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      This is my second volume of Cumbrian Ghost Stories, though in truth most of them are monster stories, demon stories and stories of the fey folk.

      Some of these stories have their origins in the days of our live storytelling events pre-COVID-19, which are now proving difficult to get back off the ground.

      Others were tasks that I set myself during lock-down. I tried to write a story from a different part of Cumbria. I  used a location and whatever sparked off in my head. It produced some weird juxtapositions.

      When considering individual stories, The Dalston Vampire comes from my association with Dalston Hall during my ghost-hunting days so I am very familiar with the place. The West Cumbrian stories draw on my own local knowledge and some nostalgia for the past though I never went out with Bella Sheep Head. Although, Red, Henry and Howard did often await me in various pubs.

      We had a lovely stay at Barbon Inn but never met the mole catcher. I love Ravenglass, and have always thought there should be a ghost story associated with Dubmill Point.

      Of course we now have news that Cumbria is to be no more and to be divided into the old-new counties of Cumberland (without Alston and Penrith!) and Westmorland and Furness.

      I hope you enjoy the stories. If you do, please leave a review.

      Catch me on The Classic Ghost Stories Podcast both on YouTube and on any podcast app: Spotify, Apple, etc.

      I hope you get a little scared and I would probably also like it if some of the stories made you laugh, or at least smile.

      Tony Walker,

      Carlisle, October 2021
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            The Dalston Vampire

          

        

      

    

    
      It was 1322, and the winter was the longest and coldest anyone remembered. The ground lay heavy under snow long-frozen and the land was locked with ice. Without expectation, the Scottish army came south. Perhaps hunger had driven them, and perhaps cruelty, for Cumberland had been harried and burned by them year after year since the English defeat at Bannockburn.

      As the day waned, Lord Henry Dalston stood tall on the red sandstone battlements of his pele tower. The River Caldew flowed through woods and fields to the east of the lofty tower, but it was from the cold north that the threat would most likely come.

      He had heard how they crossed the frozen Esk at Longtown, reached Kirklinton and then besieged the great walled city of Carlisle. Most likely, raiding parties would soon come to Dalston. The icy wind blew past. There were no livestock to be seen in the fields as farmers had moved them south already. Lord Dalston had sent all servants but one home to their families. Only Mary remained, a woman of middle years who had no family.

      No livestock to be seen, but plenty of black crows on bare treetops. Lord Dalston scanned the horizon, and a black figure in the middle distance caught his eye. The figure stood tall in a black cloak and hood against the white snow. He did not move at all, merely stared back at the tower. 

      Dalston thought the man better seek shelter lest he fall prey to the swift Scottish horsemen on their small grey ponies. Dalston hailed him with a shout and a wave of his arm, but the man did not respond. He shouted again, but again the man did not respond and finally, with a shrug, Dalston pulled up the trapdoor and took the wooden stairs back down into the security of his tower.

      In his day chamber with its tapestries of hunting scenes from the Inglewood Forest, its glass windows, its wooden floors, Dalston spoke to his wife Edith. ‘Do you really think they will come, Henry?’ she asked.

      Dalston rubbed his eyes. ‘I do. They will scout the area for victuals to take back to the besieging army at Carlisle. Mid winter is a foolish time to start a war.’

      ‘And that’s why they caught us by surprise.’

      He stroked her hair. ‘I think I’ll take a glass of wine, even though it is early.’

      ‘I’ll ask Mary to prepare food earlier tonight. There are only the two of us. I hope everyone else has got safe home.’

      Dalston reached inside his doublet and pulled a great black iron key on a leather thong that he kept around his neck. He smiled gravely. “We are safe inside with the door locked. They won’t bring siege equipment on their raids for food. They can take what they wish from the hall below; we can’t stop them. But they’ll not get into the tower. My ancestors built it secure, and no raider has ever got in once we draw the bolt across the door.”

      Darkness fell early on that winter night and dinner was served in their bedroom, where they sat quietly in the gloom lit by flickering candles. Lady Edith wore sable around her shoulder and a shawl of wool to keep her warm and she worked at her embroidery, but every now and again looked nervously up to check on her husband. He sat deep in thought, sipping his white Rhenish wine. 

      She said, ‘We have food in?’

      He nodded. ‘We had plenty in for the winter, in any case. It’ll go further if it’s just we three.’

      After a while, she asked, ‘Are you worried?’ 

      Dalston gave a weary smile. ‘We’ve been through it before. They won’t spare siege engines from Carlisle for such a little place as we are.’

      

      They retired to bed early, but Dalston slept little. Scenes of fire and pillage troubled his dreams, and then, in the deep of night, he awoke suddenly, thinking he heard soldiers and horses outside, but when he listened, it was only the soft sound of the north wind blowing round the pele tower. He slept again and when he awoke; it was day and Edith was already up.

      They breakfasted together and then climbed to the tower roof to observe whether there were signs of trouble from the north. On the tower, a slight breeze blew, but it was cold. The mountains to the south were white, the trees dark, but the ground pale and frozen. 

      Great palls of smoke rose from where they knew Carlisle to be under attack. 

      And then Edith said, ‘Look, Henry, who is that?’

      And there, standing in the same place he had been the day before, was the black-clad stranger. 

      Lord Henry Dalston said. ‘I saw that man yesterday, and he was standing exactly where he is now.’

      ‘Well, he must have sought shelter overnight,’ said his wife, ‘for he would have frozen otherwise.’

      Dalston nodded. ‘I wonder who he is. I should call down and offer him shelter.’

      But Edith put her hand on her husband’s arm as if to stay him. He turned and regarded her. ‘What, Edith? You are usually the first to offer succour to waifs and strays.’

      She paused. ‘He seems so strange.’

      ‘I will go down and see him.’

      ‘If you do, take your sword.’

      He smiled. ‘If it makes you feel better, I will, of course.’

      ‘It would. I’m sure it’s nothing, but he looks so odd standing there without moving.’

      Lord Henry Dalston made his way down from the roof and down the spiral stone staircase inside the tower. He strapped his sword to his waist to please his wife, then went down past his room and the room below until he came to the great iron door. It was a latticework of painted iron bars and had been there for centuries. Once it had been the main entrance to the tower, when the tower stood alone, but now it gave entry to the Baronial Hall. He drew the heavy key on its thong from around his neck. The iron was warm from where it had lain pressed against his heart. He put it in the lock and turned the key. The key turned easily in the greased lock. 

      Henry Dalston walked through the deserted Baronial Hall. As many of the valuables as could be moved had already been put in the pele tower for safety. His boots echoed on the stone floor. He went to the main door and pushed it open. Outside, his feet crunched on the frozen snow. He walked round the tower until he came in sight of where the dark-clad stranger stood in the middle distance. Dalston hailed him. ‘Halloo! Stranger, can I help you?’

      The man didn’t speak. Dalston’s hand went to the hilt of his sword, and he went closer. He stopped twenty yards away. The man wore a long black cloak ragged at the bottom. The cloak’s hood was up, throwing his face into shadow. He had on a breastplate that looked old-fashioned. He wore a sword on a belt at his side and leather trousers with knee-length boots. 

      Dalston shouted again, ‘Hello there, stranger! I am Henry Dalston, Lord of this tower.’

      For the first time, the man spoke. His voice was slow and accented such as Dalston remembered folk speaking in his grandfather’s time. 

      ‘Lord Dalston,’ the man said. ‘I greet you. I am Gospatric Map Belog, Lord of Cadeirleng .’

      Dalston recognised the old-fashioned name Gospatric and the fashion of using the patronymic ‘map’ to show he was a son of Belog, was as the old Cumbrians had done. The names were old Cumbrian too, in the language that no one now spoke. Also, his pronunciation of his home as Cadeirleng was not like the more familiar and modern Catterlen.

      Dalston said, ‘I am sorry, sir. I do not know you. As far as I was aware, the lord of Catterlen is Herbert de Vaux.’

      The dark clad man said, ‘I know of no De Vaux, and I assure you I am lord of Cadeirleng and always was.’

      ‘Enough of this, sir. You risk your life here, if you are English, for the Scottish army is abroad and seeking plunder, or hadn’t you heard?’

      ‘I am neither English nor Scottish, Lord Dalston.’

      ‘Are you French then?’

      ‘I am not. I am of this place.’

      Dalston grew angry at the manner of this stranger who claimed honours he could not possibly have, and what did he mean he was not English, Scottish nor French? 

      Dalston spoke. ‘I was going to invite you into my tower for your own safety, as a matter of common courtesy. ‘

      The stranger said, in his strangely accented voice, ‘I accept your courtesy, Lord Dalston. It will honour me to be your guest. At least for a while.’

      Now Dalston remembered his wife’s misgivings about the stranger; strange for Edith to be so disquieted, but the man also made a strange impression on him with his old-fashioned name and clothes. 

      He wished he had not made the invitation he unfortunately had just made. But what could he do? He could leave no one to the mercy of rampaging soldiers who would not care who they killed, whether he claimed not to be English or whatever he said. 

      Dalston narrowed his lips. ‘Come then Gospatric Map Belog. I will find a room for you. We have only one servant staying with us, so please forgive my poor hospitality.’

      The dark-clad man moved closer to Henry Dalston, almost seeming to glide over the snow so lightly he walked. Dalston, for some odd reason not wanting to be close to the stranger, hurried away and Gospatric map Belog followed him to his own front door.

      Mary the maid was found and was told to prepare the guest room on the floor above Lord and Lady Dalston’s own room, just below the servant floor where Mary slept.  From the way she looked at the man, who stood inside the Baronial Hall with his hood still up, Dalston thought Mary did not care for him either.

      Still, hospitality was a duty, and Dalston had made the invitation for the stranger to enter his tower. 

      Dalston accompanied his mysterious visitor and Mary up the spiral staircase to the floor where his chambers were.

      ‘I’ll leave you then, sir. You can rest until it is time to eat, for I believe you were all night in the cold.’ Dalston said this pointedly, but his guest’s pale face registered no emotion, nor did he reply. He simply went up after Mary, who showed him to his chambers.

      ‘He is a strange man,’ Lady Dalston said as they sat in their chambers. Dalston had just come down from the tower’s roof. ‘He makes me feel very ill at ease.’

      Dalston shrugged. Whatever thoughts he had about Gospatric Map Belog, he didn’t share them. 

      ‘Have the soldiers come, or is there any sign of them?’ she asked.

      ‘Smoke from Carlisle. New fires over towards Cardew and Cumdivock, but no sign of the soldiers themselves.’

      ‘That’s good, isn’t it?’ she said hesitantly. ‘Perhaps they won’t come.’

      ‘Perhaps.’

      ‘But even if they do, the tower is secure.’

      Against most things, thought Dalston, but he said, ‘Yes, yes, of course. Try not to worry.’

      They lapsed into a troubled silence and, as dark was falling, Mary came to light the tapers.

      ‘Is our noble guest settled in his chambers?’

      ‘I think so,’ said Mary, a lit spill cupped in her hand.

      Lady Dalston said, ‘Have you lit the tapers in his chambers?’

      Mary shook her head. ‘I knocked and asked to come in to do it, but there was no answer. I knocked several times,’ she said, as if to reassure her lord she had done her duty.

      ‘He must like to sit in the dark,’ Lady Dalston said. 

      ‘Perhaps he went out?’ Mary said.

      Lord Dalston shook his head. ‘The gate is locked and I have the only key.’

      Lady Dalston began, ‘He makes me—‘

      But Dalston signed for her to hold her peace in front of the servants, and Lady Dalston blushed and fell silent. 

      ‘Your dinner will be ready in an hour. I have prepared some pullets,’ Mary said.

      Dalston nodded. ‘You have done well, Mary. Knock again on our visitor’s door just before food is laid out. We will eat in the old dining room.’

      The old dining room was the room in the pele tower that had been used for eating before they built the Baronial Hall. There was an enormous fireplace, which was rarely lit these days. Dalston had had one of the male servants lay the fire of dry logs and tinder before he left to go to his family.

      But when they sat in the red sandstone dining chamber, with its old-fashioned tapestries and tapers held in standing candle holders of black iron, there was no sign of Gospatric Map Belog.

      ‘Did you knock?’ Lady Dalston said, as Mary served the meal.

      ‘Aye, my lady, but he did not answer.’

      Dalston was tired. The strain of waiting for the Scottish soldiers had eroded his patience. ‘We will eat anyway. If he chooses not to eat, then that is up to him.’

      Mary filled Lord Dalston’s goblet with wine, then went to Lady Dalston, who refused the wine and had clear spring water instead. 

      The fire burned in its hearth, casting shadows across the walls. Outside, night had fallen and the chill of the winter came through the walls held at bay by the warmth of the flickering flames. They talked of this and that, of happier times and summer and their daughters who were married, and further south, safe.

      After they had eaten and Mary had cleared away the platters, Dalston asked if there was any sign of Lord Gospatric. Mary shook her head. 

      He left Edith to her embroidery and mounted the stairs to the guest chamber. Standing outside, he knocked on the heavy wooden door. No response came. He knocked again, harder this time. Again nothing, so he called out, ‘Lord Gospatric, are you not hungry?’

      The wind whistled outside, but otherwise there was no sound. Lord Dalston felt the cold come from under the door. No sign of light seeped out. Perhaps their guest was so tired that he had fallen into a deep sleep. If that was so, he would wake hungry for breakfast.

      Dalston descended. His wife raised an eyebrow. ‘Any sign of him?’

      ‘No,’ Dalston said. ‘He must be asleep.’

      ‘He must.’

      The tapers burned low. Dalston was tired, his limbs felt heavy. He nodded in his chair and then his wife said, ‘Time for sleep. Who knows what tomorrow will bring?’

      ‘Who knows?’ 

      ‘Perhaps they will lift the siege and return whence they came,’ said his wife.’

      ‘Perhaps.’ He went over and kissed his wife on the forehead. He took her hand and led her to the bed, then called Mary to help her undress.

      When Edith was in bed, he dismissed Mary with a smile. ‘Thank you for staying, Mary,’ he said, and she curtsied with a smile. ‘I couldn’t leave you, my Lord.’

      Lady Dalston fell into a deep sleep. The night was so dark and silent. Only the wind fretted and moaned outside the windows. Then a scream tore through the building. She awoke with a start, sitting bolt upright. Her husband woke beside her. ‘What was what, Henry?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘I think it was Mary. Have the soldiers got into the tower?’

      Dalston’s voice was troubled. ‘No, that can’t be. I have the key. And besides, they would have to come past our door, and there would be such a noise of them breaking down the gate and mounting the stairs.’

      ‘Then what is it then?’ Lady Dalston asked, a terrible fear growing in her heart. ‘It was Mary’s cry. I know her voice so well.’

      ‘I will go,’ Lord Dalston said, rising in his nightshirt.

      ‘Take your sword, ‘ she said.

      It was dark, but he had flint and iron and lit a flame in the tinder from which he kindled a taper. ‘Light a candle for me,’ she said. Without speaking, he did so, pulled on his doublet and breeches and hurried.

      It was raining heavily outside their window.

      Lady Dalston watched her husband leave, sighing and trembling, waiting for him to return. 

      But minutes went by then, quarter of an hour, and still he did not return. 

      Lady Dalston half expected to hear sounds of fighting or shouts and alarms, but there was only silence. After a while, she rose and went to the door. ‘Henry! Henry! What keeps you?’ she yelled, but there was no reply.

      With her hand to her throat, she fetched a taper and trembled, peering up into the gloom of the spiral stone staircase that led up to Mary’s chamber. 

      ‘Husband, are you there?’ She shouted, but her only answer was the sighing of the wind.

      ‘Henry, please tell me you are well.’ She yelled, but her only answer was a flutter of the taper burning in her hand.

      ‘Henry!’ she called again. ‘Please speak!’ But the only answer she got was the pitter patter of soft rain.

      With taper in hand, she finally summoned her courage, and stepped out onto the stairs of the tower, the stone cold under her bare feet. ‘Henry?’ She called, but her voice was quieter now, as if she no longer expected an answer. 

      Lady Dalston heard someone coming down from above.

      Whoever came was not in a hurry. He came, almost silently, down and down, towards her, step by step by step.

      Lady Dalston stood shaking. She could not run and she could not stay. She didn’t know what to do.

      And the footsteps came down, almost in sight now, just round the corner of the spiral stairs.

      And instead of climbing, Lady Dalston descended, taper in hand. 

      She jumped down the steps, hurrying in her panic, and always behind her came the soft footfall descending.

      And then, her heart pounding in her chest, she came to the bottom of the tower. But at the bottom was the heavy black iron lattice gate that had stood for centuries keeping intruders out. And stood now, keeping her in.

      Lady Dalston pulled at the gate; she pushed at the gate; she heaved at the gate, but it was to no avail. It was heavy and iron and locked against her. Lady Dalston strained and tugged and moaned in her fear. And behind her, someone came round the turn of the stairs. 

      Lady Dalston held up her taper and screamed.

      Lord Gospatric descended the stairs. His eyes were yellow like fever and his cheeks as pale as snow. His lips were red as blood and blood was on his chin, and blood ran over his cuffs and blood was on his fingernails. And as he came closer, Lord Gospatric smiled. 

      Lady Dalston saw Lord Gospatric’s teeth were long and white and sharp.

      And even though he had eaten, Lord Gospatric was still hungry.

      Lady Dalston shook the strong iron door, but she could not get out.

      And, as Lord Gospatric’s cold red fingers touched her, she wished her husband had never let him in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            The Netherhall Boggle

          

        

      

    

    
      My name is Mark Irwin. I am—or I was—a local amateur historian, looking up family history and suchlike for people with ancestors in Cumbria. I also do some metal detecting on the side. At at least I used to do all that.

      What I am now—what I will be soon—is unknown to me. As I write, it's late at night, and I'm in my attic bedroom, and I can hear it downstairs, but I don't know what's going to happen.

      I first got into this case at the records office at Carlisle. I was researching some family stuff for a man in America, and by chance, came across the testimony of a Lily Goodfellow from Ellenborough, Maryport. It was interesting from the first glance. Her story related to an unsolved murder from 1926. I thought it was interesting then, but now I wish I'd never clapped eyes on it.

      The note was in a sheaf of papers relating to Netherhall. The Netherhall Estate had belonged to the Senhouse Family for many centuries — originating as a border Pele Tower for defence against the Scots, but now a dilapidated ruin.

      Lily's hand was well-formed, copperplate, but childish. The paper was yellowed and the ink brown. Half of the last page had been torn and sellotaped together — my guess was that was done in the 1970s sometime. I'll say why later.

      In her testimony, Lily begins by telling us she was an apprentice to Booth's, a bakery and patisserie in Senhouse Street, Maryport. I understand that in those days, they didn't pay the apprentices who worked. They laboured for free and learned their trade on the job.

      I'll quote this in Lily's words.

      
        
        'I had to deliver the cakes. That was part of my job, and I took some to the big house at Gatesgarth Corner where the main road splits, the left fork goes to Allonby and Silloth, and the right one goes to Aspatria and Carlisle. I never liked that road. It was spooky. It's a very lonely road, and you had high walls on both sides. On the left is empty fields and on the right is Netherhall itself, though you can't see the hall because of the trees.'

      

      

      Note: This was before they built the school or rugby club.

      
        
        'I ran all the way to drop the cakes off at Gatesgarth Corner and ran all the way back again, and I was out of puff and stopped right by the gatehouse to Netherhall. The wind was thrashing the trees about, and I thought I saw something down the la'al lonning to the big house. I got myself lathered, but I knew it was daft because my mam says there's nowt there and there's nee sec things as ghosts and boggles any road.'

        'When I'd got my breath back, I ran down that dark gravel lonning with them dark trees all the way to the back door of Netherhall, and I gave the cakes to Sally Cuthell, who I was at school with afore she went into Service. I ran back, and I was jiggered and had to stop at the gatehouse. I looked awa t'wall, and I seen sommat in the lonning. It was behind them two lads. It was big, and it moved. It didn't have a proper shape, but it was a queer thing and it moved and heaved itsel’ along.'

        'Yan o't' lads seen it, and he shrieked out loud. T'other stood there, but the first yan ran off down the lonning ontil t'main road. The black thing went after him, and it was sea fast. It slithered and dragged itsel'. The second lad nivver seemed to see it at aw. I divn't know how he never seen it. But the first lad — he was shouting after his marra to come back and not be sea daft. He was shouting 'Joe! Joe! Joe!' and I thowt I knew him. I was sure t'second lad was Peter Nixon frae Ewanrigg, and I later found out the first was Joe Hardy because his dad works wid mine down Risehow Pit.'

        'Joe Hardy louped awa't wall, but the thing pulled itsel' efter him. I nivver seen him efter, but I know the Boggle got him. I never spoke to Peter Nixon at that time, but I did afterwards. That neet, I ran yeam because I was finished work, and I telt ma mam, and she said not to be so soft, but we found out about Peter, and I know I was right.'

      

      

      I couldn't find anything else about Lily.

      I tried to look up the Netherhall Boggle. As a note, a 'boggle' is a word used in the far north of England and Scotland for a supernatural creature. Further south, they prefer the term 'boggart'.

      A boggle is not a ghost, though it can be. They are supernatural creatures that were never human. They can often shape-shift. The Reagill Boggle, for example, is at times a gigantic pig, the Mallerstang Boggle is a huge black hen, and the Thirlmere Boggle is a column of sparks or sometimes a heap of earth, while the boggle at Dearham is a vast black shape of no fixed qualities, other than it is a dreadful black. Finally, the Salterbeck Boggle has no form and may be invisible, though it did kill a man on the cliff path between Harrington and Moss Bay in the late 1800s.

      But coming back to this sighting. It was taken locally that this was a visitation of the Netherhall Boggle. Folk round about say the Netherhall Boggle is by all accounts made of dark, sucking jelly. Odd.

      There are reports of the Netherhall Boggle going back to 1757. They may go back further, but that is the first record I could find. It's a brief note by Humphrey Senhouse (1705-1770). It says:

      
        
        
        'and the rural people speak of bogles and other suchlike and sundry creatures that fly by night or creep in the dark. One notable such manifestation is at Netherhall itself, though I must own that I have never seen it.'

        HUMPHREY SENHOUSE, APRIL 1757.

      

      

      

      After finding out about the death of Joe Hardy, life went on, and I got to doing other things. Then, one day in the Autumn, I was on Netherhall Estate grounds. I had my metal detector with me, which is illegal, but the site is so rich in remains, and there's still plenty to find there.

      I was in the woods near the river where it's boggy. I got a signal on my detector. When this happens, it's usually only bottle tops or buttons, but I started to dig with my little spade. I got down about eight inches in the soft earth, and something oozed out. This substance was halfway between oil and jelly and had a funny sheen on it. I'd never seen anything like it, and I wondered if someone had dumped old kitchen oil or sump oil that had gone bad, but it wasn't either of them. It was more like a black jellyfish, almost alive-looking, and it had roots reaching down deep because when I got the spade under it and tried to lift it, it resisted, and it made a sucking noise and curled round the edges of the spade.

      I chopped a bit of this black jelly off with the spade, put it in a collection bag, and transferred it to a jar in the kitchen.

      After a day or two, I lost interest. I'd planned to get it analysed by the chemistry teacher at Netherhall School, or maybe throw it out. But I just didn't.

      In the days after finding the substance in Netherhall Woods, I had problems with mildew in the bathroom which took a lot of my time. Damp seeped in through the walls, but I couldn't find from where. The mould grew like a black vinegary-smelling rash everywhere. I could keep it in check with anti-fungal spray but not get rid of it.

      As I stood, trying to fathom ways of getting shot of the mildew, my mind went back to the unsolved disappearance of Joseph Hardy of Ewanrigg on November 7th 1926. Genealogy work was slack, so I decided to investigate further.

      I dug my way into the archives of The Cumberland and Westmorland Constabulary and found a witness statement from Peter Nixon about the events around the death of Joseph Hardy.

      It should also be remembered that 1926 was the year of the General Strike. Although most of the miners were back at work by November, the year was economically and socially devastating for the communities of the West Cumberland coalfield. The men and women scavenged wherever they could just to keep body and soul together.

      Here's the statement:

      
        
        'I Peter Nixon of Shiney Row, Ellenborough, declare this statement to be the complete and honest truth.

        On the evening of November 7th, Joseph Hardy and I were on the shore up past Bank End Farm collecting sea-coal. We got two good sackfuls, and we were coming back along Fat Lonning. It was pitch black and early, nearly six o'clock.

        We cracked away as we walked and were halfway down the lonning with the fields sloping down to our left and up to our right. Suddenly, Joe jumped, and I asked him what the heck he was doing. He was staring at the field above the road. There was a hedge in the way, and in that gloom, I couldn't see anything.'

      

      

      The next bit is verbatim.

      
        
        'I says: what's the matter, Joe?

        Well, he says, 'nowt', but he keeps looking over his shoulder. He starts talking normal again — I think we were cracking on about his dad's pigeons —and he jumps again, so I ask again what ails him, and he says, 'Did you see that, Pete?'

        And I say, 'See what? I nivver seen nowt.'

        'It's there still.' He points out into the dark. His hand's shaking like a leaf in a thunderstorm.

        And I say, what is?

        And he replies: the boggle.

        Well, I laughed out loud because there was nowt there, but he kept staring like there was. But he turns and starts off walking fast. I had to hurry to keep up. We were close enough to the end of the lonning now, about fifty yards from where it comes out ontil t' road.

        But Joe was gae dathered, I could tell. I heard him gasping, and he was walking that fast as if the divvel hissel was on his heels. He jerks his head round. There was a rumble like a pile of muck shifting. Even I heard that, but what it was, I couldn't say, but Joe seemed flate enough and he dropped his sack of coal and hared off into the gloom. I stood dumbfounded, staring after him, because I wasn't yan to believe aw them stories they tell til’t kiddies.

        But frae't left, the sound rumbled out again, like rocks rolling over in a heavy tide. I was standing, but Joe had disappeared.

      
        I never saw Joe alive again, and what brought him til his end, I divn't know. Mebbe we'll nivver find out.'

        TAKEN UNDER OATH, BY SERGEANT WILLIAM DIXON, MAYPORT POLICE STATION, EAGLESFIELD STREET, MARYPORT, CUMBERLAND ON NOVEMBER 9TH, 1926 AT 11:30 IN THE MORNING.'

      

      

      

      Doing my researches, it appeared that Joseph Hardy disappeared totally. Indeed, his body was never found.

      Going through the archives, I saw a man called Simon Mayfield had done research on the case in the 1970s. He was a freelance journalist who wote pieces for the Fortean Times. In 1978, he was up in Cumbria. I know because he'd done a report on the Brugh Marsh Spaceman, which I read, and as a footnote, it said he'd done articles on the Croglin Vampire and the Netherhall Boggle. That got my interest back in the case.

      I was still having trouble with the mildew, but I didn't connect the two things.

      Archive.org on the internet has a collection of facsimiles of the Fortean Times from that period, and I found the article. Most of it was what I knew already. He'd seen the Lily Goodfellow report and the Peter Nixon statement. My guess was it was him who'd sellotaped the Lily Goodfellow page that was ripped.

      But he had found something that I hadn't. It seems he'd interviewed Joseph Hardy's younger sister, Hannah.

      Both Hannah Hardy—later Mason—and Simon Mayfield were now dead, but Hannah said that Joseph had brought back some strange muck he'd got from Netherhall. He'd been out with the terriers poaching rabbits and was digging out and got this odd substance. Hannah Hardy said her nana said it was part of the boggle, but Joe had laughed at that. Hannah Hardy told Simon Mayfield that her nana told her that the boggle sleeps underground, spreading out and waiting for people. It can sleep for months or years, but when someone digs up a piece, it grows. She says that the boggle hates animals. It strangles rabbits and moles when it catches them underground.

      And that made me think of the strange jelly I'd found. I went to my kitchen and found the jar behind the pickled onions and red cabbage. The goo seemed more than I remembered: Now, it almost filled the jar, though I could swear it had only been a third full when I'd first slopped it in. The oily sheen glimmered in the kitchen lights, and when I rolled the jar round, it sloshed about. I turned the jar over, observed it then put it down.

      
      Bizarre things started happening. I heard noises in the house: creakings and movements that I'd never noticed before. The disturbances came from under the floor. When I was alone at night watching TV or I awoke from sleep for some unaccountable reason at three a.m., I felt something in the house observing me—listening, watching, and waiting.

      Whatever it was had a presence, and it didn't feel human. It felt old and it felt forgotten.

      Moss began to grow like crazy around my house. The first thing I noticed was clumps of it on the pavement outside, where it fell off the roof. I stood outside, craning my neck, and could see it growing over the roof edge. I'd never seen moss grow as fast or as thick as that.

      Only a few days after, the taps started running for no reason, and the water was brown and slimy and thick. All over the house, bathroom and kitchen, the taps would just start up. I couldn't stop them. I ran to the bathroom, the kitchen and the shower and turned them off, but when I'd turned one off, the others started again, all pouring out this oily, dirty water with bits of mould and slime in it.

      I didn't want to shower in that
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