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About the Book

‘We must prise opinion from fact, belief from supposition and guesswork from whatever evidence must exist...’

It is surely a simple case of hysteria. Four young women allegedly witness a terrifying apparition while walking in the woods. Has the devil really revealed himself to them? Are they genuine victims of demonic possession? Or, as most suspect, is their purpose in claiming all of this considerably more prosaic?

The eyes of the country turn to a small Nottinghamshire town, where an inquiry is to be held. Everyone there is living through hard, uncertain times. The king is recently dead. It is a new century – a new world looking to the future. But here, in the ancient heart of England, an old beast stirs...

Four men must examine the substance of the girls’ tales and decide their fate: a minister, a doctor, a magistrate, and Merritt, an investigator – a seemingly perfect blend of the rational, the sacred and the judicial. And yet, as the feverish excitement all around them grows ever more widespread and infectious, there is both doubt and conflict among the members of this panel.

The Devil’s Beat explores the unforeseeable and unstoppable outcome of this inquiry during an alarming and unsettling time, when the whole of that small world seems in turmoil as, one after another, hitherto dependable natural checks and balances, beliefs and superstitions are challenged and then shattered.
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THE DEVIL’S BEAT
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Robert Edric


For James Macdonald Lockhart


The Devil prospers when a lie is told,

and silence is the Devil’s gold.

Seventeenth-century proverb


Nottinghamshire, October 1910


Part One


1

FRANCIS MERRIT UNFOLDED THE map he held and studied the path ahead of him. It was no true or properly marked route, simply a track created over the centuries by the passage of feet, hooves and wheels between the town and the expanse of woodland that surrounded it in most directions.

He turned in a circle and saw the higher chimneys above the canopy of trees beneath him. He had been conscious of the gentle rise of the land as he had walked, and he saw that where he now stood marked the high point along his journey before the path started its descent back into thicker growth.

It was a mild day, part of the uncertain passage between early and late autumn, and the leaves of many of the surrounding trees were already turning. Soon, he guessed, the woodland might be bare and flooded with sharper winter light, presenting a different aspect completely to anyone walking even that short distance into it.

The map had been drawn for him by Oliver Webb, the alderman and magistrate, whose immediate response upon hearing Merrit’s request had been to say that no map would be needed, that the path was well enough known, and that it was marked and visible along its entire length. But Merrit had insisted, pointing out to Webb that he was a stranger to the town and that the path was not well known to him. Clearly riled by this, Webb had then suggested accompanying him into the woods, and this too Merrit had rejected. And if the alderman and magistrate had been offended by Merrit’s first rebuttal, he was even more offended by this second.

It had surprised Merrit to see how incapable the man appeared to be of both hiding his true feelings and of shaping and tempering his responses. Webb had then suggested that all four members of the investigative panel be contacted. He had first called it a ‘committee’ and Merrit had corrected him. And then he had referred to it as a ‘police council’ – clearly a more reassuring title to a local magistrate – and Merrit had insisted on correcting this too: four contradictions within only minutes of meeting the man.

Already assessing his losses, Webb had then repeated his suggestion that they contact the two remaining members of the ‘panel’ – he now invested the word with a cold edge – and that all four of them might make the journey into the woodland together. ‘A starting point for our investigation,’ he had called it. ‘An excursion.’ And yet again Merrit had denied him, adamant that he wished to visit the site alone.

Because he was a stranger; because he was a newcomer to the recent events in the town; and because all he so far knew of those events was what he had read in the newspapers and the various ancillary reports already given to him by his superiors. Because of all that; and because – though Merrit was careful to avoid any suggestion of this in front of the magistrate – he was there to establish the simple truth of the matter, and then to separate this from the multitude of burgeoning tales and rumours and other wild speculations that had already tangled themselves around that kernel of undeniable truth and verifiable fact.

The map he held was on Council-headed paper: this was the town, here was its central square, and here was the road leading out of that square. And here, at the foot of that gentle hill to the north of the town – more accurately north-west – was where that road ended and then turned by degrees into the track which ran ahead of Merrit now. This change – metalled and surfaced road to scattered cobbles and then to ruts and overgrown edges – was not lost on Francis Merrit. These were the details he noticed and remembered; these were the details he took a professional pride in interpreting and understanding. The road changed; the town was left behind; the hill rose; the woodland began and then swiftly thickened around him until it grew so close over the track that it became almost a tunnel. Everything ahead was a mystery to him, drawing him on.

So, the path rose to this low summit, paused to allow these two backward- and forward-looking perspectives, and then it fell into the trees below, where the world and all it contained might be changed completely.

The trunks rose high above him, and he craned his neck to look up at them. Ahead of him, the bulk of the foliage was beneath him. He had risen, and yet, surrounded and enclosed as he now was, he had simultaneously gained and lost a vantage point. He could see, say, twenty yards ahead of him and the same distance behind him along the track, but on either side of him he could see only a few feet into the trees and their undergrowth. It was something else to make a note of, and to put somewhere safe and retrievable amid the explosion of testimony-gathering upon which he and the others would soon be embarked.

‘The girls read fairy tales,’ he said aloud, the realization and the words coming simultaneously. They were familiar with the usual tales, and this woodland and the road leading into it and the paths passing through it and all its secret places were constituent parts of the tale they themselves were now telling.

The first thing Webb had said to him, their two hands still firmly locked, was that the five girls were not to be trusted, that they had a clear leader and that she was to be trusted least of all. Merrit had known – or perhaps guessed or surmised – most of this already from what he had read, much of the information looked over again during his diverted, four-hour train journey to the place the previous day. He had not responded to this clumsy prod by the magistrate, causing Webb to fall silent for a moment and then to ask equally bluntly if he, Merrit, had some reason to doubt him. Merrit had reassured him otherwise, but Webb had remained unconvinced and suspicious, only then withdrawing his hand and taking a step back from this unwelcome stranger.

All this had taken place in the town’s small, empty courtroom. It was Webb’s domain, and Merrit had gone there to seek him out. It was where he had asked the magistrate for the map.

‘There are proper maps, official maps, surveyed maps,’ Webb had insisted. ‘I can get them for you.’ He was a man accustomed to commanding and supervising others, a man accustomed to being obeyed without question or delay. Merrit had asked quickly if Webb could not provide him with a simple sketch or directions even, to the place in the woods. ‘It has a name,’ Webb had insisted. ‘It’s hardly a wilderness that none of us knows. People here know those woods, all the surrounding countryside like—’

‘The backs of their hands?’ Merrit had said, almost as a joke.

‘Precisely,’ Webb had said. ‘Precisely that. Like the backs of their hands.’ And he had held up his own right hand, palm down, as though to prove this somehow vital point. He had behaved then as though he had gained no small victory over Merrit – this man who, though expected and awaited, had appeared before him with no proper warning or introduction, and who had then done nothing but create this succession of aggravations and conflicts.

Merrit continued walking, beginning his slow descent into the thickest part of the forest. Was it a forest? Woodland? Did woodland become a forest as it thickened? As it expanded? Did it grow denser overall or in this direction alone? The town was well served by roads, by the railway in most directions, and by a canal, so however far or thickly the forest spread, it did not restrict the place’s communication or commerce with the wider world; it did not isolate or confine or restrict it.

In addition, there was a broad river running channelled and straightened a short distance from the square – he had crossed the stone bridge on his walk from the railway station to the hotel, and then again when he had gone out to the courtroom – and so perhaps the woodland only gave the appearance of surrounding the place. Or perhaps it was just that the reports he had so far read had concentrated so much upon it, and what the girls had allegedly seen within it, that it had acquired such a dominant part in all those tales of the place. Doubtless, too, those other writers understood something of those same fairy tales and of their vital and indispensable parts.

Webb had insisted that it was no more than a mile from the town to the place Merrit wished to see for himself. Perhaps not even that; perhaps closer to three-quarters of a mile; no distance at all. And perhaps even that lesser distance might be measured from the edge of the buildings rather than from the faltering end of the surfaced road. All these qualifying remarks; all these unnecessary and misleading clarifications; all these sudden uncertainties. It would have served no purpose for Merrit to have asked Webb if he himself was familiar with the track – the track and perhaps even the clearing in the trees from which all these hazy and excited ripples of rumour and speculation were now spreading unstoppably outwards.

Having walked downhill for several minutes, Merrit turned and considered the path behind him. It curved slightly and so the impression of the distance he had already come was lost to him. It curved and the trees came together to hide its course from him. It was still there, underfoot, but now its line up the gentle hillside was lost to view.

Looking back and forth, he saw too that the path was also lost ahead of him, the same continuing curve, encroaching trunks, interlocking branches and swallowed course.

He retraced his steps until he stood at the mid point of this curve. Like the crest of the hill, it was another boundary, another divide. In the half-light or darkness, standing precisely where Merrit now stood, mapless, directionless, and without a clear view of the narrowing path upon which he waited, a man might easily imagine himself at the centre of that dense, encircling and endless forest. And if a grown man might imagine this, then an impressionable and frightened young girl might certainly imagine it, and more, much more; and worse, much worse.

Resuming walking, Merrit started to whistle, and he noted how quickly the sound was absorbed by the trees and then lost. On his way up the hill he had heard birdsong – unidentified, he was no naturalist – but not here; here there was only silence. And again there was contradiction: no birdsong, and not even the slightest returning echo of his own whistling. But a dry stick he picked up and snapped sounded like a gunshot resounding all around him. Or if not a gunshot, then at least the careless footfall of a stalker, a follower, an unknown watcher intending harm.

He broke a second stick, and then a third, gauging both the noise he made and then the speed and completeness of the returning silence.

It was midday. The sun, hidden today by low, pewter-coloured cloud, might at other times have shone directly down on him where he stood. The woodland would be a different place again at dawn or dusk or on a less overcast day. Another small reckoning.

There was no curve to the path on the simple map Merrit held, leading him to suspect that Webb himself had never come this far into the trees on foot. Perhaps all Webb truly knew of the place was what the five girls had so far concocted among themselves and what the newspapers had been only too eager to repeat. And just as there was no marked curve to the path, so there was no suggestion of it narrowing as it approached his destination.

The clearing itself was represented by a small circle – Merrit could easily fit the tip of his forefinger into it – something fixed and definite amid so much otherwise featureless terrain.

Merrit knew from long experience that there was always a starting point, always a beginning, a pause to be made, a breath to be taken, and then a line to be crossed – stepping out of a railway carriage, say, or hearing a gavel struck on a desk; opening an envelope containing a summons, or hearing a clock strike the hour. Or turning a barely noticeable corner along a poorly marked woodland path – always a starting point and a beginning.

It was why he was there now, obeying these unwritten rules, observing these unspoken proprieties, alone, holding another man’s map and only too aware of the true distance he had already come along his short journey: because there was always that starting point, always that beginning, that line to be discovered, then fixed, and then crossed.

And just as he considered all of this, preparing to take that next carefully measured step, so he unexpectedly arrived at the clearing itself. In truth, it was little more than a broadening of the path, a slight thinning of the trees on either side of him, an even slighter brightening of the sky above. An ordinary clearing in ordinary woodland in which such extraordinary events were alleged to have taken place. A clearing in a wood and a circle into which he could fit his fingertip. A line which neither rose nor fell, neither twisted nor turned, neither broadened nor narrowed, but which nevertheless, and with an undeniable and unavoidable inevitability, had led him here to this exact and unremarkable place.

Merrit looked around, gauged the centre of that small space, walked into it, and then stopped and looked around again.
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HE RETURNED TO the hotel an hour later. The building had been recently completed, constructed of vivid red brick, with stone sills and two thin brown marble columns at its entrance.

Upon his arrival there, it had immediately struck Merrit that the building looked out of place amid the older, smaller properties on either side of it. It had been built to capitalize on the recent increase in the number of trains arriving in the town, but shortly before its completion, several of the place’s larger factories – mostly tanneries and engineering works – had closed down, creating unemployment and a sense of uncertainty and unease over the town’s future. Consequently, the anticipated increase in visitors and the resident population had not materialized, and the hotel, so obviously new and ready to embrace the hoped-for improvement in the town’s future prospects, now had an unavoidable air of abandonment about it. In addition, or so it occurred to Merrit as he returned to it across the square, the building seemed somehow to mock the place and all its thwarted expectations.

He had stayed in fifty others like it, and knew what to expect. Elsewhere, in larger, more prosperous places, the hotels were better appointed and more anonymous, and he was able to remain detached and anonymous within them. But here, he knew, this was unlikely to happen. The square was the centre of the town, and the hotel was all too clearly intended to dominate that square.

Merrit entered the small lobby and nodded at the clerk behind the desk, expecting that the boy would retrieve his key and hand it to him. But instead the clerk nodded to the far side of the room, where a couple sat on a low sofa and watched his arrival.

‘They’re waiting for you,’ the boy said, his voice low. ‘An hour, at least.’

Merrit turned to look at the couple.

The man immediately rose from the sofa; his coat was unfastened to reveal a black suit and a dog-collar around his thin neck. He took off the bowler he wore and then half-raised his hand to Merrit, at the same time looking down at the woman beside him, who remained where she sat.

Minister Firth, the third member of the appointed panel. And, presumably, his wife.

Merrit tried to remember their Christian names, but couldn’t. He turned briefly back to the clerk and indicated where the key to his room remained on its hook. The boy still hesitated in retrieving this.

‘They wanted to talk to you,’ he said. He smiled at the minister, and Merrit guessed the connection between them, the source of the boy’s uncomfortable obedience.

Merrit continued to hold out his hand until the boy finally took down the key and gave it to him.

‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’ Merrit asked him. ‘Privately.’

The boy looked around him as though he hadn’t understood the question. ‘Privately?’

‘The minister and myself.’ Merrit was already starting to consider why the man had come to him like this. Their first official appointment was arranged for the following morning. The encounter with Webb had been unavoidable – protocol – but this impromptu meeting with the minister might be at best inadvisable and at worst somehow compromising, especially in the presence of his wife. The town was already filled with too many shadows and secrets and the stale air of whispered asides and personal interests, so why this now?

Merrit closed his hand around the key and turned back to the man and the woman.

‘First he turns his back on us, and then he finally deigns to acknowledge our presence,’ the woman said loudly, looking directly at Merrit and causing him to feel even more cautious concerning the encounter.

‘My apologies,’ he said. ‘I didn’t—’

‘I am Aubrey Edward Firth,’ the minister said, crossing the few paces to where Merrit stood.

‘Merrit,’ Merrit said.

The two men shook hands.

‘We were told you would be here.’

By Webb? ‘Oh?’

‘It was no inconvenience to wait.’

Still on the sofa, the minister’s wife made a noise intended to suggest to Merrit that she did not share her husband’s opinion.

‘Your wife?’ Merrit said.

‘Angelica,’ the man said.

Merrit went to her and held out his hand. ‘I was in the woods,’ he said.

She looked at the mud on his shoes and trousers. ‘Why?’ she said.

‘Is it so strange? I wanted to be where the girls—’

‘You mean the liars,’ she said abruptly. She took back her hand and then she too rose from the sofa. She was taller than her husband, and more heavily built. She wore a hat with a plain brim, and a coat buttoned from her throat to her shins, its only adornment a mother-of-pearl buckle on its narrow belt. She held a pair of soft kid gloves, which she caressed and drew back and forth through her palm as she spoke.

‘I’m afraid neither I nor your husband is at liberty to discuss anything that might have any bearing on what he and I—’

‘There’s been talk of nothing else for the past month,’ she said abruptly. She motioned for her husband to return to stand beside her.

Firth started to say something, but was interrupted by the arrival of another of the hotel’s few guests, and his wife put a finger to her lips to silence him.

‘I asked the clerk if there was somewhere more private,’ Merrit said. ‘But, as I was about to say, I believe all our opinion and conjecture might best be saved for when the inquiry is finally and properly under way.’ He looked to Firth for his support, but saw that the man was powerless in the presence of his wife.

‘I have, of course, discussed my own part in all of this with my wife,’ Firth said eventually, his voice falling as he spoke, and leaving Merrit uncertain whether he was speaking in defence of himself or the woman.

‘Of course,’ Merrit said.

‘And you are here to do what, to achieve what, exactly?’ Angelica Firth said disdainfully.

‘To lead and support the inquiry,’ Merrit said. He wanted to tell her to leave and to take her weak and inadequate husband with her. He wanted to tell her that she played no part in their proceedings. She might be a witness, she might express her own opinion on what had or hadn’t happened, she might even repeat publicly her assertion that the girls were all liars, but she still had no true or determining role in the proceedings, and certainly not at their outset. But even as Merrit considered all this, he saw only too clearly what power the woman exercised over her husband, and he knew it was something he would have to bear in mind as the proceedings progressed, and as the man played his own designated role within them.

Firth was a Man of God, there to represent the moral authority of the Church; he would need to be listened to. Everything might be challenged, everything denied, everything exposed, and Minister Firth, Merrit well understood, might have more to lose than any of them. Conversely, a great deal might yet hang in the balance, and the Church – whatever that meant in this place, whatever denominations or sects might be represented – would still carry a great deal of weight as that balance swung one way or the other. It was something else Merrit had hoped not to have to consider until the proceedings were under way.

‘“To lead and support the inquiry”?’ the woman repeated, drawing him back to her. ‘Why – because you and your masters consider that we here are not capable of doing such a thing ourselves?’

‘Not at all,’ Merrit said. Of course. ‘My masters? I prefer to think of them as my superiors, who exercise their own power and authority in a manner—’

‘But they still exercise it,’ she said. ‘And you do their bidding. They still sent you, and you still came.’

There was nothing to be gained by contesting any of this, and so Merrit remained silent.

The woman now stood with her arms folded across her chest. She looked from Merrit to her husband to the boy at the desk and then back to her husband.

‘It would be inadvisable for me to ask you to my room,’ Merrit said eventually. ‘And perhaps unwise.’

‘Of course, of course,’ Firth said. ‘We merely wished to introduce ourselves and to extend a welcome to you. In addition, I sincerely hope that—’

‘“Inadvisable”?’ Angelica Firth said to Merrit. ‘Why? Because it suits you to say so? Because from now on you alone are to determine the procedure and outcome of everything here? Because whatever is revealed here, your mind is already set on its course?’

Merrit felt himself relax at hearing the predictable accusations. He might later use this hostility to his own ends; perhaps all he needed to understand now was its source. Another hour with the woman and her husband and their whole lives would be revealed to him. But it would be a lifetime of an hour, and nothing would induce him to spend it.

‘You seem very certain of this,’ Merrit said to the woman, half-turning to the minister as he spoke. ‘I had hoped for a certain degree of …’ – he pretended to think – ‘open-mindedness’ – the phrase sounded clumsy – ‘and an ability to at least reconsider what might already have been revealed or suggested.’

‘Exactly – a generosity of spirit,’ Firth said, receiving another sharp glance from his wife.

‘Precisely,’ Merrit said. ‘We shall, no doubt, encounter prejudice, bias and suspicion everywhere we look in the coming days, and I feel it incumbent upon we tribunal members …’ He trailed off, his warning to the minister perfectly clear.

‘Of course, of course,’ Firth said again. ‘And I’m sure Angelica understands that particular necessity completely.’

‘See?’ the woman said maliciously to Merrit. ‘He’s sure I understand what you’re telling us.’

There was clearly no hiding place for the man.

‘It’s only natural that there will be people who resent my presence here, my role,’ Merrit said, the words intended to both dampen and divert the woman’s rising hostility.

‘Your intrusion, you mean,’ she said.

‘Very well – my intrusion. But consider this – if there are difficult decisions to be made, then might it not be best if someone other than the figures of authority already well established and well respected here made them?’

‘“Respected”?’ the woman said, and was unable to prevent a sudden, cold laugh. If the remark was aimed solely at her husband, then it was her cruellest remark yet, and for the first time during their encounter, Merrit felt a stab of genuine sympathy for the man.

Firth himself merely continued looking at Merrit to suggest that he, Merrit, should forgive the woman her lack of restraint and understanding.

But rather than accede to this unspoken plea, Merrit chose to take advantage of what the woman had just said – and which, he sensed, even she now regretted – and he asked her why she had laughed.

‘Surely,’ he said, only too aware of his own cruelty, ‘your husband is such a figure? Respected. Prominent. Why otherwise would he have been chosen to participate in the tribunal?’

But if he had expected her to seize this opportunity and somehow retract or apologize for her remark, he was mistaken.

‘Because he was the only one stupid enough not to understand the true nature of the invitation to sit on your so-called panel when he was approached,’ she said. ‘All those other oh-so-concerned Men of God scattered like harvest rabbits the instant the investigation was announced. Go and ask them if you don’t believe me. You’ve been here a day now – ’ she looked pointedly at her watch, ‘a little longer, in fact – and so you must surely be aware of how many churches, chapels, missions and Gospel Halls we have in this God-fearing place. Find them and ask them.’ By now she was almost panting, her eyes shining.

For a moment, none of them spoke.

And then her husband said quietly, ‘I accepted because I believed I might do some genuine good.’

A further short, awkward silence followed.

The words retrieved what little remained of Merrit’s sympathy for the man. But even so, he still wanted to tell Firth that his wife was right in all that she was suggesting – whatever her own motives for doing so – and that he should have listened to her and stayed well away from everything that was about to happen there; that whatever ‘good’ he hoped to achieve would be questioned, mocked, unravelled, torn to pieces and then scattered on a never-ceasing, cold and uncaring wind. It had happened before, it would happen again; it could not be stopped. He himself had frequently grown numb and then indifferent in the face of that same cold wind.

‘I also believed …’ Firth began, but was then uncertain how to continue.

Merrit waited. ‘What? You believed the girls might need an advocate?’ he said.

Beside Firth, his wife shook her head. She seemed to Merrit to be a darkness into which her husband constantly stared.

‘Then what?’ Merrit asked her, tired of the woman’s strategy.

‘He believed he might do himself some good, this unselfish Man of God. Himself.’

Merrit didn’t understand her.

‘He is being considered for a living elsewhere, somewhere much larger.’

‘Where?’ Merrit said.

‘We have been asked not to say. His own lords and masters. But somewhere much larger and more advanced than this place. Considerably more advanced. Somewhere with real society, and with educated, grateful, willing congregations.’

‘Are they not educated, grateful or willing here, then?’

Neither the woman nor her husband answered him.

‘I see,’ Merrit said eventually. ‘And you thought your appointment as a member of the tribunal might somehow improve your chances of securing this new post. When will it be decided?’

‘A fortnight,’ Angelica Firth said. ‘Perhaps longer.’ She seemed suddenly less certain of herself, less convinced of her husband’s prospects.

The inquiry had been allocated twenty working days, four weeks of the local court’s precious time.

‘Are you still hopeful?’ Merrit asked Firth directly, hoping to somehow encourage him by the remark.

‘Oh, always hopeful,’ Firth said. ‘Always hopeful, always that.’

It seemed almost an epitaph for the man.

Several other guests arrived in the lobby, all of them strangers to the minister and his wife, and polite greetings were exchanged.

‘What did you find?’ Angelica Firth asked Merrit when they were again alone.

‘Find?’

‘Out in the blessed woods.’

‘Just what is always there, I imagine – nothing more, nothing less. Trees, clearings, paths.’

‘So, nothing to convince you that there might be one single iota of truth in what the girls are saying?’

‘The liars?’ Merrit said.

She ignored this and waited for his answer.

‘All I know so far is what I’ve read in the newspaper reports,’ Merrit said. It wasn’t the whole truth, but near enough.

‘I can imagine,’ she said.

‘Then you must surely understand the need for this investigation, the need to let in some clean air and strong light on these—’

She made another of her dismissive noises at the remark.

‘Will you attend?’ Merrit asked her.

‘To hear them repeat their lies?’

‘If need be, yes. But to hear them repeat their lies in that place and in front of myself, your husband and others, instead of to their credulous, gullible friends and neighbours, or to the newspapermen waiting to turn everything they say to their own profit.’

‘I knew you would say something like that,’ she said.

‘It’s a completely different thing, telling their tales to—’

‘To men like you? And him?’

‘To men like us,’ Merrit said. Even that seemed too great a concession to the woman.

‘He spent nine years in China,’ Angelica Firth then said unexpectedly. ‘The Chinese Missionary Society. He almost died. Fever of the brain.’

Was there now something approaching affection in her voice, something as unlikely or as impossible as that?

People are always contradictory, Merrit’s father – a true judge – had once told him. One moment you understand them completely, and the next they are beyond your understanding and your reach.

‘I was well cared for,’ Firth said. ‘I met Angelica upon my return.’

‘And they sent him here – here – as a reward for all the work he had done, for all his devotion and suffering.’

‘We were once—’ Firth began.

‘Very happy here,’ she said. ‘I know.’

And to Merrit the words seemed like a knife sliced suddenly between them, though it was impossible to know which of them wielded it and which of them suffered from it.

A further pause followed.

‘In answer to your question, I may attend,’ Angelica Firth said. ‘But, please, be aware that many who attend alongside me will consider your inquiry to be nothing more than a diversion and an entertainment, like a visiting fair or circus.’

‘Why? Because, as you insist, the girls are all liars and nothing of any true worth or significance is going to be achieved by whatever might be revealed here?’

She smiled at the simultaneously evasive and self-serving phrase. ‘And people think I have an inflated opinion of myself,’ she said.

Merrit conceded the point in silence.

Without warning, the woman turned and left them, pausing only to pull on her gloves and then to speak briefly to the boy at the desk.

Merrit imagined she might beckon her husband to her, but instead she left the hotel without saying anything further to either of them.
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THE ELDEST GIRL – a girl called Mary Cowan, though some reports insisted on calling her Maryanne (already this subtle shading, these fractured outlines) – remained a stranger to Merrit. He believed he had read everything that had been written about her, and yet she remained this unknown presence – another unformed shape in the shifting light and shadows of the case.

He guessed that she had been cast by the newspapers as the ringleader of the girls as a convenience. At fifteen, almost sixteen, she was the eldest, and as such would be deemed the girl most capable of properly explaining the events in which they were all involved. Equally, Merrit understood, she was the one who might most legitimately and forcibly be held to account for whatever events and tales – some reports already said ‘crimes’ – the girls had so far concocted among themselves. Even more significantly, to Merrit’s mind, she was the girl most likely to influence the course and the outcome of his inquiry.

His first encounter with Mary Cowan came much sooner than he had anticipated.

Several hours after the departure of Aubrey and Angelica Firth, and after Merrit had changed into fresh clothes, he left the hotel for a further brief investigation of the surrounding streets.

It was late afternoon by now, and the October light was starting to fade. In the lobby, the young clerk was filling and lighting the lamps on the desk and tables.

‘They told us the electricity would be installed before the place was opened,’ he said as Merrit passed behind him. ‘It was in all the advertising.’ He made it sound as though the failure had been his own.

A fire burned in the hearth beside the reception, another in the small room beyond. Merrit looked around him and the boy followed his gaze.

‘You were expecting something else,’ he said. ‘Something more …’

‘Not really,’ Merrit said honestly. ‘I go where I’m sent. One place quickly becomes another.’

The boy didn’t understand him; perhaps this was the only place he knew.

‘Will it rain, do you think?’ Merrit said to break this stalled conversation.

The boy shrugged. ‘Hard to say,’ he said.

It had been Merrit’s original intention upon his arrival to go to the place in the woods accompanied by the other members of the appointed panel, but having made the journey alone, and having seen nothing out of the ordinary there, he was now convinced that such a joint undertaking would only have worked against them. He had played no part in these other appointments, but he knew well enough from past experience what to expect from them. And he knew, too, how he, Merrit, would always be viewed differently and apart from them in the eyes of their local audience.

He went to the hotel entrance, fastened his coat and stepped outside. The setting sun cast one side of the square in its copper light, the other in almost impenetrable shadow. Uncertain which direction to take, he started walking towards the station. A train could be heard letting off steam in the distance.

Arriving at the corner of the square, he paused and looked back, and for the first time, amid the passers-by and sparse traffic there, he saw that a small group of people – adults and children – stood at the edge of the shadowed buildings and watched him. It was immediately clear to Merrit that he was the focus of their attention, and that he was not merely being idly watched as any passing stranger might be.

He remained where he stood for a moment. Four adults and two children. Three men, a woman and two girls. He guessed that these latter were perhaps two of the five girls he was there to question.

Reluctant to confront any of these watchers so soon, he turned away from them to look into a shop window. He pretended to look at the goods on display – it was the store of an agricultural merchant and the window was lined with half-filled boxes of various grains and seeds – and as he did this he saw in the glass that the small group – delegation? – was now approaching him. Someone called to him, one of the men, and he waited a moment before turning. The man had not used his name.

Merrit made a quick assessment: the man who had called to him was clearly the motivating force of the small group; the remainder seemed considerably more reluctant to be approaching him, held there only by this leading man. The man now stood with one hand on the shoulder of the eldest girl, whom he pushed ahead of him, and who seemed to Merrit to be more reluctant than most to be presented to him like this. The man’s other hand was round the shoulders of the woman beside him, and she too seemed reluctant to come any closer. Husband and wife, then, mother and father. Daughter.

The second girl was younger, perhaps ten or eleven, and she stood with another of the men. This second man seemed even less certain of his role in these proceedings and held himself back. The child at his side seemed agitated, and she kept her head bowed and repeatedly moved her hands in and out of each other, watching them intently, mesmerized by her own simple actions. She wore a long pinafore, and what Merrit had at first taken to be its pattern he now realized was a mass of convergent stains which covered the garment from the child’s chin down to its hem.

There had been suggestions in some of the newspaper reports that one of the girls had exhibited ‘simple’ or ‘imbecilic’ behaviour, and so perhaps this was her, and perhaps the man beside her was her father, and perhaps his reluctance to come forward was connected to his daughter’s ailment, whatever that might be. All these assessments were the work of a moment, but they were made, and Merrit felt reassured by them.

The man who had called to him called again, this time with an undisguised note of hostility in his voice.

Merrit waited. First Webb, then the Firths, and now this. Let hostilities commence. He regretted having abandoned the warmth and privacy of the hotel. He would have been left alone there, unseen, unapproachable, unassailable even – an alien being in the one place which itself seemed alien to the town. These people had waited outside for him and were now gathered between him and the building. He smiled at the realization.

‘You’re Merrit,’ the leading man said provocatively.

‘I am.’ Merrit took a pace towards them and saw how the rest of them looked suddenly anxious at this. He took a further step, fixing them where they stood. Only the man at the front continued to look directly at him. It was all an act, another carefully staged encounter, and both men knew this.

The girl held by the man looked quickly at Merrit and then she bowed her head and kept her eyes on her feet.

Merrit looked beyond the two of them to the others; they too swiftly avoided his eyes.

‘I’m the one who’s talking to you,’ the man said to Merrit. ‘Not them.’ He removed his hand from his wife and clasped it to his daughter’s other shoulder. He then flicked her cheek and chin with the back of his fingers, causing her to raise her head and look directly at Merrit.

‘Mary Cowan,’ Merrit said. ‘I’m pleased to meet you. I imagined I would have to wait until tomorrow, if not later, for the pleasure.’ If she had been older, not a child, he would have held out his hand to her.

But the girl made no response to this hopefully disarming greeting, and her father countered it by pulling her back to him so that she was pressed even more closely to his chest and stomach.

The younger girl, Merrit noticed, continued to disregard completely everything that was happening, her attention still fixed on her restless hands. Merrit tried to remember her name – either Agnes Foley or Margaret Seaton – but he couldn’t be certain. He took a chance.

‘And that must be Agnes,’ he said, causing an equally dramatic response from the man who held her. Why should his knowing their names come as such a great and unsettling surprise to them? He tried to remember the exact nature of the girl’s affliction, anything he might have read concerning her own history, but this still eluded him.

‘You were in the woods,’ Cowan said, drawing Merrit back to him.

‘Is that an accusation?’ Merrit said.

‘A what?’

‘An accusation. Am I being accused of something? Should I not have gone there? Should I have spoken to you first? Are you the landowner?’ They were not true questions, merely a succession of jabs to assert his own as yet untested authority, and, if
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