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PROLOGUE

We should start with once upon a time. It is fitting for a story with foundations built so long ago. Except, I’ve never been one to deceive a reader, so it’s best we start here.

My name is Oliver, and I write.

I walk in the past surrounded by the memories of others, their lives, and deaths. Not the famous or people of historical significance, but ordinary men—those who have moulded our paths; those whose footprints lie within each worn cobblestone; whose hands shaped the door jambs and handrails; who wandered the same streets, lanes, and dirt tracks, the routes our modern lives take us today. Though some are now shadowed by contemporary architecture, stark reminders of our current technology, the ground they rest on is the same.

Have you ever touched the wood of an old door, stepped into the cool shadows of a timeworn hallway, and sensed them—those who were there before you? We leave behind a residue, a trace imprinted on the fabric we touch, the places we frequent. It is this very thought, the need to discover more, that makes my heart beat with a rapid thump, keeps my hot blood pumping.

When that first compulsion to put pen to paper swallowed me whole, it was to note history. A desperate need to document the past, my surroundings, and the place I had called home: Yorkshire. I have now spent many years researching, years of in-depth study into sites of preternatural interest along the length and breadth of the country—to be precise: spirits, ghosts, whatever you like to call them. The subject has always split opinions, but even the most sceptical mind expresses its curiosity about that age-long fascination of what lies beyond the veil of death. A mystery that may never be solved.

For more than half my life, I’ve been putting words to paper, compiling a measure of my thoughts on the subject. The paranormal and supernatural are good bedfellows for history. There is no pinpointing what led me down this precise path; a fascination far beyond the natural curiosity for such things is more a desperate need for answers, as if my sanity depends upon it.

My early career was cemented by historical facts and digging into the pasts of haunted locations. Now I am known for historical mysteries. Are they fiction? They are, except there is one underlying aspect to my whole career that has stayed under lock and key until now. 

The truth.

This is what I am, but not who I am. 

Before you read on, you should know this: the story that lies before you has lain hidden in the obscurity of my childhood memories. I tried to escape, thinking I could outrun it. There is no outrunning your heritage.

I am the last Hardacre.
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ONE

‘Hello, Mr Hardacre?’

My hand left my laptop to answer the call, passing straight through my mug on its way. Hot black coffee slopped over my lunch. I cursed under my breath and threw my soggy sandwich in the bin, quickly followed by handfuls of brown tissues. I balanced the phone on my shoulder as I attempted to mop my desk.

‘Hello…?’

‘Oh, sorry,’ I replied, moving the earpiece to my other ear as I headed to the kitchen to wash my hands. ‘Sorry, can I help you?’

‘Hello, Mr Hardacre?’ 

‘Yes…’ I replied hesitantly. No one called. I got emails, hundreds of them, but no one rang me. I should have put the phone down right then; my instinct should have told me nothing good would come of it. 

‘Mr Oliver Hardacre?’

‘Yes,’ I said more firmly. That blasted name sent chills.

‘Ah, good. I am Mr Fisk of Beamish, Talbot & Fisk Solicitors. We are dealing with—’ he paused.

I waited for him to regain his momentum, trying to shrug off a sudden apprehension. ‘And what can I do for you.’

‘You are a hard man to track down, Mr Hardacre.’

‘Am I?’

‘In truth, we had all but given up when…’ The rustle of paper and tapping of a pen—tap tap tap, in time with my pulse. I pushed the heel of my hand to my temple. ‘Would you have a few minutes you could spare me, please? I have things I need to discuss with you?’

‘I’m free. Go on.’ My pulse began to quicken.

‘It has been a long time. Years. We almost gave up hope in finding you. Until the letter, anyway, and… your latest book. Such a coincidence, though are they ever really those?’ He gave a low, gruff chuckle that snorted down the phone. ‘Please forgive me, I’ve wandered from the matter at hand. Let me get to the point.’

I wished he would. I was still looking at what was left of my lunch at the bottom of the bin, feeling my stomach growl. I gulped down the last dregs of coffee. I needed another—I’d been awake since 4 am. Two mugs of coffee wouldn’t cut it.

‘I am rather busy,’ I said. ‘If you could get to the point, I would be grateful.’

‘Of course. You are a busy man, I understand that. For many years—several decades, in fact—we at Beamish, Talbot & Fisk have been dealing with an estate. I joined the firm some years ago, by which time this matter lay dormant. Always eager to get my teeth into a challenge, I took up the gauntlet with new vigour to find a relative. To find you, Mr Hardacre.’ His hurried words quickly dried as he waited for me to join the conversation. ‘You see,’ he continued, ‘we have something for you. Something that has been in our possession for many years.’

I perched on the edge of my desk, my empty coffee mug still in my grip. ‘Are you sure you have the right man?’

‘Oh yes, without a doubt. I am here looking at your website.’

‘Ah, I see.’ My cheeks coloured. I put my mug down and moved the phone to my other ear, running my finger along the inside of my shirt collar.

That sensation of unease that I knew so intimately was creeping its way beneath my skin, a feeling that had lingered as a child when I awoke from a nightmare. That one nightmare, the only one I have ever had, the one that never left—the one I’d had last night.

‘So, let me get back to the matter, Mr Hardacre. I will need you to come down to the office at your earliest convenience if you please. Also, bring some formal identification—just for the legality, of course.’ A cough followed an uneasy laugh. ‘Not that there’s a colleague in the office who doesn’t know who you are.’

‘Could you please tell me how you got my number?’

‘Oh dear, oh dear. Please forgive me. After the letter, I assumed. I thought, in the circumstances, it would be prudent to speak to you directly rather than reply to your letter.’

‘What letter? I haven’t written to you, nor have I received anything from your firm. To be honest, Mr Fisk, I am more than confused by this whole thing. Could I please ask you to explain what you have for me? I am adamant you have the wrong person.’

The solicitor said nothing for a few seconds.

‘Mr Hardacre… Oliver. Do you mind if I call you Oliver?’

‘You can call me whatever you wish if you get to the point.’ 

‘I and all at Beamish, Talbot & Fisk were sure you knew the matter after we received your letter last week, Oliver.’ He swallowed loudly. ‘I have the letter in my hand as we speak. I was about to pen a reply when I remembered a colleague is reading your latest book. We are all fans, you see, and after scrolling your website this morning, there was no doubt. So, here we are.’

Was this some weird way of getting a signed book or interview of some kind? My reclusive nature was common knowledge—well, it had been until recently. Trawling my website wouldn’t have brought much joy, especially with one photo taken about fifteen years ago. So, why this charade? My mind wandered, grasping at all these loose ends, and I found myself at the patio doors leading onto the terrace. Beyond that, the cliffs and sea. It was cold today. The sea thrashed the beach, and a low mist lay over the pier. This was my haven, my world. How dare this man, Fisk or whoever he was, invade it? I felt tainted. I could—should—hang up right now.

‘Oliver, are you still there?’

I didn’t answer, but a deep sigh gave me away.

‘When would you like to come down to Suffolk to sign the papers? Would this week be convenient? I think the sooner we can finalise this matter, the better, especially after so many years.’

‘As I have made it clear to you that I have not written to you on any matter,’ I declared, ‘you must have the wrong person. What’s more, you haven’t given me any clear information, so I’m taking this call as a hoax. Now, if you would excuse me, I’m a busy man.’ My finger was on the button to end the call.

‘Please, please, forgive me.’ There was more than an apology in his tone—it was apprehension. ‘Yes, I can see how this may seem a little out of the blue, but as I have said, I have your letter here. This matter has been in our hands at Beamish, Talbot & Fisk for forty years. We’ve been solicitors to the family for many decades. There are no other living relatives. We are positive after forty years of search. This belongs to you. I must urge you, Mr Hardacre.’

What was I meant to say? After last night—restless, filled with nightmares—I should have known somewhere in my core that today would bring something peculiar. I never imagined Suffolk would call me back in one way or another.

I placed my hand on the patio door; moisture formed beneath my palm on the cold glass. Wild winds whipped at the garden furniture and upturned the odd plant pot. My hand was on the handle before I knew it, and I walked outside. Winter was calling its greeting; no trace of autumn left.

‘Oliver? Are you still there?

Mr Fisk’s voice seemed a world away, a place I didn’t want to visit. My childhood belonged in the past. I’d put so much distance between then and now that I’d forgotten the intensity of pain. The keenness to do so had locked away all those memories in some box somewhere. Only, the night, the dark, and the thought of winter brought those memories out. Winter always unlocked the terror box.

‘Oliver?’

‘Yes, I’m still here,’ I shouted over the wind. I ran back inside and pushed my back against the closed doors, the rush of wind still in my ears. ‘I can’t do this.’

‘Oh, I assure you, the signing of a few documents is all I need.’

‘No, I mean, I can’t come down to Suffolk. I don’t wish to sign anything. Whatever it is you have there, I don’t want it,’ I declared swiftly, striding back to my desk.

‘I must urge you to rethink,’ he ushered, his tone an octave higher.

‘My life is here, I want no part in this matter.’

He sighed—a slight shuffle of papers. I pressed the phone a little firmer to my ear with my shoulder as my hand went to my empty coffee mug.

‘Very well, Oliver. I understand.’

‘Thank you.’ I exhaled my words as my shoulders eased. ‘Good day to you, Mr Fisk.’

‘Could I please, if you have one more moment, ask you a question? I understand how busy you must be, of course.’

‘Um, yes, okay. What is it?’

‘Reading down to the last paragraph…’ The rustle of shuffled papers flowed down the line. ‘You mention your brother?’

With that one word, my life spun like a cyclone.


TWO

There was no denying the brisk chill that swept up from the rolling tide as it reunited with the rocks. The sun had set, and the evening yawned into darkness. Still, I sat on the decked terrace wrapped in a trusty blanket, bobbly, fuzzy, and littered with holes—the one I’d grasped in my tiny fingers that first night here in Whitby.

It had been dark, the sea wild like an untamed beast rising to swallow the cliffs. I’d listened to the wind whistling through the little window of the attic room so long ago. And yet, my heart drum in that familiar march, rapid as it did that night. I suffered the fear of that small boy again.

If I could just stay, lock all the doors… not that anyone came to visit. No wife, no children, no family left. I had few friends, all of whom were through work. Were they real friends? I was a loner, a reclusive writer well known for my slightly eccentric hermit life. With no skill of peopling at all, I was not known as a people person. I preferred history and those who still lived there, with no care for what anyone thought, dealing with work through emails, phone calls if I had no choice.

My agent once made a surprise visit out of sheer frustration as I kept cancelling appointments. I had gone down to London in the early days with trains, taxis, hotels—the stuff of nightmares fit to put me in an early grave. The entire trip causing me nothing but a heart-stopping trauma. I have since firmly anchored my feet to my tiny piece of Yorkshire coastal land.

The wooden lounger creaked as I shifted to retrieve my glass from the table beside me. I wrapped the blanket closer around my shoulders, grappled with the edges while juggling with the tumbler. I’d planned to buy new garden furniture ready for the summer, something stylish I’d seen online, but I never had, just as I hadn’t for the four previous years. It was becoming a tradition. Obviously, I was meant to keep this rickety lounger. What was the point of a new one anyway? The salty sea air would see to its new varnish soon enough and bleach its richness as it did everything else.

I loved everything about the sea, about Whitby town, of being windswept and weather-beaten. It reminded me I was still alive.

But what I valued most was my anonymity.

My glass sloshed, the contents swirling a little too near the rim. It was my third gin, at least a double—I didn’t measure, the bottle poured just fine. No doubt it wouldn’t be my last of the night. It blurred the sharp edge of the past and everything it brought, the misery of it all being that I just couldn’t remember it in enough detail to reconcile my pain. The memories and stories of others? Yes, I remembered all those like they were my own. The only real memories that belonged to me were of when I arrived here in that winter—that desperate winter of despair, dramatic as it sounds.

I had been only a child, a young boy packed off in a whirlwind. A muddle of harried voices, large hands taking mine and leading me into a vehicle, a train, then another car. Hours and hours in the back, watching the darkness blur past the window while I gripped the blanket, now as familiar to me as my own skin. It was only in the cold light of the winter morning that I looked to see its colours: a vibrant mix of wools crocheted into an ever-decreasing pattern with a dark-red centre. It was my centre, my core. Desperation and loathing. Fear and panic. Pain and grief. I couldn’t put a name or understanding to those emotions back then. They stemmed from events I’d somehow, with a need for survival, washed from my memory, which left only the faded impressions of a tin of polaroid images. For a child, to put words to such a thing was unfathomable. Even as a man, these forty years later, I can’t find enough of those memories to make any sense of them or to speak them aloud. 

I had been questioned. People, one after the other, face after face. Some I vaguely recognised, some total strangers in uniforms. I had said nothing. I had no voice. There were no words or explanations to convey, so I remained mute. It was much later, when many days and nights passed in a distortion of restless sleep and unconscious waking. When the sea air had filtered my lungs, purifying me somehow, that the words returned. But I remained adamant—I remembered nothing.

My foster family had been kind, forgiving. More than that, they had been understanding. It had been the seventies—boys like me with nothing; fell through the net all too often. I’d been fortunate to find a family rather than be placed in an institution for such kids. I’ve since heard the horrors of some children’s homes of that era, watched the news, read of the abuse and neglect. I’d been lucky, if only after unmentionable and unrecallable horrors.

I never called them my parents, and they never insisted I did. It didn’t make them any less. Vera and Bob, both locals and hardworking habitual creatures in their middle years. Loyal, trustworthy with no children of their own; I never asked why. Their dwelling had been a small terrace house nestled on a narrow road along the East Cliff, near the old steps up to the church and abbey. An old fisherman’s cottage, with a whitewashed exterior. Bob and I repainted it every couple of years. My efforts were probably more a hindrance, but Bob lavished me with his most valuable commodity: his time. First, the cottage’s tiny window frames were green, the shade of geranium foliage to match the ones Vera planted in baskets either side of the front door. Then, sometime in the mid-eighties, Vera decided to repaint them all in cornflower blue. I saw that colour, the vivid shade of August skies, when I closed my eyes with thoughts of her.

Vera was always cooking. I’d arrive home from school to a waft of frying fish or a stew. ‘Get those shoes off before you go any further, young man,’ she would shout. In my grey school socks, I stood at the bottom of the tiny staircase, holding the door open with my elbow as I flung my shoes up the stairs with my school bag in some meagre attempt to reach the top. One shoe would inevitably tumble back down. 

They had been proud people, my folks. Bob had been a baker, rising before dawn each morning and whistling a tune as he put on his shoes and closed the front door with a soft thud that rattled to my tiny attic room. Sunday afternoons, he would lounge in his brown leather armchair the colour of toffee you had held in your hand for too long. The sun streaming in through the parlour window at the back, casting him and his chair in a beam that made my heart swell. 

Outside those whitewashed walls, my childhood from then on had been as good as could be expected. I disappeared into myself, calling on fictional characters for friendship, burying my head in any book I could find. The kids at school left me be, as much as the odd name-calling was being left alone. But they hadn’t attempted to offer friendship, for which I’d been grateful. The changeling—that was what most called me, including adults, some to my face. More imaginative kids had come up with a more descriptive narrative: the ghost boy.

Those first few days here in Whitby—never leaving my attic refuge, wrapped in my newfound friend—I had looked in the small wooden mirror that hung on the wall opposite the window. I hadn’t noticed at first; its carved frame was all I saw, but there was a familiarity that kept dragging me back to that mirror and its precisely carved acorns that covered every inch of the polished wood. That fact had started a desperate churning. I spent hours staring, tracing my fingertip over each acorn, wondering why the mirror stirred something dark deep inside my gut.

That was when I first saw.

The sun had drifted. The late afternoon glare had caught in the corner of my window and sent a shaft of bright orange light onto my hair, clarifying my reflection. I saw more than just me. There was a silhouette, an outline of a memory. I wiped my hand over the glass surface and peered further into the mirror. It stirred behind me; I didn’t turn. I knew I wasn’t alone. Then the shadow disappeared as I ran my fingers through my hair and wondered what was different. It was one of those moments when you know something is amiss, only you can’t put your finger on it. Then, when I stepped back from the mirror, it hit like a thundering blow:

My hair was no longer the dirty brown of a dead mouse I had kicked around in the fields. It was white.

The ghost boy.

In my university years, Bob once told me that those kids were just too scared to come near me. ‘I can only imagine the stories that must have spread around those kids of seven and eight. The sort that chills you to the bone.’ Bob had eyed me over his pint as the words slipped in the smoky pub air. I hadn’t risen to it or given him any more than I had done for over a decade. ‘Aye,’ he continued. ‘But look at you now, my lad. All grown up. And clever, mind. Not that we doubted that of you. We knew you’d turn out a good’n, never mind the past.’

I stared at him then, unable to respond. What a childhood history to carry around on my shoulders. Bob, he’d had no idea.

I’d heard my folks discuss the matter on occasions. How I came to be there, and the circumstances. They called it the Happening. How I happened to be in the sleepy seaside town perched on the Yorkshire cliff when I belonged among the rural folk of Suffolk. I told them repeatedly that I had no memory of it, when in truth, it was not entirely so. I wondered if it would have lessened the burden had I told someone the snippets that hung like stray threads. As my years grew, I was glad I never had. I’d saved them that, at least.

I’d lost both those dear people in my early twenties—a freak car accident. The facts were unclear, only that they had been heading into Suffolk. At least they had gone together. I found consolation in that. Never having to live without the one that made you whole… I knew that agony. It never stopped ripping at your soul. Now I was alone again, and truly this time. No one to rush me off in the middle of the night. No blanket to bolster my grief.

I overheard a voice at their funeral, which I’d organised in the local pub. The voice mentioned Suffolk. I stood behind a pillar around the corner of the bar, listening. Then, quickly, an uneasy sensation crawled down my spine—I knew that voice. It struck with awareness so vivid it flashed red before my eyes. But it was more the darkness that began to burrow beneath my skin that made me move; I couldn’t listen any longer.

‘Oh, Oliver,’ she had said. ‘I didn’t see you there. You won’t remember me.’

But I had remembered her. And it had come to me then, crashing down like a freezing wave over my head, ready to drown me.

‘Mrs Scarfe?’ I stared at a jagged slice of my past in the figure standing in my present.

‘I wasn’t sure you would.’ A slight hint of something extra left her lips with those mundane words.

‘Why are you here? I don’t understand.’ The more I glimpsed back into the past, the more confused I became. The face I recalled was younger, but her flash of red hair and large eyes hit like a bullet. The main issue I had was placing her in any kind of scene or location. Instead, the red-tinged image was hovering, disconnected.

‘Vera was my sister.’

Those words dug out my heart with a spoon. The day I had said goodbye to the best part of my life—that I remembered, now had me greeting something vastly different. A cruel trick to play when I was already grieving.

I never set eyes on Mrs Scarfe again. She had written twice over the following couple of years, the general enquiring after my health and wellbeing, which felt misplaced. Even though I had tried to answer her, my letters had fallen flat. I’d never sent them. It was safer to bury past connections where they belonged: in a deep hole with Vera and Bob.

Enough wallowing.

Staggering from the garden lounger, I gulped down the last of the gin. Leant on the door, pushed my forehead to the frame as a wave of sickness swamped me, dragging me back to the phone call somersaulting my thoughts, churning my stomach.

What did this Fisk have that was so urgent?

And my brother?

Why had I agreed to catch the train down to Suffolk the following day? Not one word Fisk had spoken made any sense, not in the real world. 

The moon was high by the time I stumbled inside. Relieved that I’d already packed a holdall, I slumped into bed. The room spun around me as my insides burned.


THREE

The night brought nothing but a bottomless void. The morning, no room for reflections amid the abrasion of gin—a small mercy I was thankful for as I awoke a little before six. The train was not leaving until 7:30, so there was time for a much-needed mug of black coffee. 

I should have known better than to drink. It never boded well with my concentration the next day. As a writer, it was a lesson I’d learnt early on. Those years after losing my folks, finding myself alone with all the memories of them in each strip of wallpaper and fish supper, it had been easy to lose myself in the obscurity of alcohol, though it had soon become apparent that to succeed in life, I needed to take control, even if it was in small measures.

Fictional characters once again greeted me with open arms. This time, they were my own. I filled pages with the troubles of others; there was no time to wallow in mine. Success found me, and in turn, I found a way to live another life—many lives. It was easier dealing with the horrors of others. There would be a resolve in closing the book. For better or worse, everything always ended. My life, on the other hand, was not as kind.

Reality does not always give you the key to unlock the answers.

The time to open that box of terror seemed to have found me. There was nothing for it but to switch to autopilot. If I thought about it any longer, I would talk myself out of it. I checked I had my mobile phone and wallet, patting down my tweed jacket pockets three times to make sure. I grabbed my keys and holdall. With the key in the lock, I stood on the stone front step of the cottage they had raised me in as a wisp of morning air brushed my ear. I heard Bob’s voice: Time to sweep away all those cobwebs, Oliver. Go be the man you are, not the boy you were, my lad.

The Yorkshire morning wore a brisk chill along with the early sea salt. The smell was now part of me, and I was as much part of the cliffs, harbour, and sea. The fear that threatened to choke me every time I swallowed grew with each step towards the railway station. I could turn back. I should. If there was a letter or something for me, couldn’t the solicitors deal with it? Send me whatever it was and the papers to sign?

I stopped before I crossed the bridge; I saw the station, didn’t need to get on a train. Why go all the way to Suffolk to sort this out, if there was anything to sort? Doubt still niggled at my throat. Nothing good would come of it.

There’s no memory of getting to the station, the walk over the bridge, coursing the path around the harbour, or buying my ticket. The first realisation was the bitter sting of bile rising in my throat as my stomach lurched with the first motions. We were off. The calmness of Whitby I’d come to know was swiftly being left behind, growing ever smaller in my wake. I was being summoned. I felt it.

The journey would have been a mundane affair to a seasoned traveller. To me, it was close to torture with the fear of missing my next stop or boarding the wrong train. I gripped the timetable in my fist for most of the way, and three stops later, I climbed aboard the last one. This was it: Peterborough, platform six. I would reach Bury St Edmunds in a little over an hour. It was midday, my stomach was angry. I would get something to eat before heading to the solicitors’ office. It would be somewhere in the town centre—I would stop by a coffee shop on the way.

With the promise of a quick lunch, I lifted the collar on my jacket and rested my head against the seat. Sleep took me as swiftly as the train.

 

Our skinny legs ran in shorts that skimmed scabby knees. We were at the tree. We sprawled on the grass under the limbs of the great oak. My brother lay his head back on clasped hands to rest on a tree root.

‘Come on, I’ll race you up the tree.’

His bony legs dangled from the main branch, which reached out farther than any other—a long, twiggy finger extending towards the house.

My lip trembled as I reached up to the first branch. Before I could get my feet higher than the gnarled root, it began. It was slight at first—a tiny judder.

My brother stood on the colossal bough; his arms stretched to a higher one as the rubber soles of his wellies gripped the bark. ‘Look at me,’ he called down.

My heart pounded, but it wasn’t fear of my brother falling. It was something else, something far worse. Something deadly.

‘No, don’t do it,’ I shouted.

I let go of the low branch and fell back a couple of steps. My brother stood above me, stock still, his eyes locked on something below him… but it wasn’t me. 

There was something eerie about his stillness. His mouth began to move in silent words, but he wasn’t talking.

He let go of the branch, and his arms dropped by his side. He was going to fall.

Then it began to tremble. Each coarse vein in the bark, each old knot of the great oak tree shuddered and shook. Acorns sprinkled over my head. Again, I screamed for him to hold on, to come down, to be careful.

His face grew vacant.

I screamed as whispers surrounded me from the leaves, the branches, the acorns: Clever boys. Remember, two are more than one. One be bound, the other lonesome.

 

Sweat beaded as I buried my face in my hands. The same nightmare. My only memory of my brother amongst the rubble of my past. Was he to haunt me forever, even after all these years? I supposed the answer was yes, especially now. Suffolk would only make the matter worse. It will get harder before it gets better, Bob had said. I had to be stronger than I had been. 

The train pulled into the station. The coldness hit me as I descended onto the platform. I hitched my collar a little higher around my neck, cursing the chill. ‘Should have worn a bloody scarf,’ I mumbled.

The station was busy—families, couples, suits on business. I hadn’t expected it to be so crowded.

Whether Bury St Edmunds was as I remembered, there was no saying, as I couldn’t recall it at all, well, not in detail. Mere sparks of memories more like faded, double-exposed photos, each recollection layered over another. Yet, an intense familiarity struck me hard in my chest as I took each step. Young Oliver had left from this station forty years ago; although, it was not the station or a memory that stirred me like a handshake from an old friend. It was the voices in my head. They were growing louder, more urgent, more vital. 

I wanted to go home.

You are home.

I refused to listen. They knew I was back; of course, they did. They had been calling me since that phone call. It was their doing. 

‘Mr Hardacre?’

I spun to see a gentleman, his hand out in front of him and his face wide with a grin. 

‘Oliver? I took the liberty of finding out what time you would arrive, so here I am.’

‘Mr Fisk?’

‘Please, call me Nick,’ he declared, shoving a hand in my direction.

I struggled to cover my shock as I took his proffered hand. From the phone conversation and merely the tone of his voice, I had pictured someone older.

‘Please accept my apology and surprise,’ I said. ‘I was not expecting...’

‘Well, I thought it would be advantageous in the circumstances.’

I thought it was an odd choice of word. It must have shown in my knitted brow.

‘It’s just that I expected you would be keen to… get to it. I took the liberty of booking you a room in the local inn for convenience.’

‘To be honest, I imagined finding the nearest place to the station, a bed and breakfast in town. Because I came by train, you see? Well, obviously… If I’d driven down, maybe that would…’ 

I was at a complete loss with this Fisk. Such an odd character. I felt somewhat dislodged, floating outside my comforts. My empty stomach leapt.

‘I need to eat,’ I said. 

‘They offer a superb lunch—all homecooked, as you would expect. My car is outside. I shall drive you straight to The Old Oak, let you settle in and eat.’

Those words drove a shiver down my spine, raising the hairs on the nape of my neck, which in turn hurled me back to the vision of my brother and that bloody tree.

‘Where is the… inn?’

‘In Raynham. Our office is in the village too, so no need for you to stay in Bury. Too many people. Far too many.’

He whisked my holdall from my hand. It seemed pointless to argue, so I followed his feet as my eyes stared at the ground. There was dread in looking up.

I was being dragged back to the past.


FOUR

The village of Raynham was small with a high street of timber-framed buildings at its centre, a varied pallet of muted plaster façades. Traditional Suffolk pink with blackened beams nestled easily next to Victorian red brick. My feet paused mid-stride as my eyes caught the rooflines, a jumble of heights and materials, thatch set against pantiles. History lived here; century layered upon century.

I had prompted Fisk to head straight to his office. A blasted migraine was already bashing at my skull, threatening to break in. Prolonging it would only have aggravated my blood pressure. We stopped outside a building, which wasn’t much more than an arm wide and a deep shade of custard yellow. It was a contrast with its black timbers, solid wooden door and small window. It sat back a touch under the jettying of the upper floor as the beamed framework frowned down over the pavement. 

‘Here we are.’ Fisk took my elbow. I flinched, wondering at the gesture. ‘Over here.’

I stood in the middle of the narrow road, a scattering of shops either side huddled between painted houses. A green car faced me. The square bonnet and headlights hitched themselves to an old memory. The driver—a young woman—eyed me as her fingers tapped the steering wheel. There was more there, but I couldn’t place the thought. It was whisked away as she beeped her horn. I mouthed an apology and paced backwards out of the road. The woman gave
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