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“The ghost should be malevolent or odious. Amiable or helpful apparitions are all very well in fairy tales or local legends, but I have no use for them in a fictitious ghost story.” 

MR James, More Ghost Stories of an Antiquary (1911)

––––––––

“Literature is either essential or it is useless. I believe that the Evil - an intense form of the Evil - which literature expresses, has an absolute value for us. But it does not exclude morality. Quite the reverse: it requires a ‘hypermorality’.”

Georges Bataille, La Littérature et La Mal (1957)
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I.

As a junior lecturer, Ijeoma, my girlfriend, always had her hands full. Giving lectures to undergraduates – the thing that, given her job title, you’d think would be her bread and butter - was less than a quarter of it. Above all, she spent her time writing or researching. As she told it, everyone at her professional level was similarly overloaded, mainly because they felt insecure. There were too few tenured posts. There was too much pressure to write and publish papers for which ‘enough’ research could never be undertaken. In fact, outside sleep, I’d say research took up most of her life; it certainly extended well into her leisure time, sometimes hijacking it for weeks, even months at a time. 

Superficially, it wasn’t a recipe for a happy relationship. I had what I’d call a ‘normal’ job; by which I mean, it began every day at nine and ended at five, excluding weekends. We lived in a small flat above a shop on the edge of a housing estate in Oxford. We were hoping to get married sometime within the next twelve months.

Yet, maybe because of the deeper things, we were happy. For a start, we shared the same interests. Yes, we’d grown up in different parts of the country (she was from Bristol, I hailed from Betws-y-Coed), but since she was only two years younger than me, our early years had been defined by the same social and political milestones. Maybe those particular events, coming on top of our similar upbringings in terms of values – work hard, be kind, show good manners, etc. – gave us topics of conversation we could always fall back on and even agree about. It’s just a theory.

I don’t know when I first noticed something was ‘wrong’ with her. I think it was one Thursday evening late in December. I remember glancing at the clock as I heard her coming up the communal staircase outside. More unpaid overtime, I thought: she’ll be dispirited and shattered. I’d made a carbonara bake, and I couldn’t see her eating more than half of it. She’d have ‘snacked’ on the way home. 

But she came through the door with a spring in her step, and a hint of a mischievous smile. She deposited her two bags carefully in the cupboard next to the bedroom, put her arms round me and kissed my neck; she asked if she could help in the kitchen; she said something about the lovely smell; she poured herself a glass of wine that somehow looked, in the controlled relish of her gestures, more celebratory than compensatory; she talked cheerfully about four or five articles she’d read in the free newspaper on the bus ride home. 

We ate the meal I’d prepared, sitting up in bed, watching something forgettable on TV. Afterwards, she sang Jorja Smith songs in the shower.

“Good day at the office?” I asked when she got back in bed.

“I feel rejuvenated,” she replied. “And no, I haven’t ‘met someone’.”

“I never suggested you had.”

“It’s going to sound really weird when I tell you. Okay, here goes. I’ve struck gold. Not real gold, obviously. Research gold. I know I’m always going on about how much I hate work. Don’t get me wrong; the subject’s my passion. I love Late Medieval and Early Renaissance European History. But no, I don’t love the seven account books of a monastery in Wiltshire for the year 1356, and I’m not so keen on the agricultural produce of the village of Dumbhurst in 1531, and I definitely don’t like the fourteenth century annals of the incumbency of the Bishop of Dumbchester.”

“I take it those aren’t real place names.”

“They ought to be.”

“What counts as ‘research gold’, then?”

“A map.”

I laughed again. “Of Dumbhurst or Dumbchester?”

“I’m working on the assumption that it’s not the only copy,” she continued, either ignoring or not hearing me. “That there are copies. There must be. There’s definitely something missing in the manuscript.”

“Okay.”

She sat bolt upright, suddenly tense. She put her fingertips on her forehead. “Bloody hell.”

“What?” Sometimes, she was like this. When she was sufficiently excited by Late Medieval and Early Renaissance European History, she talked to herself, and it was like I was outside the building. “What’s wrong?” I asked again.

“Professor Sir Dimbleby Manfred,” she said darkly.

I considered, and immediately rejected, the idea of asking facetiously whether this was another made up name. The truth is, it wasn’t the first time she’d mentioned Dimbleby Manfred, nor the first time he’d threatened to wreck her mood. Nor even the tenth. She’d mentioned him so often, I’d actually gone to the trouble of Googling him two months ago.

An aside, then. In some ways, Dimbleby Manfred was her nemesis. In others, her ideal. Seventy years old, clean shaven, gaunt, regulation upper class tweed jacket and brogues, the universally acknowledged king of Late Medieval and Early Renaissance European History. Not that the average Waterstone’s reader or BBC4 watcher would know: he didn’t do ‘popular’ histories, nor did he do TV. ‘An elderly white guy with an elderly white guy’s privilege’ was how Ijeoma once described him. But that was after he’d given her the brush-off at a conference, and I knew it was only hurt feelings on her part. The truth was, so I learned, he didn’t like conferences, and he didn’t like his peers. ‘Despised’ might be a better word. And of course, all that simply increased his prestige. Nothing enlivens the crowds like a bona fide misanthrope. Meanwhile, he was the academic’s academic, author of four or five books with titles like, Concepts of Reprieve and Release in the Fourteenth Century English Medical Treatise and The Influence of the Benedictus Deus on the Papacies of Clement VI and Innocent VI.

“What about him?” I said. “I thought you said earlier you hadn’t met anyone.”

It took her a few seconds to realise I was joking. Once again, she talked past me. “He’s got a whole crowd of assistant researchers,” she said. “No one knows how many. If they get wind of what I’ve discovered, they’ll pull the rug out from under my feet without a second thought. I’ll get no credit at all. But if I succeed, I’ll be able to get any job I want, anywhere in the world. Maybe. I’ll certainly be a lot better off than I am now. We both will.”

I waved my hand in front of her eyes. “Er, hello, Earth calling Ijeoma. What are you talking about?”

She turned to face me as if she’d emerged from a trance. “This is important to me, Peter. I need you to get time off work. I want you to come with me.”

“Come with you where?”

“Wadhurst. It’s a village in East Sussex, before you ask. I don’t want to do this on my own. I know it’s short notice, but I’ve never asked anything of you before. I mean, yes, I have, obviously. But not like this. I’ve got to act, and act quickly. Before Manfred’s minions put the heat on me.”

“You make them sound like mafioso.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know what lengths they’ll go to. Nor do you. I grant you, they probably won’t resort to violence, but I wouldn’t put theft past them.”

“I take it you’ve come across them before.”

“No.”

“What?”

She laughed. “I said, no. Look, I’m making them up, okay? But they could exist. I’m hyper, I know that. I’ve had a shock. A good shock. A brilliant one. The map’s in my bag, by the way, in the cupboard, and it’s staying there, under lock and key, until Monday. I’ve won the lottery, feels like. It just fell out of a book in the library in Elfeston Manor. Just like that. Just dropped. Another story, sorry. Anyhow, tomorrow, I’m calling into work ill, and the day after too. In order to guard it, obviously. I’ve already booked a cottage in Wadhurst. Self-catering, washer-dryer, wood burning stove, fridge-freezer, king-size bed. Done and dusted. After day one, we needn’t leave. Until our time runs out, of course. All I need you to do, is get a few days off. If necessary, take a cue from me and pretend to be ill. Either way, you’re coming with me.”

I’d never seen her like this before. Naturally, I said yes, I’d move heaven and earth to get the necessary holiday. If the boss said no, I’d take unpaid leave, even if it put my future at risk. Call me romantic, but girlfriend over job every time, in my book.

“We’ll go to sleep now,” she told me, as if it was an order. “We’ll need all our energy.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She put her arms round me. “Peter, it could be a treasure map!”

I nodded, obligingly. ‘A treasure map’ was the sort of thing she thought I’d understand. I knew it wasn’t remotely what she believed, but I found it touching that she thought I still needed bolstering. When it turned out not to be a treasure map, she’d be in my debt. She already knew that too. 

Stupid, the games couples play. 

II.

As I just pointed out, the fact that she’d so breathlessly told me it was a treasure map suggested she already knew it wasn’t. But she must have some theory about it. Something she wasn’t telling me. 

Procuring the map from her bag wouldn’t tell me anything. I had no knowledge of how to interpret that sort of document. Which probably meant I just had to trust her.

I decided against a conversation about leave with Marsha, my line manager. She’d definitely say no. Who’s going to cover you at this short notice? All holidays have to be booked at least two weeks in advance, Peter, you know that. I’m sorry, really I am, but December’s a very busy time of year, etcetera, etcetera. A million reasons to say nix, none to say yes, except seasonal goodwill maybe, and realistically, who’s got that?  

So, I decided I’d throw a sickie; call Marsha on Sunday, pretend I had stomach cramps.

The good thing about Wadhurst was it meant I could lounge about the flat a little over the weekend. Normally, I went grocery shopping on Saturday – never a happy experience - while Ijeoma worked on her latest paper. But this time, we’d probably be better off stocking up later, when we got to the cottage. Nevertheless, I bought a few essentials in the corner shop on my way home on Friday, just to be on the safe side.

As I was putting everything away, I told her I was probably going to be staying in tomorrow. I thought she’d be pleased – I could bring her tea and snacks - but she tensed. Obviously not what she expected or wanted. 

A few moments later, when I went into the bedroom to get changed, I heard her quietly go into the cupboard outside the door. Retrieving her map from one of the bags she’d brought in the previous evening? If so, she clearly didn’t want me to catch her in the act. I guessed she didn’t trust me.

I didn’t challenge her, though. As I think I’ve already indicated, she definitely has her quirks and neuroses, and I suppose I’ve got mine. We’ve learned to live with each other. 

That evening, and throughout the next morning, I noticed how much praying she was doing. She comes from what I would call an aggressively evangelical background, and over the years, I’ve got used to her churchgoing and her periodic bouts of pious enthusiasm. I’m not saying I’m anti-Christian – I’m much more agnostic than atheist – but the whole charismatic thing leaves me cold. Midnight mass on Christmas eve, that’s about the limit of my commitment.

However, live and let live.

On the other hand, there was suddenly an awful lot of praying, to the point where she began to make me feel uncomfortable. ‘Spooked’ might be a better term. I couldn’t help drawing the obvious conclusion that it was something to do with the map. At this point, I wasn’t so much concerned with what it was – I’m not sufficiently superstitious for anything like that – but more with what she thought it was. In my view, superstition and religion are never that far apart, and I worried she might be whipping herself up into some sort of mental disturbance. She’d already admitted she was ‘hyper’, and, as far as I could tell, she had yet to calm down. On the contrary, she seemed to be getting worse.

There were prayers in bed, prayers on her knees in the living room, mumblings from The Book of Common Prayer, prayers in the kitchen while we were cooking, hymns, recitations, Bible readings, retrievals of memorised passages, long meditative silences, snatches of ancient liturgies in languages I didn’t recognise, under-the-breath entreaties to Christ. All of a sudden, I was living with a different woman. I admit, I was worried. I began to wonder what my, ‘yes, I’ll accompany you to Wadhurst’ had got us both into.

Obviously, I asked her about it. Her answer? She was getting into ‘the spirit’ of a vastly more religious, more superstitious (yes, she did use that word) age: the age of Late Medieval and Early Renaissance English History. Somehow, the prayers were necessary to what she wanted to achieve. But she resented me noticing, and was embarrassed by my asking. Of course, her ‘explanation’ was no explanation at all. I didn’t want a row, so I let it drop. 

We were due to leave for Wadhurst on Monday morning. It couldn’t come soon enough for me. At ten am, on Saturday, Ijeoma told me she was going to church. And then once more, that afternoon, at three, and later again, at eight. I didn’t even know that the building – a nineteenth century Anglican pile called Saint John’s – opened that frequently. Or that her brand of Christianity even had much in common with theirs. She must have been in a singular frame of mind to risk leaving me alone in the flat with her precious map. Wherever she’d hidden it (or maybe she took it with her).

On Sunday, it struck me that maybe I’d better keep an eye on her. She definitely wasn’t telling me everything, and, for all I knew, she might not be telling me anything. What if she’d fallen into debt somehow, and she’d become mixed up with extortionists? What if she really was ‘seeing someone else’? After all, the best way to inoculate your partner against suspicion of unfaithfulness might well be to introduce the notion yourself at the earliest possible stage, then make fun of it.  

On Sunday evening, I decided to follow her to church. I gave her a five-minute start, then set off for Saint John’s. 

When I got there, it was closed. No lights on inside, the double doors locked. I did a circuit of the building, just to be sure there wasn’t some little ‘informal’ entrance. Absurd, I know. Then I went into the porch and used the torch on my phone to check the times of services. Today’s sole item: Morning Communion 10am. Nothing at all yesterday.

Maybe she’d gone home. That wouldn’t necessarily explain anything, but at least she’d be safe. We could have it out. We’d have to. Oh, God. 

I took my phone out and texted her: where are you?

Thirty seconds later, I got an answer: I told you, I’m in church. 

My stomach turned over. Saint John’s was set back about ten metres from the street and its porch had a built-in bench on each side, in more or less complete darkness. I sat down and put my head in my hands. 

It suddenly hit me that Saint John’s wasn’t the only church around here. And she’d never actually mentioned it by name; I’d just assumed this was where she’d be coming. I actually laughed out loud. Not out of the woods yet, but at least I had a lifeline.

Then I got a nasty shock. A disembodied voice said, “I expect you want to know where she actually is.”

Whoa! someone was sitting opposite me, as deep in shadow as I was, and barely a metre away. I stood up. I didn’t have time to get properly scared: it all happened too quickly, and the voice wasn’t hostile, and I wasn’t too frightened to grasp the words’ sense. 

“Where who is?” I said idiotically.

The speaker got to his feet. A tall, thin, clean-shaven man of about seventy, with a widow’s peak of grey curly hair and penetrating brown eyes. He dusted down his dark overcoat and regarded me superciliously. I guess he must have detected recognition in my features.

Professor Sir Dimbleby Manfred. What the hell - ? 

A dream? It had to be! I felt light headed enough. I needed to sit down again. Or no, I didn’t. I didn’t know what I wanted. To wake up.

“Let’s walk,” he said.

I followed him as mindlessly as the sleepwalker I’d become half-convinced I was. When we got onto the street, he turned to face me under a yellow sodium lamp. He didn’t look happy.

“If you want to find her,” he said, “you need to try the Roman Catholic church, two streets from here. That’s all I’ll say on the subject and I hope you’ll take it as evidence of my essential goodwill. I’ll come straight to the point. She’s got something I want. A map, or that’s what I suppose she’s told you.”

“How did you know where to find me?”

“I’ve been watching your flat. I want to make you an offer. Fifty thousand pounds for the ‘map’.”

I laughed. “Why aren’t you talking to Ijeoma?”

“Because I happen to know she’s as passionate about the subject as I am. She won’t give it up.”

“You could at least try her.”  

“I find the thought of making a fool of myself... abhorrent.”

“Fifty thousand pounds is quite a lot of abhorrence.”

“Her map’s missing a lot of information. Without that, it’s relatively worthless. Okay, forget the fifty thousand. I need you to talk to her for me. Tell her, we can work together on it, co-author a paper. I’ve got the other half.”

“What ‘other half’?”

“She must have told you it’s incomplete. She’s very talented. I’d be surprised if that had passed her by. I’ve got the missing portion.”

“Wait a minute, you’ve just offered me fifty thousand.”

“I thought you might be open to bribery. I was hoping to turn you into a thief. It’s surprising how one can entertain such ideas when sitting completely alone in the darkness of a church porch, and how completely they evaporate when, two minutes later, one comes face to face with the intended dupe, and discovers a gentle, empty-headed soul who’s quite obviously besotted.”

“Thanks.” 

“That’s my offer, then. We co-author a paper, she and I. Good night and thank you for hearing me out.”

He turned to walk away, but seemed to change his mind at the last second and swivelled back. “You don’t have to answer this question if you’d rather not, but believe me, I’m not being flippant. Are you frightened of snakes?”

I half-grinned. I suppose I must have looked as puzzled, and possibly suspicious, as he expected. “Er, well, yes. Who isn’t?”

“If she declines my offer then, you might do well to reconsider your long-term future with her. Sorry, but it would be morally remiss of me not to warn you.”

I suddenly wasn’t in the mood for humouring him anymore, but I suppose he must have anticipated that too. He walked away so briskly it was clear he’d spoken his final word on the subject. I didn’t attempt to follow him.

III.

When I told Ijeoma what had happened, she didn’t take it as badly as I expected. I half-envisaged her exploding. Instead, she sat on the sofa, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees, regarding me with a terrifyingly neutral expression. When I told her about the snake bit, she giggled slightly. I let it pass: her prerogative. Maybe Manfred had a reputation for cryptic asides designed solely to bamboozle. 

“Obviously, I have been behaving oddly,” she said calmly, when I’d finished. “Even I can see that, and you wouldn’t be much of a boyfriend-stroke-future-husband if you weren’t concerned. Yes, you followed me, but I’d probably have done the same had our positions been reversed. Forget about the snakes: that’s just the sort of thing he says: ‘eccentric with a hint of creepy’ doesn’t begin to cover it. The important thing is that the actual Professor Dimbleby Manfred said – what were the words you used? ‘I happen to know she’s as passionate about the subject as I am’? My God, Peter, he knows my name!”

“I’m not sure that’s the central point,” I said.

“I’m pretty damn sure it is! Dimbleby Manfred’s so confident of my academic potential that he actually goes to the trouble of staking out my house! And that he wants to work with me, co-authoring a paper!” 

“Are you going to accept?”

She chuckled. “Maybe. But not right away. If I look too desperate, he’ll take advantage. I mean, his name will be in big, bold, size fourteen font, and mine will be ten metres underneath it, in size eight. No, we’re going to Wadhurst first. I’m going to do all the research half a document permits – and don’t forget, we’ve only got his word it’s half: it could be three-quarters, or seven-eighths - ”

“Have you considered that you going it alone might turn him from a potentially influential friend into a powerful enemy, capable of snuffing your entire career out? Especially given how weird he apparently is?”

“Of course, yes,” she said, in a tone which suggested she hadn’t. “Yes, you’re right. Obviously, I suppose ultimately, I will have to collaborate with him. But let’s see what I can dig up on my own first. He’ll respect that. Did he give you a phone number, or any way of getting back in touch with him?”

“No, he just walked off.”

“That’s good. It means he’s not in a hurry. But obviously, he will expect an answer. Anything else would be rude. My point is, intentionally or not, he’s made it unnecessarily difficult for us to get back in touch with him, and we can use that to our advantage.”  

“I appreciate you using the word ‘our’, but - ”

She jumped. “You didn’t tell him where we were going, did you?”

“Obviously not. In any case, he didn’t ask.”

She gave a relieved sigh. “Look, Peter, when this is all over, I’ll buy you a car, okay?”

I laughed. We both did. It wasn’t until the next morning that it struck me just how odd it was that Manfred had staked out our house, or that Ijeoma had just accepted it. But then, maybe that sort of thing happens a lot in academia. Arcane artefacts become matters of life and death. A consequence of all those ivory towers, perhaps. In any case, it’s perhaps a measure of how far my outlook on life had rapidly become assimilated to hers that I didn’t think about it anymore. I called into work, sick, and told myself that, whatever happened, we’d get through it.

IV.

We caught the train to London at seven the next morning. I kept my head down until we were well and truly out of Oxford, and raised it only after thrice checking that none of my work colleagues was on board. Ijeoma was similarly jumpy, but it was Manfred she was on the lookout for. Once she’d reassured herself on that count, it was his ‘minions’. 

We disembarked at Paddington, nervously crossed London, and got on the train to Wadhurst at Charing Cross. I think it’s fair to say Ijeoma didn’t relax until we were halfway there.

Outside the carriage window, the landscape seemed to grow increasingly bleaker. Skeletal hedges dangling the remnants of climbers, bare, dead-looking trees, the earth seemingly hammered down and devoid of livestock, the light insipid, the sky pale. Clouds hung in thin bands of livid grey, and over and above all this, I had a depressing sense that the whole world was agonisingly freezing to death. The sun, on the few occasions it appeared, looked as desolate as everything else. 

It took us three and a half hours, all told, from Oxford. We arrived in Wadhurst just after ten-thirty and stepped onto an old-fashioned platform surrounded on all sides by tall, thin trees. There was no taxi rank. A bus took us up a gentle incline to the village, about a mile away. From what I could tell, Wadhurst consisted of a short high street, lined on both sides with shops and parked cars. A church steeple was just visible to the east, and partly screening it, what looked like the crown of an aged cedar. It was still too early for lunch. We shopped in a mini-supermarket, then sat on a bench beside a car park and ate a sausage roll each.

Our holiday cottage was about four miles away, reachable by car, bike or on foot, but not by public transport. Ijeoma had brought an Ordnance Survey map, and we purchased a more detailed guide to the area in a bookshop called Barnett’s. We hadn’t brought much luggage with us – we weren’t expecting to stay beyond two days – and we’d come half-expecting to walk at least part of the way. By that, I mean we’d set off that morning in hiking boots and cagoules. It wasn’t raining, so we held a brief conference over the maps and set off. 

In retrospect, that was probably a mistake. We were couple of young ramblers with little real familiarity with rambling, and each secretly looking for opportunities to make the experience more memorable. Pretty soon, Ijeoma discovered a ‘short cut’, partly I think because she noticed me quietly looking to discover the same thing on the Ordnance Survey.

“There’s a public footpath here,” she said. “It should cut about twenty minutes off our journey. Look.” She showed me her map.

I shrugged. “On your head be it.”

We seemed to be walking a long time, and I couldn’t help noticing her increasing perplexity. An hour later, we emerged from the screen of a long privet hedge onto a view of what looked like an almighty lake.

“Oh, my God,” she said angrily. “That must be Bewl Water!”

I didn’t know exactly where our cottage was, but I knew it was nowhere near the local reservoir.

“We’re totally and utterly lost!” she added.

“We’ve still got the maps.”

“But we could be looking at any part of Bewl Water! It’s got something like a thirteen mile perimeter! We’ve no idea where on the map we’re standing right now!”

“Maybe if we just try to retrace our steps.”

“Brilliant! Mrs Forsythe will be waiting for us! I told her we’d be there no later than midday! And before you say, ‘phone her’, I haven’t got a signal!”

“Nor me. Nor Google Maps. Let’s go back.”

“Why the hell didn’t we bring a compass?”

“Because we - ”

She stomped off. 

Two hours later, we were still lost – if anything, even more so: we’d given up on the roads and footpaths and we were tramping across an open field with the remains of a scarecrow at its centre. Our extremities were frozen, but because we were going at a brisk pace, and because our luggage, although light, was far from weightless, we weren’t particularly cold more generally. I think we were both more depressed than exhausted. Looking repeatedly at the map, I wasn’t sure how it was possible to get so lost in such a seemingly small area.  

I say ‘lost’, but of course no one is ever truly lost in today’s England (the Scottish Highlands and parts of Wales and Northern Ireland are probably different). There’s always a minor road nearby, and they all quickly lead to bigger roads, which all lead in no time at all to towns and villages. So, yes, maybe we could have gone back to Wadhurst, or even to Ticehurst, the next village along, but that would have been a defeat. Or so Ijeoma said. 

Eventually, I realised we were - at least partly - going in circles. After three hours, Ijeoma began to cry with frustration. The light was leaving the day. The map, tantalising as ever, suggested we might be on the verge of a breakthrough, but we’d long since stopped believing in it. We’d just emerged from another wood, and we were walking uphill at a tortoise’s pace, probably to nowhere at all. We needed to keep to the roads now, so I was surprised to see Ijeoma suddenly pick up speed and climb onto a stile which, as far as I could tell, led into yet another endless muddy field.

“What are you - ” I began, only coming to a halt in response to her raised hand. Best not to antagonise her, though none of this was my idea; paradoxically, because of that. 

I sat down on the wet grass verge a few feet downhill from her. She opened her travel bag and took out a large notebook with a few loose sheets of paper inside. I didn’t look at her. I don’t know whether she was still crying. I felt like crying myself.

We sat without speaking for about five minutes. I could feel the cold beginning to creep into my bones. 

Then I had a kind of dark epiphany. Strange as it may sound, for the first time, I saw with total clarity the senselessness of what we were doing. It was time to stop hoping for ... well, what were we hoping for? For our holiday cottage to appear? Even if it materialised on the horizon in thirty seconds’ time, how the hell were we going to recognise it?  Why, really (despite Ijeoma’s crazy claim about it being defeatist), weren’t we trying to get back to Wadhurst?

“We’re nearby,” she said quietly. “We’re almost on top of it.” 

“We need to stop looking for the cottage,” I said. “I don’t know why we didn’t see that two hours ago. We need to call in at the next house and ask to use their phone.”

“We’re very nearby now, Peter,” she said again.

“What we’ve been doing is literally insane. What have we been thinking?”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” I said. “We’ve both suffered an intellect crash.”

“This was always going to be part of it. Part of the looking process. I know where it is now. We’ve got to go there.”

It took a moment to sink in. She was subtly trying to tell me that she’d planned all this; that it had been central to her agenda from the start. 

I didn’t believe her. She was delirious.

“Follow me,” she said.

“No, you follow me,” I replied. “You’re confused. I don’t even know what you’re trying to say, except, I think – and I’m partly guessing – that all this apparently aimless tramping is connected to your so-called treasure map, and that you now think that, as a result of the last few hours of misery, you’re now in a position to identify the precise spot marked by an X.”

“Something like that,” she said smugly.

“It’s getting dark. Another hour and we won’t be able to see two feet in front of us!”

“I know exactly where the cottage is, Peter. From where the ‘treasure’ is, it’s about half an hour’s walk. The two things are in the same direction, so we wouldn’t even be going out of our way!”

“Listen to yourself. You’re not making any sense!”

“I’m better than I’ve ever been. You’ll just have to trust me. If this comes off, everything will change. It could be wonderful.”

“If there’s buried treasure, neither of us has even brought a spade!”

“It’s not that sort of treasure.”

I was getting nowhere. Disconcerting though it sounded, perhaps the best way forward was to let the whole thing play itself out. Maybe I was exaggerating the risk of hypothermia. We were both young; we’d had a hard day, but we were probably more dispirited than physically depleted. A quick walk to where she thought the ‘treasure’ was, a few minutes’ going through the motions of an investigation, then leave for the cottage. Don’t get me wrong: I didn’t believe for a moment she actually knew where the cottage was. That was just another delusion. But once she’d got this mad fallacy out of her system, we could definitely locate a house with a phone, and thence, a Tunbridge Wells taxi. We’d laugh about it later. A bit.

So, I followed her. We walked across another wet, boggy field. Darkness was definitely falling now, and in the only dwelling I could see - a lone white bungalow with smoke rising vertically from its chimney - a light went on. The sky above was completely clear. The sun was virtually on the horizon, but screened by a long line of firs in the far distance. The whole scene looked sombre and somehow eerie. A succession of hedges and tall trees and empty spaces, all completely still, like they were watching us, waiting for something ominous to happen. I’d like to say a rook called, just to complete the image, but there was total silence. Not even the distant sound of vehicles.

After about fifty yards, we left the footpath; or rather she did, and I followed her. We ascended a little hillock planted with a copse of ordinary-looking semi-mature trees, where we found ourselves in a slightly deeper darkness. 

She’d increased her pace to pull ahead of me, but then she came to an abrupt halt. “It’s here.”

I looked at the ground, although I didn’t need to. I couldn’t see us excavating it: not now, possibly not ever. Unless the weather changed, there was going to be a hard frost tonight, and the earth would turn to iron. 

“Right,” I said. “So, we’ve found it. Yahoo: mission accomplished. I’m really cold now, and I’m sure you’re frozen. You said the cottage - ”

“My God, it’s lovely here, Peter!” She put both arms in the air and span around. “It’s absolutely beautiful!”

I made a show of looking around me. “It’s, er, not bad, but I think we’d better get moving.”

She threw her arms round me and burst into tears. “No, it’s gorgeous! It’s utterly – utterly” – she laughed frenziedly - “I can’t even find any words good enough for it!”

Okay, I was worried now. At the very least, an almighty argument was on the cards. Us both dying of exposure suddenly didn’t look so unlikely, after all. And if she refused to budge, I was in no condition to make her. I certainly couldn’t carry her, and she definitely wouldn’t let me.

“Please, Ijeoma,” I said, trying to put all my anxiety into my tone, “we need to go!” 

“Just ten minutes!” She released me from her embrace, walked five paces away and unzipped her travel bag with her back to me. I saw her take out the notebook and the pieces of paper, then she turned back. “Just ten minutes, I swear! Honestly, Peter,” she went on, in a more measured, but also more artificial, tone, presumably designed to reassure me, “I can see you’re worried, and I understand that. We might die of the cold, or get frostbite, I know, I know, I know. But we can’t postpone this. The date may have escaped you, my love, but it’s December the twenty-first. It’ll be too late tomorrow!”

I groaned inwardly. The winter bloody solstice. So now it was supernatural treasure we were hunting! What the hell had got into her? Junior university lecturers weren’t supposed to be like this: all the ones I’d ever met before were sniffy secularists.

“Do what?” I said, weakly. “You said, ‘We can’t do this tomorrow’. Do what?”

“You don’t have to do anything. All I need you to do is sit on the ground and close your eyes. Try to forget about the cold. In an hour’s time, we’ll be inside our cottage, and we’ll order a pizza, and get a warm fire going, and it’ll be as if none of this ever happened. Sit on the ground. Close your eyes. Please. Ten minutes.”

“What are you going to do?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, what will you be doing while I’m sitting on the ground with my eyes closed?” The horrible thought had occurred to me – it’d have been mad in normal circumstances, but it seemed entirely appropriate now – that she might be going to sacrifice me to some sort of pagan deity.

“You’ve just got to trust me,” she replied. She obviously intuited my fears, because she said, “I promise I’m not going to slit your jugular, invoke the Moon Goddess, and thrust your face into the soil as your life force drains away. Happy?” 

“Delirious.”

“Do you trust me? Yes or no? Because if you don’t, we might as well call it a day. I mean, on our relationship.”

I ran my hands through my hair. She wasn’t right; she was speaking out of light headedness. How to respond?

Suddenly she was on her knees in front of me, her hands clasped. “Please, Peter! Ten minutes. Literally! Sixty seconds in a minute, six hundred seconds in ten minutes, so count up to six hundred! One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi, like that. When you get to six hundred, stand up. I swear to God I’ll go with you. We’ll go straight to the cottage.”

“Why do I have to close my eyes?”

“Because if you see what I’m doing, you’ll think I’m insane. And I’ll see myself through your eyes, and so will I! And, well” – she stopped for a giggle – “a snake might appear.”

“A snake?”

Then I remembered: Manfred. She was trying to introduce a pretext for complicity. Us against the crazy old man. Well, it was too late. 

She tittered again. “I shouldn’t have said that. Just ignore me. Ten minutes, that’s all I ask. Ten minutes to save our entire future together. Our love. I love you, Peter. Please don’t send me away. I love you. I always will. Just ten minutes.”

I sighed and something inside me caved in. “Okay, then,” I said wretchedly. “Ten minutes. No more.”

“Start counting.”

I wasn’t in the least sure whether she’d keep her promise, but at this point I’d have tried anything, and ten more minutes didn’t seem exorbitant. Quite the contrary: it might be just long enough for me to come up with a workable exit plan. Because right now, I had nothing. I started to count, but although I kept the succession of Mississippis going, my mind was on other things. Weird things. How old the earth was – billions of years – and what this spot must have looked like in previous geological eras. Sometimes under the sea, sometimes part of a mountaintop. And then, sometime recently – within the last three thousand years – someone, some antediluvian group had decided it was sacred, and how that had come down through the generations... 

Behind me, I could just about make out Ijeoma. She seemed to be pacing up and down. Occasionally, she uttered some word or phrase I didn’t catch.

I realised she’d duped me slightly when I got to a hundred-and-twenty-one Mississippi, which seemed to take much longer to say than the required temporal second. I sped up to compensate. When I reached five hundred and ninety-nine Mississippi, I felt something slide across my hand. I opened my eyes, startled, to see a tiny snake, or possibly slow worm, slither away into the loam. I stood up.

“Finished!” she declared happily. “I’m ready to go!”

In my eagerness to get going, I forgot all about the snake. She’d already packed the travel bag. She linked arms with me. 

“To the cottage!” she exclaimed.

V.

She set off as if she knew exactly where we were going. We entered another wood, took a downhill footpath between closely packed trees – the darkness was nearly total now, and we could hardly see where we were going – crossed another stile, then a grassy field, until we found a gate set into a long, tall stone wall. We unlatched it and found ourselves on a tarmac drive with neatly mown grass edges, and a row of potted conifers draped with Christmas lights. Beyond that, three or four brick houses. Meanwhile, a wind seemed to have arrived, so far perpetually at our backs, bearing us forward, but hissing unpleasantly across the grass and through the trees. Neither of us spoke, but I could feel Ijeoma becoming nervous. I assumed her confidence about the cottage had evaporated. We were lost again. I wasn’t annoyed; I’d never expected anything else. At least here were houses of some description. I just hoped one of the occupiers was feeling charitable enough to let us use a landline.

A crescent moon had appeared in the sky. We closed the gate behind us. Ijeoma stopped. I blinked slowly, sensing she was about to fall prey to some sort of new fixation. Fine. In that case, I was finally prepared for a real, good old-fashioned argument. I’d been accommodating. I’d indulged her more than was reasonable. I deserved some reward, if only to take the lead for the rest of the evening.

“Can you hear that?” she said. “Or is it just me?”

“Hear what?”

“That hissing sound!”

“You mean, the wind?”

“There isn’t any wind, Peter! Look at the grass! Look at the trees!”

She was right. Everything was as motionless as it had been earlier in the evening, before the sun set. But it could have been anything. A jet of water somewhere, a wind from which we were shielded by the trees.

She looked panicked, though, as if something sinister had arrived. She began to deep breathe. 

I suddenly remembered Manfred and his ‘snake’. Of course. Somehow, the whole exhaustion and cold thing had affected her more deeply than I’d imagined. 

Which didn’t seem explanation enough. Being pursued by snakes was the sort of thing full blown mental collapses are made of. We had to get out of here as quickly as possible. We needed to get her home. 

“Come on!” she said. “This is it! This is the cottage! We’ve got to get inside!” 

It took me a second to process her announcement. We were here!

We ran to the front door of the detached house at the end of the row. She knelt down to access a little security box. She keyed in a code, the lid flipped open, and she took out a key. Her hand shook as she unlocked the front door.

“Get inside!” she yelled. 

I did as she commanded, and she slammed the door behind us and switched on the lights. We were in a narrow hallway with woodchip wallpaper and landscapes in gilt frames. A staircase to one side led into the gloom upstairs. A corridor led to what looked like a kitchen, with a living room halfway down on the left.

For the second time that day, she got down on her knees before me, and for the second time, she was crying. But these were tears of terror, not frustration.

“Oh, my God, Peter, I’m so sorry! I promise I knew nothing whatsoever about the snakes until Digby Manfred mentioned them! I had no idea! I didn’t even know he was being serious! What have I got you into? I don’t care about me anymore, I – ” She stood up. Her mood changed. “What am I saying?” she said harshly. “It’s academic now. Go round the house. Switch all the lights on, check there are no gaps in the window frames or under the doors. Look everywhere: inside and behind the wardrobes, under the bed, in the cupboards, on top of them, under the fridge and the washing machine, everywhere.” She stopped. Her face, already pale, turned even paler. “Peter, you know when we were on the hill together, and I made you close your eyes?”

“Well, it was only about three-quarters of an hour ago, so yes.”

“You didn’t – you didn’t actually see a snake, did you? I made a joke, I don’t know whether you remember, I was being flippant, that’s all, but - ”

“I didn’t see anything at all,” I lied.

She came down a notch. “Okay, okay, that’s – that’s good. Where are you going?”

“You just told me to switch on the lights and check the rooms.”

“Not without me! Don’t leave me alone! We’ve got to check the external doors first. Don’t open any. If it’s not in here, we might still be able to keep it out.”

She was losing her sanity. In the morning – if we made it that far – I might need to take her to a mental health professional of some description. I had only the vaguest idea whether that was the right course. The local hospital, maybe. What do you do with someone who’s had a catastrophic nervous breakdown?

As we searched the rooms and checked the doors for gaps, I got to thinking about what could have brought her to this point. Overwork, obviously. That second-hand meeting with Dimbleby Manfred had probably tipped her over the edge. I wondered if he’d foreseen the possibility somehow and provoked it, so as to get his hands on Ijeoma’s precious document?

No, it had started before that. When she came home with her two bags, and I’d cooked that pasta bake. No Dimbleby Manfred in the mix at that stage.

Pointless speculating. She needed to sleep. We’d had nothing to eat since those sausage rolls at midday, but we hadn’t brought any food, and there was none in the house. We finished the security check to her half-satisfaction and showered together. Not, I should add, for erotic reasons, but simply because she was afraid to be on her own. And she was becoming more petrified by the minute. We towelled ourselves dry, locked ourselves in the bedroom at her insistence, and got straight into bed. She ordered me not to switch the lights off under any circumstances, not just in here, but anywhere in the whole house. 

Nevertheless, she fell asleep more quickly than I expected. She was as physically exhausted as me, probably, but I think all the high-pitched dread had finished her. Her brain couldn’t take any more, and it had flicked the off switch for her own safety and possibly survival.

I was in the opposite predicament. ‘Safety’s sake’ gave me too much to think about, and made sleep an undesirable luxury. How to get her out of here and how to look after her once I had? I should probably call her parents in the morning, they’d be able to help. Or perhaps she’d be back to normal when the sun rose, after she’d had a good night’s sleep.  

I didn’t think so. Why had I agreed to any of this? I ought to have seen the warning signs at the start. I loved her so much. I couldn’t bear anything to happen to her. I’d be nothing at all without her, a life not worth living!

My thoughts were going along in this vein when she suddenly jerked awake. It took her a second to realise where she was, then her eyes fixed on mine, and she grabbed me as if her life depended on it, and burst into tears again.

“I’ve been stupid, Peter! I don’t want any of this! I thought I did, but I don’t!” She swallowed, and seemed to constrain her emotion. “Listen, I’m not going to make it through tonight,” she said weakly. “It’ll start to kick in soon, and then we might be separated for ever. Our only chance lies in Dimbleby Manfred. I won’t be here in the morning, Peter. Or rather I will, but it won’t be me. Take the map to him and give him it. I’m so sorry, Peter! I’m really, really sorry! I love you! I’ll love you forever! I don’t want this! Oh God, what was I thinking? God help me! Please, Jesus, remember all those prayers! Please help me survive! Jesus, Son of God, please!”

I told her I loved her, it’d all be okay in the morning whatever she thought, and listened to her ramble on a bit more. She kept telling me this would probably be the last time I saw her. After ten minutes, thank God, she fell asleep again.

The silence should have been absolute, but once she’d stopped whispering, the hiss returned. For a moment, I thought it must be the wind, rushing across the eaves or whatever it does. Even so, it unnerved me. 

Then suddenly – I have no idea what caused it – I got the distinct impression it wasn’t outside at all. On the contrary, it was right here, in the bedroom.

The horror took a while to establish itself. I kept asking myself whether my hearing was functioning properly, and how it could be, and why the million and one possible rational explanations weren’t pushing aggressively forwards, and what was happening to my mind, and whether it was possible for delusion to spread from one person to another like a contagion. 

But to no effect. I really could hear a hissing. It wasn’t coming from outside. That only left one alternative. 

In the same horrible manner in which the conviction that it wasn’t outside took hold of me, I acquired a new certainty. It was actually beneath the bed.

Of course, we’d both looked there when we’d done our search and found nothing. We’d searched the entire house. 

Then it struck me. There must be some sort of gaps in the floorboards. The wind was getting in from











































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Wadhurst Ghost Stories

James Ward






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image010.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image006.png





d2d_images/image009.png
ere S\ PARISH

ﬁ‘f,ai






d2d_images/scene_break.png





d2d_images/image008.jpg
Hic ol DFACO & s o by

e g
p vy s ol
B et






