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This is a work of fiction. The characters and events are products of the author’s imagination.

These three short novels set in the early 2000s were inspired by my experience of a life divided between England and New Zealand, the practice of orthodox and alternative medicine, and interests in animals, music and the paranormal. In Carmen’s Roses, an Englishwoman visits Auckland in the hope of recovering from a serious illness, and of finding forgiveness for an incident related to a love affair from her past. Blue Moon for Bombers is set in middle England, and tells the story of a World War Two airman coming to terms with his repressed trauma interwoven with a modern romance. In The Windflower Vibration, featuring some of the same characters and settings as the previous books, the quest to unravel a complex web of mysteries spanning two hemispheres and two centuries begins with sudden death on an Auckland beach. The first two books appear to be separate from each other, but the links between them are revealed in the third.
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The Flight from England

“More Chardonnay, Madam?”

Since my illness I had been cutting down on alcohol, but the departure from Heathrow on this cold and grey November day justified a celebration. It marked the beginning of a new chapter of my life, in which I could forget the traumas of the past and rediscover health and happiness – or so I hoped. I leaned back as I sipped my wine, and watched the preview of my destination – blue skies, turquoise sea, mountains, white waterfalls – on the screen in front.

The man beside me, who was drinking only water, remarked “Waterfalls are wondrous things. Such a special healing energy.”

He was tall and thin, with greying hair tied back in a neat ponytail, wearing sandals and a purple caftan. I noticed his remarkably long fingers and perfectly manicured nails. The eccentricity suggested by his appearance had been confirmed when he turned to me just after takeoff and said “In such moments one can imagine the soul leaving the body.” I couldn’t place his accent. I classified him as a superior kind of ageing hippy. He seemed pleasant enough but, wary of having to make conversation with a stranger for the next 24 hours, I said nothing but just nodded politely.

“Is this your first visit to New Zealand?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Holiday?”

“I’m visiting an old friend.”

But Storm could hardly be called a friend, and as an image of her gangling frame draped in a shapeless handwoven shift suddenly flashed into my mind I felt inexplicably, desperately sad. Afraid I was going to cry, I pointedly lowered my gaze towards the magazine on my lap, willing myself to focus on the crossword. So far I had not managed to do any of the clues but the answer to one of them – “Pharmacist a trace hypo at sea (10)” – was suddenly obvious and I wrote it in: APOTHECARY.

“Well done,” said my companion. “What about this down clue beginning with P?” But inspiration and interest had deserted me. I handed the magazine to him, saying rather ungraciously “I don’t feel like doing any more at the moment.” I took a large gulp of wine and studied the dinner menu, which listed such exotic-sounding items as snapper fillets and manuka honey ice-cream.

The man asked “Did I offend you in some way?”

“No, not at all – I just don’t feel like talking at present.”

He said “I’m sorry if I distressed you by asking personal questions.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“But it does. I have clearly violated your personal boundaries and that is not good.”

He continued earnestly “I believe very strongly that it is wrong to interfere with the life of another in any fashion whatsoever – would you agree?”

“Yes, I would.” I had an unwelcome memory of the way I had once interfered with Storm’s life, coupled with an illogical sense that this unusual man was able to tell what I was thinking and feeling, and could discern the fears and doubts which lay behind my happy tourist facade.

I was glad when our conversation was interrupted by a flight attendant bringing my companion’s pre-ordered vegan meal.

We ate in silence, and after dinner I said “I’m going to take a sleeping pill now. Perhaps you’ll wake me up for breakfast – if you don’t mind violating my personal boundaries.” I half-expected a homily about the evils of taking drugs but none came, and I wished I had not spoken. I swallowed the pill with the rest of the Chardonnay, tilted my seat back, tucked my blanket round me and put my eye-mask on. The disturbing memories of Storm continued only a few minutes before I fell asleep.

I don’t remember too much about the rest of the journey: the uncomfortable transit stop in Los Angeles airport, boarding the aircraft for the second 12-hour flight, and slightly quizzical looks from the man beside me as I drank more wine, ate another big dinner and then took another sleeping pill. I had an uneasy feeling that he knew my visit to New Zealand was not just about escaping the English winter for a long holiday in the sun. 

Later, I was woken by the rattle of the breakfast trolley. I had no idea how much time had passed. Aware that some of my hair had escaped from the grips formerly holding it in a tight French pleat, and that the scarf which I now always wore round my neck had slipped loose, I felt a certain loss of dignity and it was partly to avoid the gaze of the man beside me that I bent down to retrieve my shoes and bag, wrapped up in the blanket which had fallen on the floor. As I was fumbling to find them, a flight attendant leaned across to open the shade on the porthole, revealing a brilliant orange sunrise over a blue sea dotted with little green islands like vivid jewels.

My companion smiled and said “A wondrous sight.”

It was indeed lovely, an instant lift to the spirits, and I felt in holiday mood again as I enjoyed a bowl of tropical fruits followed by an omelet and three cups of strong coffee. Soon after we had finished eating, the captain announced that we were commencing our descent into Auckland.

“Is your friend meeting you at the airport?” my companion asked.

“Yes – if we recognise each other, that is.”

“A long time since you last met?”

“Over twenty years.” To forestall any inquiry about what had brought us together again now, I added untruthfully “It was just coincidence that brought us back in touch.”

“There is no coincidence,” he said. “All is synchronicity.”

I had no answer to that, and was glad that further conversation was prevented by a series of announcements in preparation for our arrival in New Zealand. The aircraft was circling now, and descending fast.

After we had landed, my companion lifted my hand luggage down from the rack, saying “I wish you well for the reunion with your friend. Remember that the essence of a person never changes as the years go by nor, indeed, from one lifetime to the next.”

I thanked him, and mumbled something apologetic about not having been very good company on the flight.

“Not at all, it’s been a pleasure to meet you. May I give you my card? If you need any assistance at all during your holiday you can contact me.” I glanced at the card – Tom “O”. Energy balancing, Flower essences – and put it in my handbag.

Auckland International Airport: a bright colourful and friendly place, and I could see through the windows that it was already warm and sunny outside first thing in the morning. Fortunately the wait to pass through immigration and customs was not a long one, for I began to feel quite faint and nauseous while standing in the queue. Jet lag, I presumed, though someone had once told me that was a polite term for a hangover and I regretted taking so much drink and drugs to mask my anxieties on the flight.

I finally emerged into the arrivals hall, scene of happy reunions and drivers carrying placards. I scanned the crowd, trying to identify Storm’s pale long narrow face among the sea of other faces: Polynesian, Asian, and Indian as well as European. I couldn’t see her anywhere, but perhaps it was still too early, and I sat down to wait. And waited for more than an hour, until long after the last passengers from my flight had disembarked, and began to wonder what had gone wrong. 

Having resolved to lead a more simple life, and to reduce my exposure to radiation, I had not brought a laptop or a mobile phone; a decision I was already regretting as I wondered how to contact Storm. 

Another half hour passed and it seemed obvious that she was not going to come. Fortunately I remembered at least part of the address she had given me, so I went out of the terminal building into the bright morning sunshine and found a taxi. The driver, whom I guessed was a Maori, was helpful and friendly.

“Good morning m’am, where would you like to go today?”

“It’s a place called Devonport. Bay House – I don’t know the name of the street.” I felt foolish but he said kindly “Don’t worry, m’am, we’ll find it.” I had no idea how long the journey would be or how much it would cost, but felt too spaced-out to care, and sat back to admire the view as we set off down the motorway towards Auckland, the “City of Sails” built on an isthmus with the sea on both sides. As we passed over the Harbour Bridge, the driver pointed across the sparkling blue water to show me the Devonport peninsula bathed in bright sunlight, and I felt confident that I was going to like New Zealand and that my adventure would turn out well.
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Bay House

Bay House was set on the lower slopes of Mount Victoria – its Maori name, the driver said, was Takarunga – one of the several grassy cones formed from extinct volcanoes which we had passed on the way from the airport. A rather dilapidated wooden villa, painted white and blue, set in a wilderness of a garden filled with cascades of climbing roses, red and pink and white, tangled around the old fruit trees and overhanging the slimy green water of a neglected pond. A heady scent of jasmine filled the air.

The woman who answered the door appeared to be in her sixties. She had a weather-beaten face, short white hair and piercing cornflower-blue eyes, and wore a neat tracksuit. She said “Hello” in a brisk voice which, to my relief, sounded unmistakably English.

I said “I’ve come to visit Storm.”

“Oh.” She looked surprised. “Are you a friend of hers?”

“An old friend from England. I’ve just come from the airport.”

“Oh,” she said again. “Well, I don’t think Storm’s here at present.”

It was my turn to say “Oh” as I suddenly felt overcome with exhaustion and self-pity. With my body clock still on UK time, all I wanted on this hot sunny morning was to lie down and go to sleep. But I was alone in a strange country with nowhere to go, a heavy suitcase to carry, and most of my New Zealand dollars already spent on the taxi fare.

The woman said “You’d better come in. I’m Georgina, by the way, Storm’s landlady.” I followed Georgina inside the villa. She invited me to sit down on a faded sofa in a large room with bare wooden floors and a view of the sea. “Would you like a cup of tea?”

“Yes, thank you,” I replied, although I would have preferred gin. While Georgina was out in the kitchen I found myself drifting in and out of consciousness, only to be brought round by the sound of her bracing announcement “English Breakfast. I’ve made it sweet and strong – I must say you look all in.” I cupped my hands around the mug of hot brown brew which, ridiculously, brought back childhood memories of campfire with the Girl Guides and seemed much more comforting than the green tea I had been drinking since my illness.

Georgina continued “Were you expecting to stay with Storm tonight?”

“Yes. She was going to meet me at the airport but she didn’t come.”

“That’s rather odd,” said Georgina. She added, obviously trying to be helpful, “Sometimes people coming from overseas give the wrong arrival date. They don’t realise we’re a day ahead over here.”

“Maybe that’s what happened,” I agreed, though I did not think I had made that mistake. “But you said you don’t think she’s here at present?”

“Well, her flat is separate from the house and I don’t always know when she comes in and out. But I assume she must be away because I tried taking something round for her both yesterday and this morning and she didn’t answer the door. Added to which her cat’s been hanging round under my feet asking for food. I was rather surprised she hadn’t arranged for someone to feed it.”

That surprised me too, because I remembered that one of Storm’s more positive points was a love of cats. “Do you think she’s alright?” I asked.

“I’ve no idea,” replied Georgina. “I’m not responsible for my tenants – I don’t monitor their movements.” She continued in a more friendly tone “I presume you know her quite well?”

“Quite. We used to sing in a choir together. But we lost touch – I haven’t seen her for over twenty years.”

“So how did you find her again?”

“Through the internet. We emailed a few times. And I’ve taken a year off work – because I haven’t been well – and I thought a complete change of scene might do me good so why not come to New Zealand for a month or so.” All this was true, though not the whole story.

Georgina appeared to listen sympathetically, and said “Well, I hope you benefit from the change of scene. And Auckland has a very healthy climate in my opinion. But I don’t know what we can do about finding Storm. People’s appearance can change a good deal over twenty years – do you think she was at the airport and you didn’t recognise each other?”

“I suppose it’s possible,” I said. Somehow I didn’t think this was the correct explanation either.

I had finished my tea and felt I probably should be going, though I did not know where to. I could not help yawning.

“Well, what are we going to do with you?” asked Georgina in a challenging tone. “Do you want to leave your luggage here till later in the day and see if Storm has turned up by then?”

“Thank you, that would be helpful. But just in case she doesn’t come back, perhaps I’d better go and look for somewhere else to stay.”

“There are various guest houses in the village but they are quite expensive. Anyway, they’re probably full this time of year. Look ...” Georgina seemed to come to a decision “I suppose I could let you into Storm’s flat and you could wait in there till she comes back. Wouldn’t that be the best thing?”

I hesitated, wondering if it was right to accept this tempting offer and how Storm would react to finding me in her home when she returned. “Well, that’s very kind ...”

Georgina said “Would you like to see it, then you can decide what you want to do.” She added “I’m sure I can trust you, but before we go round perhaps you’d better give me your name and your address back in England. You can write them in here.” She handed me a notebook from the desk beside her chair.

“Of course. My first name is Iris.” I wrote down the other details, but she put the book back without looking at them, and then got up and took a bunch of keys from the desk drawer. “Are you ready? Bring your case.”

Outside, the heat of the sun had become very strong and I longed to take off the thick dark-coloured clothing I had been wearing since leaving Heathrow. Georgina led the way round the side of the house, to a part of the garden which was even more wild than the front and sloped down at a very steep angle. The “flat” was a small wooden cabin. Georgina knocked on the door but there was no reply. She handed me the key, saying “You can unlock it,” and I made to do so, but found it already open.

The door led directly into a modestly furnished living area, with a kitchenette in one corner, and French doors which led out onto a narrow deck just big enough for a table and two chairs. The place looked shabby and not very clean. I noticed the sofa had been made up as a bed, and wondered if it was meant for me. I longed to lie down on it.

Georgina said “The bathroom’s through that door on the right. And the door on the left is to Storm’s bedroom.” After a brief hesitation she went up to the left-hand door and knocked loudly, but there was no response and she said “Well, perhaps you’d better not go in there, but I don’t see why you shouldn’t make yourself at home in this room while you’re waiting.”

I thanked her and said I would like to stay and have a rest.

“I strongly advise you not to lie down at this hour,” said Georgina. “If you do you’ll sleep all day and be awake all night. That’s what happens with jet lag. You’d do better to wash and change and then go out for a walk.”

She spoke with such authority, like an old-fashioned schoolmistress or nursing sister, that when she had left I felt obliged to obey her instructions. After taking a shower and changing into a light summer dress, I certainly did feel much better. Back in holiday mood again, I set out to explore the village of Devonport, wandering along streets of wooden villas painted in pastel colours with exotic flowers in their gardens; around the grassy hillside of Mount Victoria, with views of sparkling blue sea all around; up and down the shopping street with its gift shops and cafes, discovering the difference between a latte and flat white. A magical place.

It was late afternoon when I returned to Storm’s flat, which was still empty. A young cat with orange-and-white fur, presumably the one Georgina had mentioned, was miaowing outside the door. She let me pick her up and responded with a loud throbbing purr. I fed her with the half tin of jellymeat I found in the fridge and then, exhausted by sunshine and jet lag, lay down on the couch and immediately fell asleep.

A few hours later I was wide awake, disoriented in time and place until I realised I was still alone in Storm’s flat, and it was around midnight New Zealand time though in England it would be the middle of the day. I lay there and thought about Storm, and in the end with a thumping heart I got up to open her bedroom door and peer inside, but as far as could be seen in the semidarkness there was nobody there. With a mosquito buzzing round the room and bright moonlight shining through the thin curtain, there seemed no prospect of going back to sleep again and eventually I took another of my pills. I dozed fitfully until dawn, when a raucous din of birdsong woke me from a vivid dream about Mark; lying with him in a grassy hollow on the downs on a summer evening, back in England, back in time. It was years since I had had that dream and for a while I felt too disturbed to go back to sleep, but must have done so because the next thing I knew was the sun streaming in, and it was late morning on another beautiful day.

I longed for strong black coffee, but the various beverages in Storm’s kitchen cupboard were all caffeine-free. I remembered that she had been something of a health food fanatic. After getting dressed I made myself a mug of elderflower tea and a bowl of muesli, and carried them outside. The narrow wooden deck looked down over the steep slope of the garden, a jungle of roses, ivy, passionfruit, jasmine, bougainvillea and other tropical plants not known to me, a tree laden with lemons and near the bottom another tree, huge and gnarled, which I thought was a plum. How pleasant it would be, on this the first full day of my holiday, just to sit there and read a book for a while before taking a walk in the other direction from yesterday, to explore the Cheltenham side of the Devonport peninsula, the side which looked out to sea. But I could hardly just relax into tourist mode without taking some practical action to regularise my accommodation situation, and to solve the mystery of Storm’s continued absence.

I found Georgina in front of the main house, hanging out some washing on the line, with the orange-and-white kitten jumping in and out of the wicker clothes basket at her feet.

“I see you’re good with cats,” stated Georgina, as I bent down to stroke the little creature. “I prefer dogs myself. This place is overrun with feral felines – at least they control the rat population. Your friend Storm used to feed them. She called that one Perpetua.”

“What an unusual name.”

“She called it after one of those roses at the back – Felicite et Perpetue. Named after a pair of Christian martyrs – Perpetue was pregnant when she died. Talking of which that animal needs to be desexed as soon as possible. Luckily my son – Cosmo – is a vet and a very good one too. Well, did you get some sleep? What are your plans for today?”

“The most important thing is to find out what’s happened to Storm. There’s still no sign of her and I’m worried ... maybe she had an accident on the way to the airport?”

“Oh, I very much doubt it,” said Georgina. “Anyway I expect we’d have heard if anything like that had happened. She’d have gone out on the airport bus – she doesn’t have a car – it’s perfectly safe.”

“I wondered if we should check with the hospitals. Or the police.”

“I wouldn’t rush it,” replied Georgina. “Storm is an independent adult. She might not welcome that sort of interference in her life.”

This was a rather casual attitude, I thought, but then again recalled that I had interfered with Storm’s life once before and always regretted it.

“I expect she’s just decided to go off somewhere for a day or two,” continued Georgina, and for the first time it occurred to me that it would be quite understandable if Storm had changed her mind about having me to stay and decided that she did not want to see me again after all.

My reflections were interrupted by the sound of barking. The kitten, Perpetua, arched her back and hissed savagely. The dog of unfamiliar breed which had been rushing up the path towards us, followed by a ginger-haired boy of perhaps ten or twelve years old, stopped suddenly in his tracks.

Georgina looked pleased. “Hello Spot and Francis!” she said. “Are we all ready for a walk up North Head?”
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North Head

North Head, the smaller of Devonport’s two volcanic hills, was about ten minutes’ walk away from Bay House. “It’s fifty thousand years old,” the boy told me. “It was made by a volcanic explosion. There was a Maori pa up here and then there was a bloodthirsty massacre.”

Georgina had introduced him as Francis, her grandson, the son of Cosmo the vet. He seemed to have taken a fancy to me, although I did not consider myself “good with children”, never having had a child of my own; and it was too late for that now, as for so much else in life.

The four of us – Georgina, Francis, the dog Spot, and myself – were climbing to the top of North Head. “The army and the navy used to be up here, because they had guns to shoot the Russians,” Francis told me, “and the summit was top secret, you weren’t allowed up this far before, but now it’s DOC.”

“Department of Conservation,” Georgina explained.

I thought North Head seemed like a barren place until, after we had walked further up the road onto a grassy hilltop, I was impressed by a splendid panorama; on one side a calm blue-green sea and the outlines of distant islands, to the other side Auckland city and the Harbour Bridge which I had driven over the day before.

Francis, unimpressed by the view, was throwing a ball for Spot. “My dog’s a recarnation,” he announced in my direction.

Georgina frowned. “The word is reincarnation, though that whole idea is rubbish, and heresy.”

“Storm said he was one,” insisted Francis, and turned to me again. “She’s dead now. She was bats – like you.”

“Be quiet, Francis,” ordered Georgina. “Take Iris for a walk along the bottom path and I’ll meet you round by the big gun.”

“Alright!” said Francis. “Come and see the tunnels!”

He led the way along the grassy path, dotted with daisies, which skirted the seaward side of the hill. It was flanked by a profusion of wild vegetation – privet, fennel, nasturtiums, honeysuckle and red vetch. To our left, at the bottom of the steep cliff, was a little bay of golden sand encircled by black volcanic rocks, and a calm and sparkling turquoise sea. I stopped for a few moments to bask in the sun and admire the beauty of the place, then realised the path ahead had suddenly come to an end. The boy and his dog had vanished.

“Come on Iris!” came a muffled shout. They had turned right, into a concrete cave, a dark musty-smelling tunnel boring through the hillside. “Come on, it’s only short!” cried Francis and I followed him. It was cool and damp out of the sun. There were tracks like little railway lines underfoot, and in the dim light I could see the blocked-off entrances of other tunnels to the side. Francis said “There are millions of tunnels in this hill. The convicts built them, and there was a man here one day told me there’s a plane buried inside. They buried it in the war.”

The tunnel had a sinister feel and I was glad to see a shaft of light ahead. We climbed an incline and emerged into the fresh air, higher up the hill, where the splendid view could be seen once more and Georgina was waiting on a wooden seat near a huge gun emplacement.

Francis resumed throwing the ball for Spot, who was a medium-sized dog of a kind I had never seen in England, with a blue tinge to his coat. “What sort of dog is Spot?” I asked.

“A Blue Heeler of course. That’s an Australian shepherd dog. They can be either red or blue.”

“Blue Healers?” I asked, misunderstanding. “Can they make sick people better?”

“No, they just nip their heels.”

“Oh. Well, why is he called Spot?” This had been puzzling me all along because there were no spots on the dog’s smooth coat.

“Because Spot’s a cool name for a dog.”

As we started walking back around the hill, Spot started barking and Francis said “He wants his ball thrown again. He wants you do it this time.”

“OK.” I cautiously threw it for a little way. The dog jumped up immediately and before it could bounce he caught it in his mouth.

“That was pathetic,” said Francis. “Throw it again.”

I did so, but this time it went much further than intended and vanished down the steep hillside towards the sea, with Spot hurtling after it and Francis about to follow.

My cry of horror, and the boy’s shouted curse, almost drowned out Georgina’s loud command “Stay here, Francis!” as she grabbed his hand and pulled him back onto the path.

My heart was racing and I felt too mortified to look directly at the others as I muttered apologies and promised to buy a new ball, although my real fear was not about the ball being lost but about the dog being injured, trapped in the undergrowth, or even killed by falling onto the hard rocks below. Suddenly I was aware of a dark energy in this beautiful but alien place with its history of volcanic eruption and warfare.

It seemed an eternity, but was really a very short time, before Spot bounded back with the ball in his mouth and dropped it at my feet. 

Francis said “Throw it the other way this time.”

“No, Francis,” said Georgina. “Put the ball away, it’s time to go home for tea.”

“Is it Afghans?” asked the boy. This made no more sense to me than his earlier references to DOC, Russians and a Maori pa. I thought I would Google these topics when I got back and then remembered that, after years of spending most of my days online, I no longer had access to a computer.

“No, it’s muffins today,” said Georgina. They were behaving as if nothing had happened but I still felt shaky, and embarrassed, as we walked along the path. 

Spot walked at my side. “My dog likes you,” said Francis. “Are you getting a dog of your own?”

“I’d like to,” I said. “But I don’t know how long I’m staying here. And I’m already looking after a little cat.”

“I’ve got a dog and a cat. You can have both at once you know. I could help get a dog for you – if you tell me what breed, sex and colour you want?”

“That would be lovely, but...”

Georgina intervened “That will have to wait, Francis, till Iris is properly settled in.”

Did she expect me to be staying here? I felt rather pleased at the thought, although I knew that I was only in New Zealand temporarily and that it would be out of the question to get a dog.

The boy said next “You’re not really bats.”

“Why did you think I was bats before then?”

“Because you’re a friend of Storm. She was a witch.”

This further mention of Storm cast a shadow over the pleasant afternoon. However, not knowing what I could do about finding her and deciding to put the problem aside for now, I was glad when Georgina intervened to say “Francis, stop talking rubbish, and put that dog back on his lead. It’s time to go home for tea.”
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The Third Day

Next morning I woke up with the sun streaming through the window and realised that for the first time in months I was feeling pretty well. The previous day, after returning to Bay House for afternoon tea with Georgina’s blueberry muffins, I had gone into the village just in time to use one of the computer terminals in the library before it closed. There was no message from Storm. I had gone on to the supermarket to buy some food and wine for a simple supper, which I ate in the warm spring twilight on Storm’s deck, while Perpetua picked her way along the wooden balustrade with dainty steps, poised like a tightrope walker above the steep bank with its profusion of rambling roses.

I still had no idea what to do about finding Storm, but Georgina had said that she was happy for me stay on in the flat for a while. Having refused my offer of paying rent, she agreed to accept some help in the garden, so after breakfast I started to tackle the overgrown herb patch in front of the main house, clearing away the grass and weeds to reveal fragrant clumps of sage, rosemary and thyme. By the time Georgina invited me inside for a cup of coffee I had pulled up a large mound of vegetation and felt extremely hot.

She said “Thank you for that. This garden’s too much for me to manage on my own, since my husband died and my eyesight has been going downhill. Cosmo and Francis both help when they can but they have busy lives and I don’t want to be a burden.”

It seemed I was gradually becoming accepted into this slightly eccentric family. I was curious to know more about them, but it would perhaps be intrusive to ask such questions as what was wrong with Georgina’s eyes and whether Francis’s mother, who had not yet been mentioned, was still on the scene. I only said that it was a pleasure to help, and that perhaps next time I could do some work in the side garden beside the flat.

“Don’t do any more today or you’ll get sunburned,” said Georgina. “Besides, working down that side can be dangerous, because it’s so steep. I’ve rather given up on pruning the roses in recent years and just let them grow wild, as you can see.”

“They do look lovely, though,” I said.

Georgina said “Yes, they are splendid when they’re in flower. They’re old English roses, you know. We planted them when we were first married and came out to live here, to remind us of home.” She paused for a moment before continuing rather tentatively “Storm always seemed quite interested in plants, especially from a medicinal aspect, and she did some drawings of some of the ones in the garden. You may have come across them in the flat.”

I hadn’t, but decided to have a look when I went back. Georgina asked “Do you do any drawing or painting yourself at all?”

“No, I always wanted to, but I was told at school that I’d be hopeless.” A mental picture of Miss Peacock the art mistress, mocking one of my pictures in front of the whole class, flashed into my mind. I had loved drawing and painting until then, but after that incident I had never had the heart to do any more of it. Another old memory I hadn’t thought about for years. Another opportunity lost.

“Nonsense,” said Georgina in a robust tone. “I believe everyone should do what they want to – within reason – whatever other people think. And don’t interfere with what they want to do, either. Live and let live, I’ve always believed.”

I thanked Georgina for the coffee, and agreed that the sun was too strong for more gardening at present and that I would wait till next day before doing any more.

I was reluctant to pry into Storm’s things, but was interested in what Georgina had told me about her botanical art, and when I got back to the flat I looked around the living area. Underneath a stack of self-help and vegetarian cookery books I found the folder of watercolour paintings of Old English roses. Albertine, heavily laden with copper-pink flowers, the same rose I had noticed rambling over the gnarled old fruit tree in the garden. Celeste, a brighter more silvery pink. Rosa Gallica Officinalis, plain bright crimson flowers with an intense scent; I had seen that somewhere in the garden too. Rosa Mundi, with striped red and white flowers like a raspberry-ripple ice-cream. I had not known Storm was a talented artist as well as a skilled musician.

In the same pile there was a notebook, and after a brief hesitation I looked inside that as well. It contained handwritten descriptions of some plants and their medicinal uses, and I read a few at random. Vervain (Verbena Officianalis): nervine, cholagogue, emmenagogue, antibacterial. Elderberry (Sambucus Nigra): diaphoretic, anticatarrhal, eye remedy, laxative, antirheumatic. I did not understand most of the technical terms and was about to close the book when I noticed a longer paragraph:


Rosa Gallica (Apothecary’s rose): Ancient remedy revives the skin, calms the soul. For pains in the head, eyes, throat, gums, stomach (Culpeper). Dark red petals. Pick at right phase of moon, steep in rainwater, add brandy, wine or vinegar to preserve. Symbol of love and beauty of special value for tension and depression in women after breakdown of relationship.



I was thinking wryly that perhaps I should take some myself when a knock at the door interrupted my reading, and I quickly put Storm’s little herbal back where I had found it. The visitor was Georgina and she looked flustered and out of breath. She was carrying a ceramic jar decorated with a curved pattern of yellow and blue on a white background. She said “I forgot to give this to you this morning.”

I commented “What a lovely jar.”

“Isn’t it fine?” Georgina agreed. “I’ve been anxious to return it in case Francis brings Spot inside the house and he knocks it over. But then I almost dropped it myself just now. Here – put it somewhere safe – up there.”

Georgina handed me the jar and I carefully placed it up on a shelf while she sat down, still looking rather troubled.

“Does it belong to Storm?” I asked.

“Yes, she used it to make some kind of medicinal concoction. Rosewater I think it was – they used to say that was good for the complexion when I was young. Anyway I don’t know where this jar came from but she was specially fond of it, that was obvious, and I presume it’s quite valuable too, a museum piece. Then a few days ago – it might have been the day before you arrived – I was carrying a bag of compost down to the plum tree and I stepped on the jar by mistake. It was lying under the bushes. The spout was cracked slightly and I was afraid it was my fault, though I suppose it might have been cracked already. Storm wasn’t in, and I knew she’d be upset so I decided to take it home and have a go at mending it myself. My husband used to do some pottery, you see, and I’ve kept his studio just as he left it but then I thought – well, it’s been a year since he died, it’s time I pulled myself together and started making some good use of the place.”

This explained why Georgina seemed upset, but I did not think she would take kindly to deeper discussion of her feelings and so I tried to soothe her distress by saying “Well, you’ve mended it so nicely, I can hardly even see where the crack was.”

“I don’t know about that. I did find some old paint the right colours – I was quite good at handicrafts myself when I was younger but of course I don’t see so well now and I don’t actually think it’s a perfect repair. I probably did the wrong thing, it should have been taken to a professional, but that costs so much nowadays and I know Storm was short of money.”

“It looks fine to me,” I said again, though not quite truthfully, for looking at the piece more closely I could see that the join was slightly uneven, so that there was a break in the pattern. If it had been valuable before, I doubted it would be now. I asked “But why do you think it was lying out in the garden in the first place?”

“That is odd, isn’t it. Maybe Storm took it down to pick flowers for those alternative medicine recipes of hers. Though why she would leave it there? Unless she was called away suddenly.”

I said impulsively “And never came back.”

Georgina said “Yes, it really is very strange that she’s still not here.”

I suggested “Should we perhaps have a look in her bedroom? Just in case.”

“Probably a good idea at this stage.”

We went in together. I had a vague apprehension that we might find something sinister, but was quite unprepared for what lay on the bed – two party dresses, one with a low-cut bodice and a frilly short skirt in a shiny red and black fabric, the other long and slinky in a leopardskin print. They looked to me cheap and tarty, and the thought of Storm as I remembered her choosing to wear such garments was quite grotesque. Georgina, perhaps thinking the same, raised her eyebrows slightly but neither of us made any comment.

The book lying on the bedside table was entitled A Wiccan Journal and, after some discussion about the ethics of reading other people’s diaries, we agreed to look at November’s entries for any clues about where Storm might have gone. The only recorded item was the date and time of my arrival in Auckland, soon after the festival of Samhain “when the veil between the living and the dead is lifted”. The room appeared otherwise unremarkable and by mutual consent we did not look inside the wardrobe or drawers.

“Well, that’s that,” said Georgina. “I think perhaps we’ll wait one more night and if there’s no news of her by tomorrow morning we should call the police as you suggest.”

I agreed. But as it turned out we did not have to wait that long.

In the early evening, Francis came round to the flat. “Hey, Iris, do you want to walk on the beach with Spot?”

It was low tide at Cheltenham, the beach which stretched northwards from the foot of North Head. Barefoot, we walked far out along the warm sands towards the island of Rangitoto, another of the old volcanoes which were dotted around the Auckland region, its green peaks outlined against the twilight sky. The dog ran to and fro, splashing through the shallow pools of water to catch the ball when I threw it for him, and sometimes going off at a tangent to chase after seabirds.

It felt like an enchanted evening, but the mood changed when we got back home.

Spot had apparently formed an attachment to me, and he followed me round to the flat. Perpetua the kitten, who had been lying on the deck in the warm evening sunlight, leaped up suddenly when the dog approached. She raced off down the garden and up the plum tree.

“Here, Spot!” called Francis, but the dog did not obey. He was sniffing and pawing in the undergrowth, waving his tail frantically, and then began to bark.

Afterwards I wished I could have stopped Francis from running down the garden to get his dog, and so being the first one to discover the body.

It seemed wrong for such a young boy to have such an experience. Although, I had to admit, he coped far more calmly than I did. After he called out “Hey, I told you Storm was dead!” I hurried down to where they were, near the old plum tree at the bottom of the garden, stumbling on the overgrown steps and scratching my ankles on the brambles. I stopped short when I saw a pair of legs sticking out at an odd angle from under the rose bush, the Rosa Gallica. I found myself shaking with shock and only just managed to tell Francis not to touch anything, and to put the dog on his lead, before I was sick on the ground. Francis was talking excitedly about how a dog could smell a corpse from a long distance away as we hurried back up to the main house to call for help.
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​Chapter 5
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Storm

By the time the ambulance crew and the police had finished their work, Storm’s body had been taken away, and Francis and Spot sent to bed in Georgina’s spare room, it was very late. I felt weak and shaky, probably needing to eat something but nauseated by the thought of food. Although exhausted, I shrank from the prospect of trying to sleep alone in Storm’s flat with the image of her twisted legs vivid in my mind. Yet on another level the events of the evening seemed like a dream and I could not really believe that Storm was dead. I was glad when Georgina announced that what we both needed was a large glass of brandy.

Though the events of the evening had dissolved some of the reserve between us, and both of us seemed to feel a need to talk, I was taken aback by Georgina’s first words: “I think suicide is a terrible sin. Selfish, cruel, even if she didn’t have any family to consider.”

“Why do you think it was suicide?”

“I can’t be sure, of course. And of course I hope it wasn’t. But I think she’d been unhappy lately – and possibly in financial difficulties since leaving her job – she happened to mention that she had sold her computer which surprised me a great deal because she used to spend so much time on it. Well, more likely she died from an accident or natural causes. She hadn’t looked well lately. Maybe she fell from the deck and rolled down the garden – I thought she seemed a bit unsteady on her feet.”

“Do you have any idea what was wrong?”

Georgina again surprised me with her reply. “Love-sick, I would say. At her age – which would be what, mid-forties, you’d probably know – it’s difficult to believe. But perhaps, with being so gawky and not having terribly good skin, men hadn’t found her very attractive ... I’m only guessing. But she seemed different lately, dressed in a more feminine way, often had a dreamy look rather like a young girl in the middle of her first romance. A married man I suppose, that’s the usual story, and I’ve got a fairly good idea who it was. Anyway, you probably know more about Storm’s affairs than I do.”

“No, not at all. I hadn’t seen her for such a long time.”

Georgina looked at me directly. “So why exactly did you come out from England to see her after all these years?”

I told her a little more of the story. “Well, a few months ago I was quite ill, and after my treatment finished I decided not to go back to work for a while. Somehow that whole experience made me want to reassess my life, put right some mistakes from the past and perhaps do things differently in future – does that make sense to you?”

“Yes indeed,” said Georgina. “I can understand that perfectly well.”

“Anyway I wanted a break, a change of scene, and then one day I happened to think about Storm. Just for interest I looked on the internet and came across a woman with her name living in Auckland. I’d always thought I’d like to visit New Zealand. So I sent her an email, though I wasn’t sure if it was the right person or if she’d want to see me again.”

“You mean ... because of a mistake from the past?”

“Yes. That was about a married man, too.”

As soon as I had spoken I regretted it, thinking that Georgina would probably disapprove, but she said only “Well, forgiveness is very important, I think.”

The conversation was getting too deep for comfort, but I was saved from having to continue by the sound of heavy footsteps in the hall, and Georgina’s exclamation “Here’s Cosmo!” It took me a moment to realise that she was talking about her son Cosmo the vet, the father of Francis.

He hurried in saying “Only just got your message, we had a Labrador in with bowel obstruction. What’s up?”

Georgina said “Storm – the lodger – is dead. Her body was lying in the garden. It was Francis who found her, I’m afraid.”

“Hell,” said Cosmo. He gave his mother an awkward pat on the shoulder. 

Georgina said “Yes, it’s certainly been a shock for us all. Francis seems alright at the moment but I’ve sent him to bed and let him take Spot with him. We’re having a drink, I expect you could do with one too. Oh, I’d better introduce you – this is Iris, who’s staying in Storm’s flat. Iris, this is my son Cosmo.”

“Hello Iris,” said Cosmo, shaking my hand. He was a tall well-built man, with a weather-beaten face and bright blue eyes like his mother’s, and a floppy thatch of dark brown hair. A man of few words, spoken in a strong Kiwi accent, and though his manner was rather brusque he struck me as kindly. As he poured himself a drink, and then topped up my own glass, I asked perhaps inappropriately “Will the Labrador be alright?”

“Probably. He’d eaten a pinecone.”

“Labradors will eat anything,” said Georgina. 

Cosmo stretched himself out on the sofa, took a large swig of brandy, and asked “So what happened to poor old Storm?”

“We’ve really no idea,” said Georgina. “She’d been missing for several days and it was actually Spot who found her, so unfortunately Francis got involved, though he seems remarkably unaffected by it and I think he’s gone to sleep now. The police were here for ages but there wasn’t a great deal we could tell them.”

“Had she been sick lately? Or depressed?” asked Cosmo.

“As I was telling Iris, I’d noticed she seemed rather miserable and also a bit unsteady, but I wasn’t aware of anything serious. Though I know she’d stopped going to work lately – I suspect she’d lost her job.”

“No great loss, if it was the job at Emby’s surgery,” said Cosmo, and I thought I saw meaningful glances exchanged between mother and son. “What about her family?”

Georgina said “Well, she never mentioned any relatives as far as I remember, though I suppose there may be some in England. I should have asked for her next-of-kin when I took her on I suppose. It’s really extraordinary how little I knew about her.”

“How long had she been living in the flat?” I asked.

“About nine months or so,” said Georgina. “We never had tenants there before. We kept it for friends and relatives who came to stay. But since I’ve been alone here, after my husband died, it made sense to make use of the space and bring in a little extra money. Storm had put a card in one of the shop windows in the village – very nicely handwritten – ‘quiet professional nonsmoking single woman recently arrived from UK seeking accommodation, willing to help with gardening or housework in exchange for low rent’ – something like that. I didn’t want any help with housework, but I did ask her to do a bit of gardening. In fact she didn’t do much, but she did pay the rent on time and never caused any trouble until now.”

She added “Adults should be responsible for themselves and I didn’t consider it my business to look after her welfare. Perhaps I was wrong ... maybe I could have helped ... still, it’s easy to be wise after the event.”

“Too right,” said Cosmo. “Besides, judging from what little I saw of Storm, if she thought you were meddling in her private life she’d have bitten your head off.” He turned to me. “Sorry, Iris, she was a friend of yours.”

“Well, not a close friend exactly.”

“No, she didn’t seem the type who’d have close friends.”

“One shouldn’t speak ill of the dead,”Georgina reproved him. “I’m still wondering when it happened. I’ve been trying to think when I last saw her – the police asked me that, of course – and I couldn’t be sure. But I remembered, after they’d gone, that the day before Iris came here I found Storm’s pottery jar lying in the garden. Maybe she’d dropped it when she fell. In which case I could have walked past her body without knowing it. Oh dear. Let’s hope whatever happened was quick and she didn’t suffer too much.”

Cosmo said “Well, maybe we’ll find out. It’ll be a coroner’s case – there’ll have to be a post-mortem and maybe an inquest – but considering we’re not family they may not tell us much.”

Georgina told me “There are rather strict privacy rules in New Zealand. Especially about suicides.” 

Suddenly Francis came into the room and said “Have they caught the murderer yet?”

There was a brief shocked silence before Georgina told him “Don’t be ridiculous,” and Cosmo stood up, drained his glass and said “Come on Francis, put that dog on his lead, it’s time to go home.”

They left.

It was time for me to go home too, if I could call the flat home. I felt reluctant to return there. I asked Georgina “Do you think Francis could know something?”

“What do you mean?”

“I remember when we were up on North Head – he was talking about reincarnation and then he said that Storm was dead. I thought it was just fantasy at the time, but...”

Georgina’s voice reverted to its usual brisk tone as she replied “Yes, I certainly think it’s best to treat it that way. Francis is an unusual child in some ways and his mother used to claim he had a sixth sense, but neither Cosmo nor I want to encourage that kind of thing. Hopefully he’ll grow out of it and till then it’s best ignored.”

There was a brief silence and she added “And you mustn’t mind if Cosmo is rather abrupt. He gets on better with animals than people.”

Another silence, then she said firmly “Now we should both be getting to bed. I presume you’ll be alright over there by yourself?”

“Yes, I’ll be alright,” I said


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THREE
NOVELLAS

Carmen's Roses

The Windflower Vibratiovw

oo CJ ::(D:: @) o

Jennifer Barraclough






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.jpg





d2d_images/image000.jpg
CARMEN’S ROSES

A story of mystery, romance,
and the paranormal





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image004.jpg
THREE
NOVELLAS

Carmenwsy Roses
Blue Moon for Bombery

The Windflower Vibvation

ro—————0 :‘O\‘ o= o0

Jennifer Barraclough





