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For my sister

 




Prologue

People die every day. We mourn the same.

We concern ourselves with how to continue without their counsel, friendship — their love.

We grieve for ourselves. We long for our lives to be as they were, with them as a part of our daily routine, however mundane or insignificant. We crave a life that once was, longing for a constancy that has passed on with them. In turmoil, we are left empty with a cavernous hole to fill only with a consolation that they have gone to a greater place — now at peace. We take solace that they are freed of life’s pains and are indeed safe and content.

 

But what of our dead?

Do they miss our touch, comforts and haven of home?

Do they long to embrace, to converse on the ordinary?

Are they left in a dark lonely place where they view our images through a veil of haze, them, moving beyond time at an endless pace of continual emotion? Left only to watch their loved ones grieve, long for the missing links in their living moments. Are they in a new existence of not peace, but torment, fuelled by an eagerness to return to the warmth of family?

 

What if this were so?

Would they do whatever it took to remain, even to torture their unfading souls with the imagery of their once-living selves? Would they, if indeed possible, return to us, to the bosom of kith and kin, a new life with an old soul?

 




chapter one

The Past

 

I would have been happy to stay here forever. The young lady gazed up at the afternoon sun. It no longer warmed nor dazzled. …forever and a day.

She hitched her blue lace dress, revealing her ankles, and wandered through the grass with bare feet. She made her way around the headstone and traced each newly carved letter of her name with her forefinger.

No, I was happy to stay here, but now I am dead, you are taking me home.

~

‘No!’ Her voice cracked under the weight of tears. ‘It was not meant to be like this. How can I go on without you?’ Annabelle’s plea splintered the afternoon calm, but there came no reply.

Early September heat warmed her dress; sunrays glorified the words before her with a beam of divine light.

Wearily, her head sank into her palms; her fingers skimmed down her tear-stained cheeks as her arms wilted beside her. Softly, a hand slipped into hers, familiar and warm. Annabelle closed her eyes, savouring the moment.

Time paused as her heart lay spellbound — Oh, how she wished it to be real.

‘I love you,’ she whispered.

Her knees crumpled to the grass in a tangle of petticoats. Beyond the echo of her sobbing, she faintly heard someone’s approach, but she did not glance; instead, cradled her face. 

‘You all right there, Miss?’

‘I...’ wearily she took a handkerchief from her pocket and dabbed her eyes. ‘Thank you, Albert, yes.’

Her gaze remained locked on the headstone.

‘I’m sorry to disturb you,’ he said, moving to leave.

‘No, that is… I mean, you did not disturb me; I was just…’ Annabelle hesitated. ‘Please, do not go,’ she urged.

The young man knelt beside her; his brown tweed knees close to her hands. She idly played with the grass; each long blade brushed over her fingertips as she coiled and entwined intricate green ringlets.

‘I’ve watched you from the beach,’ his voice sang gently. ‘I watched you both. I used to see her up there… sitting.’ Albert cast an eye across the churchyard towards the dunes.

‘You watched us?’ 

Discreetly, her eyes followed up until they reached his familiar face. He was young, the same as her early twenties; however, the elements had begun to betray him. The tanned skin around his eyes thinned with lines of his contented smile; his bronze cheeks dappled with freckles. Yet, as he spoke words of condolence, as so many had done, she saw it, new light, a truer light.

‘Perhaps, you should go home. There is nothing here for you now. You belong at home,’ Albert nodded. 

Squinting, she faced him straight on. The afternoon sun flushed her cheeks; she could feel herself slipping, hypnotised by his deep blue eyes. Finally, there was the tranquillity she had been searching for. His hand tenderly reached over to hers.

‘You cannot find what you have lost, for what you have lost is still with you.’

Albert rose to his feet and softly squeezed her shoulder. Annabelle remained kneeling but listened to the muffled tread of his boots, the crunch on the dusty gravel and the light tapping of the horseshoes on the cobbles as he left.

Then it came — hush. Stillness once more left only with her forlorn regrets and the headstone. With her forefinger, she traced the words:

 

This lovely bud, so young, so fair,

called hence by early doom,

just came to show how sweet a flower,

in paradise would bloom.

 

With no conscious thought for where she headed, Annabelle walked, leaving her lost love behind — silently passing the cottages in a blur of memories. Those sweet childhood recollections carried her off on their musical voyage of love and laughter.

Moments slipped through her hands as the grains of sand underfoot. Annabelle stood on the dunes, high above the village, staring out at the North Sea. Intense and vibrant, the dusky sky reached down to kiss the dark horizon; the sea undulated at the line of her eye.

With a yearning to fly, soar on gull wings, her body numb with pain and defeat, her soul wished to escape. How could she return to a life of routine and constancy when life had become something so vastly different?

The world appeared infinite and majestic from up here, the all-powerful elements relentless in their custom for change. She felt insignificant to the task ahead, a young woman with a fear of the future, the changes that had been, and those she had yet to face.

 




chapter two

The Present

 

Steeped in history, the Suffolk market town of Bury St Edmunds offered a rare, rural beauty. It was not too dissimilar to Norfolk, to the coastal village April had loved. Adjusting and the reality of finding her feet was hard to fathom. Change never sat well in the pit of her stomach but was all she seemed to have endured of late — graduating and now the upheaval of moving house. But the relocation was her parents’ choice, not hers.

At least here in Bury, April had her grandmother, her one constant stability.

December was upon them, with the festive season peering its frosty warmth around the corner. Christmas and Nan, the two went together. Her thoughts always returned to her favourite visit. Dad had dropped her off, and she had spent three weeks with Nan — just them. A little before her eleventh birthday, life had been so uncomplicated. Leaving home for the whole of the school holiday had been an adventure. Bury held magic; its buildings were imposing, more majestic than home. There, she worshipped the natural glory of the horizon, where the sea and sky merged.

New Year’s Eve, they had sat snuggled outside in thick blankets on padded garden chairs and hugged mugs of hot chocolate. April had lost herself then, utterly captivated as fireworks painted the pitch sky, great explosions of vivid colour that crackled and hissed.

Now they were in Bury St Edmunds, to live. There would be no more visits, no more going home. This was home.

~

April closed the back door of their new place, an antique shop in the town centre, close to her grandmother’s house. She wandered towards the cathedral, recalling the churchyard behind it, and could not help but wonder where that magic had gone — that flutter of childhood excitement. On the surface, it was still apparent, the beauty and glory of the ancient, but her heart bore an emptiness. 

April reached for the brass knocker as the door opened; she pushed on the glossy black paintwork to reveal her grandmother.

‘I knew it was you; I just knew it. There you are, my Little One. Come in, come in,’ Sarah said as she stepped aside.

‘I didn’t even get a chance to knock. So, how’d you know it was me, Nan?’

‘It’s been two days. I knew you couldn’t wait much longer; I’ve been so excited to see you.’

April entered the front room down three steps, glanced at her trainers and jeans and thought how out of place she looked in the old-fashioned room.

‘I knew you were feeling ill, Mum’s words, not mine, so I thought I’d leave it a couple of days.’

‘It was only a momentary ailment, and I’m perfectly fine, as you can see. But you know full well, there’s nothing I enjoy more than spending time with my favourite granddaughter.’

‘I’m your only granddaughter!’

‘Cup of tea, oh, and some cake too as it’s a special occasion. It’s so lovely to see you. I have missed you so much.’ The tiny, immaculate lady reached over and hugged her.

April inhaled her grandmother’s perfume; the familiar childhood scent conjured idyllic memories. She knew the story of how her grandfather had bought her a bottle of expensive fragrance from France; from then on, she never wore another. As a child, April would creep to her dressing table to admire the bottle pride of place next to their wedding photograph and a single baby photo of Aprils’ mother, Julia. 

Her grandfather, Edward, had passed away many years before she was born, although his presence was still solid in a plethora of framed memories that speckled the house. He had stood tall with his military authority; his time in the Royal Air Force had given him a dominating presence, with a hint of wit, April always thought, beneath his thick silver moustache.

‘It’s good to see you, Nan,’ April said as that missing magic spread through her body, ‘…and cake sounds great.’

Sarah looked timeless in a long skirt and silk blouse, the shade of Parma Violet sweets she had stored in the pantry when April came to stay. Diamond earrings glinted under her long white hair she tied back with a ribbon. April would never have known she was ill unless her mum had said.

‘Sit down, sit down; I’ll warm the pot.’ She hurried off to the kitchen.

April rubbed her hand over her favourite seat's dark red velvet upholstery. The antique settee sat under the window with a deep-buttoned back and intricate wooden arms and legs with a matching one, the other side of the room near the fireplace. The fire crackled, hissed, casting the room in a warm amber glow.

Sarah returned with an enormous tea tray; her arms outstretched; she placed it perfectly on the coffee table. A china teapot, matching cups and saucers and iced cakes neatly on a plate. Sarah sat in her chair opposite; its wings of pink velvet wrapped her in a hug.

‘Shall I be Mother?’ She chuckled as she reached forward to pour. ‘So, tell me, how are you settling in the new house?’

‘Nan, this is lovely; the cakes look delicious as always; Mum’s aren’t quite the same.’

Sarah paused, cocking her head to one side. ‘You haven’t answered my question?’

‘All right, I suppose. It’s not the same, but no doubt I’ll get used to it.’ April reached for a cake, ‘…not like I have a choice,’ she uttered.

Sarah ignored the comment, casting an eye her way. April shuffled in her seat.

‘So, how’s university?

‘Finished; you remember the graduation?’

‘Oh, yes, of course, of course. So that is it now; you are a qualified historian then.’

‘Well...’ April hesitated. ‘Not really, but I do have a degree in Art History...’

‘Well, there you are then. But the question is, what are you going to do with that knowledge in those brain cells of yours?’ Sarah sipped her tea and stared intently.

‘Not sure. I didn’t have a plan or any real idea of what to do afterwards. Which leads me to... thank you, Nan, you know, for paying for everything.’

‘You had a desire that needed fulfilling,’ she laughed. ‘Your university fund had been there since you were born. So, there is no need to thank me again. You have thanked me already; look at you. I never had that delight; times and our priorities differed when I was young.’

April smiled and took a bite of the cake.

‘So, any plans for your birthday then? A party?’

‘No, I really don’t want to make a fuss, Nan.’

‘Twenty-one, it’s a big deal,’ Sarah sat back, eyeing her granddaughter.

‘I know, but honestly, you know I’m not one for all that fuss, maybe just a quiet dinner,’ April sighed, her shoulders easing a little, although she hadn’t realised she had been so tense.

‘I agree, that would be lovely. It has been such a long time. It’s wonderful to have you here, finally, where you belong, where you have always belonged.’

‘I have missed you. I wasn’t pleased about moving to be honest. I’m sorry. I know it sounds selfish,’ April shook her head, heat rising in her neck. ‘I had just got home after Uni only to find another upheaval,’ her cheeks flushed. ‘Sorry, I just hate...’

‘Change.’

‘Exactly…’ she faltered. ‘But I am happy to be near you, Nan, truly.’

‘I get it, darling. But this is your home. Things will change now, though; I do not doubt that. But that is not to say it’s a bad thing. On the contrary, the time is right, more so now than ever. I’ve waited so long to have you back.’

‘The time is right?’ April leant forward, sweeping back her long auburn hair.

‘Our fate, our destiny, it’s mapped out in front of us, you know. Even if we stray off course, whether we can help it or not, sometimes, it just takes a while for us to find our path, but when we do,’ Sarah paused, sipped her tea and sighed. ‘When we do, we know. We just know.’

‘Know what?’

‘We know who we are. When I was a young girl, I always knew where I belonged, but… well, something just wasn’t quite right. A piece of me was missing, if you like. Although, of course, back then, I didn’t understand or know what it was, what it could be, of course not, I was only a child, how could I?’

‘Nan, I don’t have a clue what you mean. What was missing?’ April quizzed, brow furrowed, her lips pursed.

‘Oh, I was about your age. I wish I’d been younger, though, so I could have made a difference. But, unfortunately, by the time I understood everything, it was too late,’ Sarah took another sip of tea and smiled. ‘That’s a lovely cuppa,’ her voice was sentimental, ‘…regrets.’

‘What?

‘Something was missing, and when I realised, there were... regrets.’

‘Missing, what was missing?’ April shook her head.

‘Just me. Never mind; how’s your cake? Pink, I know it’s your favourite. You always loved pink icing. When you were young, you made such a fuss if I did them white. A proper little girl, pink every time.’

‘Yeah, I remember...’

April carefully raised her teacup, holding the saucer beneath to catch stray drops. The smooth bone china and sweet tea filled her head with more memories. She eyed her grandmother over the rim of her cup. 

‘What happened, Nan? You wished you’d been younger before what?’

‘Before it was too late, Little One, before it was too late.’

‘But for what?’

‘To say sorry. When I realised it was far, far too late, then I just had no way of saying it. Too late for sorry,’ Sarah sat nodding, her eyes staring out through the window to the cold street beyond.

‘Why, what had you done?’ April put her cup down, clanking the saucer as it toppled, spilling tea.

‘Nothing, nothing at all, that was just it, I hadn’t done a thing. If I had known back then, I could have done something, said something. Made amends, make up for lost time.’

Although intrigued and equally confused, April pressed her grandmother no further. Instead, she sat watching her with a concerned eye.

 




chapter three

Low winter rays seeped through the window, bleaching April’s bedroom in sunlight. Along with the rest of the house, it was now neat, except for some stray moving boxes of odds ‘n’ ends that no one had the heart to throw out. 

Next to an antique wardrobe, along one wall, a tall shelf housed her library of books. On the opposite side, a matching dressing table with a tilting mirror now had pride of place, with her favourite framed photos. In the middle, a black enamel frame with a photograph of a young April and her Nan; taken one summer in her grandmother’s garden under the colossal tree, thick with leaves.

April watched the icy-blue sky, desperate to conquer the last few dreary clouds. Sunday morning, no work, she mused, stretched and pushed her hands on the polished headboard, sinking her deeper into the warm pillow.

Work was in her parents’ antique shop — their retirement plan. So, it would do until she decided where life would take her, and she had to admit she loved it.

April hauled herself out of bed. Then, after dressing in a sweater and jeans, headed for the kitchen.

‘Morning, sweetheart, how’d you sleep?’

‘Morning Mum, cosy didn’t really wanna get up,’ she replied, yawned deeply and grabbed three mugs. 

‘Will you call your dad for breakfast? He’s downstairs with a box of stuff he bought at the auction,’ Julia asked as she reached for the breakfast plates.

‘Dads in the shop already?’

‘It was so busy yesterday; he didn’t get time to do it. So, he thought it was better to spend half-hour early this morning. Although I must say, we’ve had an incredible response. We didn’t think we were going to be so busy so quickly. And, with Christmas just around the corner, it couldn’t be better.’ Julia flipped crispy bacon onto each plate, then cracked eggs into the hot frying pan.

Descending the staircase, April entered the antique shop from behind the old mahogany shop counter. She glimpsed her father, standing in front of a bookcase near the shop door. He perched on a wooden crate with shredded newspaper by his feet.

‘Morning April, breakfast ready? I’m almost done… the last one; there we go. I’m pleased with them. Candles are back in vogue, so your mother tells me.’ Michael placed the last candlestick neatly on a shelf next to its identical porcelain twin. ‘And if not… I’ll be blaming her,’ he chuckled. Then, switching off the light, they headed up to the kitchen for breakfast as the coffee aroma wafted down the stairs to greet them.

~

April sat on the sofa researching a date of a bowl from its maker’s mark, flicking through the pages of a book on 18th-century silver. The peal of the church bell chimed through the house, so loud, it seemed futile owning the grandfather clock stood beside her. Centre stage, it kept a watchful eye over the hi-tech gadgets of modernity — the room a juxtaposition of contemporary and antiquities. Finally, April closed the book, resting the bowl on top leaving them on the coffee table. Sunday Lunch with Nan; her heart warmed.

~

Michael reached for the knocker, the brass lion’s eyes level with his own. The door opened.

‘Quickly, come on in before you let all the warmth out,’ Sarah said, ushering them through.

April admired the holly wreath as she began to close the door. The silk leaves glistened with droplets of morning frost, and the crystal berries glittered in the sunlight, framing the brass knocker in greenery. 

The festivities had cast their annual magic. A giant Christmas tree stood ceremoniously in the far corner, bushy, full, and thoroughly out of proportion with its top branches sprawled across the ceiling. With the scent of fresh pine needles and heirloom adornments, her heart soared. Near the tree sat an upright piano, so close April imagined it almost impossible to play without being jabbed by stray branches.

April ran her hands over the white linen runner that lay neatly across the top. Her fingertips tingled, darting shudders up her arms that reached the nape of her neck in a frenzied shiver. Her mind dazed, it swam in a dark mire of mixed flashes.

Memories?

The room spun; April clutched the smooth wood of the piano, leaning her arm across the top to steady herself.

Then a voice. Inside, and yet not inside her head whispered in her ear. My love.

She shuddered, stepping backwards, hitting the tree, causing it to sway, the glass baubles clinking; a sharp branch stabbed her cheek.

April rubbed her eyes, pressing the heel of her palm to block out the visions. Swirls of blinding colour, vibrant yet blurred, with no clear definitions. And the pain.

As sudden as it arrived, the pain vanished, leaving a peculiar sensation that draped her like a veil. Akin to pulling back a stage curtain, the recollection of singing carols at this piano danced vividly before her eyes. Unable to recall how or when, yet the sensation was unmistakable. She was standing beside the piano, the spicy taste of warm wine on her lips.

April clenched her eyes tight, desperate to summon the memory in greater detail. Instead, it weakened and faded, leaving her dazed, with a thick, dreadful feeling of loneliness — a sensation of loss.

Deep breaths.

Deep breaths.

April staggered to the settee, dropping her head, resting it on her knees. She rarely got a headache, let alone a migraine. That must be it.

Darling, are you coming?

‘I’ll be a minute…’ she called back. Then, as she raised her head, listening, it slowly dawned that the voice was in her head.

Still giddy, April carefully made her way to the dining room, gripping the door frame then wall as she went. She passed a half-moon hall table, where a citrus scent attacked her nose, oranges and satsumas. Next to the fruit neatly sat a festive ornament, a frosted glass Angel. She had played with the trinket as a girl. April carefully leaned against the table, dizziness still threatening to take her legs from under her. Slowly she passed the staircase to where a matching table stood, including another fruit bowl, this one with apples. However, it was the photo frame that stole her attention. Clearing the muddy mire from her mind, she stared closer.

The silver frame was inlaid with mother-of-pearl and ornate scrollwork, rising to an intricate bow at the top between the two oval apertures. A row of silver beads encircled each photo. Beautiful, she thought.

This house was untouched by time; it had always been its enchantment. April knew every piece of furniture, book, and painting, having studied them all closely as a child.

However, not these, these photos she had never seen.

April paused there a moment, delving into her memory, impatient to recall. The two young women within the images were beautiful; she was positive she would have remembered them. Both, in turn, sat upon a light-coloured wicker chair with a scrolled fan back, around the age of eighteen or nineteen, surely no older than her. The younger had dark hair and wore a light dress. The other, slightly older, was fair. From the depths of her memory, she recalled having seen the fairer woman before but much older than she looked here. 

Sarah appeared at the dining room threshold.

‘We were wondering where you’d got to. Dinner’s almost ready,’ she beckoned.

For a moment, April was motionless, her eyes closed, still perplexed by the photos and the dazed memories of the piano. The was something else, too, another memory or thought that clung to her ribs until her heart stung.

Come, sit next to me, my dearest.

 




chapter four

As delicious as lunch was, roasted lamb with mint sauce, followed by homemade apple pie, April spent most of the time pushing it around her plate, mindlessly lining up peas along the gilt edge of the china. Her mind had wandered off into the front room with those whispers that still lingered in her ear. Julia cleared the table while April was lost in thought. Then, she followed her family back into the front room.

Michael sat on the settee beside the fire, Julia on the other under the window next to April; the velvety fabric and warm glow of the open fire made her mother drowsy. Julia puffed a gold cushion behind her and settled into it, closing her eyes. April glanced at her father, who’d dozed off as soon as getting comfortable.

‘Nan, that photo frame on the hall table?’ April shuffled her way to the edge of the settee, taking advantage of the quiet room.

‘Yes, I know the one,’ Sarah replied quietly.

‘I don’t remember seeing it before. Where did it come from? Do you know who they are?’ April spurted, almost waking her parents.

‘One thing at a time,’ mouthed Sarah. ‘Come with me.’ She rose from her winged chair.

April, already on her feet, followed into the hallway. Sarah took the frame from the table and walked to the foot of the staircase while April stood in the doorway, curiously watching.

‘There are some things I had put aside for you. I found them a few weeks ago.’ Sarah said with a creased brow. ‘I didn’t know they were there, not a clue, it’s the strangest thing,’ she sighed, shaking her head.

‘What are they?’

‘I’ll show you.’

April followed up the staircase, climbed the patterned carpet as they passed panelled doors, paintings and gilded mirrors on the immaculate papered walls.

Something glinted at the corner of her eye — only small — but it snatched her attention. April paused on the turn of the stairs. A gilt frame hung at eye level. Swift defined brushstrokes swept the canvas in a surging tint of blue; the sea and dawn sky blushed with pink. It made her heart hurt, and her eyes weep. April felt the passion and fury of the seascape, the command of the waves, the forever vastness of the sky. Yet, in the foreground, the fresh newness of the grassy dunes, so crisp, she felt her hand reach out to take a blade of grass. Her fingers hung in the air, their tips skimming the canvas.

She shook, first her hand, then her body trembled with a deep sadness. Inside her, an inconceivable familiarity tore at her heart. Then, as her eyes closed tightly to stop the tears, her fingers began to move as if holding a brush. She swept it through the air, great sweeps of colour in her mind, muted blues, greys, and flashes of white, then her mind was black, darker than night, as dense and endless as a hollow soul.

‘April?’

With a start, she opened her eyes, the painting filling her view. Her grandmother stood a step up, her hand on her shoulder to steady her.

‘I found that too,’ Sarah said, nodding to herself, her hand patting April’s back. ‘Come on.’

That painting.

The words never materialised; they hovered somewhere behind her lips. Eager to look away, she stared down at her feet, following her grandmother.

Sarah stopped at the foot of a narrow staircase leading to the attic. They climbed the last few steps. April trailed behind through the small door. The space opened into a large room with small windows set in the roofline, funnels of afternoon glow cast to the floorboards. But it was the shadows that drew her in as if tugged forward by a beckoning hand.

This was the one place in the house April had never been. 

‘Let’s sit over here.’ Sarah pointed to the large gold chaise lounge near the doorway, putting the photo frame down on the padded seat.

April sat, her hands running over the silky upholstery, her fingertips skimming the silver frame, while her eyes never left the far corner drenched in darkness.

Sarah lifted a box from a battered tea chest, bringing it into the dusky light. April’s eyes flitted to the small leather case; the low sun’s golden rays shone on its surface.

‘Here it is,’ announced Sarah pacing back to the chaise.

April pulled herself from the shadows, daring herself not to look back. Next to where they sat was a disturbing elephant foot umbrella stand. April hadn’t ever seen it in the house but remembered a picture of her late grandfather, standing in a dignified pose, holding a walking cane next to the distasteful object. Sarah sat beside her, the leather case on her lap. Getting darker by the minute, she reached behind and pulled a tassel cord on a barley twist floor lamp, topped with a pink shade.

‘I was up here having a tidy and found this in that tea chest. The frame and that painting were in there, tucked under everything else,’ Sarah said, gesturing to the wooden chest in the corner.

That corner. April ran her fingers over the back of her neck, then her hands down her jeans to her knees. She sat hugging them a moment, rocking gently. Then, a pain, so deep inside, it had no defined place, swamped her. 

‘Who were they, Nan?’ she said through gritted teeth. The importance of the question left a mark on her tongue, hollowness in her stomach, where the pain settled. April felt that inside she should know the answer, that it was clear.

‘You don’t look well; this can wait for another day,’ Sarah said, her words soft.

‘No. No, I need to know. I’m okay; it’s nothing,’ April lied. 

‘One of them is my grandmother, so your great-great-grandmother.’

April nodded, ‘and the other?’

Sarah shrugged.

‘Can I have a look? I’ll be careful.’

‘Of course,’ Sarah carefully handed her the case. ‘Come down when you’re ready. I’ll put the kettle on for a pot of tea. And I’ll find you something for that, headache.’ Sarah slowly stood up, rubbing her back. ‘Don’t be too long, mind, I don’t like how pale you are. You need to eat something.’

‘I’m okay. Honestly, it’s nothing,’ April insisted. Sarah gave a soft nod and headed down the stairs.

It had nothing to do with not eating dinner, and no matter how she tried to wave it away, Nan knew it too. The air had altered; the house felt different today. As soon as she had closed the front door, April had felt… What had she felt? Someone, something? Memories? No. It must be that — a migraine. She had had one once; it had stopped her in her tracks, a desperate aversion to light and pain so intense she had felt her skull split in two. But this pain was not in her head. April pressed her fingers to her temples. No, this pain was entirely different.

Leaning back, looking up into the lampshade, April clenched her eyes.

I am here.

Her eyes darted open. She was alone; she knew she was. April heard Nan shuffle down in the kitchen, the water running in the sink, the click of the kettle. But she had heard it; she was adamant. She shook her head, rolled her shoulders and turned her attention to the case.

The leather was a rich tan, the surface mottled with age. April pushed with her thumb, sliding the old clasp, flicking it free and the lid lifted. On the top was a white handkerchief embroidered with pink roses and the initials ERW. Folding it, she placed it beside her on the chaise. Neatly wrapped in a linen cloth were three silver items, a large hairbrush, an ivory-toothed comb and a hand mirror. All were a little tarnished with age, though the simple swirl of engraving was still visible and the same three initials.

At the bottom of the old case lay a wooden box, the size of a shoebox with marquetry inlay of coloured woods and mother-of-pearl. Dad had one similar in the shop but a lot smaller and nowhere near as intricate.

She turned the box, the front face towards her. A silver lock on the front sat empty, devoid of a key. April rummaged in the bottom of the leather case, but no joy. She tugged at the lid, slid a fingernail gently along the seal between top and base. It would not give; the box was locked.

April gathered up the silver frame, replacing the items one by one into the case. She recognised her now, the fairer of the two, her great-great-grandmother. She was beautiful. But the other?

April’s eyes darted back to the far corner. It grew darker, denser. Eager to pinpoint a movement, a sound, any reason for the swathe of anxious energy that crept its long fingers up her spine, threatening to strangle her. She was transfixed, sewn to the very fabric of the chaise, unable to move for fear of ripping the stitches.

I am here.

An icy chill slowly snaked the air, touching every part of her body. April pressed her palm to her chest, hoping to ease her rapid heartbeat. Cold wisps tangled about her planted feet like knotted tree roots — she could not move. The lightbulb hissed, crackled, flickered rapidly, plunging the attic into soft darkness, with only the dim afternoon light seeping in. Quickly adjusting to the dark, April leaned forward, eager to focus on the shadows. Then, a distant echo, a voice, soft at first, then building, whispered from the darkness.

Do not leave me.

She needed to move, to run. Yet, whatever was telling her to leave was also keeping her there — compelled to stay — an invitation.

The whispers stopped, making her ears ring, and plunged April into a deafening stillness that reverberated off the rafters. Then, as if drowning in the silence and pain, it threatened to rip at her insides again.

Her heart thudded erratically — faster and faster, it pounded, fit to burst from her ribcage. Her breathing grew heavy. The churning pain in the pit of her stomach leapt to her chest. She tried desperately not to panic as the inexplicable feeling pumped through her veins. April’s eyes wandered the room looking for a logical cause, her gaze intent on the dark corner.

Her body shuddered, and her skin tingled with a swathe of goosebumps as April took a breath. She took another, deeper this time, drawing the frigid air into her lungs. Then, something curious. Her nostrils grasped at a scent, a sweet fragrance, a delicate, floral perfume. Bewitching and bewildering. Where was it coming from?

In the mounting darkness of the attic was a glow. A flicker. For what seemed minutes, it danced and darted, quivering in the bitter air, gradually becoming brighter. Then, as quickly as it had arrived, it was gone. The attic room was still, eerily silent. April held her breath, not daring to move.

Gradually twisting and coiling, the air grew misty. The old floorboard swirled with a thin white mist as the fog rose from the floor. Steadily it grew defined, curled with more substance into a shape — a vague willowy blur of a figure.

Paralysed, April watched.

She stared hard at the hallucination, amazed and stunned but strangely no longer afraid. Her fear had drifted, swept up by the mist, dispersed into the ether. All that remained was a female form.

April gasped. That unknown woman from the photo now stood before her — an impossible vision in a long dress and dark hair that bore a translucent gleam. She did not move or speak, yet life shone from her eyes. And she smiled.

Clutching the frame, April felt herself drifting, her vision blurred. Her mind was dizzy, light-headed. April could hear whispering memories worrying in the corners of her mind, but with her head too heavy to steady, she swayed, and her eyes drooped. She was gone, floating. No, she was falling. Down and down, further she fell until the thud. She hit the bottom.

~

With an impulsive breath, fragranced air filled her lungs. Balmy summer sun warmed her cheeks. A moment passed. Slowly and tentatively, April gathered her bearings

The sun shone through April’s tightly gripped eyelids. Cautiously opening them, she saw a garden. Her grandmother’s garden, but not how she knew it. It had an abundance of flowers in full bloom, and where she stood, sweet-smelling lavender. In total dismay, April thought of having died and gone to heaven, a heaven that felt like home.

She scanned the vista, standing on the top step. From here, she could see the whole scene.

The garden was blooming; borders of rose bushes in shades of pink and flourishing lavender shrubs paved the way deep into the grounds of the Victorian house. The far corner of the garden, a shaded area under the large tree that spread its boughs across the grassy walled enclosure, casting a vast dappled shadow, under which settled a scrolled fan backed wicker chair.

She became aware of whistling. Anxiously, she watched her feet as she walked down the steps, not sure whether she could move at all. A middle-aged gentleman, bald and round, entered her view. He carried a large leather case. Transfixed to the second step, unable to move, she watched in astonishment as the man assembled his photographic equipment.

She stood in silent contemplation. What was happening? She knew where she believed she was, but everything was wrong. Lavender and roses? It was December. Nothing made sense.

‘Oh, do come along; the gentleman is ready for you.’ A man’s voice boomed through the warm air as a female reply came from deep inside the house.

‘Please wait, Father. I shall return momentarily!’

April swung round to see an attractive middle-aged gentleman with white hair and moustache in a light-coloured suit. A gold pocket watch hung from his waistcoat. April stood glued to the spot. He gracefully stepped down into the garden. But, to her dismay, he seemed oblivious to her presence.

‘Ah, Captain Warner, good morning. Everything is ready when the young ladies are,’ announced the photographer loudly.

‘Ah, yes, Mr Brown, so I see. My daughters shall be ready in just a few moments.’

‘It surely is a good day for it, Sir. It sure is....’

‘Yes, yes,’ interrupted the captain, waving a dismissive hand.

The photographer went back to rummaging in the bottom of his bag before standing upright next to the captain. Then, taking a deep breath, he filled his waist-coated chest in the hope of giving himself some air of authority but falling short of the task.

April turned on her heels to gaze back into the house. Heavy lace curtains swung gently in the summer breeze, through which she caught sight of a female figure in a delicate lace gown, high at the neck, with her auburn hair elegantly up, wisps caressing her face.

‘I could not have the photograph taken without this,’ exclaimed the young lady, holding a cameo brooch.

The captain was now in conversation, despite his tedium, with the photographer over the weather. He seemed unaware of the young lady’s comment, simply gesturing to her to quicken into the garden.

April edged as far to the boundary of the step as she dared, pushing her way into the lavender, trying not to sway and tumble down the remaining steps. She steadied herself as the young woman drifted by; she too made no acknowledgement. But as she passed, a sweet scent lingered under April’s nose. That same perfume.

She swayed, giddy and woozy. Once again, she felt the frigid chill on her cheeks as she drew in a deep breath. Her hands shook from her tight grip as she clutched the frame tightly.

‘April, darling, wake up, wake up!’ She opened her eyes slowly to see her mother, ‘Are you okay?’

April nodded, her head threatening to fall and roll off her shoulders.

‘You must have fallen asleep, sweetheart. Do you fancy a cuppa now?’

April sat up, debating this, as she looked over at the tea chests. The room was black; the lamp was still out, and the only light glowed from















































cover.jpeg
‘REMEMBER
1O [QVE ME

A Ghost Story

BECKY WRIGHT







images/image-1.png






