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      This is a collection of sixteen short stories in different styles  set in different time periods set in our modern county of Cumbria, though the stories acknowledge that once what is now Cumbria was Cumberland, Westmorland, Lancashire North of the Sands and parts of North Yorkshire.

      Some are traditional ghost stories, and some are more horror stories of the kind I used to read in the caravan at Allonby on school holidays. These would be The Demon Clock of Mosedale, The Fortuneteller’s Fate and The Highest Inn in England.

      As the collection grew, I began to become interested in using old stories for inspiration. The Little Man of Carlisle, the Bewcastle Fairies and the Mallerstang Boggle are based on actual folklore, though I have made them into pieces of fiction that bear little resemblance now.

      The Grizedale Forest Wedding is a longer piece which is probably inspired by Angela Carter and The Company of Wolves.

      I have tried to cover most of the county, but have left out some places inevitably. I was saying to my partner that I had been to every village in Cumbria but then I went to Little Urswick and the next day to Hethersgill, which I’d never been to before, so there is always still more to explore.

      The Beast of Barrow and The Devil’s Visit to Kirkby Lonsdale are at the planning stage!

      I suppose my influences for these stories are three: classic M R James type ghost stories, H P Lovecraft style weird tales and Folk Horror.

      I hope that both local Cumbrians and visitors will enjoy the stories and be able to link them to places they know and have visited.

      
        
        
        Tony Walker

        Maryport

        September 2019
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            A WEST CUMBRIAN COAL MINE

          

        

      

    

    
      John Bragg was a coal-miner. He was a friend of my grandfather William Fell. In the early 1960s, they worked at various pits around the West Cumberland coalfield, moving from one to another as they were closed down. There was a particular pit that he worked at near a village called Siddick on the coast. They’ve landscaped the area now and there’s no trace that there was ever a mine there.

      Miners are traditionally superstitious men. Their lives hang on a thread when they are underground. There are so many ways they can die — by earth as the rock collapses on them, by fire as a spark from their picks ignites the invisible fire-damp gas, by water as the sea breaks in and floods the galleries that run miles out under the sea, and finally by air — as the dreadful sucking gas known as choke-damp steals all their oxygen.

      Some men would refrain from washing their whole back as they sat in the tin baths in front of the fire when they came home from work. They said that if your whole back got washed, that was inviting it to get broken — as if the bath water would wash its strength away so you couldn’t withstand the falling rock.

      They were all superstitious but John Bragg had a reputation for being the worst. He always took a scrap of blue silk with him when he went down the pit. It had belonged to his fiancée — Dorothy. They were due to get married but the Asian ‘Flu took Dorothy. That was years ago, but he wanted no one else. The men he worked with were hard men, and they didn’t tolerate weakness in others, but they never mocked John for his bit of silk. They knew how her death had affected him and they knew that even beyond the grave, he still loved her.

      There was one gallery deep down in the mine that had a reputation for being haunted: The Lady’s Gallery. I suppose that during it being worked men must have died down there but oddly, the reports of the ghost, such as they were, never referred to men. It wasn’t dead miners that haunted the gallery but something different. Something that shouldn’t ever be down a mine at all.

      People used to avoid going down there unless they had a specific job. It was off the main thoroughfare — the long tunnel that they took on their way to the coalface way out under the sea. Even though it was out of the way, the Lady’s Gallery was a handy place to store things - things like wheels for the bogeys that transported the coal, or bricks for building walls or any other structures that they might need underground, and general odds and ends that kept the mine ticking. 

      My grand-dad said that what scared the people who went to the Lady’s Gallery were the odd noises. They said that the worst was the sound of rustling silk — as if someone was rubbing the material between their fingers: always behind you and always in the dark. As if it was standing there in the shadows, just outside where the light reached. As if it was watching you.

      Most of the time, people forgot the thing in the Lady’s Gallery. There was a job to do — the coal had to be hewn, and the sea kept out. However, there was an upsurge in interest in the story after one miner reported hearing it when he went to the Lady’s Gallery. This man had a reputation as a bit of a clown and so no one took the story seriously. They thought it was just him trying to get some attention. No one took it seriously that is apart from John Bragg. The story of The Lady’s Gallery seemed to obsess him. People didn’t like to ask him why he was always talking about the story, because he seemed so eager and strange about it.

      One time, my grandfather did ask him. He felt he knew him well enough to pull his leg about his fixation on the place, after all they had been boys together. But when William Fell asked him why he seemed able to think of nothing else, John Bragg just smiled a strange smile and said, “I know who it is.”

      “Who what is?” said William.

      “Who it is that rustles the silk.”

      My grandfather half guessed, but asked anyway. “And who is it?”

      John pulled the scrap of blue silk from his pocket where he always kept it and rubbed it between his fingers. “It’s her; it’s my Dorothy.”

      William thought he was half mad and changed the subject.

      Then the next day, John tried to persuade him to go to The Lady’s Gallery when they had finished their shift.

      William said, “When I’m finished in the pit, I’m going home. I spend too many hours in the dark as it is.”

      John tried to persuade him. “If we just waited there, I’m sure we’d hear it.”

      “If we miss the end of our shift, we might have to wait a long time for the cage to come back below. I’d hate them to forget about us down here.” He tried to force some humour, despite how uneasy he felt at seeing John’s frantic, eager eyes.

      John said, “But she’s come here for me. I can’t ignore her.”

      “Ignore who?” said my grandfather, exasperated.

      “Dorothy. She’s come here to talk to me.”

      My grandfather looked at him in silence. Could John really believe that his dead bride had returned from grave to meet him in the inky blackness of a coal mine, away from the bustle of the work, in a place so silent itself that the only sounds were men working miles away or the dripping of water from the roof?

      “You can’t be serious.” he said finally.

      John nodded. “I know in my heart, Bill. She comes and whispers to me at night; she tells me to come and meet her down there.” And then he looked embarrassed, as if he’d just disclosed a terrible personal secret. All his hope was in his eyes — the hope of a man that death had cheated of love.

      William felt sorry for him. He wanted to help him, but he knew that this was insane. Later, he said the most unnerving thing about it was that John was so serious; he truly believed that some dead woman was calling to meet her in that place without light, deep underground.

      William shook his head. “I’m sorry, John, but I won’t do it. It’s not good for you to dwell on this.”

      Two weeks passed and then it so happened that William’s son was ill. John Bragg should have been off work that day, but he volunteered to do an extra shift to cover William so that William could take his son for medical treatment. William knew he owed John a favour after that but he was wary about what he would ask him to do. At first John asked him nothing. Then, in a few days, when they were getting ready to go underground, John said, “I still want to go to the Lady’s Gallery; will you come?”

      William felt like saying that if John was so sure that it was Dorothy, why didn’t he go on his own? But he couldn’t leave the poor sick man to do that. He knew he should go with him to make sure he was all right and to bring him back up to the light when they proved that it was just his imagination — that Dorothy was dead like everyone else who’d passed away. For if William knew anything, it was that the dead do not return.

      John asked again. “Please Bill. It would mean a lot to me.’ He continued quietly, ‘And you do owe me a favour.”

      William sighed and turned back to his gear, making sure everything was working and safe. But John persisted. “Will you come with me tomorrow, Bill? After we finish?”

      William felt he had no alternative. “I will,” he said, “but I can’t see any good coming of it.”

      When William went back home that night and told his wife that he would be late the next day and why, she told him that John Bragg was a fool and that he was a bigger fool for agreeing to go with him. She said, “I know it’s sad that Dorothy died, but it’s not healthy that he dwells on it. And you shouldn’t be encouraging him by going there with him.”

      William groaned. “But I owe him a favour. He swapped shifts with me.”

      She said, “Your sense of honour will get you in trouble one day, William Fell.”

      So they went to work the next day, William and John and all the other miners. John was in high spirits. People commented on it as he worked. “You’d think he’d won the Derby,” said one. “Either that, or he’s got a woman lined up,” said another. William kept quiet. He knew why John was so happy — he thought he was going to meet his dead love.

      At the end of the long shift, they hung back as the rest of the men made their way along the tunnels, walking the three miles back to the elevators that would take them up to the surface. William had a strong sense of foreboding. They walked down the tunnel. It was so low in some places they had to stoop to avoid banging their heads. 

      In this tunnel, there was a long electric cable tacked on the ceiling from which dangled electric light bulbs. The rooms that lay off the main tunnel, such as the Lady’s Gallery, were not lit. The only light in those rooms came when the miners entered and shone the battery-powered headlamps that they fastened to their hard hats, and the batteries only had a limited life. Enough to last through a shift and then a bit more. That was another reason that William was not keen to linger too long in the Lady’s Gallery; he feared his light would die and then they would be in the impossible dark, a blackness so complete it was as if someone had snuffed the world out.

      They were a long way behind the others now. And as they got closer to the Lady’s Gallery, even John became quiet, as if his excitement had turned to apprehension. And finally, they stopped by the dark entrance to the man-made cave. “Here,” said John.

      “Aye,” said William, “here.” William saw his lamp flicker. “We need to be mindful of the life left in these batteries,” he said. “We can’t be here too long.”

      John turned to William, as if nervous, and said, “You have to wait with me, Bill. You promised.”

      They entered the Lady’s Gallery and William sat himself down on a box that lay in the middle of the cavern. John just stood there.

      “What now?” said William.

      John shrugged. “Maybe we should switch off the lights? Maybe that will encourage her? She always was shy.”

      “Do you have any other form of light?” asked William.

      John shook his head.

      William grunted. “Luckily, I brought a candle and some matches. They’re in my pack.”

      William started to search in his pack, while John sat on a big coil of rope. He looked expectantly into the dark tunnels that led off the Gallery. William got out his candle and his matches and set them to the side. He also had a flask of water which he sipped from then handed to John. John smiled and took it. Handing it back, he said, “She will come, you know. She loves me. She told me last night.”

      William regarded him with a sense of pity but also of fear because the man was clearly mad; what if she, Dorothy, it — a revenant — did come? He tried to distract himself. Beside the candles he placed an old-fashioned pocket watch. Old-fashioned, but it still told the time well. William gave their enterprise one hour, and then he was going for the cage.

      He felt the weariness in his muscles after his hard physical labour and although his box was not a bed, and it was far from comfortable, as the silent minutes counted themselves round the watch face, he found his concentration fading and his head drooping and his eyes closing.

      Then he heard it.

      Something fluttering out of sight in the dark tunnel. William snapped awake, “What was that?” But he knew it was the sound of rubbing silk. He spun round to check John was still there.

      John was standing up, a look of pure joy on his face. “It’s her. I knew she’d come.”

      “Did you make that noise?” asked William.

      “No, Bill. I told you. It’s Dorothy.”

      William looked around him. The light in his headlamp battery was fading, and it hardly illuminated the Gallery at all. There was a silence, then he heard it again. The sound was coming just out the light — from one of the darker tunnels that lay beyond the Lady’s Gallery. William stood up. He shouted, “Is there anyone there? Show yourself! Give up with your silly games!”

      There was no reply.

      John was smiling. “I just want her to show herself. Come on, Dorothy. It’s me, John. Don’t be shy.”

      William noticed that John’s light too was faint.

      “I’m going to light the candle,” he said. He scrabbled with the match because his hands were shaking so much. But then he succeeded and the flickering yellow flame caught and grew. “Come on, John. Let’s go. This is just someone playing a trick.”

      “No, Bill. It’s Dorothy.” And John called again into the darkness, calling for his shy love to show her face.

      William put his hand on John’s shoulder. “John,” he said. “I’m as brave as any man, but this is getting the better of me. Let’s make our way back to the main tunnel and then to the cage.”

      John shook his hand off. The sound of rustling silk came again. This time it was distinct. It was coming from the darkness in the tunnel that led away from the main workings of the mine.

      “See, she’s there,” said John. He was pointing down the tunnel. “I saw a shape. Something moved.”

      “Your eyes are tricking you. Or it’s someone playing a joke on us.” But William knew none of his mates would have had the patience to wait for so long in a pitch-black tunnel. It was a lot more sinister than a joke.

      “No, she’s down there,” said John. “Maybe she’s too shy to come out and see me with you here.”

      “I’m not leaving you on your own.”

      “I’ll be all right Bill. It’s Dorothy. She loves me.”

      William felt fear rise in him and he struggled to keep it down. Then John’s helmet lamp flickered and died. The diminution of the light brought the shadows crowding in on them. The darkness danced and moved as the single candle flame quavered in the faint drafts.

      “What if it’s not Dorothy, John? What if it’s something else?” said William.

      John shook his head. “Of course, it’s Dorothy. Who else could it be? The silk is the sign. It’s her a sign that she’s coming for me.”

      Then William’s head light died, and all it left them with was the light of the candle. He had some matches to re-light it, if the draft blew it out, but not many.

      The darkness came very close and as if with that weakening of light; the sound came again, this time more insistent, closer and louder. Whereas before it had come and then was quiet, this time it was a frantic rustling. It no longer sounded like a woman’s dress, but like something quite different — something wicked and old.

      William took John’s arm. “Come on. I don’t mind admitting that this is unnerving me. Let’s go now.”

      John shook himself free, angry now - annoyed at William’s attempt to keep him from meeting this dead thing that stood, just out of sight in the annihilating blackness of the tunnel.

      Without warning, he turned and ran into the dark. Down into the tunnel where the sound was; where whatever it was waiting for him.

      And even William’s courage failed. He could barely stay where he was. Every nerve urged him to turn and run, but he couldn’t leave John in the dark. He shouted down the tunnel. He shouted for John to come back but his voice echoed unanswered down the black and vacant tunnels that stretched down into the centre of the earth, perhaps all the way to hell itself.

      “John, where are you? The candle’s nearly gone,” he yelled. But there was no reply. He looked at the stump of the candle in its pool of wax. He had maybe ten minutes left. The watch told him they’d been there nearly two hours. He couldn’t afford to stay much longer or he’d get lost there in the dark himself. And with no light, it would be free to come when it wanted.

      William shouted again for John. And this time he thought he heard something. He listened hard and shouted and listened again. And then he knew he had heard it — just behind him. Not in the tunnel where it was before, but standing behind him in a direction that cut him off from the way out to the cage. There was no doubt - it was the rustling of silk.

      William picked up his pickaxe, and he shouldered his bag. When it was secure on his shoulder, he took the candle with its fluttering flame, hoping that the breeze wouldn’t extinguish it as he walked. He brandished the pick like a weapon. “Whatever you are,” he said. “You’ll not take me.”

      He walked, slowly, fearing that it would reach out of the surrounding dark. But he walked out of the Lady’s Gallery, and if the thing was there, it let him leave.

      As he got to the main tunnel, the candle flame guttered and died. But ahead — only yards — the electric lights still burned. He could see the way ahead to the Cage and he ran towards it. When he got there, panting and out of breath, he heard the machinery working as the Cage descended. When it got to the bottom, he saw that there were two electricians in it. One of them was Jack Tubman, a man nearing retirement who’d worked down the mine for forty-five years.

      “Thank God,” said William. “John Bragg’s gone missing near the Lady’s Gallery.”

      “The Lady’s Gallery?” said Tubman. “And what possessed you to go there of all places?”

      William told the story and Jack and his mate listened. A knowing look passed between them.

      “You go up now, Bill. We’ll speak to the foreman and go looking for him.”

      The mine managers organised an extensive search, but it did not find any sign of John. After searching as many of the miles of the tunnels as they could, eventually they called the search off.

      And then, four days after he disappeared, they found John’s body in the middle of the Lady’s Gallery. As if something had put it there.

      Jack Tubman came round to tell William personally. William’s wife offered him tea in the small terraced house and as he sipped it, William asked him. “What did he die of?”

      Jack shook his head. “No one knows. He was stone dead, but without a mark on his body.”

      William saw his hand was shaking. He said, “Of fear then?”

      Jack shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      William said, “The poor fool thought it was his dead fiancée.”

      Jack shook his head. “I doubt that,” he said firmly.

      “Then what was it? If not her.”

      “No one knows what it is. But that thing’s always been there. Ever since they first sank the shaft. Whether it came down with us from above, or more likely it was there waiting for us. I don’t know, but one thing’s for sure — whatever he met down there, it wasn’t Dorothy.”
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            THE WOMAN OF WASDALE

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was still high in the west when we parked up the camper van in the rough gravel car park by the trees on the eastern edge of Wastwater. High summer up in the north and the daylight lasts practically forever. Most day-trippers were gone, and that left the carpark to Sally and me to be our home for the next two days.

      After parking up, I stepped out of the van and dropped onto the gravel. I walked across the narrow lakeside road, onto the springy turf towards the lake itself. I glanced behind to see our camper van sheltered by a stand of larches still in full needle. Behind that, the height of Yewbarrow loomed. The larch trees stirred in the slight breeze and a blackbird sang from on high somewhere, duetting with the deep croak of a raven that flew along the cliff-line behind and above. The lake was quiet.

      Wasdale is truly an awesome place. When I say it’s awesome, I mean that it inspires awe, not that it’s just okay. Wastwater is little visited compared with the central lakes and so much emptier and wilder. There is a small settlement with two pubs at Nether Wasdale on the seaward side and the famous Wasdale Head Inn way up at the narrow head of the valley.

      Dawdling, Sally followed me over the road to the lakeside and we stood, hands on hips, craning our necks to look at the foreboding mountain on the far side with its steep, apparently unclimbable, sheet of scree plunging precipitously down into the dark water.

      The lake water was indigo, almost black. Wastwater is the deepest of the lakes and the lake bed continues to plunge down into the inky depths at the same gradient the mountain wall enters the water.

      Sally said, ‘It’s almost scary.’

      I laughed. ‘It was you who wanted to come here.’ Sally had done the research into where in the Lake District we should visit. I just drove where she told me to go. We stood in silence for ten minutes, then Sally walked to the edge of the water. ‘You can see where it gets deep.’ She pointed at an abrupt change in the water’s colour about twenty yards out. Turning, she said, ‘I read there’s this little shelf and then it drops down really deep to the bottom.’

      ‘I wouldn’t fancy swimming down there,’ I said.

      ‘You could always swim back up.’

      ‘Not if your leg got snagged on something.’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘A tree branch. Some weeds.’

      She shook her head. ‘I think nothing grows down there. There’s no oxygen.’

      ‘So you wouldn’t rot either; you’d be preserved forever.’

      She frowned. ‘You’re morbid today.’

      I laughed. ‘I’ll get the barbeque on.’

      So we ate our sausages and burgers and sat outside with cans of lager watching the night deepen, wrapped in our warm fleeces until it grew too cold and we retired into the van.

      Sally was fine with me during the day, full of smiles and light-hearted as she’d ever been, but she never wanted to be intimate with me anymore at night. Even when I attempted to cuddle into her, she stayed rigid and unwelcoming. I’d grown used to it over the past few months, and I suppose after twenty years of marriage, things can get a little stale, but I’d always treated her well. She acknowledged that. She even used to joke that I was worth more dead to her than alive, what with the hefty life insurance policy she’d talked me into taking out. Still, it was only right. Men die before women and I needed to provide for her when I was gone. Thinking over, I tried to reach out for a cuddle again but she wasn’t having it. So, I rolled over and listened to the owls in the trees outside until I fell asleep.

      It was pitch dark. A sense of someone outside woke me. I couldn’t say it was a sound; and I certainly saw nothing, but I just had a sense of cold — an intense chill like someone opened a freezer door.

      I sat bolt upright with Sally still gently breathing beside me. I was on the window side of the bed and flicked the flimsy cotton curtain so I could see. It was pitch black outside. Clouds must have rolled in to cover the sky because it was now a dense, heavy dark. If you live in a city, you never see a night this dark. It was so murky I couldn’t make out anything outside the window, but weirdly, I knew there was someone out there.

      It could have been a fox, but it seemed bigger than that. I got scared because it was so weird. We were so far out in the wilds, with no one about.  Maybe it was a sheep, nosing around in the dark, but it was altogether colder and darker in feel than any sheep. And I had the weirdest sensation like electricity connecting with me. Like someone had just put a buzzer to my forehead, but it didn’t stop at the skin or the skull, it came right into my mind. Somewhere inside, a voice said, ‘Marcus.’

      My name.

      I admit, I panicked, sitting up.

      Sally muttered, ‘What? What time is it?’ but I didn’t answer.

      The voice said, ‘Marcus.’

      That was all. And then the cold was gone, and the presence vanished.

      I’d felt nothing like it in my life before. I’d never heard a voice in my head before.

      ‘What’s the matter, Marcus?’ Sally snapped. ‘You woke me.’

      ‘Nothing. Go back to sleep.’

      ‘Did you have a bad dream?’

      ‘Yeah. I’m fine. Don’t worry.’

      And with that, she turned over and went back to sleep.

      But I didn’t sleep. The cold thing, whatever it was, didn’t come back, but my mind started racing about how maybe I was getting schizophrenia or something. But it felt like someone was calling me, like someone had something urgent to tell me. It felt real. And then I thought it felt real to mad people too. That was the problem: their insanity seemed like reality.

      I lay there, sweating, my heart racing.

      But my fear couldn’t last. I was dog tired. Eventually, I settled, and I fell asleep just as dawn light seeped into the van.

      Sally wakened me moving about. I became aware she was doing her make-up. She always looked good. A lot of women in their forties don’t bother, but she’d kept her figure. She’d started going to the gym three months ago and was watching her diet, with the result that we’d both lost weight, which I couldn’t complain about.

      ‘What was all that about?’ she asked, applying some cream or lotion to her face.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You jumping up in the middle of the night.’

      I was groggy. ‘Nothing. Just a bad dream.’

      ‘What about?’

      I knew she was squeamish about ghosts and stuff. Either that or she’d think I was a looney, so I didn’t mention the thing outside. It wasn’t real, anyway; I’d convinced myself of that by then. I said, ‘Nothing. I can’t really remember.’

      ‘Thanks for waking me. It took me ages to get to sleep again,’ she said sarcastically.

      In fact, it hadn’t at all. I knew because I’d heard her deep-breathing minutes afterwards.

      ‘Sorry,’ I said.

      ‘You’d better get up. We’re going up Scaw Fell today.’

      ‘Yes, of course.’

      ‘But I want breakfast first.’

      I swung my legs out of the bed. ‘Sure. I’ll put the bacon on.’

      ‘And black pudding. But first make the coffee.’

      I smiled. ‘Of course.’

      She was grumpy with me because I’d woken her. She hated not to sleep but more than that; she was terrible before her first cup of coffee. It was in my interest for an easy life if I got coffee and breakfast sorted first.

      I pulled on a t-shirt and some shorts. It was going to be a hot day. I opened the van and felt the warmth in the morning sun. I set up the barbeque and got cooking.

      And then we went up Scaw Fell. It was a long hike up the mountain, further and steeper than I’d expected, but we made it, even though Sally lagged a bit and I had to wait for her trudging up after me. There was a fine view from the summit. Because the day was so clear we could see all the Lake District but also over to Galloway in Scotland; Snaefell on the Isle of Man; the mountains of North Wales and even over to the Mountains of Mourne in Ireland.

      At the top, Sally’s phone rang. I was sitting down with a sandwich and flask and had just handed her a cheese and tomato butty. I thought it was probably one of those phone calls saying you’d had an accident that wasn’t your fault or did you want to trade on the stock market, but she immediately stepped away from me and walked several paces. She lowered her voice, and the call took a couple of minutes for her to finish, then she walked back.

      ‘Who was that?’ I asked.

      ‘Wrong number.’

      ‘Wrong number? You spoke to them for a bit.’

      She smiled. ‘I like to be polite. Not just cut them off’

      And that was that.

      When we got back from climbing Scaw Fell, we were dusty and tired and sunburned. We walked back via the Wasdale Head Inn and I had a pint of Jennings and a burger and chips. No barbeque for us tonight.

      Outside the van, we sat again with our books. I like Science Fiction. Sally reads romances. She didn’t really talk much, and I thought she seemed preoccupied. Most likely, I’d upset her again, though I wouldn’t be able to figure out what I’d done unless she told me. And the fact I didn’t know was also usually a cause for complaint. Tentatively, I said, ‘Are you okay?’

      She nodded, but didn’t look up.

      I waited a while then said, ‘I haven’t upset you, have I?’

      ‘No. Why what do you think you’ve done?’

      I shrugged. ‘Nothing. I just don’t know if I have. I never meant to.’

      ‘No, you haven’t upset me.’ But she was definitely keyed up. Probably she’d tell me the next day. Then it would turn out I had done something.

      The night fell. The owls called. Another beautiful day. We planned to stay at Wastwater one more night after this one. Before that, using this as our base still, the next day we were going to walk over to Ennerdale over the mountains, stay here again in Wasdale and then after that drive south to Broughton in Furness, and find somewhere to camp there at the bottom of Dunnerdale.

      That night, I fell asleep quickly, due to the exercise of climbing up Scaw Fell and the beer no doubt. Again, Sally refused to cuddle into me, so I was sure I’d upset her.

      In the middle of the night, I woke again and I instantly knew it was back. It was the cold. I hadn’t thought about it all day, but  it filled my mind. There was definitely something outside the van — something moving. I felt the same fear zap through me. I sat up.

      Sally woke. ‘What is it?’ She didn’t wait for me to speak before saying, ‘Not again, Marcus, for God’s sake. I need to sleep.’

      I leaned and lifted the tiny curtain at the window. Tonight at least, there was a moon. I could see the car park and the trees bathed in its baleful light. But all seemed quiet.

      ‘Marcus,’ the voice came in my head. The same feeling like an electric buzzer in my brain. I slammed the heel of my hand into my forehead to shut it up. ‘Jesus,’ I moaned.

      ‘What the hell is the matter with you, Marcus?’ Sally was irritated, half sitting up. I’d certainly upset her now.

      ‘Did you hear that voice?’ I said and that second it came again, ringing like a glass bell in my head. ‘Marcus.’

      ‘No, there’s no voice. What is wrong with you? For God’s sake. You’ve really woken me now.’

      But I wasn’t listening to her. I could feel the cold radiating through the metal wall of the van. I had to see whether there was something outside. Even though I was terrified — terrified of finding something out there, but even more terrified of not, and then I would know I truly was going mad. I grabbed a kitchen knife as I went past the galley and opened the door.

      It was cool outside, not cold, but cool. Nothing stirred. I stood for a second with the door open to the night air. Sally was standing behind me looking at me like I was a crazy person.

      ‘There’s somebody out there,’ I said.

      ‘No, there isn’t. You’re an idiot.’

      ‘No, there is.’

      ‘Marcus.’ It said nothing but my name.

      I stepped down the metal steps, the cold triangular struts cutting into the soles of my bare feet. I brandished the knife. ‘Who’s there?’ I yelled into the dark.

      There was no sound.

      ‘See?’ Sally yelled. ‘You’re stupid. Now come in or I’ll shut the door and leave you out there.’

      I wasn’t ready to come in, because I felt it. I walked out from the camper van. I couldn’t see it but I felt the cold. Not a physical cold, but an intensity as if something had been so cold for so long, it could never get rid of the chill.

      I had the knife pointed in front of me. ‘Where are you?’ I cried out into the dark.

      And then she appeared from nowhere. She was a woman. Normal height, but in a nightgown. And water was running off her. She was drenched; her soaked nightgown clung to her, and she looked so cold. Black hair plastered her face and her eyes were white like those of a boiled fish. Her skin shone in the moonlight like she was shaped of cold wax. I thought: what the hell has happened to her? Did she fall in the lake?

      Then she said, ‘Marcus,’ and vanished.

      I was shaking like a leaf when I went back to the camper van. True to her word, Sally had closed the door against me. I half thought she might have locked it in spite for me waking her up, but she hadn’t.

      I put the knife down where I got it. She was back in bed when I got back in the van.

      ‘What the hell is the matter with you, Marcus? Was there anyone there?’ She didn’t wait for me to reply before spitting, ‘Of course there wasn’t!’

      I stood, supporting myself on the sink.

      ‘For God’s sake Marcus, you’re such a wimp. Scared of the dark at your age.’

      I said, ‘There was someone.’

      Her brow furrowed. ‘Who? Don’t be dull. There’s no one else camping near here.’

      But there was something in her voice when she said that. Like she wasn’t sure if it was true. She sounded worried, and I thought: at last, here’s was some care for me. I said, ‘A woman.’

      ‘A woman? Are you sure? Could it be a man?’

      ‘No, I don’t think so. She vanished.’

      ‘Vanished? You’re making no sense. How could she vanish?’

      ‘I think she was a ghost.’

      She let out a long cruel laugh. ‘I always knew you were a simpleton, Marcus. But you’ve surpassed yourself with this.’

      I was wrong. She didn’t care. I usually bite back on my tongue, but now I didn’t. ‘You may think I’m stupid, but you still like my money.’

      She stopped laughing. Now she tried to be kind. ‘Don’t be silly, Marcus. You’ve given yourself a fright. Come back to bed.’

      I did, but she still wouldn’t let me hold her.

      We went for our walk to Ennerdale the next day. It wasn’t as sunny, which was actually a good thing as the climbing wasn’t as hard as it had been in the heat. On coming back, I said we should go to the pub. She seemed ill at ease, on the look-out for something, scanning the lakeside as we walked along the road.

      We had a meal at the Wasdale Head Inn. I got talking to the old bloke in the corner. He had a thick Cumbrian accent, so he was hard to understand at first. I guess he was a retired farmer or something.

      It annoyed Sally that I was talking to him, but she ended up talking to a couple from Newcastle. Eventually, after asking about him and his life in the valley a bit, I asked if there was a ghost around the lake.

      He cackled. ‘You’ve seen her, have you?’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The drowned woman.’

      That was a shock. That was exactly what I had seen. I took a sip of my beer. Then I described her.

      He nodded. ‘Aye, that’ll be her. Margaret Hogg.’

      ‘Margaret Hogg?’

      ‘Aye, a woman from Surrey. Her husband choked her then drove her up here and put her in the lake. That was 1976. They didn’t find her until 1984 when they sent divers out looking for a French girl who went missing. Otherwise she’d still be there.’

      ‘How did they know it was her?’

      ‘The water’s so cold and lacking in oxygen she didn’t rot. Mind you, he just missed dropping her in the deepest part. He weighted her down, but she only went on the ledge — a hundred foot down. If he’d got it right, she’d have sunk right to the bottom and no one would have ever found her.’

      ‘And have other people seen her? The ghost.’

      He nodded. ‘One or two. I’ve never seen her myself, but I knew a lad from Nether Wasdale as saw her. That was a couple of years ago now, but now and again people say they’ve seen her. It can be anywhere round the lake.’

      I sat back. In one way, it reassured me I wasn’t going mad. In another it was horrible because I’d really seen such a thing. I was trembling. The pint glass in my hand was shaking, so I put it down. I think he saw it.

      ‘She’s got you shook up, hasn’t she?’

      I rubbed my eyes. ‘It was just so weird.’

      He laughed. ‘I wouldn’t bother. She can’t do you no harm, son. She’s dead.’

      I sat back. ‘But what does she want?’ I asked.

      ‘What does she want?’ He seemed to ponder that. Eventually he replied, ‘Well, they do say she has good intentions. She comes to warn you of some terrible thing that is going to happen.’

      That was worse. ‘A terrible thing? Like what?’

      He shrugged. ‘Oh, I don’t know. It’s all nonsense anyway, just stupid ghost stories.’

      He could see he’d scared me, but I wouldn’t give up. ‘What happened to the lad from wherever, Nether Wasdale was it?’

      ‘Jimmy?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Yes, Jimmy.’

      ‘Well, what terrible thing happened to him?’

      He grunted. ‘It’s just superstition you know.’

      ‘But what happened to him?’

      It took him a long time to answer, eventually he said, ‘Well, he died in a motorcycle accident.’

      ‘How long after?’

      ‘Not long. Days.’

      ‘So how was that warning him?’

      ‘She appeared twice or three times by his bike.’

      ‘Did she speak?’

      ‘I don’t know. It’s just a coincidence.’

      I took a drink of beer. It didn’t help. ‘Maybe,’ I said.

      He gazed at the table. ‘Don’t pay it no mind. I shouldn’t have said nothing.’

      ‘No, it’s okay.’ But I couldn’t concentrate on him anymore, I was just thinking about the drowned woman and what she was warning me about.

      ‘Why did he kill her?’ I asked suddenly.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Margaret Hogg’s husband.’

      ‘I dunno. Something to do with an affair. Best forget about her now, lad. Honest, it’ll do you no good going on about it.’

      I didn’t speak any more to him about the drowned woman, and I said nothing about it to Sally. As we walked back from the pub, it was still daylight and even as preoccupied as I was I couldn’t help but see how beautiful the place was. Wild and remote, but beautiful. A light breeze ruffled the water of the lake and the waves were very dark because the lake was so deep. I shuddered when I thought about Margaret Hogg being dumped in the depths. Ghost or no ghost, that had happened to a real woman — killed by her husband.

      As we walked along, there was a bloke camping by the side of the lake. It was wild camping, and he wasn’t supposed to do it. He had a one-man tent, and a van parked up next to it. As we got close, Sally seemed to stiffen up. She kept walking, but it was like she was forcing herself to act normal. That was weird. I couldn’t understand it. Then she started talking about the view. The bloke nipped into his tent before we got too close. It was only about a hundred yards short of our camper van. I said, ‘He looked like the fella that runs the gym at home.’

      She shook her head. ‘No, he doesn’t.’

      ‘Did you see him?’ I said. I turned as I walked to stare back but he was gone now, inside his tent.

      ‘No, stop staring. It’s rude.’

      ‘He can’t see me. He’s in the tent.’

      ‘Marcus, stop embarrassing me.’

      I felt a flush of shame. It seemed I was always an embarrassment to her. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Well, keep on walking then.’

      When we got back to the van, she was nice to me. I have no idea why, but then I never do. She’s not nice as much these days but even so it was welcome, whatever the cause of it.

      ‘Do you want a drink?’ she asked.

      We sat on the camp chairs outside, watching the last golden light of the sun in the west. ‘No, I’m okay,’ I said.

      ‘I’m having one.’ She poured herself some of that Parma violet gin and a Feverfew tonic.

      ‘Nah, I’m okay.’ Truth was I was still thinking about that woman.

      She came out from the van with two glasses. ‘I poured you one anyway,’ she smiled.

      She gave me the glass, and I thought I didn’t fancy it but it might relax me.

      It relaxed me so much that I had another. Sally was so nice to me it was just like old times. But I’m not a spirit drinker so I had forgotten how strong gin is. After two or three of those, I was unsteady as I climbed back into the van. I didn’t bother to wash or clean my teeth. I felt drunk.

      Sally got into bed beside me and as I lay there, the van started spinning. At least I would sleep, I thought.

      And not see her: the drowned woman.

      Much later. ‘Marcus.’ The voice was inside my dreams now. I felt sick and cold with fear. I struggled to wake up. I felt drugged. I felt heavy. My arms and legs felt tied down.

      ‘Marcus.’ She said again. I wasn’t sure if it was inside my head. I wasn’t sure whether I was awake or dreaming.

      But there were voices inside the van. From the depths of my sleep, it sounded like a man talking to Sally. I must be dreaming. I let myself fall back into slumber. It was easier.

      ‘Marcus.’

      I felt her cold hands on me. She was shaking me awake. But I was only dreaming. I needn’t listen to the drowned woman. It was much easier to sleep.

      From far away, another world, I heard a man talking to Sally.

      She said, ‘Do it then.’

      He said, ‘Here?’

      ‘Where else?’

      ‘I don’t know. I thought we’d get him outside.’

      I thought I should get up, but I honestly couldn’t move and then the drowned woman started shaking me again, violently, rocking me awake. ‘Marcus, Marcus, Marcus...’

      ‘What the hell?’ the man said from somewhere. ‘He’s awake. You said—‘

      ‘I did. I did. I gave him a double dose. That stuff you got.’

      ‘Rohypnol. Not enough then.’

      And then I sat up. The woman was saying, ‘Marcus, Marcus, Marcus...’ in my brain. Buzzing like an alarm.

      She was summoning me out of my sleep. My head was heavy, woozy. I was still drunk. Everything was dark but the lights of the van were on. It was deep night.

      ‘Marcus, Marcus, Marcus.’ The drowned woman wanted me to go outside the van. She seemed urgent about it.

      My head was so woozy. I blinked. There was a man in the van standing next to Sally. They both stood there watching me. He had a rope in his hands. A blue polypropylene rope.

      ‘Marcus!’ The drowned woman’s voice was like cold water washing over me. I jerked up. They both looked shocked.

      ‘Do it!’ Sally screamed. ‘Now, before he gets up.’

      But I was out of bed. Still doped up, but I was moving. He snatched at me as I went past but I tugged myself out of his grip.

      ‘Do it!’ Sally yelled, but I yanked free towards the door of the van.

      Then he said, ‘I can’t. Use the knife.’

      Sally had the kitchen knife in her hand. I thought she might hesitate, remembering the years when she had loved me, but she twisted her face with hate. I was just an impediment to her now. My life stopped her getting what she wanted. She wanted both him and my money. So she yelled and lunged.

      The knife stuck in the top of my arm. I felt like I’d she’d punched me but instantly blood spouted from the wound. She pulled the knife back to stab me again, this time somewhere vital, but I stumbled to the door of the van.

      ‘Marcus,’ the drowned woman said. She was standing in the van between me and Sally.

      Water dripped from her. Her cold dead lips formed my name. ‘Marcus.’

      But Sally and her boyfriend saw her. They couldn’t help it. She materialized right in front of them.
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      Sally screamed and dropped the knife. As the woman stood there in front of her, Sally put her hands to her face and screamed again. The man backed off, behind Sally, away from the drowned woman.

      She just stood there, accusing them. Accusing them and saving me.

      I grabbed the door handle, still bleeding like a pig from my arm wound. I grabbed it, turned it and leaped out. I ran. I ran and ran, sprinting up the road alongside the dark lake and didn’t stop until I got to the pub. I hammered on the door and they let me in. They saw the blood and called the police.

      Later that night, the police stopped Sally and her boyfriend on the A66 near Keswick. They arrested them for attempted murder. It turned out at the trial that Sally had thought she’d have him choke me and dump me in the lake. They’d dump me in the deepest part. Never to be found.

      But the drowned woman warned me. I guess she’d tried to warn Jimmy at Nether Wasdale about his bike, but he hadn’t understood.

      The drowned woman warned me and saved my life, and I guess it was because she didn’t want someone else to go the way she had.

      That was nearly a year ago. I’m with another girl now. Someone who’s nice to me. Someone who hasn’t once mentioned life insurance.
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            THE CRIER OF CLAIFE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a winter evening in December 1856. The wind blew along the lake raising a welter of ripples on water turned red by a sun already descending behind the Heights of Claife.

      I worked on the ferry then from the Bowness side. There had always been ferrymen to take passengers over to Claife and Sawrey, since the days of the monks. In fact, my father was one, but since the railway arrived at Windermere bringing all the tourists seeking the beauty of the Lake District business had boomed.

      The night I am talking about, the light was fading. I stood with my mate Alf Mumberson on the Bowness side, taking a pipe. I’d done reasonably well that day, and was considering finishing when we heard a call from the Claife side. As Alf had taken the last passenger, I expected him to let me have this one, but instead he stirred and stepped towards his boat. Half-turning, but not meeting my eye, as if there was something he was ashamed of, he muttered, ‘I’ll take this one Davey. I know her.’

      ‘Right,’ I said, not wanting to cause a fuss, though she was my passenger by rights.

      I say ‘she’, but the wind had snatched the passenger’s voice and I’d not even registered that it was a woman calling, but he had. It seemed he’d even recognised the voice.

      I’m known for my easy-going ways — too easy going my sister
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