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England 1998

The staff meeting at Riverview Residential home drew to a close. Jane, the manager had one last item on the agenda.

‘Now ladies what are we going to do about that cat? Should we do anything about it?’

Her team of care assistants shuffled to attention.

‘Has anyone seen it recently?’

Hesitantly one of the assistants flapped a pudgy arm.

‘You have Christine?’

‘It was here again last night. Strolled in as cool as you please; did the rounds and disappeared somewhere by the kitchens.’

‘Did you try and catch it?’

Christine flushed and shook her head.

‘Er, well no. I don’t like cats and I’m scared of this one.’  

Jane turned to one of the other assistants.

‘Mandy, you were on duty with Christine. Did you see it?’

‘No Jane I didn’t. I was sitting with Mrs Beck. The poor dear was restless. She wanted someone to be there with her – it seemed to calm her anyway.’

‘That was kind of you’ Jane beamed. ‘So much in keeping with the ethos of Riverview.’ 

Mandy was one of her best care assistants. A hard worker, popular with the residents and she always gave a little bit extra attention which made all the difference 

Jane launched into what her team called ‘the why are we here ‘lecture.

‘Duty of care to our clients...safe...comfortable...hygienic...’

Mandy Robinson drifted off. Her mind was on Mrs Beck and the diamond ring she had shown her a few days ago.

‘I’ve never seen anything so beautiful. There’s something about it...the way it flashes and catches the light. I wonder who’ll get it when she goes. It won’t be long now, I can always tell.’

She dragged her thoughts away from the ring to catch Jane’s last few words.

‘That’s it for today ladies. You night staff - thank you for staying on for the meeting. Now let’s remind ourselves why we’re here. All together now, what’s our motto?’

Dutifully if unenthusiastically the group chanted, ‘We’re here because we care’.
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‘Oh dear’ Mandy groaned as she changed out of her uniform, ‘She does go on a bit doesn’t she?’

‘Mmm’ Christine spluttered her mouth full of toast pinched from the residents’ breakfast trolley. She swallowed and added, ‘It’s weird about that cat isn’t it?’

That cat was a sleek cream and fawn Siamese type with periwinkle blue eyes. It turned up one day, stalked through the residents’ lounge and along the corridor to the bedrooms. It visited each of the rooms before disappearing. It had made an appearance several times since but despite a number of attempts no-one had been able to catch it.

‘I’ll tell you what’s weird about that cat.’ Mandy opened the changing room window before lighting up an illicit cigarette.

‘Ooh, what? Tell me.’ 

Mandy surveyed her colleague taking in the moustache of crumbs around her mouth, the pale round fleshy face.

‘You know Christine, if you keep on eating as you do you’ll need a new uniform. You’re busting out all over in that one as it is.’ She poked playfully at the gap between the strained buttons on the front.

‘Oh I know. But I find food so comforting – it takes away my troubles.’

‘But you’ve already pinched half of Mrs Grace’s breakfast, what more do you want?’

Christine blushed. 

‘Ssh, not so loud. I’d get the sack if anyone else knew. You won’t tell on me Mandy, will you? I need this job.’

‘No, of course not. It’s no skin off my nose if you stuff yourself silly. Besides we all have our own little ways here, don’t we?’

Christine nodded although she was not exactly sure what Mandy was referring to. She liked her colleague. She was good to work with and yet there was something about her that made her a bit ill at ease. The residents loved her, always had a smile for her when she came on duty. They never threw things at her or spat their food over her. She could sweet talk them too. They gave her little things like bits of old costume jewellery they had no more use for or loose change left over from a shopping trip. 

She shrugged off these thoughts. ‘So go on, tell me what’s weird about the cat.’

‘Haven’t you noticed that it knows when one of the old dears is going to pop off?’

‘What?’ Christine shrieked.

‘Ssh, keep your voice down or I won’t tell you anything.’

‘Sorry Mandy, but do you mean...’

‘I mean what I say. That cat knows when someone’s going to die.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Think about it. Normally the cat does the rounds of each room, stops in the doorway, makes that funny clicky sound and moves on. Now, remember the other week when Mrs Peters died? I watched that cat. It went into the room, jumped up onto the bed and sat staring at her until she died. Right at the end Mrs Peters opened her eyes, looked at the cat and off she popped. I’ve never said anything but that wasn’t the first time either. It was the same when the gent in number eleven went and before that, the woman who came in from St Thomas’...what was her name?’

‘Old Mrs Fergusson you mean?’

‘Yep, that’s her; fussy Fergy we called her.’

Christine shivered. ‘This is so spooky. I don’t like cats at the best of times but now I’m even more scared of them. Do you believe it knows when...when...?’

‘The end is nigh? Sure why not. I do.’ 

‘Noooooo.You don’t ...do you?’

‘Yeah, I can spot the signs’ Mandy grinned, ‘but I’m not telling you all my secrets.’
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Two nights later Mandy and Christine were on duty again.

‘Christine be a pal and do the first rounds will you? My internet was down at home and I must get these bills paid.’

‘But we’re not supposed to use the computer without permission.’

‘I know, I know. There are lots of things we’re not supposed to do but we do them anyway. Needs must. I don’t want the electricity cutting off. But when you get to Mrs Beck give me a call; I want to take a look at her.’

‘Why?’

‘Ask no questions get told no lies.’ Mandy relented. ‘Look Christine, she’s lonely and scared. I like to keep her company, let her know that someone cares. She was dumped here by her relatives like most of the other residents. They didn’t want to look after her, feed her, cut her yellow toenails, change her fanny pad and wipe her bum. But you can be sure that they’ll come along after she’s died, clear out her things and forget all about her again. It makes me so cross. You know if anyone deserves a little thank you gift, it’s us. We’ve earned it.’ 

She  waited to see if Christine had anything more to say. ‘Now push off and let me get on with what I’ve got to do.’

Around midnight Christine returned breathless to the staff room where Mandy was surfing the internet.

‘I’ve been round everywhere’ she puffed, ‘there’s only Mrs Beck to see to.’

‘Well don’t have a heart attack over it, Sit down a minute while I turn off the computer.’

Christine caught a glimpse of the computer screen.

‘What have you been looking at? Are you booking a holiday?’

‘Never you mind, nosy cow.’ Mandy quickly closed down the screen. ‘Let’s go and take a look at Mrs Beck.’

They walked along the long corridor towards Mrs Beck’s room. The night lights cast little white puddles on the green lino. A whiff of disinfectant lingered in the air. All was quiet.

‘Isn’t it spooky when it’s quiet like this?’ Christine whispered.

‘Whatever are you whispering for?’ Mandy’s clear voice cut through the silence. ‘We can’t wake the dead or the nearly dead, which is what most of these old folk are.’

‘Ooh, what a horrible thing to say. You know sometimes I wonder if you do care about them as much as all that.’

‘I’m not horrible, I’m realistic, honest. The job suits me...up to a point. But I don’t plan to be here much longer.’

‘But do you care for any of them?’

‘I care as much as six quid an hour lets me.’

They reached Mrs Beck’s door. 

‘I tell you what Christine why don’t you go and have a sit down, put the kettle on, and make some tea and toast. I’m going to sit with Mrs Beck a while, it’s not going to be long now.’

‘We-ll if you don’t mind?’ Christine gave Mandy a doubtful look.

‘No. Shoo. Off you go.’

Mandy waited until Christine shambled back to the staff room before entering Mrs Beck’s room.

A nightlight on the bedside table bathed the small frail figure in the bed in a gentle glow. Mandy bent over her scrutinising the yellowish pallor of her skin. She listened to the irregular short breaths occasionally punctuated by a rasping noise deep in the back of the throat. ‘Not long to go now my dear’ she murmured.

Turning away from the bed she slid open the top drawer of the bedside cabinet, lifted out a small box and raised the lid. Nestled on black velvet, sparkling even in the dim light, was Mrs Beck’s diamond ring. Mandy drew a breath and slipped the ring on the fourth finger of her left hand.  She stretched her hand out in front of her towards the light and waggled her fingers. The way the stones glittered fascinated her. She gave a little laugh.

‘You know Mrs Beck, you should have put this in the office safe. It’s not fair to leave it lying around for us to see. And, after you’re gone your grandson will give it to his wife who I know you don’t like. I doubt she’d be able to get it over her finger anyway.’ She waggled her slim fingers again. ‘Fits a treat on me and it suits me. I’d better take care of it now. I know you’d like me to have it after all the extra attention I’ve given you and you can hardly expect to take it with you where you’re going.’

Mandy slid the ring off her finger and put it back into its box which she thrust into the pocket of her uniform. As she did so she heard a ‘tchk tchk’ noise at the door. She spun round to see the cat in the doorway.

‘Oh you’re here again. You’ve got good timing, because Mrs Beck will be leaving us tonight.’ 

The cat stalked into the room and stopped at Mandy’s feet. It looked up at her, blue eyes shining. Mandy aimed a swift kick at it, unsettled by its intense gaze. The cat leaped onto Mrs Beck’s bed and settled.

‘Well have fun, I’m off.’

Slowly, the cat turned its head towards Mandy, as if appraising her. It gave a deep long rumbling growl.

‘Ah sod off.’ 

She left the room. 

In the staff room Christine lolled in an armchair, reading a magazine. She looked up as Mandy entered.

‘You’ve changed already. Are you going out? I don’t think you should. I mean what about Mrs Beck....’ her voice trailed off.

‘Mrs Beck won’t be here much longer. The cat’s with her and yes, I’m off, for good.’

Christine’s eyes widened.

‘Oh no, you can’t leave...just like that. I mean...’

‘Yes I can Christine. I’ve worked my last shift here. You can take over.’ She continued in a threatening voice, ‘In the morning you tell schoolmarm Jane that I quit. But not before, if you know what’s good for you. Do you hear?’ 

‘But I can’t...you can’t...’

‘Try and stop me’ and with that Mandy whirled round and was gone.
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Mandy finished packing two large suitcases. ‘Now what else to do’ she murmured. ‘All packed and ready; cash and passport in handbag; tickets to pick up at the airport - that’s about it.’ She yawned and stretched. ‘Time for a couple of hour’s kip before I leave.’ She wandered into the untidy bedroom and lay on the bed. ‘Mmm, I’m so tired.’ 

She didn’t know what it was that wakened her. Sleepily she opened her eyes. A streetlight outside the window bathed the room in a fuzzy orange glow. The reek of something foul and pungent rose from the foot of the bed. She heard soft purring and suddenly felt a weight on her feet. She tried to move, to sit up, to kick out, but her whole body was held fast in a claw-like grip. She panicked as the weight slowly shifted up her legs and onto her body. As her eyes adjusted to the dim light she saw a pair of cold blue eyes watching her. The purring stopped replaced by a long menacing rumble.

‘No, get off me’ she cried out, terrified.

Slowly, oh so slowly, the cat slinked upwards over her body, stopping only when it reached her chest. 

‘Get off me’ she panted. The animal for all its small size weighed heavy on her. ‘Help me.’ Her voice came thin and feeble. The cat stood erect, back arched, tail in the air, poker stiff. Its shining eyes fixed on Mandy’s.

‘Noooo.’  She lay helpless as the cat settled on her face, filling her mouth and nose with soft fawn hair, choking her, smothering her. As she drew her final gasping breath the last sound she heard was the deep rumbling purr.
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France 1981  

‘Stop, please stop. Help me.’

‘What did you say?’ I turned to my wife who was wrapped up in hurt silence in the passenger seat of the car.

‘Nothing.’

I drove a little further when the voice came again.

‘Help me, please.’

I pulled to a stop at the side of the road. My wife stirred.

‘What’s the matter? Why are we stopping?’

Those were the first words she’d volunteered since we turned off the motorway at Carcassonne. Our annual row still festered between us – the great Toussaint debacle. Toussaint - All Saint’s day – the day when French families gather together and visit the graves of their dear departed. I don’t believe in all that stuff. Superstitious nonsense.

‘Well? Why are we stopping?’

‘I’m not sure...didn’t you hear? There’s something weird going on. I’m going back to take a look.

‘At what?’

‘I don’t know...back there I heard a voice...a woman’s voice. She needs help.’

My wife cast a sceptical glance at me.

Gingerly I reversed our battered old Renault back down the twisting road. I heard the voice again.’

‘Stop here.’

‘Now what?’ my wife asked.

‘Keep the engine running for the heater. I’m going to take a look.’

I pulled on my duffel coat and got out of the car. Winter threatened to come early to the Languedoc and a bitterly cold wind cut through me making my eyes water. A fat white moon lit the frosty road. On one side a massive shoulder of granite loomed and at the other side a steep wooded ravine dropped into the valley below. 

‘Here, down here.’

I turned abruptly and peered down the ravine. In the moonlight I saw a gleam of metal, a vehicle of some description. I returned to the car and tapped on the passenger window.

‘There’s something down the hillside...I think someone’s skidded off the road. I need the torch.’ I fumbled in the back for the torch. My hands were freezing. ‘Stay here and keep warm. I won’t be long.’

My wife gave me a hard stare before lowering the window to grab at my hand.

‘How could you hear a voice?’

‘What? I don’t know. I started to get a headache and a buzzing in my ears and...oh, I don’t know...’ my voice trailed off. I turned away.

Between the torchlight and the moonlight I made out the skid marks on the road and the crushed, torn scrub where something had ploughed a way down the hillside. I scrambled down stumbling over rocks and entangling myself in brambles. About halfway I saw a car wedged up against a tree. The driver’s door was flung open and as I shone my torch on it I saw the body of a man, slouched sideways across the front seats.

‘Help him please’ the voice came again.

‘Where are you? Are you hurt?’

‘Never mind that now –help him.’ There was a note of impatience in her voice.

Gingerly I approached the man. He was unconscious. I found his pulse – a thin thread of life but life all the same. I took off my coat to cover him and searched for anything else to keep him warm. On the floor behind the seats I discovered a travel rug and a bunch of beat-up gold chrysanthemums.

‘Oh no, not those again. I hate chrysanthemums.’ The voice groaned.

‘I’m going back to my car to phone for an ambulance.’ I peered around seeking the owner of the voice.

‘But come back and stay with him please.’

‘I will but ...well...where are you?’

‘Where do you think I am?’ The voice held a chuckle.

‘Well...it feels like...it sounds like you’re in my head.’

‘Quite right. Well done.’

‘But how?’

‘Never mind that now. I’ll explain when you come back.’

Confused and shivering I scrambled up the ravine and ran back to the car. 

‘What is it?’ my wife asked, alert and on the qui vive. ‘What’s happening?’

‘An accident. Car gone off the road’ I panted. ‘Can you phone for the Pompiers and an ambulance? There’s a guy there, unconscious.’

I’ll say one thing for my wife she knows when to bottle up her questions and act. She whipped out her mobile, fumbled with it for a few seconds.

‘There’s no signal. I can’t get a signal here.’

‘Damn’

‘I’ll take the car back to St Benoit. There’s a telephone kiosk there.’

I hated the idea of her driving back along the narrow snaking road but she didn’t give me time to protest. She shuffled over into the driver’s seat, executed a perfect three-point turn and leaned out of the window. She thrust a rug at me.

‘Here take this. You’ll need to keep him warm. Bisous and she blew me a kiss.’

‘Be careful’ I called out to the disappearing tail-light.

‘She’ll be fine’ the voice broke in, ‘now please, come back.’

Once again I slipped and stumbled down the ravine to the car. I checked out the guy. He was still alive. After I retrieved my duffel coat and wrapped the extra rug around him, I squatted on a handy tree stump alongside the wrecked car. My headache had cleared but I was still foggy and confused. 

‘How is he?’ 

The voice made me jump.

‘Holding his own.’ I answered aloud, without thinking.

‘How’s your headache?’

‘Gone now...but...but’

‘Sorry about that. I don’t do this sort of thing often. Sometimes I need to turn the volume down.’

‘Will you please tell me what’s happening? Where are you? I hear your voice in my head and I’m convinced I’m going nuts.’

The voice laughed and the sound reverberated around my head. I winced. 

‘Oops, sorry again. No you’re not going nuts. You are having a conversation...with a ghost.’

To say I was dumbstruck was something of an understatement. Words formed, I opened my mouth to speak but I only gulped like a codfish. Eventually I managed to stutter

‘No...no I must be dreaming. This can’t be. It’s not for real.’

The laughter came again, but quieter this time.

‘Why can’t it be real? Because I don’t flit around wailing and scaring folk into the screaming abdabs? Besides we’re only allowed to communicate with the living on Toussaint. It’s our day of remembrance. It’s good for the dear departed to be remembered don’t you think?’

That pricked me. 

‘It depends who the dear departed is. Take my father-in-law, he died three years ago and he isn’t the dear departed to me. In fact the whole of my wife’s family can depart for all I care and without a tear shed by me.’

‘Oh but why?’ the voice still sounded amused.

‘They all disapproved of my wife, Francine, marrying an Englishman. My mama-in-law, she’s subtle in expressing her disappointment with her tut-tuts and her wry expressions at my stumbling French. She shrugs and murmurs Ah vous Anglais, vous ne comprenez rien. Well I understood enough of her to be sure to put a good 800 kilometres between us I can tell you.’

‘And papa-in-law?’ 

‘Papa-in-law, now he was something else – a bombastic, racist, arrogant prick with no idea in his head other than to make more fric. When we first met he looked me over, raised an eyebrow and asked me An artist? What use is that? How can you make money as an artist? 

‘But perhaps he was worried about his daughter. It’s a precarious life married to an artist.’

‘It’s true I don’t sell much as yet, but with the casual jobs I take on we get by especially with Francine’s part-time earnings to make up the difference. I love her dearly and she’s important to my work. She organises me and keeps me going when I’m depressed. Yet at this time of the year there’s always a row when she suggests a trip south to meet up with the family and visit dear papa’s grave. Which is a big tasteless vault, larded with fat cherubs and incongruous in a little village churchyard. I’m in the middle of what I know will be my most important work to date and I resent being interrupted for what I regard as a maudlin, meaningless ritual and what’s more’ my voice rose, edged with a kind of hysteria, ‘I can’t believe I’m sitting on a tree stump, freezing my arse off, supposedly talking to a ghost about my problems.’ 

‘Suspend your disbelief for a minute and tell me how Henri is doing.’ 

‘Henri?’

‘Henri Lefèvre, that idiot over there. I’m his wife...or at least I was.’

‘What happened to him?’

‘He was rushing back to the village where we used to live to meet up with our daughter. They visit my grave every Toussaint. Of course the old fool was late as usual and his car skidded off the bend. So I came to sort him out. Luckily I found you and you’re receptive.’

‘Receptive?’

She chuckled.

‘Despite your obvious disbelief in all things not of your world, your mind is open so I can communicate with you.’

I shook my head, still not believing what was happening.

‘Why do you hate chrysanthemums?’ A stupid inconsequential question to ask.

‘What? Oh, haven’t you noticed? All the shops are full of them at the moment – flowers of death I call them – always at funerals and gravesides. Me, I prefer roses.’

‘Roses? At this time of year... you’ll be lucky.’ I couldn’t help but give a huff of half-laughter. ‘I am going mad. Here I am talking to a ghost about bloody flowers. It’s surreal.’

‘Well what would you like to talk about?’

‘How...how did you die?’

‘Car smash. Henri was driving like a madman, three parts drunk and we went off the road. I died at the scene...couldn’t hold on. Thankfully our daughter, she was only fourteen at the time, was barely injured. We’d had a row you see and he was in one of his rages.’

I shifted uneasily on the tree stump as I remembered my own anger and our late mad rush on the AutoRoute after the row with Francine.
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It had all started when she calmly told me that she was going to give up her little job and enrol as a nursing student.

‘But Francine’ I protested. ‘You would be away from me...from home for most of the week. I can’t have...don’t want that. What would I do without you?’

‘But what about me Gavin. What about what I want?’

That puzzled me. ‘What do you want?’

‘Gavin I want a life of my own too.’

‘But sweetie, surely your life is here with me. You know how much I rely on you to take care of things whilst I’m working and you do have your own little job that gets you out of the house.’

That did it. She flared up. She’s like that calm as a mill pond one minute and raging like a torrent the next. Her face flushed.

‘Ah yes, my little job – fetching, carrying, stacking shelves, serving rude customers – I hate it. I only do it to keep us afloat. I want to do something meaningful with my life. I have a good brain and I want to use it.’

Her words stunned and hurt me.

‘To keep us afloat?’ I know I’m not selling much but you knew that when you married me. But it’s coming. I swear it is. This piece I’m working on, this is it, the best I’ve ever done. Oh Francine, I thought you believed in me.’

‘Ah bah, it’s not that. Of course I believe in you and of course I know it takes time. I’m not stupid, tu sais? But you have never learned to believe in me. I am here, good, reliable Francine, she’ll take care of everything whilst I get on with my life’s work. That’s how it is with you.’ Her voice rose. ‘I’m part of...part of...’she gesticulated wildly searching for words, ‘part of the wallpaper to you.’ Her mouth set in a stubborn line. ‘I want a life of my own Gavin, you must understand that.’

We weren’t getting anywhere. I tried to put my arms round her but she shrugged me off.

‘I’m serious Gavin. This is important for me surely you can see that?’

I suppose she didn’t like the expression on my face.

‘You’re a selfish bastard’ she spat the words at me. ‘You think of nothing and no-one but yourself. Me, I respect and admire your work. I give you time and space. I try not to disturb you. I ask for nothing. Why? Because I love and respect you. But it can’t go on much longer.’

I needed to think. This bolt from the blue had upset me.

‘Tell you what. I’ll take you to Montjardin for Toussaint. You’d like that wouldn’t you? See your mother and the rest of the family. We’ll talk this through when we get back. Eh? What do you think?’

I hoped this would appease her and give me time to marshal my argument. Her eyes narrowed and she gave me a long stare.

‘Bien and talk we will even though you’re hoping I’ll forget all about it.’

She cut short my protest and hurried to pack a few things for us, telephoned her maman to say we’d be late and the result was a dangerous rush down the AutoRoute.
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Thinking back to what I had said to Francine I squirmed, uncomfortable with myself...the stirrings of...well...conscience, I suppose.

‘Was your husband good to you?’ I asked the voice.

‘No, he was a bastard but a charming one. In those days he was an artist, full of life, a big personality with an ego to match. He had so much confidence in his own talent.’

Something stirred in my memory. 

‘Do you mean he is the Henri Lefèvre, the artist?  Isn’t he dead?’

‘Yep, that’s right. The famous Lefèvre, the darling of the art world and no he’s not dead and I don’t want him to be...not yet.’

More memories stirred and connected.

‘If he’s Henri Lefèvre that must mean you’re...were... Natalie Fontaneaux, the photographer. I went to your ‘Townscapes’ exhibition and didn’t you do all those wonderful images for the catalogues for his exhibitions?’

‘Kind of you to remember. I’m not even a splinter in peoples’ memories now.’

I shuffled on my improvised seat, disquieted by the bitter note in the voice that filled my head.

‘What happened?’

Oh we started our careers on a par, both of us working and doing well. But he gradually took over my life. He made such a fuss when I had a commission that took me away. ’Non, Natalie’ he would say, ‘you can’t leave me to myself. There’s no one like you; no-one who understands what I need; no-one who understands the importance of my work.’ Like a fool I believed him. As his career waxed so mine waned. In the end I gave up fighting...I lost heart and couldn’t stand the arguments.’

I shuffled around a bit more, embarrassed, guilty, as I remembered using similar words to Francine. 

She added thoughtfully, ‘It’s not easy to live with an artist. The moods, the passions, the rejections and sometimes the belief that as an artist you are something special, something a bit apart from and above, the usual run of humanity.’ 

Another hit home. Her words were making me more than a bit uncomfortable, chastened even. Conscience and guilt were having a field day with me.

‘It wasn’t all bad though’ her voice softened.  ‘At first it was high romance. We met at a party. He came up to me and told me ‘I’m going to be famous soon and I want you by my side.’ Could any woman resist? We married and he became famous exactly as he predicted.’ 

‘But from what I’ve read you lived...’ I searched for the words. ‘You lived a fabulous life.’

‘Oh yes, we lived high on the hog. He was the golden boy of the art world. Parties, receptions, feted everywhere.  It was always ‘Natalie, take another photograph for my collection’ and dutifully I took shot after shot of him with his arm round some star, politician or whoever. It seemed too, that every poule in Paris was ready to open her legs for him...and he ready to oblige them. I wanted it all to end and it did – on a country road rather like this and all for what?’

I was silent.

‘My words shock you don’t they’ she mocked. ‘Yet despite his passion for one woman or another he always came back to me in the end and I loved him.’

‘You must still do, you’re so anxious to help him.’

‘She laughed and as her laughter grew louder and louder my head throbbed with pain.

‘S...sorry’ she stuttered. ‘You think I’m going to let him off that easily?’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Henri took my life away... three times he took my life away. I lost my life as a photographer, consumed as it was in the fire of his ego. I died as a result of his stupid drunken driving. Now, our daughter is expecting her first baby and I’ll never have a life as a grandmother. He needs to suffer...to be made to consider others and not only himself.’

‘But doesn’t he suffer already? When he lost you didn’t he lose something of his own life too? He stopped working didn’t he? I’m sure I read somewhere that when you died he lost his inspiration? People rarely remember him now. He’s not produced anything for years.’

‘Yes, you’re right. He’s a mere shadow of the man he was. Oh he pretends he is still working but it’s a façade. He’s not produced anything worth the candle. His so-called friends have moved on looking for fresh blood to suck. His money is almost gone. He lives alone up in the Corbières. Only our daughter visits him when she can. Oh yes, he suffers.’

‘But do you want him to?’

‘Yes’ her voice snapped back ‘for a little while longer – to pay for my lost years.’ 

‘But...’

‘Ssh’ she interrupted me. ‘The pompiers are arriving with an ambulance. It won’t do for them to hear you talking to yourself.’

I saw the blue flashing light of the ambulance on the road above the ravine. I shouted up to them. ‘Here, down here’ and flashed my torch.

I whispered ‘What do you mean look out for him?’

She chuckled softly.

‘He’s growing old. Drink makes him careless and forgetful. I must have saved him from himself at least half a dozen times over the years without ever his knowing. But our daughter needs him now the baby is on the way. She needs her papa around a bit longer; perhaps it will give him a new focus and something to want to live for. Maybe,’ her voice sounded wistful, ‘he will recapture his talent.’

As I absorbed her words something struck me.

‘But you told me you only enter this world on Toussaint. How have you saved him from himself?’

‘No, I told you I can only communicate with the living on Toussaint. I’m perfectly able to keep a watch on people at other times and believe me I’ve kept a watch on him. Now, no more questions. Thank you for helping. You’re a good man at heart and a talented one. Don’t turn into another Henri and crush your wife’s spirit. She needs a life of her own too. Good bye.’

With that she was gone. 

I heard the crunch of snapping twigs as the pompiers and a couple of gendarmes trekked down the ravine. I thought about Nathalie’s words - about being alone, without friends, without being able to work, without my wife. I shuddered. It would be devastating...a sort of living death. I couldn’t bear it and especially if I were to lose Francine.

They treated Henri at the scene and carried him up the ravine to the waiting ambulance. Wearily, I followed. At the top Francine rushed to hug me.

‘Come on, let’s go now. I’ve explained to the gendarmes that we stopped to rest and you saw the tyre tracks. They have our details if they need us.’

I nodded, thankful not to face any questions about something I couldn’t explain, something that had made me ashamed of myself.

‘I’ll drive Gavin. You’re frozen stiff and too tired. You can tell me about it later.’

I held her tightly to me. ‘I’m sorry’ I murmured, ‘I’m sorry I’m such a selfish bastard. I don’t deserve you.’

‘Yes and no’ she whispered. ‘Yes, you are a selfish bastard...but at least you know it and that’s your saving grace and no, you don’t deserve me. But all the same, I love you.’
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France 1966

‘Hello, who are you?’

The girl standing at the foot of my bed has a kind face.

‘I’m Lynette. I’ve come to help you.’

‘How can you help me’ I sniff, ‘I’m stupid and wicked. I’ve hurt people that only wanted to help me.’

She shakes her head.

‘You won’t hurt me. I know what it’s like for you - stuck here, full of remorse and regret. But there is a way out.’

‘How? 

‘First tell me your story. That always helps.’

I shrug. ‘I don’t suppose it can do any harm now.’ 
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It all started with my Dad leaving – which is weird because I never knew him. All I remember of him was the shouting. I used to hide behind the settee, hands over my ears until it passed. When he left I was about five and so mum and me, we moved in with my Gran and it was the three of us.

I loved my Gran – Granny Grapes I called her but I don’t know why. Anyway, we lived in a little terrace house near the mill where mum worked. The house had a big garden at the back where Gran and I grew vegetables – sweet orange carrots that grew into rude shapes that we giggled over, fat round cabbages, rows of peas and beans and best of all, beyond the veggies were the fruit bushes – hairy gooseberries, blackcurrants that always smelled of cat pee and raspberries. These I loved to eat straight off the canes smearing my hands and mouth with their crimson juice.

Mum worked on the night shift at the mill and when she came home at breakfast time the three of us would eat our cornflakes together before I went off to school. At four o’clock when I got back from school and she was getting up to go to work, we had tea together and swapped stories about our day. But she never had a lot of time for me. It was Gran that I ran to when I passed my 11-plus examination and went to grammar school. She explained to me about what she called ‘my monthlies’ when I had my first period and was scared of showing mum my stained knickers. She comforted me when I came back from school crying after some of the bullies nicked my satchel and threw it into the canal. 

I loved my Gran and I was happy.

When I was thirteen it all changed because Smugsy Stuart came on the scene. He was a solicitor handling some stuff for mum but he began to drop by at weekends or tea time before mum went to work. Gran would bake something a bit special and tidy up the house. When his big car drew up I was shooed out to play in the garden or, if it was raining, up to my room. Occasionally I was invited to join them – how that made me squirm. It was obvious he was dotty about my mum and she seemed to be equally smitten with him. He would try to talk to me, asking me questions about school, my favourite subjects and the usual stuff those grown-ups who don’t know what else to talk about come out with. It was so phoney. More often than not I sat there glowering and monosyllabic.

The bombshell dropped. It was a rainy Saturday. I’d stayed in bed late, reading. All week I sensed something was going on. I had heard mum arguing with Gran and that was unusual. 

‘You should tell her. It’s not right to leave her out’ I heard Gran say.

‘Yes but you know how difficult she is at the moment. I don’t want to spoil everything.’

I heard Smugsy’s car draw up, the front door opening, murmured greetings and mum’s footsteps coming up the stairs. I braced myself even though I didn’t know what was coming next. It felt all wrong.

‘Sukie’ that was mum’s pet name for me. ‘Sukie I want to talk to you.’ 

She fiddled with a few of my things, tidying up, and then it all came out. How she and Smugsy had fallen in love. How they had married at the Register Office that morning. How we were going to live in his big house at the posh end of the village. How I’d get to love him too as a father. At that moment my world slid awry. Like a kaleidoscope it was taking on new patterns and forms, leaving me lost and bewildered.

‘Be happy for me darling.’ 

‘But what about me?’ I wanted to cry out but I didn’t...until later when scalding tears trickled down my cheeks and I sobbed into my pillow, ‘what happens to me?’

We moved in to Smugsy’s house. I must admit it was lovely with a huge garden and a tennis court. I had a big sunny bedroom with a bay window overlooking the garden and across to the fields beyond. Everything changed, not at once but slowly, stealthily Smugsy’s rules and his preferences took a grip on our lives. Mum stopped work. She shopped at the posh clothes shops in town. She joined the ladies luncheon club and even took up golf under Smugsy’s guidance. 

For me it was in bed by 10.00 o’clock. No going out during weekdays. No loud music and why didn’t I listen to some proper music instead of that pop rubbish. He bought me a baby grand piano and organised lessons for me. The payback of course was whenever mum, encouraged by Smugsy, held one of her cocktail parties, I was wheeled out to play something with Smugsy standing over me ready to turn the pages of the music. Sometimes he waved his arms around as if conducting and hummed along tunelessly, his precision-engineered moustache quivering all the while. How I hated him. 

Gran kept telling me to give it time, to give him time.

About a year later the kaleidoscope shifted again and a new pattern formed. First, Mum got pregnant. Pregnant! At her age? It was disgusting.

‘I mean can you imagine them doing IT?’ I confided to my best friend Linda.

We were both silent a while as we tried to picture the two of them together in bed.

‘Yuk, it’s disgusting’ was all we had to say.

Even more catastrophic though was that my Gran died, quietly in her sleep. She slipped away from me. I came back from school – a Wednesday afternoon it was, and mum and Smugsy were waiting for me in the kitchen. Mum stood by the Aga her face was all blotched and her eyes rimmed red.

‘Darling’ she used that hushed voice she kept for serious matters, ‘darling I’m so sorry but your gran died this morning’ and she wept as Smugsy put his arm around her.

I felt as though a huge stone had dropped on me from the sky, squashing the breath from my body. I gasped.

‘My Gran? Granny Grapes?’ I wanted to be sure that I understood.

Smugsy came to me and put his arm around me.

‘You have to be brave now, for your mother’s sake.’

He always said ‘mother’ never ‘mum.’ I shrugged him away and ran up to my room.

‘It’s all his fault’ I whispered into my pillow. ‘This would never have happened if he hadn’t come and interfered in our lives.’ How I cried that night.

Before the funeral they brought Gran’s coffin into the house and rested it on trestles in the dining room. It was a hideous mahogany thing with thick brass handles. Mum didn’t want to let me see Gran but I insisted. 

Smugsy shrugged, ‘Why not?’

So I was allowed to see her. Mum stood in the doorway blocking my way.

‘Now don’t be frightened. There’s nothing to be afraid of.’

‘I wasn’t afraid of her in life, I loved her. Why should it be any different now she’s dead? She would never frighten me.’

And she didn’t. She lay in the coffin that seemed to dwarf her little body. Her face seemed a bit stern – like when she used to tell me off. I noticed the little sprinkle of black hairs above her upper lip as I bent to kiss her forehead and breathed in the sickly sweet smell that drifted around her body.

‘Good bye Granny Grapes’ I whispered.

#
[image: image]

I turned fifteen in the December of that year and ruthlessly crushed the ache in my heart with study, reading and generally inventing more ways to piss off the grown-ups. I spent hours in front of a mirror perfecting the art of raising one eyebrow and saying ‘Oh really’ in a voice of acute boredom. It annoyed them both no end. By this time Mum was huge. She reminded me of a bloated bullfrog with her skinny arms and legs and huge swollen tummy. The following February the twins were born – Adam and Andrew. Twins! I ask you – wasn’t one enough? The house was full of nappies, squalling cries for attention and everyone forgot about me. I wasn’t allowed to play my music because it would disturb the Twins – no-one bothered about their bawling disturbing me. I suppose they were cute enough in their burbling, frothy-kissy way. They would wave their hands at me, tiny hands like little pink starfish. But it was all ‘goo-goo-goo, ga-ga-ga’ and ‘would big sister like to hold her little brothers’. No she bloody well wouldn’t (I had by now learned that swear words were the thing to use on occasions of extreme irritation with besotted adults. It never failed to get a rise out of them).

I took my ‘O’ levels that year, ten in all and it was after I finished the exams that Smugsy sprang his surprise.

‘How would you like to spend the summer in the south of France Susan?’ He always called me by my Sunday-best-name.

I gawped at him, yes, I confess I gawped. He went on to tell me about some French friends of his who had a villa in Sainte Maxime on the Riviera. I listened with half an ear whilst mentally exploring the full intent of the proposal, trying to figure out the catch, the trap. He finished up by saying how mum was tired and out of sorts and needed a rest.

Ha! I knew it - a rest from me of course. 

I brought my mobile eyebrow into play and put on my best icy voice ‘Oh really?’

‘Yes oh really and you, young lady had better buck your ideas up.’

‘Buck my ideas up? ‘I’m not entirely sure what you mean, dear stepfather.’ I was getting the hang of this needling thing by now. 

‘Well let me tell you. You do nothing to help around the house. You skulk up in your room. You haven’t a civil word to say to anyone. Susan, this can’t go on.’

Well that stung me.

‘No it can’t can it? I know I’m not wanted around here. I don’t matter one bit, do I? All I ever hear is oh the Twins did this, did that, pooped three times today. When do you ever ask about my day, about how I am? I may as well not exist. So yes, I’ll go to France if it means getting away from you all and if you’re especially lucky I might never come back.’

I didn’t realise how prophetic those last words were.

So there I was, on a plane heading for Nice. I had a suitcase full of new clothes – dresses, shorts, tops, the lot. I’d wanted to buy a bikini but when I tried one on I felt too embarrassed and I knew I’d never wear it. So mum chose a red white and blue striped bathing costume that made me look like a barrel and I chose a tiger-skin patterned one with a daring keyhole cut in the front. I’d also wanted a pair of blue jeans but oh no, mum scotched the idea. ‘They’re far too common, Sukie. They’re not for a girl like you.’ So she bought me a pair of those trousers that have the little straps to go under your feet to keep them in place. They were a ghastly mustard colour.

I was a bit nervous on the plane, travelling alone and abroad for the first time ever but I’m not stupid and I watched what everyone else did and followed their lead. I even bought a carton of duty-free cigarettes. At Nice airport I recovered my suitcase safely and stepped out into the arrivals hall. The heat was incredible and the air filled with the pungent smell of cigarette smoke. Damp patches formed under the short sleeves of my pink gingham dress. My new bouffant Mary Quant bob wilted into flat straggles. I stood there for about five minutes utterly lost and bewildered watching as people rushed up to greet the other passengers, hugs and kisses all round and a babel of voices. Eventually I found the Information Desk where I was supposed to wait for the family to meet me and I waited and waited.

Finally as I began to worry about what to do and how to get home...no never, there was no way I was turning tail – a large lady with a shock of curly ginger hair approached me. She wore a garish sleeveless dress which displayed the extent of huge sunburned red arms. She had a bust like a balcony large enough for a 5 piece orchestra to play on and into this I was subsequently enfolded and kissed. But it was the girl with her that rang the warning bells. Tall, bronzed, unfairly slim with brown curly hair held back with a golden Alice band. She wore dark green trousers with huge bell-bottoms and a skimpy gold crochet top.

‘Welcome to France Susan. This is my daughter Marie-Laure.’

I nodded but relief that I’d been found warred for supremacy with anxiety because I knew this wasn’t going to work. The tall, unfairly thin daughter held out a slim hand all the while taking in my crumpled, damp dress and wilting bob. I knew what she was thinking because I was thinking it too - What can this bedraggled, dumpy English chick in a prissy pink dress possibly have in common with me?’

And there you have it. What indeed?

The answer of course was nothing. For the next few weeks I was doomed to tag along after this fashionista and her friends. True we had considerable freedom; Mme Balcony Boobs was too indolent to worry herself about us. We had our routines. She knew them and so contented herself by giving us a peck on each cheek in the morning as we left for the beach across the road from the villa. The routines were simple: beach, gossip, flirting, lunch. Afternoons were a re-run of the mornings followed by dinner in the evening followed by a party somewhere or other, dancing to the Beatles and the Stones and yet more gossip and flirting. It was all torture for me. I got sunburned. I was sick after eating mussels for the first time. The fashionista and her friends laughed at my attempts to speak French. I cringed when Marie-Laure sifted through my wardrobe.

‘You wear this in England? And this?’

If my eyebrow raising trick was good, well she turned in a virtuoso performance together with a supercilious expression that would reduce a grown man to tears. In short, I was thoroughly miserable and, truth to tell, I missed mum and my books and my room full of all my things. So I skulked away the days under the parasol on the beach. Occasionally I tried to join in the gaggle that collected around the beach side bar but I was like a drab brown hen amongst a flock of colourful tropical birds as they chattered about how far someone got with someone else the night before.

The only bright spot for me was Giselle – one of Marie-Laure’s friends and again, blonde, leggy, unfairly thin (but not as much so as Marie-Laure) but, unlike the others, innately kind. She sought me out, chatted to me, helped me with my French and generously tried to engineer some sort of entente cordiale between me and the others. She also knew that I longed, oh how fervently I longed, for a pair of bell-bottom trousers to replace the mustard crap mum had bought. I felt that if I dressed a bit more like the rest of them, I might fit in better – a vain hope probably and anyway I hadn’t the money to buy a pair.

One morning she ducked under the parasol.

‘Here, let’s go. You’ve got to try these on’

‘These’ were a pair of turquoise bellbottoms. I squinted at them. She laughed.

‘You want a pair don’t you? Well these aren’t the right colour for me but they’ll suit you well.’

It was a blatant lie of course, but a kind one. What she meant was that they were too big for her but I might be able to squeeze myself into them. I tried them on. I breathed in hard and long, wrenched the zip up quick and made it. There was nothing to be done about the roll of flesh that draped itself over the waistband – puppy fat mum called it. She assured me I would lose it as I got older but, of course, I never did. 

That day Giselle and her mum drove me into Sainte Maxime to a little dressmaker’s shop and after being prodded, poked and pinned, a few discreet alterations were made and voila, I had my bell bottoms. I resembled Barnacle Bill the Sailor, but I did feel better for a while.

Into my third week I got a letter from mum and Smugsy enclosing a postcard with my ‘O’ level results. I had passed nine out of the ten with top grades. All Smugsy wrote was that it was a shame I’d failed Latin and my mum had added ‘but it was never your favourite subject.’ Not a word of congratulations. No ‘well-done’ only more stuff about the twins and what was happening at home, including the ominous news that my bedroom was being redecorated...probably in mustard colours. I was outraged.

Later that day I met Giselle and told her my news.

‘But we must celebrate.’

So her mum took us into Sainte Maxime in her little car and left us at a café/bar in the shade of some pine trees overlooking the promenade. That was my last happy day. We celebrated, chatted, laughed and eyed up all the passing talent.

When it grew dark Giselle’s mum came back to pick us up and I made my big mistake. I lied. I told her I was meeting Hector and we were going out for the evening.

Who was Hector?

A sweet, shy Scottish boy I met at one of the endless parties. I wish now I’d never used his name because the police gave him some hassle later.

Why did I lie?

Because sitting at the table next to us was a Sean Connery look-alike. He was so gorgeous and I was sure that he’d been eying me up. Me...not beautiful Giselle...can you believe it?

Giselle’s mum was a bit doubtful about leaving me but I convinced her. Once they left I ordered a glass of white wine and lit up one of my duty-free ciggies. Oh I felt so sophisticated. I cast what I hoped was a sultry glance across at Sean Mark II. With hindsight I probably looked more like a hungry hippo in search of its first good meal for a year. Whatever! It worked and Mark II slid his chair across to my table and in a rich melted chocolate voice asked,

‘May I join you Mademoiselle?’

I’d never had much to do with boys before, never got past the snogging stage and the ‘no touching below the waist’ rule. But this was no boy. He must have been in his twenties and utterly fab from his slicked black hair to his suede moccasins. We smoked, drank wine and talked in a mixture of French and English. Around...well I’ve no idea what time but it was properly dark, he asked me if I’d like to see the villa he was having built. As I climbed into his red sports car a tiny warning prickled at the back of my neck but I ignored it. This was life. This was adventure. This was someone who fancied me.

He drove fast, one hand on the wheel another resting lightly on my knee. He turned off the main road and we bumped along a dusty track to a building site. He took my hand and we wandered through scratchy dry grass and scrub until we came to a half-built villa. We sat on a small wall. He put his arms round me. We kissed; his breath was smoky and bitter. He pulled me onto the ground and suddenly his hands were all over my body, squeezing, nipping.

‘Hey stop it, that hurts’ I was more indignant than scared.

He rolled on top of me, his hands scrabbling into my knickers. He grunted in my ear,

‘Salope ou vièrge? Whore or virgin?’

I heard Gran’s voice. ‘Sukie, get out of there...run...run now.’

And run I did. I bit his ear. He squealed and I gave an almighty heave to get out from under him. Sobbing, I ran.

I never saw what it was that I tripped over or what I hit when I fell; a fierce flash of pain right across my skull, blackness...nothing more.

They found my body a couple of days later. The local police set up a massive enquiry. Poor Hector got the third degree for a while but thankfully produced a solid alibi. Smugsy – no he deserves his own name – Stewart flew out and I’ll give him his due he seemed genuinely upset when he identified my body.

‘Poor kid, poor kid’ he kept on saying with tears in his eyes.

After that he flew me home. I stayed in the aircraft hold with my coffin...didn’t know what else to do. I was wretched with guilt, grief and my own stupidity.

Marie-Laure, immaculate and stunning in a black trouser suit and her mother flew over for the funeral which was a pretty grim affair. After that I came back home and here I am.
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‘Was it something like that for you?’ I ask Lynette. 

She nods. ‘Car accident though – joy riding. But you mustn’t stay here you know. I’ve brought someone to fetch you. Here she is.’

In the corner of the room a patch of white light shimmers and takes form.

‘Hello love.’

‘Gran, my Gran, my Granny Grapes.’ I gasp. I cry. I howl. ‘I’ve missed you so much.’

‘I know love but I’ve always kept an eye on you. I tried to warn you. I’m so sorry I didn’t reach you in time.’

I wail even louder and gulp. Gran waits a few moments for me to calm down and says gently,

‘Time to go now love, are you ready?’

‘Not quite Gran, there’s something I have to do. I have to make my peace.’

First I go into mum’s bedroom. She and Stewart are asleep. Mum twitches and moans a little. I give her a soft kiss.

‘Love you mum. I’m so sorry. Be happy now.’

She mutters my name in her sleep and her lips curve into a little smile.

Next I go round to Stewart. He seems older and grey.

‘I’m sorry for all the trouble I gave you. Thank you for bringing me home. Take care of mum and the twins.’

Finally I visit the twins. They lie in their snug suits, curled up together like a pair of tadpoles. Andrew, the younger of the two, stirs and rolls onto his back. He stares at me. I know he can see me. He waves chubby fists and blows bubbles.

‘Andy when you’re old enough, remember to tell them it wasn’t their fault and that I love you all.’ He opens his eyes wide and gives me a gummy grin.

Gran comes into the room.

‘Ready now Sukie? It’s time for us to move on.’

I take her hand. It’s time to go.
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Boy with a Harmonica
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France 1943

They came silently, stealthily down the mountain-side and into the gloom of the forest, pausing and listening before creeping through the soft carpet of leaf mould and pine needles. They were used to the sounds of the forest; the rustle of tiny night creatures in the undergrowth, the gentle step of a deer delicately picking its way through the trees, the murmur of sleepy pigeons roosting in the branches overhead. That night they heard no sounds that did not belong.

At the edge of the forest they paused again, three shadows in the night. The woods encircled an ancient stone farmhouse built on a plateau half way up the mountain-side. The smell of wood smoke from its chimney drifted towards them. They waited and watched for the signal.

A glimmer of light appeared at an upper window of the farmhouse. It remained for a few moments, glowing in the dark before it was extinguished. The three ran swiftly across the small meadow between the forest edge and the farmhouse, ducking and weaving, hearts pounding.

Three taps on the weather-beaten door. It opened and they filed in. One of the men, the leader - tall, fair-haired, with an intelligent face - nodded to the old man standing in the doorway who led them into the kitchen. He pointed to the scrubbed table in the middle of the floor where bread, dried sausage and wine waited for them. Exhausted, cold and starving the three men fell upon the food, devouring it with quick sharp bites. No words passed. In the shadows of the room the old man’s wife busied herself between the deep stone sink and huge fireplace where she was heating up water for coffee. Every so often, she stopped to peer anxiously out of the window over the sink. 

Eventually the leader spoke.

‘What news from the village?’

The old man shrugged.

‘They’re everywhere. You’re mad to come here.’

‘Where else should we go mon père?’

‘You were ambushed?’

‘We were. Someone was careless...or is collaborating. The Bosche were waiting for us.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t know how many of us got away. We won’t stay long. It’ll be dawn soon and we’ll be off.’
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In the village at the foot of the mountains the inhabitants were awakened by the snarl of engines and rumble of wheels. Two German army trucks pulled up alongside the village square. Soldiers tumbled out of the back of them and immediately searched the village. Banging on house doors with gun butts, they pushed and shoved everyone into the square. There, the villagers huddled together, shivering in the chill air; silent, watchful and afraid. Among them was Jean Fourrier, the butcher; a big man in his forties, wide strong shoulders and a belly that hung over the broad belt around his waist. He stood a little apart from the others, thumbs hooked into his belt watching the soldiers. 

At the edge of the huddle was the Boy, shifting nervously from foot to foot. His name was Christophe but everyone called him the Boy. An orphan, he lived, supposedly, with an elderly aunt but, like a cat, he came and went as he pleased roaming the woods and mountains around the village, returning only when hunger drove him. He was different from the other boys. Some dismissed him as simple-minded - perhaps because of his stuttering speech. However, they were wrong. In his head his thoughts and ideas jostled and raced for expression and perversely, tied his tongue in knots. He loved the country around him. He knew intimately the forest tracks, the grey mountain rocks, the hidden places where he sat watching the birds and dreaming his music - for the Boy had a passion and a rare talent. He took the sounds of the land, of animals and birds, of voices, of everything around him and, with his harmonica, captured them, blending them into cascades of sweet notes that rippled down the mountain side and filled the valley. He carried the harmonica with him everywhere.

He waited at the edge of the square watching as the search continued and the soldiers looted the houses bringing out food, blankets even clothing to be loaded onto the trucks.

‘Bad’ he muttered, ‘bad, bad men.’

At that moment, a German officer approached the huddle, searching for the one face he knew.

‘You’ he pointed to Jean the butcher, ‘Come with me.’

Jean stepped forward. Without waiting, the officer walked back to the truck. Jean obediently followed.

‘What is that place, up there?’ and the officer pointed to the farmhouse whose outline showed faint in the grey of pre-dawn light.

‘It’s my brother’s farm’ Jean replied.

‘Why would there be smoke from the chimney at this time?’

Jean shrugged.

‘He gets up early your brother?’

‘I suppose so.’

The Boy shuffled closer to the truck where the two men were speaking. He could not hear all the words but he picked out their tones. He was puzzled. They gave out a false note...as if they were reading from a script. He shook his head. But he saw where the officer pointed and knew the farm. He liked the old man and his wife, they were kind to him. He knew too, of other men, hiding in the mountains, who visited the farm now and again. He recognised some of them, especially the tall fair one who used to live in the village. He was kind to him too. He frowned, still puzzled. He heard the officer say loudly

‘Well, it’s time to pay your brother a visit.’

Now the Boy recognised the tone – menacing - and he knew what he had to do. All the while watching the soldiers, he backed slowly and carefully away from the truck until he reached the wall of the church that formed one side of the square. He pressed himself into the shadows, slipped quietly across the narrow alley way at the back of the church to the small churchyard. There he dodged between the gravestones until he came to the furthest corner from the village. He readied himself to leap the small wall that encircled the churchyard when a dog set up a frenzied barking. He froze. He heard shouts. Torch lights flashed, outlining his pale face.

‘There, over there.’

Knowing he had been spotted, the Boy leapt the wall and ran like a hare for the track through the woods. He stopped once to look back, saw the flash of torchlights and heard the crash of boots.

‘Oh no, oh no’ he mewed and continued to run until he arrived almost at the place where the three men had emerged from the woods earlier. There he collapsed. The soldiers found him sitting on a tree stump, shivering and, between gulping sobs, playing his harmonica – loud, strident, fretful bursts of notes. One of the soldiers snatched the harmonica and back-handed the Boy twice across the face. He stared up at them with wide hurt eyes, a trickle of blood curled slowly down his chin. The soldiers gestured with their rifles towards the farmhouse and marched him across the meadow.
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The old lady in the farmhouse watched from the window. The three men sat around the table slumped in a stupor of fatigue. Suddenly she leaned closer to the window, peering across to the woods. She gestured to her husband.

‘Lights, I saw lights in the wood.’

The old man pushed the window open and stared hard. 

‘Ssh, do you hear something?’

The men at the table stirred, shaking off their sleep.

‘What is it, mon père?’ 

‘Ssh, listen.’

The sound of the harmonica cut through the still air.

‘It’s the Boy, Christophe’ the leader said. ‘A warning. We must go. Make everything tidy, maman.’

Giving her a quick hug and kiss, he and his companions ducked out through the back door and disappeared once again into the forest.
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In the village, the officer watched his two men running after the Boy. He took out a cigarette holder, carefully inserted a dark, thin cigarette, lit it, inhaled and remained silent for a minute or two. Finally he spoke to Jean.

‘Who was that?’

‘It looked like the Boy, Christophe he’s called. He’s an odd lad, a bit simple and harmless.’

‘Maybe, maybe not.’ The officer shouted to his men. ‘Back in the trucks six of you. The rest stay here, make sure no-one else leaves the village.’ He turned to the huddle still waiting in the square. ‘You peasants, you can return to your hovels. Anyone caught trying to leave will be shot.’

‘And me? Should I stay here?’ Jean asked.

‘No, you come with us to the farm. After all you still want your brother’s fat cattle don’t you?’

Dawn was breaking and slashes of pink and silver ripped through the dark grey sky as the truck lurched along the stony road out of the village. Halfway along, Jean pointed to the cart track leading up to the farm and the driver swung the truck onto it. They pulled up in the farmyard, the men spilled out. Jean remained in the truck.

‘Search everywhere’ the officer commanded before sauntering to the farmhouse door. He knocked politely but walked straight in.

‘Good morning my friends. You are up early.’

The old couple stared at him.

‘I believe you have had visitors? Where are they? Please save us all time and trouble.’

The couple remained silent.

The officer laughed. 

‘Well I can wait until you’re ready to talk. We need to wait for the others anyway.’

The old man stepped forward.

‘I don’t understand sir.’

‘Oh, I believe you do.’ The officer sat in a black oak chair at the head of the table. ‘Some coffee?’ he nodded towards the old woman. She took the pot off the stove and poured a small cupful.

Outside, as the men rampaged through the barn and around the back of the house, Jean climbed out of the truck. He headed for the barn where his brother had three fat bullocks, ready for slaughter. They would fetch him a good price on the black market. He saw the Boy and the soldiers emerge from the woods and cross the meadow. The Boy stumbled as one of the soldiers pushed him along with his rifle butt.

The officer emerged from the house.

‘Everyone seems to be up and about early this morning and it bids to be a fine day.’

The Boy, still making quiet little mewing noises, stared at Jean as the officer waved his hand and said, ‘You, Mr Butcher-man may take those beasts you told me about and leave.’

Jean, unable to meet the Boy’s gaze hurried past him, head down.

‘J...Ju...Judas’ the Boy hissed because now he fully understood the treachery that had taken place.

‘Shall we all go inside’ the officer gestured to his men. One of them stepped forward and held out the harmonica. On seeing it, the Boy cried out and reached for it.

‘Ah so that was it’ the officer nodded. ‘A signal, a warning. A bold idea, Boy but you will never play this again.’  He threw the harmonica to the ground. Again the Boy cried out. 

Back in the house the officer seized the old man.

‘Where have they gone, the Maquis scum? Where are they?’

‘Who sir, I don’t understand.’

The officer gestured to one of his men.

‘Bring her here’ 

The soldier dragged the old woman across the room, twisting her arm up behind her back. She gave a little moan of pain, soon bitten off.

‘Now for the last time, old man, where did they go?’

Imperceptibly, the woman shook her head.

‘I don’t under...’ the old man began but before he finished speaking the officer whipped out his pistol, put it to the woman’s head and pulled the trigger. The Boy wailed and rocked from side to side.

‘Yes, you have something to say?’ The officer asked him.

The Boy shook his head, closing his lips firmly.

The officer aimed his pistol at the old man. He pulled the trigger. The old man fell backwards to the floor. ‘Now it is just us, Boy.’

For an hour the officer tortured the Boy, finally leaving him tied to a chair, fingers broken, his face a bloody pulp, his body scorched with burns. The officer left neither knowing nor caring whether the Boy was still alive.

‘Torch it, burn it all’ he ordered as he climbed back into the truck.
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Once the Germans left, the village people, in ones and twos, emerged from their homes. Grim-faced they stared up the mountain side to the farmhouse where they saw thick plumes of black smoke and heard the crash of falling timbers. In the evening a few of the men walked to the farm. Heat from the fire radiated towards them as they approached and fine grey ash swirled about in the evening breeze, powdering their faces. The building still smouldered and smoked. The roof had collapsed inwards and all the windows blown out with the heat. Here and there a flicker of flame licked around a length of fallen timber, flaring up momentarily as the breeze caught it. There was no chance of entering the ruins that night.

The following morning and in anticipation of the horror to come, the men took a donkey and flat cart, loaded with sacking up to the farmhouse. They set about their macabre task of finding the corpses – no-one was in any doubt that there would be corpses to find. They recovered three charred bodies from the ashes and gently loaded them onto the cart. As they worked one of the men spotted Jean the butcher approaching. He alerted the others and they all stopped their grisly work. Jean ignored them. He stood silent in front of the burnt-out ruin, covering his nose and mouth with his hand. He scuffed at the ashes and kicked the discarded harmonica. He picked it up, studied it a moment and slipped it into his jacket pocket.

‘They made me bring them here. I couldn’t refuse’ his voice was rough and aggressive. ‘I didn’t know this would happen’ he shouted, ‘I swear it.’

The men ignored him. They covered the bodies and led the donkey back to the village. As they left one of the men spat in front of Jean and snarled, ‘I see you’ve got your brother’s bullocks in the field by your slaughterhouse. I hope it was worth it.’
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Jean the butcher set off with his gun to try for a deer or even some rabbits up in the woods. Meat was scarce and his trade had dwindled away. The villagers refused to bring their pigs or sheep to his slaughterhouse and other sources of meat were hard to find. Although he had done well on the black market from the sale of his brother’s bullocks, now, Jean struggled to make a living.

As he walked up through the woods he found himself on the path running towards the burnt-out farmhouse. He crossed the meadow to the ruin. He poked around amongst the debris and rank weeds, His nephew, the Maquis leader, had not been seen since the day of the tragedy. Jean wondered if he was still alive. ‘If not, I’ll claim this land as my own.’

Suddenly he got a feeling that he was being watched. He spun round. There was no-one there. He heard a slight rustling and little clouds of ash puffed up around him. He shivered.

‘Who’s there?’ 

Silence. Uneasy, he left the ruin behind him. 

All that day Jean could not shake off the disquieting feeling of being watched and followed. He returned, empty-handed, to his cottage at the edge of the village.

Jean was not a man given to great imagination nor was he of a nervous disposition. Yet, in the following weeks he was unable to free himself of the sense of someone-or something watching him. Wherever he went he felt a presence near him. He was afraid. Every shadow threatened danger.

One night Jean awoke sharply. He shivered in the icy cold of his dark bedroom. A strange smell – acrid, smoky – hung in the air yet there was no fire in the house. Fumbling on the night stand for matches, he lit the candle he left there. In its flickering glow he peered fearfully around the room. In one corner where he hung his clothes, his jacket swayed gently on its hook.

‘Ha! Must have left the window open’ he muttered, trying to convince himself that all was well, yet knowing that he would never open the window on a winter’s night. He got out of bed, went to the window and, as expected, it was tightly shut. As he stood there the smell of smoke grew stronger. In the reflection of the panes he saw a dark shadow standing behind him. Forcing himself to turn around he let out a terrified scream. In front of him, emitting little puffs of smoky sooty breath was the charred and blackened figure of the Boy. 

‘No, no’ cried Jean holding out his hands as though to ward off the apparition. ‘What do you want with me? It wasn’t my fault. I didn’t...know. What do you want with me?’

The Boy came close to the terrified butcher. The stench of smoke and scorched flesh enveloped Jean and he collapsed to the floor, senseless.

The first rays of a thin wintry sun pierced the bedroom window when Jean revived. At first he wondered how he came to be lying on the floor before remembering the visitation. He shuddered. 

‘No, no it was all a bad dream’ he mumbled dragging on his clothes. As he pulled on his trousers he trod in a little heap of something grey and powdery on the floor. He bent over and rubbed a finger into it. His normally ruddy face paled. The powder was ash.

From that day Jean Fourrier the butcher became a haunted man. His confident stride diminished to a hesitant creeping shuffle. He muttered and mouthed constantly to himself. Sometimes, when walking through the village, he stopped and, looking over his shoulder, he would shout, ‘I see you. Go away. It wasn’t my fault I tell you.’

He lost weight; the fat belly melted away until his belt slipped uselessly to his ankles. He locked himself in his house, slumped in a chair in the kitchen drinking away the days.

Winter took a firm hold and the distant Pyrenees were glazed with brilliant white snow. In the forests sere brown leaves and pine needles tinged with frost formed a soft-rustling carpet. Usually Jean kept to his cottage but on one day of sunshine he ventured into the village, creeping along, peering behind him, mumbling, drooling a little. When he returned to his home he opened the door, rushed inside and locked it with bolts and keys. In the kitchen he gave a long wail of despair. Cupboard doors and drawers gaped open, their contents strewn on the floor. Crockery and glasses smashed, tins bent and battered. He ran upstairs. Here too, in his bedroom all was ransacked. The bed and mattress tipped over, his clothes ripped off their hooks and torn out of drawers and everywhere a trail of powdery ash. Jean wailed again, banging his head with his fists.

‘What? What is it you want of me? What?’

In one corner of the room a dark shadow, slowly took the shape and form of the Boy. It moved towards Jean... 

‘Please no! Go away. I’m sorry; I tell you I’m sorry. There was nothing to be done.’

In reply, the Boy lifted his poor broken hands and cupping them across his mouth blew soft smoky breaths into them. Suddenly Jean understood.

‘I have it’ he cried, ‘I’ll get it for you.’ 

He wrestled with a floorboard in front of the window, prising it free. He drew out a tin and searched feverishly through its contents. His hand trembled as he held out the harmonica. The Boy grasped it, put it to his mouth and blew a long jarring blast. The sound struck terror deep into Jean’s soul. He covered his ears,  

‘Don’t’ he whimpered, ‘I can’t bear it. I can’t bear any of it anymore.’

The Boy blew another screeching, grinding note. Jean fled downstairs; the discordant notes of the harmonica filled his head. He ran out to his slaughterhouse. Inside, he went straight to the butcher’s table with its thick scarred top where his knives were laid out in a neat row. He picked up the slender filleting knife, bent back his head and slashed the knife across his throat.
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From time to time, in the stillness of a spring morning or the cooling evening of summer, a soft, gentle cascade of notes floats on the air, drifting through the forest to the village below and the villagers stop work to listen and those who remember nod wisely and say,

‘That’s the Boy with a harmonica.’
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The Last Word 
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England 1925

I was baking one of my orange cakes - one of my dear Arthur’s favourites - when the doorbell rang. I heard a few murmured words, the door closed and Mrs Jones, my daily help stomped into the kitchen.

‘Message from Mrs Pickles’ she sniffed, superciliously, before handing over an envelope. I gave her one of My Looks and she retreated. Since the War it is so difficult to get good staff. 

The writing on the envelope, faint, spidery, was not at all like Doris’ usual childlike scribble. I opened it.

Dear Sandra I hope you are well? Such dreadful weather. I have been kept inside by a shocking cold but I am well now. I have missed our little game and wondered if we could have it tomorrow? It would be lovely to see you, Grace and Enid once more.

I am very sensitive, at least Arthur used to say so and I detected a plea in Doris’ letter. Poor soul, she must be in want of good company. I pictured her lying in bed in that dreadful little cottage, lonely, helpless even with scarcely a morsel to eat in the pantry. You see, Doris is a lovely person, good-hearted and such a willing helper at the village fete and the church jumble sales – although that is more to fill her wardrobe out – but never mind that. She is so genuine, a happy soul, a widow, like me but unlike my dear Arthur, her Ernest was most improvident and left her in a parlous state financially. When he died Mrs Markham, the Squire’s wife offered her the cottage at the gates to the Grange because poor Doris could not afford to stay on in the family home. I know a few other ladies in the village look down their noses at her, but as Grace’s husband, the vicar always reminds us – it is what is in your heart and not in your purse that is important and Doris has a good heart.

Anyway, our little game is a weekly game of whist between me, my best friend Grace, Doris and Enid. Doris loves playing cards. The only problem is she is hopeless. She fluffs her shuffle, forgets which suit is trumps and never seems to be able to remember what cards have been played. She always loses. Our games are punctuated with cries of ‘Oh Doris how many more times, hearts are trumps’. Even Grace protests mildly and she is the quietest, most tolerant and charitable of us – well I suppose she has to be being the vicar’s wife. 

Oh but Enid! Her sole purpose in life seems to be to make everyone else miserable. I don’t know how she came to be one of us.  She was new to the village and Grace had invited her to meet a few of the other ladies at one of her afternoon tea parties. In she stalked, that is the only word for it; tall, thin, beaky nose, wearing an outmoded black frock - in fact she reminded me of a crow. Grace introduced her and I got the feeling she was assessing us, what we were wearing, how much it cost, what we were worth, I know, it was dreadful of me. She shook hands with me, bony fingers in soiled gloves and eyed my pearls.

‘They must have cost a pretty penny’ she came right out with it, ‘it is a wonder you dare wear them these days.’ I remember putting my hand up to cover them as I felt sure she was trying to count them. Grace intervened and introduced Doris.

‘How lovely to meet you’ Doris babbled oblivious to the raised eyebrows and cold ‘how d’you do’. Enid eyed Doris’ frock which we all silently recognised as one the Squire’s wife had given away to the last jumble sale and remarked, ‘Mrs Markham had a gown exactly like yours. It had become sadly worn so she gave it away to a jumble sale.’

Poor Doris flushed scarlet and retreated behind her teacup and a slice of fruit cake. It was at that moment that Grace made her big mistake. In an attempt to cover the awkwardness she told Enid, ‘Doris is a keen card player. She is the stalwart third hand in our weekly whist games.’

‘Oh really’ Enid drawled. ‘My father was a brilliant card player. He taught me how to play bridge almost as well as he did. I’ll make up a fourth hand with you, happy to.’ 

I told her we only play a simple whist but she condescended to join us anyway and has invited herself along ever after. Grace says we should take folk as we find them and probably Enid has some terrible disappointment or loss in her life, but I do wish we had never found Enid. She reeks of discontent from her pointed face down to her sensible Mary-Jane shoes. Her conversation is a litany of complaints interspersed with what her father would have said or done or both if she had ever played a hand as badly as Doris. She nearly always wins too. I suspect foul play but can’t prove it.

I must say Doris always takes her losses and Enid’s endless criticism in good part. She giggles, shakes her head and says ‘I’m hopeless aren’t I? But one day, one day I’ll beat you all if it’s the last thing I do.’

She is sweet Doris and she does love her cards.

So I telephoned Grace. I hate the telephone but my son, Frederick insisted on having one installed now I am alone and I must say it makes it so much easier than sending a man with a message. Grace agreed to let Enid know – we both sighed – and it was all arranged.

I made an extra batch of scones and decided to give the orange cake to the winner. It would be nice if for once Enid did not prevail and carry off the cake in boastful triumph. 
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The next day, I gave Mrs Jones the afternoon off so I opened the door to Grace and Enid myself and helped them remove their coats. We stood in my hallway a moment. The dark green tiles which clad the walls part way gleamed in the flicker of the fire that Mrs Jones had lit in the corner fireplace before she left. The brass and copperware on the mantel shone and a large arrangement of daffodils and pussy willow stood on a small side table. I was not going to give Enid anything to sneer at in my housekeeping. She did scrutinise everything before sighing, ‘I suppose we are to wait here until Doris arrives?’ 

As ever, Grace rose to the occasion. ‘We will go through Sandra, no need to stand on ceremony, I know’ and she led Enid into my drawing room. The doorbell rang a moment later and there was Doris standing on the threshold. 

When she drifted in I must admit I got a bit of a shock. I barely recognised her muffled up as she was in a large navy wrap coat and wearing a soft cloche hat that seemed to be in danger of slipping over her eyes. She tripped into the hall.

‘Sandra, it’s me, Doris.’

I pulled myself together and greeted her. She slipped off her coat and removed the hat to reveal the full picture. Instead of her usual shapeless frock she wore one of those new fashion drop waist ones, all orange and black stripes with a huge cream collar and an even larger bow tied at the hips. And her hair! Gone was the salt and pepper tangle that she usually tucked up into an untidy bun. Now it was shorn into a short bob, parted in the middle, with a small kiss curl resting either side of her cheeks. But the coup de grace was the colour – blonde - dyed obviously – bright blonde. I tried to gather my wits. Doris’ eyes danced with mischief.

‘Different don’t you think?’ 

I gulped, nodded and stuttered something foolish. Privately I considered neither the frock nor her hair style at all suitable – they did nothing for her whatsoever.

‘Let’s go and see what Enid has to say’ and she winked at me.

I stood back to allow her to make her entrance and watched the expression on Enid’s face as her eyes opened wide. Her mouth twisted as though she had swallowed a bit of sour lemon. She looked Doris up and down and said in an acid voice ‘Doris, what on earth have you done to yourself?’

Not a whit put out Doris smiled. 

‘Oh Enid, I saw a lovely dress like this in the last church jumble sale but I was helping old Mrs Connors find some material that had been donated and didn’t have time to stop so I missed buying it. When I had the chance of this one I had to have it and I wanted to do something with my hair as well’ and she stroked the back of her shorn head.

Enid snorted. ‘Well you are ridiculous. Are you trying to imitate one of those disgraceful flappers? You should know better. You are far too old. Mutton dressed as lamb as my dear father would have remarked.’

‘Doris’ Grace interposed gently, ‘you are so pale, you’re sure you are well again?’

‘Oh yes, I’m well now thank you Grace, completely recovered.’

‘Are we going to get on with the game or not?’ snapped Enid put out by Doris’ insouciance.

‘Of course. I’m late, so sorry.’

I ushered Doris to the table and sat between her and Enid, hoping to deflect some of the cutting remarks I knew she would come out with.

‘I’ll deal, shall I?’ Enid grabbed the cards, shuffling and cutting the pack in a professional manner. Without waiting for a reply she dealt out four hands. 

‘Clubs are trumps. Clubs Doris. Those are the black ones shaped like a clover leaf’.

‘I know that Enid’ Doris giggled whilst Grace and I exchanged a rueful glance.

For once the cards fell evenly and after the first rounds Enid was ahead of the rest of us by a few points. The deal moved to me and Doris swept her cards up into her hand.

‘Ooh, thank you my dear, you’ve given me a lovely hand.’

‘Doris!’  Enid snapped a reprimand. ‘What have I told you time and time again? No talking about your hand. My father always taught me to play my own hand and play it in silence.’ 

I thought it a fatuous remark. It gave me scant respect for his intelligence. I mean whose hand would you play if not your own? 

I had given her good cards because she produced a fistful of trumps and nearly played us off the table.

‘Even a baby would win with those cards’ Enid sniped.

The next round on Grace’s deal, Doris played like a diva. She trumped every one of Enid’s tricks giving a little cry of glee as she laid her cards. But it wasn’t only that the cards were kind to her, it was her whole manner. Where was the fumbling bumbling Doris, dropping her cards or drifting off into a daydream? 

After an hour we had a break and Grace and I slipped into the kitchen to make up the tea tray. As she placed the scones on a plate Grace voiced my thoughts.

‘What on earth has happened to Doris? I am not at all sure about the frock and the hair but it obviously has done something for her, I’ve never known her play so well.’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t understand it either. But I do believe that she has, as my son Frederick would say, thoroughly rattled Enid.’

We had our tea and scones and chatted about this and that until Enid put her cup down sharply and snapped, ‘let’s get on with it shall we? 

‘This will have to be the last round for me’ Doris said. ‘I’m on borrowed time today. What does the winner get Sandra?’

‘I baked one of my orange cakes. Would that do?’

‘Oh lovely. You’ve got such a light touch. My cakes were either as dry as sawdust or had a soggy bottom...’

‘For heaven’s sake, can we get on with it’ Enid snapped.

‘Yes, for heaven’s sake, let’s’ Doris chirped and picked up the pack. Expertly she shuffled the cards, riffling through them so that they interleaved with each other and for good measure she riffled them back together into a solid pack. Her hands barely seemed to touch the cards. We all stared in silence, mouths agape like trap doors. When, with a flick of the wrist, she dealt out the hands without a fluff or fumble we all knew something strange was happening.

Goodness me, it took Doris half an hour to turn us all inside out, taking trick after trick. Enid’s face was a picture. She fumbled her cards as Doris used to and twice Grace and I had to remind her about trumps. We were all comprehensively beaten. As I added up the final points Doris hovered by my shoulder. Silently I underlined her score and glanced up at her. I smiled.

‘I did it’ she cried. ‘I finally did it. I beat you all.’ There was no malice in her voice, merely a childlike pleasure at her own success.

‘Oh well done Doris’ Grace and I chorused.

‘Let me get you your cake’.

Doris looked at the clock on my mantelpiece.

‘Heaven’s is that the time? You keep the cake Sandra and enjoy it for me... I must fly. Don’t disturb yourself, I can see myself out.’

She was about to leave the drawing room when, at the door, she turned around and in a sweet voice spoke to Enid,

‘Don’t forget to put that two of clubs back in the pack. You know - the one that fell into your handbag. Goodbye Sandra, Grace. Thank you for the game.’ 

With that, she was gone.

Grace and I stared accusingly at Enid whose face flushed as red as a holly berry.

‘Must have slipped...never noticed...’ she mumbled.

I didn’t hear anything more because the telephone in the hall rang and I went to answer it.

It was Mrs Markham from the Grange and Doris’ nearest neighbour.

‘Oh Sandra I’ve returned from closing up Doris’ cottage, the doctor asked me to. It is such a shame. She was a lovely lady. I wanted to tell you myself in case you had not already heard - Doris passed away last night.’

When I didn’t say anything... because I couldn’t ...she went on,

‘I know you were good friends. It must be a shock for you. I’m so sorry to be the bearer of sad news.’

Stunned, I fumbled with the receiver. I was shaking and shivering all over.

Grace came out into the hall.

‘Sandra dear, what is it? Are you all right? You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘I have. We all have. That was Mrs Markham, Doris’ neighbour. Apparently,’ I drew out the words slowly and carefully, ‘Doris passed away last night.’

Grace and I stared at each other. I swear I heard Doris chuckle and her faint voice.

‘I told you I would beat you all if it was the last thing I did.’  
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The Siren
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England 1903

Avoiding the main highway, the stranger set off to walk the last mile of his journey along the cliff path. As he left the straggle of houses of the little seaside town behind, he lengthened his stride, bent his head to the wind and strode out. To his left, steep red clay cliffs fell away to the beach below. The sea, flecked with white, mirrored the pewter sky. The tide was incoming and between gusts of a piercing north-easterly wind he heard the waves crashing on the shingle below and the rattle and clack of pebbles sucked along by the undertow. In places the edges of the cliffs had fallen away depositing huge balls of clay onto the beach. To his right, stretched an expanse of rough grass and prickly furze across which he made out the line of the highway where a carrier cart trundled along. Beyond, in a clump of trees a spiral of smoke from some hidden chimney was caught up by the wind and gusted away. As he pressed on, the coarse yellowed grass rustled under his feet. Occasionally, he lifted his head to take a swift, yet cautious glance behind him. He saw neither man, bird nor beast in this desolate, melancholy landscape, nothing to evoke pleasure or wonder. Yet, perversely it was attractive to him in his present state of mind. 

Eventually the first signs of human habitation – a church spire and the sails of a windmill - appeared ahead of him. The path widened and along its side, cowering against a grass bank, a solitary thorn tree tortured by cruel winds, clung to existence. A little further and he came upon a row of cottages built from round cobbles roughly mortared together. The path took him in front of these, on the seaward side where the cliffs had crumbled and fallen away. It was plain to him that the sea would soon be knocking on the cottage doors.

At a fork in the path, the stranger hesitated and glanced behind him once more. Ignoring the steep causeway that led to the beach, he turned to his right and headed into the village. The afternoon was drawing in. He walked along the narrow main street to the church where he stopped to look up at the steeple silhouetted against the dark silver sky. Small black shapes flitted from stone to stone. Suddenly, as one, the shapes took to the air - a mass of starlings. This black phalanx wheeled around the steeple and swooped low flying directly at him. Involuntarily he ducked as they flew over him. With a last whisper of wings, they were gone. He shivered. 

A voice came from a building at the side of the street.

‘Give over Sophie, my love.’

The stranger spun around to face the building. The glow of a forge fire showed through the wide open doorway and he half ran towards it.

‘Sophie?’ he cried out.

In the building stood a huge grey carthorse nibbling affectionately at the leather jerkin of a man of equally noble stature.

The stranger came to an abrupt halt when he saw the man.

‘Evening mester’ the blacksmith spoke in some surprise at the sudden appearance of a stranger in his forge.

The stranger hesitated and stammered,’ who... where... who is Sophie?’

The blacksmith slapped the horse on its neck.

‘Why this is Sophie and she’s needing a new set of shoes.’

The man seemed at a loss.

‘I was watching the birds and I heard...I thought... well never mind.’ His voice tailed away. 

‘They’re a wondrous sight. Every night it’s the same. Swooping away like that. Some folks say they’re the souls of the drowned flying out to sea.’

The stranger shuddered. The blacksmith held out a calloused hand to the stranger.

‘I’m Adam Ericsson, blacksmith and general mend-all and I’m guessing you must be the gentleman from London, come to stay at Lily Lawrence’s?’

The stranger nodded, ignoring the proffered hand.

‘Yes, I’m Haldane.’

‘Come along, I’ll set you on your way. Sophie can stand five minutes’ and without waiting for a reply Adam took Haldane’s grip bag and strode away along the street for a short distance before turning off into a side lane. He stopped in front of a long, low, whitewashed building with small pane windows through which a dim glow of lights showed.

‘In you come, sir’ Adam beckoned and opened the door into a narrow hall. Directly ahead a steep staircase led to the upper rooms. To the left and right doors led to a private parlour and the bar respectively. As Haldane hesitated, Adam opened the door into the bar and walked into a large square room, pungent with the smell of smoke and oil from the lamps burning in the window embrasures. A good blaze crackled in the huge stone fireplace adding to the light in the room. Half-a-dozen men, smoking and playing dominos, huddled round a table. Their talk died away as Haldane appeared on the threshold. Haldane himself seemed perturbed by the gathering, made as though to withdraw, thought better of it and remained in the doorway. Adam strode to the bar.

‘Lily, are you about’ he shouted.

‘All right, all right, I’m coming’ replied a voice shortly followed by its owner, a dumpling of a woman whose round face glowed rosy red.

‘Oh it’s you Adam, what’s all the fuss...’ and she broke off suddenly as she noticed Haldane standing at the door. ‘I am sorry sir. You’ll be Mr Haldane? I’m Mrs Lawrence, sir, the landlady. I were out back shutting up the hens for the night. I weren’t right sure when you’d be arriving but I’ve got the private parlour you asked for fettled up.’

Haldane moved hesitantly to the bar. ‘Thank you Mrs Lawrence. But if there’s any difficulty, I’ll be perfectly content to wait in the company of these gentlemen here.’ He nodded stiffly to the little knot of men whilst shrinking inwardly from their curious stares. ‘I’d like a brandy please and...’ he looked sideways at Adam.

‘No, no, I thank ‘ee mester. I’ll take your bag upstairs and then I’d best be getting back to the forge. I’ve a bit of work to finish up yet. Good evening to you all’ and with a nod to everyone, he left.

Mrs Lawrence took in Haldane’s white, pinched face and unquiet eyes. She poured him the brandy. 

‘How about a nice plate of ham and eggs to see you on sir? You must be hard set after your journey and it’ll not take me long. I can serve it in your parlour.’

Although the idea of food did not appeal to Haldane and had not done so for weeks, he nodded, anxious to seek solitude.

‘Yes, I’d appreciate that.’

Mrs Lawrence hustled away to the back region of the inn and Haldane, wanting neither the company nor the conversation of his fellow men, hovered at the bar drumming his fingers on the counter top. One of the group spoke to him.

‘So what brings you here to this God forsaken place, mester?’ 

‘I’m a geologist’ His voice was curt, hoping to forestall the inevitable questions that the arrival of a stranger in mid-February, in a remote village would give rise to.

‘You’ll be after the snakestones?’

Haldane frowned and was lured into asking ‘Snakestones?’

‘Ay, them’s what us folk call am-mon-ites’ his questioner drew out the word whilst his companions sniggered.

Haldane merely shrugged, ignoring the barely muffled whisper, ‘some folks too high in the heel to have a bit of a chat with the likes of us.’

After a short while Mrs Lawrence returned and to Haldane’s relief ushered him into the private parlour where a small table with a tray was set ready for his meal. She lifted the covers off the tray.

‘I hope this’ll do for you. It’s nothing fancy but it’s good wholesome food. If there’s anything else you want you let me know. You’ll be private in here.’

‘This will do well. I thank you.’ He hesitated before adding ‘I’m afraid I’m not good company at the moment, I’ve...I’ve been ill and I need some rest and quiet. ‘

‘And I’ll see you get it sir. Never you mind those dunderheads in the bar. Nosy beggars they are. Not that it’s surprising. I don’t get many visitors at this time of the year.’

Haldane heard the questions in her voice; more questions as if he had not had enough of them with the police. 

When did you last see your wife? How did she seem? Why do you think she went to the lake? Was she suffering any malaise...in body or mind?

He remained silent. 

‘Well I’ll leave you now sir. When you’re ready you give me a call and I’ll show you the way to your room.’

Later in his bedchamber he unpacked his clothes so hastily stowed into the grip. At the bottom of the bag he carefully took out a small oval portrait. 

‘Ah Sophie my dearest’ he held the portrait to his heart. ‘What would you make of this place I wonder? Too quiet for you my love - you always wanted the bright lights.’ He broke off as a wave of grief and anger washed through him. ‘Oh Sophie, Sophie, Why did you leave me? Why did you not keep faith with me?’ He threw himself on his bed burying his head in the pillows to muffle the sound of his dry sobs.
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A gentle tap on the door woke Haldane. Mrs Lawrence entered the room bearing a tray of tea.

‘Good morning sir.’

‘What time is it?’ he mumbled.

‘It’s gone past 10 ‘clock. I left you to sleep; you seemed so worn out last night. Did you sleep well?’

Haldane remembered his troubled dreams, always with the face of Sophie, cold and pale as she lay on the mortuary slab.

‘I did thank you’ he lied.

Mrs Lawrence flicked a quick glance at his face.

‘Ay, if you say so sir’.

‘I’ve not been sleeping well for some time but I was not uncomfortable, indeed no.’

‘Well, p’rhaps the sea air will set you right.’

She placed the tea tray on the nightstand knocking over the portrait placed there by Haldane. She straightened it.

‘By, she’s a lovely girl sir. Is she your daughter?’

‘No, my wife.’

Mrs Lawrence’s round face flushed scarlet.

‘Oh my, oh dearie me...’ she stuttered. ‘I do beg your pardon sir.’

‘She was, as you see, much younger than I.’

Mrs Lawrence turned away to hide her embarrassment.

‘She died.’ 

‘I am so sorry sir.’

She waited a moment but since Haldane remained silent she slipped out of the room.

Back in her kitchen she found Adam making a small repair to the huge black range. He looked up as she bustled in.

‘My but you’re as red as a turkey-cock Lily. Your guest been making improper advances?’ he grinned.

Mrs Lawrence put her hands up to her flushed cheeks.

‘Oh Adam, I’ve made such a fool of myself. I’m that embarrassed.’

‘Oh-ho’ Adam chuckled, ‘you’ve been making improper advances to him? Come on, what have you done?’

‘It’s no laughing matter. I took him his tea tray and accidentally knocked over a portrait of a young lady. Well, you know, naturally I picked it up and said what a pretty girl she was and, oh my, what was I thinking...I asked him if it were his daughter.’ She fanned her face wildly. ‘He replied no it was his wife...his wife Adam. I was so embarrassed, I didn’t know where to put myself.’

Adam laughed. ‘Well it’s nothing new for an older man to take a young wife to keep him warm.’

‘Yes but Adam, it got worse. He told me, in that dry voice he has, that she was dead.’

‘I suppose grief can knock a man off balance for a while.  I reckon that’s why he seems a bit queer; nervous as a kitten one minute, looking down his beaky nose at us the next. Best forget about it.’

‘I suppose so. But he’s too...’ she broke off, frowning.

‘Too what?’ Adam prompted.

‘Well, I don’t think he’s quite right. I mean he’s as thin as a lath. His clothes, quality they may be, but they hang off him. It’s not that though, it’s his face...’

‘What about his face?’

‘I don’t know how to describe it. It’s his eyes...’  She paused, shook her head and repeated, ‘I don’t know Adam. He has a strange look in his eyes... sort of haunted like. I tell you I’m worried about him. When you get back, keep a watch for him. He worries me, indeed he does. I don’t want any trouble. Ssh...’ She cocked her head to one side. ‘Ssh, that’ll be him coming now.’

They listened to the footsteps descending the wooden stairs and Haldane’s voice called out.

‘I’m going for a walk Mrs Lawrence. I don’t know when I’ll return.’

Mrs Lawrence scuttled out of the kitchen and into the bar where she found Haldane wrapped in his black cloak and wearing serviceable boots.

‘You watch out for the tide sir, if you’re heading for the beach. It comes in quickly and can soon cut you off.

Haldane nodded and walked out.

He walked up to the main street and looked carefully around him. A persistent wind skittered along the street, rifling through a pile of sere leaves and scattering them across the cobblestones. He headed in the direction of the church, hesitated at the gnarled lych-gate before passing under its arch. The churchyard was a tidy corner with a few hardy snowdrops pushing through tussocky grass. Here and there some of the gravestones had lurched over as if the occupants below had shrugged and turned in their eternal sleep. For a moment or two Haldane appeared lost in contemplation of them before he slipped quietly through the iron-studded door into the church itself.

A musty smell of mould greeted him whilst the chill of the air wrapped him in a damp embrace. He saw it was a typical country church. Pews worn smooth by generations of worshippers, a plain altar and a few dying flowers slumped in a brass vase. As he walked around he shivered. He stopped in front of a small plaque on the south wall commemorating the death, a century ago of Alice Osgodby, age 21, wife of Sir Rufus Osgodby, Squire.

‘She was your age Sophie’ Haldane whispered and all the old anguish welled up in his heart.

‘Hers is a sad tale if you believe it.’

Haldane jumped, startled and angry at the intrusion. He faced the intruder - a short plump man with curly fair hair framing a chubby face. His cherubic appearance was belied by a pair of shrewd grey eyes that regarded Haldane with concern mingled with surprise.

‘My dear sir, I do apologise. I did not mean to startle you. Did you not hear my footsteps?’

‘No...no...I was...lost in my own thoughts. It’s no matter.’ Haldane spoke brusquely and made to leave. 

However, the stranger offered his hand as he introduced himself.

‘Godfrey Percy, vicar of this parish.’

Haldane reluctantly gave his name in return. ‘Who was she?’  He pointed at the plaque.

‘I cannot be sure of the facts of her story’ the vicar replied, ‘after so many years the tale has become embellished and steeped in superstition.’

‘Yes?’ Haldane prompted.

‘The legend recounts that the lady, Alice, fell in love with a young man from Maplesea – that’s the next village south along the coast. The two lovers planned to run away, but her husband came to hear of the plan. He, supposedly, confronted the young man and made a bargain with him. Money is supposed to have changed hands and the young man took himself off to Hull and set himself up in some enterprise. ‘

‘And Alice?’ Haldane asked.

‘The poor lady went to the place where she was to meet her lover only to find her husband waiting for her. In his rage he attacked her. She ran for her life, fell into a patch of the deep mud that forms after a cliff fall and she became fast. Sir Ralf watched her struggles as the tide came in. With her last breaths she is supposed to have cursed all faithless lovers, poor lady.’

‘Yet it was she who was the faithless one’ Haldane murmured.

The vicar shot a quick glance at Haldane’s ashen face.

‘It is but a tale, embellished and used to frighten the children and keep them away from the South Sands. Some will tell you that she haunts the Sands, luring men to their deaths. They call her the Siren. All superstition and ignorance of course.’ 

‘The South Sands? Where are they?’

‘They lie beyond the Fulmers. That is a rocky outcrop stretching far into the sea, about half a mile south of the village. It is where the lovers were supposed to have met.’ The vicar paused before adding, ‘It’s a dangerous stretch of the beach, Mr Haldane. The cliffs are unstable there with regular rock slides. However, of more concern are the patches of deep glutinous mud that form after these falls. No-one can tell from one day to the next where they will form. The village has lost a good few souls trapped and drowned on the Sands over the years.’ He added a final warning. ‘Do be careful sir, I beg you, if you venture that far.’

‘Oh I am careful man, Reverend Percy, in my work I have to be.’ With that Haldane left leaving the vicar staring thoughtfully after him.

Haldane strode down the street, past the forge where Adam gave him a cheery wave and a good morning. He retraced his steps from the previous afternoon and took the steep causeway to the beach. There he found a half-dozen fishing cobles pulled up high above the tide line with tarry nets draped over their gunwales to dry out. But he paid no attention to them, his mind being full of the story of Alice Osgodby.

‘Like you Sophie’ he muttered fiercely. ‘How is it women can be so faithless and deceiving?’

He halted a moment, head cocked as though listening for an answer. He headed south, striding out across the sand, black cloak flapping out behind him until he came upon the rocky outcrop that the vicar had mentioned. He paused, gazing at the stretch of beach, glistening and glimmering in the weak sunlight and peppered with huge lumps of rock and clay. 

‘So Alice Osgodby, this is where you met your end.’ 

He stooped to pick up a handful of the wet muddy sand that sucked at his boots with every step taken. He sat on one of the huge boulders that formed part of the outcrop remembering other times, other beaches where he had worked laboriously, delicately chipping away at a fossil. That was when he had met Sophie. He was working on a large ammonite when he became aware of being observed and of a voice behind him explaining what he was doing. Slightly exasperated by the interruption he had stopped working and, with hasty words on his lips swivelled round to face his unwanted audience; father and daughter, a dainty fairy-like creature whose sweet expression captivated his heart, so long immune to feminine charms.

Introductions were made. Sophie’s father posed intelligent questions to which he had provided explanations and it had not mattered to him that she took scant interest, wrinkling her brow as she struggled to follow his words. He knew that women had not the same intellectual capacity as men. It was against their nature and particularly in one so young and beautiful.

All that summer invitations were exchanged, followed by visits and by his return for the Michaelmas term at the University he was in thrall to Sophie. Their marriage followed and despite the shock and, for some, the amusement, of his colleagues who considered him a confirmed bachelor, he knew he would be able to mould her into a conformable wife. 

But no. The disparity in age, upbringing and education defeated him. She was delighted with all the attractions that London offered. She charmed his colleagues and students. She held little soirées beguiling the company with her singing for she had a light melodious voice. But he never succeeded in making her the wife he desired. His older colleagues shook their heads and whispered behind their hands.

Haldane resumed his walk. He had not taken many steps when he heard singing, light, fluting, a lilting breath on the wind. He trembled. His voice cracked as he called out.

‘Sophie, Sophie is that you my darling? Where are you?’

He broke into a stumbling run, heart pounding as the breath was torn from his body. He stopped abruptly, listening again. ‘Sophie my dearest, where are you? I have to see you...to tell you how much I love you...that I forgive you.’

Silence.

‘Sophie.’ He gave a cry of anguish.

The singing drew him onwards across the sands. As he ran, a damp cold mist swirled around him, slicking his face. He tripped and fell to his knees – the sweet singing loud in his ears. At that moment, there was nothing else – the beach, the cliffs, indeed the whole world around him disappeared into the mist as he came under the spell of that enchanting voice. He tried to rise to his feet but it was as if his limbs were entwined by a hundred silken threads, pulling him under the sand.

‘Sophie, where are you?’ he gasped.

Suddenly a heavy hand gripped his arm and he was free.  He heard a gentle voice.  

‘Come along now sir. Let’s get you back on your feet.’

Strong arms pulled him upright and he looked into the concerned face of Adam.

‘Let me be man, let me be, for God’s sake’ Haldane shouted, struggling to free himself from the smith’s iron grip. ‘She was here I tell you, here...I must go to her...I must find her...’

‘Now sir, calm yourself. You’ve had a nasty shock I reckon, stumbling into a mud patch.’

Dazed Haldane stared wildly around him. Lingering wisps of mist festooned the cliff sides.

‘What...what happened? I heard...’ He broke off. How could he tell this genial stranger that he heard his wife, dead these past three months, singing on the sands?

Adam patted him on the shoulder and, keeping a grip on his arm, headed back toward the village.

‘I’ll see you back to Mrs Lawrence.’ 

They walked in silence but as they turned into the little side lane to the inn Adam stopped.

‘Best we keep this between ourselves, sir. Least said, soonest mended. But you forget about going along the South Sands – for your friends’ sakes, if not your own.’

As they entered the inn Mrs Lawrence bustled forward.

‘Oh Mr Haldane sir...’ she began but broke off seeing the ravaged face and trembling figure in front of her.

‘Oh my, whatever’s happened?’

‘Nothing to get in a fuss about Lily. Mr Haldane here had a bit of a scare on the South Sands’ and Adam gave Mrs Lawrence a significant glance before adding, ‘No harm done and nothing more to be said.’

‘I will lie down for a while’ Haldane interrupted and trudged up the staircase to his chamber.

As soon as they heard the door upstairs close, Mrs Lawrence, her face a-fire with curiosity, led Adam into the kitchen.

‘What happened, Adam?’

‘I can’t say Lily. I saw him go past the forge looking like death warmed up so I followed him, quietly like. A sea fret came on sudden and I lost sight of him in the mist. Next thing, I heard him crying out to someone called Sophie and how he had to find her. When I found him he were up to his knees in the mud – he must have tumbled into a patch.’

‘Oh my’ Mrs Lawrence replied, ‘I told you didn’t I? He’s not right in his head. You did well Adam’ she added.

‘Mebbe, but I don’t reckon he thinks so.’
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Mrs Lawrence busied herself between her kitchen and her customers in the bar but her mind was on her strange guest. From time to time she murmured, ‘I don’t like it; I don’t like it at all.’ Around mid-afternoon she heard the front door closing and came through from the kitchen into the bar. The room was empty. ‘That’s odd. Must have been the wind, It’s getting up a right blow now.’

Almost as soon as she returned to the kitchen and settled herself by the warm range with her knitting, a voice from the bar called out. Tut-tutting, she went to investigate. She found a newcomer gazing up at the huge old beams. As she bid him good day, he spun around. Not much taller than herself, Mrs Lawrence stared into a pair of blue eyes that twinkled engagingly. Despite her irritation, she smiled at him.

‘Admiring these wonderful old timbers, ma’am. Fine pieces they are, years old I’d guess. I’d go so far as to say they must have been spars from a ship at some time.’

‘You’re right there sir. Came off a schooner that were wrecked off the coast here. When my great-granddad built the inn he fetched the timber up from the shore. It’s what’s done round here...it’s all legal though.’

The newcomer’s face wrinkled into a smile and he chuckled. ‘I’m sure it is. Waste not, want not, eh?’

Mrs Lawrence nodded, adding ‘but fancy you knowing that sir.’

‘Ah, but I was born and bred on the docks in London. I’ve seen many a ship that way and climbed their spars when I was a nipper. I always like to see a good bit of ship’s timber.’

‘Well, what can I get you sir?’

‘I’ll take a glass of your best, if you please.’ The stranger continued his conversation. ‘Now, I’ve never been in these parts before. I’m a town man myself. I like the hustle and bustle around me. But I’m trying to find an ...an acquaintance of mine, you might say, but he didn’t remember to tell me exactly where he’s staying. I’m wondering if he’s fetched up here with you. Geologist fellow, pokes around with fossils and the like. His name is Haldane.’

For a moment, Mrs Lawrence paused as she poured the beer. ‘Yes, Mr Haldane’s staying here.’ She pushed the glass of beer across to the stranger. He took a long draught.

‘Ah’ the stranger’s voice purred with satisfaction, ‘That’s what I call a good beer. So, Haldane’s here is he? That’s good. Do you happen to know where he is at the moment?’ 

Mrs Lawrence hesitated and seeing this the stranger continued.

‘My name is Makepeace, Joseph Makepeace of the London metropolitan police force.’

He flourished a warrant card. Mrs Lawrence snatched it and read it carefully.

‘What’s he done?’ 

Makepeace leaned over the bar counter beckoning her closer. 

‘He robbed the Bank of England’ he whispered. Seeing Mrs Lawrence’s expression, he laughed. ‘No, No, it’s my little bit of fun. He’s done nothing...that I know of. .. unless of course you know different?’ He straightened up, smiling.

Mrs Lawrence reddened and bridled at his words.

‘Well indeed and how should I? I run a decent honest inn here and...’

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I can see that you do. I need to have a private word with him. Some little administrative matters to clear up.’

‘You mean about his poor wife.’

‘Ah, you know about her?’

‘He told me. How did it happen?’

Since Makepeace was at that moment, taking another gulp of his beer, his answer was lost. He wiped his lips with the back of his hand and asked, ‘Do you know where he is at the moment?’

‘He’s upstairs in his room, having a rest, poor man. He had a bad do on the beach this morning.’

‘What sort of a bad do?’ Makepeace’s voice was solicitous.

Mrs Lawrence shrugged.

‘I don’t rightly know. Got caught in the mud ...there’s patches all over on the South Sands. Nasty stuff it is ‘specially after a cliff fall. I’ve known folk get stuck right up to the waist in it and drowned when the tide come in. Anyroad, it gave him a nasty shock it did.’

Makepeace nodded.

‘Ay it’d do that I suppose.’ He paused, scratched his head. ‘Is there’s a chance he’d be able to see me. I’ve come a long way.’

‘Well I dunno, Mr Makepeace. I’ll go up and tap on his door to see if he’s awake again.’

‘If you’d be so good I would appreciate it and meanwhile, I’ll finish this excellent beer of yours.’

Part alarmed, part curious, Mrs Lawrence stomped upstairs and tapped gently on Haldane’s door. Receiving no answer she opened it and peeped inside the darkened room. The bed was empty, the covers rumpled. Of Haldane there was no sign. Rushing back downstairs again she burst into the bar.

‘He’s not there.’

Makepeace regarded her steadily, the twinkle faded from his eyes.

‘His belongings and the like are still there?’

Mrs Lawrence nodded. ‘I’m sure he’s only slipped out. I heard the front door close earlier on.’ 

‘Ah well, yes that’ll be it. I’ll have to wait until he gets back.’

Makepeace settled his ample behind comfortably on the bench by the fire and had all the appearance of a man taking a well-earned nap. However he was thinking over the main points of the Haldane case. Mrs Haldane had not been well and, at the inquest her doctor made it clear that the early stages of pregnancy proved uncomfortable for her and that she worried about her unborn child. Haldane himself gave his evidence clearly and apparently calmly but Makepeace noted the tension, the tight jaw and clenched hands. He gave terse answers, volunteering nothing.

Yes Mrs Haldane was unwell.

Yes she took a sleeping draught.

Yes she had anxious fancies about the unborn child.

Yes, like any recently married couple they had their differences. 

No there was no reason for her to take her own life. It was a terrible accident. She must have mistaken the dose of the sleeping draught and wandered in a confused state to the lake and fallen in.

No he did not believe his wife was able to swim although he had no certain knowledge of this.

The coroner had recorded a verdict of accidental death and that was that. But something nagged at Joseph Makepeace, some instinct that had brought him to the inn. 
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After about an hour Mrs Lawrence interrupted Makepeace’s thoughts.

‘Can I get you anything, sir?’

He stirred, took out his pocket watch, shook it and scrutinised its dial. He got to his feet.

‘No, I thank you ma’am. The afternoon’s nearly over. I’ll take a walk and see if I can meet up with Mr Haldane. Do you know which direction he might have taken?’

‘I can’t say. He went across to the South Sands this morning...that’s where he had his upset.’

‘Would he go back there, do you think?’

‘I don’t know. Drop by the forge and talk to Adam, the smith. He may have seen him. I asked him to keep an eye open for him.’

‘Now why would you do that Mrs Lawrence?’

‘He didn’t seem too well. I didn’t like the look of him. All pale and shaky he was.’

‘I...see’ Makepeace drew out the words. ‘Is there a path along the cliff top towards these sands?’

‘Along the main street and go right at the top of the cobble causeway. But you’ll be needing a lantern. It’s almost dark. Adam’ll be able to lend you one.’

‘Well, I’ll try that’ and after ramming his hat on his head he shrugged himself into his overcoat and bade farewell to Mrs Lawrence.

Makepeace strode along the main street. The wind had developed into a fierce gale blowing in off the sea bringing with it flurries of sleet and snow. At the forge he stopped and after introducing himself asked Adam whether Haldane had passed by.

‘Nay, I’ve not seen him sir. I’ve been that throng this afternoon and with the wind getting up I’ve had the doors part closed.’

‘No matter,’ Makepeace grunted, ‘I’ll take the cliff path before it gets too dark. I might spot him from there. But if you would lend me one of those lanterns of yours, I’d be grateful.’ 

‘Ay, help yourself. I’ll finish off this bit o’work and follow you on. Two pairs of eyes are better ‘n one.’

Makepeace picked up one of the forge lanterns, lit it with a taper from the fire and disappeared into the twilight. On the cliff path he met the full force of the wind and bent in submission to it. He kept a circumspect distance between himself and the crumbling cliffs only occasionally approaching the cliff edge to peer at the beach below. The boiling surf broke white and angry on the sands.

‘If I’m not mistaken that’s an incoming tide and if you’re down there Mr. Haldane, you’d better make haste to get back.’

He stumbled along. The light from the lantern, caught by the wind, cast long swooping shadows. Eventually he saw the rocky outcrop that marked the start of the South Sands. Here the cliffs were lower but more fragile. A recent landslide had created a sticky mud path to the beach. Makepeace hesitated and groaned. ‘I suppose I’d better take a closer look.’ 

Holding the lantern higher he took only a few slippery steps on the path when he glimpsed a figure on the beach below. ‘Mr Haldane, is that you Mr Haldane? It’s Joseph Makepeace. I need to talk to you. The tide’s coming in. Come up, there’s a path here.’ 

‘Stay there man.’ Haldane’s voice reached him. ‘Stay there. You’re too late Makepeace. I’m held fast.’

Makepeace slid further down the muddy path. To his horror he saw Haldane trapped in a fall of mud and rock.

‘You hear that? Haldane cried. ‘It’s Alice, the Siren...she’s singing Sophie’s song to me. She’s taking me to my Sophie’.

It did seem to Makepeace that the sound of a light voice drifted up to him, borne on the wind. 

‘It’s the wind and waves’ he shouted. ‘That’s all. Now keep still and I’ll come and pull you out.’

A shaft of light from the lantern fell on Haldane’s upturned face, ghastly in the yellow light. 

‘No, you’re wrong. It’s the Siren. She’s come to take me to my Sophie.’

Makepeace tried to descend further but only dislodged more loose clay and rocks.

‘Stay there Makepeace. I know why you’re here.’ Haldane gasped as the icy waves hit him. ‘But you cannot have me. I’m going to Sophie now. Better this way than the hangman’s noose.’

Makepeace hesitated, caught between his sense of duty and pity for the trapped man. Duty prevailed. He shouted trying to make his voice heard above the fury of the wind and waves.

‘Are you saying you killed your wife?’

‘Oh, yes...had to. She had...a lover...couldn’t bear another...to touch her. She taunted me...child not mine...’ Haldane gasped again as cold waves swamped him.

Makepeace heard Haldane choke and cough.

‘Quickly Haldane, I can save you.’

‘No, save yourself. The Siren...she has me. You hear her...don’t you?’

Makepeace listened. A single note, louder this time, harsh, chilling.

‘You hear...’ Haldane choked ‘...she’s come for me. You...can’t have...me...’ his voice was lost, drowned in the storm.

Makepeace slithered helplessly down the path, blinded by the salt spray, deafened by the waves. He halted his slide by jamming his feet against a rock. In the flickering light of the lantern he glimpsed Haldane’s head and shoulders. A ghastly wail pierced the tumult. Thin white arms snaked up from under the sands and twined around Haldane’s neck. Slowly, inexorably they pulled him into the depths. Haldane let out an agonised cry. A triumphant shriek cut the air as the waves, driven in on the wind, lashed against the cliff.
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In her quest to understand this world she pursues knowledge of its history; not of kings and queens but of its ordinary people and how they lived and worked. To this end, she haunts events such as boot fairs, vide-greniers and sales rooms where many ancient artefacts can be uncovered.

Her outlets from this unfathomable world include nature, animals (especially funny videos of), books and writing stories. This latter occupation enables her to create her own worlds, populate them and dispose of the residents as she thinks fit. She finds holding the fate of these poor souls in her hands immensely satisfying.

Should you wish to contact Sheila a message sent to: Sheila@sheilawilliams.net will fly through the ether to her.

You can also join her on Facebook: 

www.facebook.com/Author-Sheila-Williams-152163451629149/

and on Twitter:

https://twitter.com/SheilawWilliams
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