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The Cameo Brooch

 


Paula had dropped in to the
meeting at the town community centre.

“You said about Archie liking
someone?” Caroline Pitcher said, spotting her. “I think I know who
you mean. Gabrielle from the library?”

Paula nodded.

“Any idea how you can get them
together, Fiona?” Bertha asked, joining in the conversation.

“Yes, I have the ideal thing,”
Caroline said. “It's something that belonged to my late
great-great-aunt, and has been passed down the generations. I
happen to know that it has special powers, but I don't know what
exactly. We should see when Archie has it in his possession.”

“I'll leave you to find that
out, Caroline, and look forward to seeing Archie in love. That
man's such a workaholic.”

“You tell me!” Caroline agreed.
“I hope this object can get him out of the shop more.”

She got up. “I'll see you all at
the next meeting.”

“Bye, Caroline. Good luck,” Ted
said.

 


Back at the shop, Caroline
waited until Archie had finished with a customer. When the person
left after buying a first-edition of a book, Caroline approached
him.

He noticed his aunt had
something in her hand. “What have you got there, Caroline?
Something new to sell?”

“No, Archie. This is for
you.”

“For me. What have I done?”

“You've kept the place afloat
all these years. This is in recognition of all your hard work.”

Archie took the box from her,
raising an eyebrow.

“Open it.”

“A cameo brooch!”

“Not just any brooch, Archie.
That belonged to your Great-Great-Aunt Beatrice.”

“An heirloom?”

“You could say that. It's a
special brooch, in that it has powers for whoever it belongs
to.”

“What powers?” he asked. It
looked like any ordinary cameo brooch to him: the cream face of a
woman in the centre, on a maroon background.

“Only the person who is in
possession of it discovers what its powers are. So, Archie, you
need to take extra care of it.”

“Why me? Isn't there a female
relative that it's better suited for?”

“It's for you to give to the
woman you love, and only it will know who that is. Be careful with
it, Archie. It's a family heirloom, passed down to the eldest
daughter of the family or the first daughter to get married. I'm
giving it to you because you know I've not married, and I've seen
you look at a certain lady of the village.”

Archie felt his face heat up. “I
will take care of it,” he told her.

 


At closing time, Archie locked
his present in the cupboard. “And there it will stay,” he said
firmly as he left the shop and secured the door behind him.

He strolled through the park on
his way to his flat just on the other side of the village. As he
walked along the path, he felt a slight breeze around his almost
bald head. Then Ted Cooke, who ran the park café, walked past him.
Ted’s clothes didn’t looked blown about, like his own. His trousers
were flapping against his legs. All about him, leaves were
fluttering about on the ground and on the trees but, glancing
further away, Archie couldn't see any movement. All appeared still.
This was weird.

He stepped up his pace, his
stroll turning into a fast walk. But as he went faster, so did the
breeze pick up. To add to it there came a soft whispering noise
among the trees. He was tempted to stop and listen, but now he
wanted to get back to his flat and to normality.

The whispering got louder,
seeming as if it were singing a love song. Archie was sure he heard
the words, 'You'll be my love.'

At the exit gate both the breeze
and the whispering had quietened. Archie walked through the gate.
When he stepped on to the pavement, the gate creaked then slammed
shut behind him. Archie swivelled round. He stared at the gate. Was
it him, or was the gate waiting for him to leave? That slam sounded
as if it was pleased he was now out of the park. No, you're just
imagining it, he told himself. He scratched his moustache in
puzzlement.

 


That evening Archie placed the
brooch in its box on the top of his bedside cabinet. “Powers, eh?”
he told the brooch. “I wonder how you will show me who you think is
my love. I know who I'd like it to be, but will you agree? You can
be sure I'll look after you.”

As he got into bed, he gazed at
the face on the brooch. He was certain it was smiling, and he could
hear a soft and gentle voice singing 'You will be my love', just
like the whispering sound he’d heard in the park earlier.

* * *

The next day Archie stepped out
from behind his counter to the window where he started dusting the
display. He took pride in keeping his shop clean. Flicking his
duster over the antiques, he paused at the basket full of
low-priced curios and trinkets.

Taking a handkerchief from his
trouser pocket, he wiped his head. Good job that he had no hair
left now, he thought, amused. The dust would have made him look
grey.

He looked again at the basket
and rummaged through the trinkets inside. Although he thought he
knew everything in his shop, it was hard to remember it all, and he
liked to take time now and then to rediscover items. He had reached
the bottom of the basket when he felt something familiar. He pulled
it out from underneath a jumble of cheap jewellery. The cameo
brooch.

How come it was there? The last
time he'd seen it was when he'd locked it in the cupboard. Had he
dropped it into the basket without realising?

He shook his head in
bewilderment. Anyway, he'd found it now, and he'd shut it away
again for safe keeping.

He smoothed his fingers over the
face of the woman on the brooch. She looked quite pretty with that
smile.

The bell on the shop door dinged
and quickly he hid the brooch on the shelf behind the counter and
stood there, ready to receive the customer.

A young man wandered around the
shop, clearly unsure of what he wanted by the way he briefly looked
at one item after another, occasionally glancing towards the
counter. Archie left his spot and approached him.

“Can I help you?” Archie
asked.

The man hesitated, then nodded.
“Yes. I’m looking for a gift for my girlfriend, but I’m not sure
what sort of things she would want, except she does like antique
stuff. Not too expensive, though. We’re saving to buy a house.”

“Well, you’ve certainly come to
the right shop. Do you know what your young lady is particularly
interested in? Jewellery, perhaps?” Now why had he said that? Maybe
it was seeing the brooch again.

“Now that’s a thought. Come to
think of it, she does love anything like that. What do you have in
that line?”

“Yes, I do.” Archie led the man
towards the basket of trinkets. “You might find something in here.
I’ll let you have a look for yourself,” he said and left the
customer searching through it.

A minute later, a young woman
came into the shop. She headed towards the young man. “What's
taking you so long?” she asked.

“I can't decide what to get
you,” he replied.

“You were buying for me? Oh,
darling!”

“I’m not sure what you would
like,” he said.

“I like all jewellery,” she
said.

She turned towards the counter
and her eyes lit up.

Oh no! Not the brooch!

“I want that,” she said,
pointing at the brooch.

“Sorry, it's not for sale. It
belongs to me,” Archie told her.

The young woman pouted. “Well,
why is it on display then? I want that brooch. Tell him,
Gerald.”

Just then his aunt appeared.
“What's the problem, Archie?”

“This young lady has seen my
cameo brooch and wants to buy it. I've told her it's mine and not
for sale.”

“Let her have it, Archie,”
Caroline said. Archie raised an eyebrow in question. “Don't ask me
why. I'll tell you later.”

OK, if his aunt knew what she
was doing, then he'd see what happened.

“If you'd like to hold on, I'll
just get the box it comes in,” he told the couple.

The young woman clapped her
hands in glee. “Oh, thank you,” she gushed.

Archie went to the cupboard and
opened it, then blinked in amazement. There was the box that the
brooch had been in when his aunt had given it to him. So how come
it was still there and the brooch wasn't?

As he took the box out, he
recalled what his aunt had told him. The brooch had special powers.
Was one of them being revealed out of the blue when a young lady
came through the door and wanted it? Caroline had said she'd
explain later. He shut the cupboard, then returned to the counter
and the couple.

“Here's the box,” he said,
putting it beside the brooch.

“Oh, it's pretty, isn't it?” the
woman said.

“Would you like it
gift-wrapped?” Archie asked.

“Yes, please,” she replied,
pleasanter now that she had got her way.

Archie bent down to below the
counter and took out a roll of gift paper and a bow. He put the
brooch back into the box and wrapped the box, sticking the bow on
it.

“There you are.” He gave them
the box and the man handed over a couple of ten pound notes. “Put
the change in the charity box,” he said and the couple left the
shop.

After they had gone, Archie said
to his aunt, “Are you going to tell me now why you let that young
woman buy my brooch?”

“Yes, I will. I think now is the
time. All I'll say is that you'll see it again, either by the end
of today or tomorrow.”

“Anything to do with its special
powers?”

“You wait and see what
happens!”

“I believe you. I'd put the
brooch under the counter, then it appeared as if by itself on the
counter top.”

Another customer came in. While
Caroline dealt with them, Archie picked up the duster and carried
on from where he’d left off at the basket of jewellery.

As he shut the door at the end
of the day, Archie thought, Phew, thank heavens that day's over!
What a strange one it had been. He changed the sign to 'Closed',
locked the till, fetched his jacket and left.

When he got to the park gate, he
recalled what had happened that morning. Should he chance it?
Surely it couldn't be any worse?

Archie walked along the path.
When he reached the trees, he stopped. Would they do that weird
thing again? As soon as he stepped forward, he heard the
whispering. This time it was louder. He could also hear the leaves
crackling under his feet as he went. He looked up. The branches on
the trees were twisting in the stronger breeze. It was all so
strange. He wondered what the brooch would do next. Could this
weird weather be anything to do with it? When he was here in the
morning, he didn't have the brooch with him and the breeze had got
up just for him. But he didn't have it now. It was with that woman,
and the weather disturbance had got worse. Was the park telling him
that he should keep the brooch with him all the time?

Again, when he walked past the
exit gate, it clanged shut behind him, as though it was saying to
him, ‘Get out now!’

Archie took a deep breath, then
made his way home. Passing the 'Welcome' sign to the village, he
glanced back – and stopped. The 'IN' had faded. Was someone playing
games with him? When he wasn't about, were they covering over the
letters with paint? He peered more closely at the sign. No, he
would see paint marks if anyone had. The letters were definitely
lighter than yesterday.

When he got home, he sat down in
his chair. Oh my! That certainly had been a strange day. Tomorrow,
he'd see if he could get the brooch back, and take it home with
him. See what happened if he walked through the park. Having made
the decision, Archie spent the rest of the evening relaxed, even
managing to watch his favourite TV programme on antiques all the
way through without thinking of the brooch.

* * *

This mood lasted until he
reached the park the next morning on his way to the shop. When he
reached the park gate, he hesitated. Should he go through the park
or not? He decided to go the long way round instead.

He set off. Half-way round, he
glanced into the park – and started back in shock. Through the
railings and into the trees, he saw the figure of a woman. What was
she doing in there? Was she lost?

He stared, mesmerised, at the
woman. He shook his head in bewilderment. The woman appeared to be
beckoning him to her. Like an automaton, he walked to the side
gate, and entered the park, walking towards the trees where he'd
seen the woman. Where was she?

As if she'd read his thoughts,
she appeared
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