs were her two young sons, but they were fast asleep in a different room. The thumping continued, heavy and ominous. Samantha’s brother, breathing quickly, asked what on earth it could be. In response, the glass shot from one letter to another.

[image: An array of letters that spell out a message.]

Sick with fear on reading ‘HE IS EVIL’, the siblings informed whatever it was that they were ending the session. But the glass moved beneath their soapy fingertips.

[image: An array of letters that spell out a message: NO.]

They asked who they were speaking to.

[image: An array of letters that spell out a message.]

After the message saying ‘I, RUPERT EVIL’, they then received a final one from the being who called itself Rupert, telling Samantha that he would kill her. She issued a wordless noise of despair, rushed upstairs, grabbed her two sleeping sons and bundled them to her parents’ house, which was just a minute or so’s walk away. ‘That was Monday the 27th of January,’ she tells the man on the phone. ‘That was the last time we played.’

But by then, it was too late. Over the next four weeks, the inconspicuous little home became, somehow, untethered from the constraints and surety of reality. Inexplicable patches of cold began to appear around the house. Low growling noises began to be heard, not just by Samantha and her siblings, but by their parents too. From outside the house, a dark figure was seen in a bedroom window. A family dog would sit and whimper at the foot of the staircase leading to the floor where the banging had come from, and footsteps could be heard where nobody was walking. A cross that had been fixed to the wall vanished. While Samantha was preparing to take her sons to her parents’ house – by now a nightly ritual, as she was unable to stay in her home beyond the evening – she says that, from the corner of her eye, she saw something fly past her at speed. ‘The next moment there’s a glass smashed all over the floor,’ she explains. ‘I just went hysterical.’

For some time, the man has just been listening to her. But now he speaks. ‘OK,’ he says, with a matter-of-fact finality. ‘Well now look, would you like me to come down and sort this out?’

‘Yes please,’ says Samantha.

‘OK. I’ll try and get down tomorrow if I can. And if I can’t get down tomorrow, it will be Thursday for sure. My name,’ he says, ‘is Tony Cornell.’ The tape recorder beeps a final time. And the line goes dead.

Cornell is true to his word. Two days after his telephone conversation with Samantha, on 28 February 1991, he makes the long drive from his home in Cambridge to the village where she and her family live. Night has already fallen when he pulls up on a quiet, narrow street lined with utilitarian, two-storey council terraces. Constructed as temporary housing and poorly insulated, they were only supposed to last a decade or so at best. But as the years went by they remained, and so the tenants, with countryside stoicism, have learned to live with being too cold in the winter and too hot in the summer. Beyond that, though, they are entirely unremarkable: a streak of mid-century suburbia clinging to the edge of a village that had been inhabited since the time of the Anglo-Saxons.

He steps out of his car slowly. Cornell is sixty-seven years old and stiff from the drive. He checks he has everything he would need for the night ahead – tape recorder, notepad, camera, Rothmans cigarettes – and makes his way not to Samantha’s home, which is now left uninhabited after nightfall, but instead to her parents’, just around the corner. He presses the buzzer and waits.

The door opens, and he is greeted by excitement and a multitude of faces and voices. Samantha’s family is large, and they are all present, animated and vocal, peppering him with overlapping snatches of detail and anecdote, giddy with self-conscious gratitude. They are under the impression he is a professor at the University of Cambridge, and although this is not quite true, you can understand how they may have arrived at this conclusion. He wears large spectacles and talks with an easy, amiable authority. Something about him inspires trust.

Cornell settles into a chair. He knows from experience that the heightened atmosphere he has walked into stems from fear and anxiety, and he tries to explain to Samantha that whatever threats have been made by this ‘Rupert’, she is unlikely to be in any real danger. ‘I’ve been in quite a number of poltergeist cases,’ he tells her, confidingly, without bravado. ‘And they are frightening. They’re very worrying. But I don’t know of one poltergeist case where anybody has ever had serious physical damage. What it does is it gets everybody very uptight. And the more you worry, the worse it gets.’

With his tape recorder rolling, Cornell attempts to bring some order to the information he is being bombarded with, working with the family to systematically list the phenomena they seem to have unleashed with their Ouija board sessions. One of Samantha’s three sisters tells him how, standing outside the front of the house, she and her mother had observed a figure. ‘We looked up at the window and there was a black shadow,’ she begins, before correcting herself. ‘It wasn’t a black shadow, it was someone in black and there was a black shadow around its head.’

This spectre, which the family now take to be the same Rupert who had been tormenting the spirits of David and Luke, appears to have claimed the first floor of Samantha’s home as its own. The same sister describes how, the following week, she was overcome while attempting to climb Samantha’s staircase. ‘I got halfway up the stairs, and I just thought . . . no . . . I can’t . . . I can’t . . . ’ she tells Cornell. ‘And after I turned round, I felt my arms and my back lock. I felt like an old woman crouched over. I scuffled everywhere. I couldn’t walk properly.’

Cornell encourages her to go on. She has no memory of anything, she explains, other than the physical sensation of being in an overwhelmingly malign presence. ‘I felt a lot of evil and hatred.’ She remembers crying. Her mother says she also broke into laughter, though she has no recollection of doing so. Then, her face seemed to twitch and spasm.

‘It had become distorted,’ says her mother.

‘Like I was having a stroke,’ says the sister. ‘So Mum dragged me outside.’

Here and there, Cornell prompts the family for clearer details: precise locations, exact times of day, the number of witnesses, the number of times they have seen these things happen. His tone is neutral, dispassionate though not disinterested. He is encouraging, and more than once calls them ‘sensible people’. The family describe the loud banging noises that began when Rupert revealed himself to the Ouija sitters, and which have continued, sporadically, ever since. They also tell him about the low growling sound, the unaccountable smells – rotten eggs, perfume – and the shadowy hands that appear on curtains, which themselves seem to move in a way they should not. Paul sees his teenage girlfriend sit at the Ouija table with her fingertips hovering just above a glass, which somehow moves through 360 degrees of its own accord. The sight fills him with unease, but also a dark fascination.

The family report patches of cold. Patches of warmth. Their words spill out of them, the sensory minutiae of people living twitchy, hyper-focused lives. One of Samantha’s sisters describes how one evening she had seen Samantha’s five-year-old son standing at the top of the staircase. Then he simply floated down the stairs before landing at the bottom. His aunt cried out in disbelief, which brought his mother running. When asked what had just happened, he told the two women he had been pushed. Who had pushed him, his mother demanded. He looked up at her. ‘The man,’ he said simply, ‘in black.’

Cornell notes this all down, then gets to his feet. It is late at night, but there is work to do. Samantha and her siblings have reluctantly agreed to accompany him to her house, where they will attempt to make contact with the presence that is haunting them and then banish it from their lives. ‘We’ll try and get rid of it,’ he says.

‘We’ve got to get rid of it,’ Samantha’s mother says, with sudden vehemence.

‘We will,’ says Cornell. ‘We will.’
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Hydesville, NY, 1848

It is Christmas time, and a group of carol singers are walking together through the village of Histon on the outskirts of Cambridge. Some are holding lanterns, others clutch sheet music in gloved hands, and all are wrapped up warm against the cold night air. They turn off the main road and head towards a large Victorian farmhouse, crunching down the gravel path and through a small cluster of trees before arriving at the front door. They form a small semicircle and then, after exchanging smiles, they draw breath before breaking into the warm, hopeful hush of ‘Silent Night’.

Their lulling melody rises and falls as they wait for the front door to open, for light to spill over them and for the appreciative faces of the people inside to appear. But this is not what happens. Instead, from above them comes a harsh, metallic clanging. They look up in time to see a figure in white, flowing robes swoop over them and a face, stiff and horrid, with eyes that seem to radiate a cold bright light. Within a second, the carollers do what human beings have always done when faced with sudden horrors on dark nights. They cry out. They cower. They turn and flee, running on instinct, crunching their way back down the path, back through the trees and back to the comforting mundanity of pavement, the distant chatter of people in a pub, the lights of passing cars.

Watching them flee, from the kitchen window of the farmhouse, is Tony Cornell. He is a dark-haired, dark-eyed boy, and he is laughing. He had made the figure in white from a bedsheet and rigged it so that, with the tug of a rope, it would swoop down on whoever came to the front door. The pull of another string had caused half a dozen tin cans to bang together, and he had run a length of electrical cable to a light bulb placed in a hollow wooden head he had carved by hand. He’d flicked a switch, and its eyes had shone bright with malevolence. He has already sprung this trap on two previous groups of carol singers, and he hurries outside to reset the various mechanisms once again. He is still grinning. The year is 1937. He is fourteen.

The young Cornell does not believe in poltergeists or spirits or things that go bump in the night. But, perhaps without realising it, he is fascinated by people’s relationship with the supernatural. He observes the carol singers who flee from his pulley-operated phantom – as well as the ones who stand their ground and frown or chuckle – with equal parts curiosity and mischievous pleasure. The things that people believe interest him, and he has a natural instinct to test those beliefs.

Six months earlier, he had slept in the village graveyard, just to prove that he could. Years later, while presenting a talk at an SPR event, he describes the circumstances that led him to spend a night in the grounds of a fourteenth-century church. ‘I had talked myself into a corner,’ he says. ‘I was pontificating to the local boys about the fact I didn’t believe in ghosts and that it was all absolute nonsense, and that in the scientific age we lived in, all this kind of stuff is old superstition. And one of them said, “It’s all very well you talking like that, but I bet you don’t sleep in the graveyard because it’s full of ghosts.” ’

The teenage Cornell waves this claim away. He does not need to prove anything. Ghosts do not exist. When we die, we die, and that is that. But the boys jeer and goad him, and declare him all talk and no trousers, keen, perhaps, to bring the bumptious son of a successful local businessman down a peg or two. And as the weeks pass, he cannot walk through Histon without one of the boys loudly reminding him of his unwillingness to spend a night among the headstones. So eventually – inevitably – he takes the bet.

To begin with, he is more concerned about slipping out of his house unnoticed than by the prospect of an encounter with a restless spirit. He arrives in the graveyard a little before midnight. Two of the local boys had said they would meet him there, to act as witnesses. They are nowhere to be seen. Cornell curses under his breath. ‘But I didn’t run back home in case they suddenly came out of a bush and said, “Ah, see! You didn’t do it!”,’ he recalls later. He sits on a tomb, shivering. Despite his scepticism, a sense of unease spreads over him, giving way to fear. Imagination, expectation and the biological imperfection of the human eye lend shadows form, movement and intention. Sounds dance around him, the creaking of branches, the hooting of owls, the breeze in the bell-tower that looms above him. And everywhere, to all sides, the dead. Men, women and children who had once walked the streets of this village like him, but who were now gone. Their only remaining trace, he keeps telling himself, are names and numbers etched in cold stone.

He wakes to bright June sunlight and hurries home, climbing through a window and back into his bedroom without detection, missing his father in the hallway by moments. Though weary, he is buoyed. He had proved his courage to the others and, by spending the night alone in the dark, he had proved something to himself. The next time he sees his adversaries, he tells them again. When we die, we die, and don’t come back. There are no such things as ghosts.

*

This running debate between boys in a Cambridgeshire village was not childish or fanciful. It was simply a reflection of the world into which Cornell was born, a world which has a preoccupation with the supernatural. By the 1930s, spiritualism – the belief that human beings retain awareness after bodily death, and can still be communicated with or even observed – had been a source of controversy for almost seventy-five years. Yet such beliefs are so widespread as to be considered neither niche nor particularly eccentric. Across Britain, Europe and the United States, millions of people – including prime ministers, bestselling authors and Nobel prize-winning scientists – are drawn to the possibilities presented by spiritualism. Namely, that reality is far richer and more complex than the immediately observable world around us. That, upon dying, consciousness is not instantly flicked off like a light switch. And that the human faculty for becoming attuned to this deeper reality, and for connecting with conscious beings that exist without physical form, is much greater than we allow.

The birth of spiritualism and, by extension, the beginnings of what we might call the modern Western relationship with the supernatural, can be pinpointed more or less exactly. It began in 1847, when a Canadian farmer named John Fox moved his family south, to a hamlet named Hydesville in New York State. As well as his wife, he was accompanied by his three daughters, Leah, Margaretta and Kate, all aged between ten and fifteen. They moved into a simple but respectable timber home, set amid the fields and creeks and dense stretches of virgin forest that surrounded them for miles in every direction. Upon their arrival, the Fox sisters were told by local children that their new home was haunted, and that it was known as the local ‘spook house’. Perhaps this was just mischief: sport to be had with the shy, sombre new arrivals from north of the border with their long black hair and pale, open faces.

The Foxes quickly settled back into the rhythm of rural life without disruption. It was the following year, after a long, dark winter, that the noises began. One spring night in 1848, the three sisters were woken by a series of bangs, coming, it seemed, from the very walls of the house. These sounds were sudden, startlingly loud and had a force strong enough to make the timbers shake and their scant furniture rattle. Leah, Margaretta and Kate jumped from their beds and fled to their parents’ room in terror. The next night, the banging returned. And the night after that. And the night after that. They could find no explanation for these disturbances. And what made them so frightening was a distinct sense of the sounds being somehow deliberate: the creations of a conscious being. A being seeking a response. Seeking attention.

The sisters seemed to understand this. They gave the creator of these noises a name – ‘Mr Splitfoot’ – and, after several tense, claustrophobic weeks, they began to speak with him. It was Kate, the youngest of the three, who stood up one night and confronted the banging. ‘Do as I do!’ she commanded, before clapping her hands once. The response was a single loud knock. She clapped her hands twice. In reply came two knocks. The other sisters tried, and seemed to possess a similar ability to commune with this disembodied entity. Using a system of two knocks for ‘yes’, silence for ‘no’, they began to question the spirit that had afflicted their home for so many nights. They determined that it was the unquiet soul of a young pedlar, who had passed through Hydesville some years earlier and who was brutally murdered and then buried beneath their house. Across the Atlantic, Europe was being convulsed by a series of attempted revolutions and revolts. But writing years later, the avowed spiritualist and creator of Sherlock Holmes, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, would rate the events of Hydesville as more significant than any of these uprisings. ‘Search all the palaces and chancelleries of 1848, and where will you find a chamber which has made its place in history as secure as this little bedroom of a shack?’

A search of the Fox’s house was carried out. Their dirt-floor cellar was excavated and, 5 feet down, fragments of bone and hair were found beneath a layer of quicklime. A local doctor declared them to be the remains of a human body. A booming popular press, buoyed by growing literacy rates, got hold of the story, and it spread quickly across the United States and then Europe. Before long, the sisters were celebrities, making contact with other spirits who, like Mr Splitfoot, communicated via knocking and clicking sounds. Margaretta and Kate, the two younger sisters, were employed by mid-century entertainment mogul P. T. Barnum as mediums – a new term for those with the power to commune with the dead – and travelled America, and then the world, as part of his ‘greatest show on earth’. They became an attraction for paying sitters, who asked them questions about the dead. James Fenimore Cooper, the author of Last of the Mohicans, visited them and found that, by asking a series of questions and receiving seemingly disembodied clicks and knocks in response, they were able to accurately describe his sister, and the circumstances of her death fifty years previously in a riding accident. This was information they could not have known. Unless, that is, they were receiving it directly from his sister.

Cooper was left profoundly shaken. But many others who had similar encounters with the Fox sisters found themselves buoyed, even euphoric, at what they believed to be the obvious conclusion: a new world was at hand. A world in which the dead lived, and not in a distant, abstract heaven, but in a world tantalisingly close to our own. Spiritualism became a fascination for millions.

Why, though? Why were so many people ready to believe the claims of these simple farm girls? To answer this question requires us to understand that the public fascination with the Fox sisters did not occur in a vacuum. Rather, the previous hundred years or so had seen a running battle between religion and science for pre-eminence and authority. And by the mid-nineteenth century, science appeared ascendant. In 1860, a year
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