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        We who lurk in the twilight have no need of your belief.

        Spindledrift Goodfellow
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      It has taken longer than I expected to bring these stories together. Life has a way of filling itself: family, work, and—most of all—the podcast, which has been my constant companion these past years. But while I have been recording, editing, and talking about ghost stories, I have also been writing them. Almost without noticing, I had filled a drawer with pieces—some new, some reimagined from older drafts—and found I was sitting on a book’s worth.

      What you will find here is not a single type of tale, but a set of variations on a theme: the supernatural as it walks among us. Some follow the tradition of the classic ghost story, where an atmosphere of quiet dread builds until it is too late to turn back. Others step into grittier, urban territory—stories where the horror has one foot in the street and the other in the shadows. A third group turns towards the Fae, drawing on the older, stranger folklore: the bright and dangerous beings who are nothing like the softened figures of children’s books.

      These stories are the product of years of immersion in supernatural fiction, old and new, and of my own encounters with places and people that carry a charge of otherness. Whether you come to them for the shiver of a fireside ghost story, the unease of urban horror, or the sharp tang of the folkloric, I hope you find something here that stays with you.

      Now, at last, the drawer is open. The stories are yours.

      Tony Walker

      Carlisle, August 2025
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            A Knock On The Door

          

        

      

    

    
      John Telford, his wife Anne and their grown-up son, James sat listening to the Light Programme on the wireless in their front room in their terraced house at the Ginns, in Whitehaven, Cumberland. It was the end of October in 1961. John and James had been to work at Marchon and come home to mince and tatties, cooked by Anne after she had come back from work at the Council offices in town.

      They listened to Brian Matthew, and enjoyed it, though John was reading a James Bond novel, “Casino Royale”, as well as listening, and Anne was doing some crochet and James was flipping through an American Marvel comic book.

      Then came a knock at the front door.

      “I wonder who that could be?” Anne said.

      “It’s a bit late,” John said,

      “They seem pretty insistent,” Anne said. “Go on, John, answer it.”

      John groaned and looked over at his son where he sat on the sofa. “Go on James, you answer it.”

      With a sigh, James put his Captain America comic down on the sofa beside him and stood up. “All, right,” he said, “But I don’t see why it’s got to be me.”

      Annie smiled. “Because you’re the lucky one. You never know, we might have won the Pools.”

      James walked through from the parlour where they were sitting, which was at the back of the house, through the front room and to the door, which opened straight onto the street.

      John, his ear cocked, heard a muffled conversation and looked at his wife who raised her eyebrows. “They’re having a bit of a chat,” she said.

      “It might be some religious people,” John said. “I hope he gets rid of them.”

      But James did not get rid of whoever it was he was chatting to and instead came through to his parents, saying, “It’s a bloke. He wants to come in. He says he’s got something for you.” He was looking at his father.

      “Who is he?” John said.

      “I don’t know but he’s called William Telford.”

      “Telford? The same name as us,” John said.

      “Odd,” Anne said.

      “Not really,” James said. “It’s a common name round here.”

      “Is he local then?” Anne said.

      James gave an exasperated sigh. “Why don’t you ask him?”

      Anne nodded at her husband. “You go, John.”

      John made a tut-tut noise, stood and placed his book carefully on the arm of his chair then he went through to greet the stranger.

      There was a further muffled chat which Anne strained to hear, though James had gone back to Captain America. Anne couldn’t really make out what they were saying until she heard her husband say, “I supposed you’d better come in then,” and a few seconds later John came through to the parlour with a man of similar height to him, with a similar shaped face, though this man’s hair was going grey and he was maybe twenty years older than her husband. The stranger wore a heavy black overcoat, of good quality and he looked respectable. Being respectable was a great virtue in Anne’s eyes.

      Her husband introduced him. “This is William. He’s a cousin of my grandfather’s.”

      The man stood there until Anne, remembering her manners, said, “Please, William, take your coat off.” She turned to her son and said, “Jim, get up, take the man’s coat, and let him sit down.”

      For a further time, James dropped Captain America and stood, stepping towards the man and extending his hand to take his coat, which he would hang on a peg in the cupboard under the stairs.

      William Telford took off his coat and handed it to James. The coat was cold when James touched it. It was a bitter night out there.

      William said, “Well, well, well, it’s nice to see my long-lost kin, especially on a cold night when there’s such a welcoming fire in here.”

      John Telford  said, “Go and warm your hands beside the fire.”

      Anne switched off the Light Programme on the wireless.

      William Telford stood in front of the fire and rubbed his hands together. “Thank you, cousin.”

      Anne said, “First cousin twice removed, if you’re his grandfather’s cousin. I think.”

      William said, “Aye, that’d be right.”

      “Do you live in Whitehaven?” Anne said.

      “No, no,” William said. “I’m a bit of a drifter, always have been. I just docked at Liverpool and thought I would come up to see you.”

      “How did you know where we lived?” James said.

      “I asked around.”

      John said, “I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but I’ve never heard of you. You’d be my dad’s cousin.”

      “Once removed,” Anne said.

      William grinned. “I guess I wasn’t much on your grand-dad’s mind. I don’t recall him ever leaving Cumberland, and I was a lot younger than him but I went to sea. Anyway, I’ll keep the visit short. I’ve got something for you.”

      Anne said, “Would you like a cup of tea?”

      William nodded and Anne bustled off to put the kettle on the hob.

      William said, “As I was saying, I went to sea when I was a lad and I’ve never been good at keeping in touch. The reason I’m here is that I’ve had a bit of bad news from the doctor and I might not get the chance to come to Whitehaven again. And, well, here it is,” and here he reached into his jacket pocket and brought out a curiously shaped ornament.

      He held it in his hand. It was about the size of a frog and carved from some black material, quite ornately. It looked old. “This is The Toad. It’s been in the family generations. My dad got it from your great-grand-dad, John, and who knows where he got it from. They say it’s Anglo-Saxon. It’s carved from Whitby Jet, you know. It’d be worth something.”

      William handed the black toad to John who took it on the palm of his hand and squinted at it in the light cast from the 60 watt bulb that hung overhead.

      The toad ornament was carved from a glossy black substance. Its surface was smooth yet intricately detailed, with fine patterns etched across its back and sides. The craftsmanship was ornate, suggesting skilled artisanship. Despite its compact size, the toad felt heavy in the hand. Its edges were smoothed, evidence of handling over many years. The jet gave the toad a deep, reflective sheen that caught the light.

      “It’s heavier than you would think,” John said. “Can James see it?”

      “Of course,” William said. “He’s a direct descendent too.”

      James seemed quite taken with it.

      John said, “So it’s worth a bob or two then.”

      “Aye,” William said, “Though I’ve never tried to sell it. It has a bit of a legend about it.”

      Anne came back with the tea, four china cups, a milk jug, the brown teapot in a crocheted cosy and a small plate with four custard creams. William sat down.

      “What’s the legend?” James said, stroking the odd little thing like it was a pet.

      William laughed. “It’s supposed to give you three wishes.”

      James laughed, still not relinquishing the jet toad. “Like Aladdin’s lamp?”

      William said, “Something like that, though I’ve never been one for wishes. I never asked it for anything. Everything I’ve got I’ve earned myself.”

      “I suppose so,” John said, eyeing his cousin’s well-made New York suit and his well-heeled London brogues.

      William shrugged. “Yes, wishes: I suppose I’m not superstitious by nature, but it’s a family heirloom and I thought family should have it. I never married and I don’t have any children, so you’re the closest family I have. I feel better that it’s still with someone of our blood has it. For all you know, it might have been one of our ancestors who carved it, long long ago.”

      John nodded. “You never know, William.”

      “We don’t really have a spare bedroom,” Anne said, “But you’re welcome to stay here. You can bed down on the sofa. I’ll get you some blankets.”

      William Telford raised his hand. “No, no. I’ve got a room at the Waverley, and then back to Liverpool tomorrow. Thanks for the tea.” He winked, “And the custard cream! They don’t have them in New York.” In fact he’d had three.

      When William had gone.  John Telford said to his son, “Put that down now. You’ll wear it away. You don’t want to be the one that ruins it.”

      James put the jet toad on a shelf on the dresser that they used for ornaments, alongside the pot lords and ladies and the little silver calendar that had knobs to turn for the day, date and month and a picture of a man playing bagpipes on it and the motif: ‘A Present from Scotland’.

      “But three wishes, eh, Dad?” James said.

      “I don’t believe in all that. I’m like William,” John said.

      “What would you wish for, though?” James said.

      John said, “I wouldn’t wish for anything; I’m quite content with my lot. And so should you be, you’ve got a good job, prospects, and your Elaine will make you a good wife. You’ve nothing to wish for either.”

      His mother teased him, “Yes, your sweetheart’s a good lass, and bonny too.”

      “Elaine’s not my sweetheart, she’s my girlfriend,” James said. It was 1961 not 1861.  On a whim, he seized the jet toad from its place on the shelf. He squeezed it in his left hand and rubbed its back with the flat of his right.  “But I wish we were rich. I mean all of us, all the family like; I’m not selfish.”

      

      A week later a brown envelope fell through the letter box. Anne was the first home but the letter was addressed to James Telford so she left it until her son came home from work.

      “What’s this?” he said waving it to see if it rattled. Sometimes letters contained coins sellotaped up. That’s how his nana sent him money in cards on his birthday.

      “It says Premium Bonds on it,” his mother said.

      “I didn’t know I had any premium bonds,” James said.

      “Your nana bought you then when you were born. She said they’d come lucky for you some day.”

      “Good old Nana.” James ripped open the brown envelope and stood there reading. He began to frown hard.

      “What is it?” said his mother.

      “I think it says I’ve won.”

      “What? Give it here?” she said taking it from him as if she couldn’t believe their family would ever be lucky enough to win the premium bonds. James was grinning like a fool. He jumped up and down on the spot, “I’ve won! I’ve won! I’ve won.”

      When his father came home he was greeted with a bottle of sparkling wine and three glasses.

      James squeezed his arm, bouncing up and down like a spring-loaded toy, ready to burst from its box “I’ve won the bloody premium bonds, Dad. I’ve won £10,000! I’m rich!”

      “Don’t swear, James!” his mother said.

      “Eh, what?” his dad said.

      James couldn’t stop smiling. “The premium bonds! My wish on the little black toad came true!”

      

      James bought himself a motorbike. It was a toss up between a 1957 Harley-Davidson Sportster or a 1955 Vincent Black Lightning. In the end he went for the Black Lightning. The bike was a specialist racing model and only thirty-one were ever made. 1955 was the year Vincent closed down so it was a specially memorable model. But he could afford it.

      James had never driven a motorcycle before. He’d been on the back of his friend Mark’s BSA Bantam a couple of times, but that was it.

      He took his girlfriend Elaine out on his Black Lightning and she was scared to death. He boasted to his mam that the Black Lightning could do 150 miles per hour if you got the right road. She said it was too fast and he should buy himself a Mini instead. Elaine agreed. His father thought a Morris would be better.

      That last Sunday he took the Black Lightning over to the A6 and was planning on riding to Lancaster and back just to give it a stretch. The A6 has some good long straights, but plenty of bends too. He came off the bike just before Shap, doing over a ton. He broke many bones, his skull, his legs, his pelvis and both his arms. He was killed instantly — that was the comfort, they said.

      

      After the funeral tea, close friends and family came back to the terraced house in the Ginns. Elaine came to show face but she was too upset and couldn’t stay. His two nanas were there, and his living grand-dad, Anne’s father, and his aunties on both sides and his Uncle Ron, but eventually everyone left, and Anne and John stood alone in the small kitchen, he washing the cups and she drying them and putting them away.

      They didn’t speak. They couldn’t really. Then his dad said, “I wish he hadn’t got that bike.”

      “It was too fast,” his mam said, “I told him, but he wouldn’t listen.”

      “Lads, eh? Young lads think they’re bulletproof,” his dad said. Then he cried. “I wish he’d got a Morris instead.”

      “I’m going to wish on that toad,” his mam said. “Your cousin said we had three wishes in it. James wished to be rich and he was. We’ve got two wishes left.”

      “Don’t, Anne,” John said. “You shouldn’t mess with things like that. James did, and…”

      “You don’t believe in it, anyway,” Anne  said.

      “I don’t but it doesn’t feel right and our James’s wish didn’t do him any good.”

      “But I’m going to wish to put things right,” she said. “If it doesn’t work, we’re no worse off. But I want him back. He’s my lad, my only lad.”

      John didn’t want her to go and pick up the carving of Whitby Jet. He didn’t believe it would do any good, but he didn’t stop her. He didn’t believe in it after all, and he thought it might help with her grieving and then he wondered what he could do to help his.

      She took the toad from its shelf and clutched it tight to her chest. She said, “I want my lad back. I want my James. I want him to come home and I want to be able to talk to him.”

      John and Anne went to bed but neither of them could sleep. They lay in their twin beds, and both of them stared at the ceiling at the way the yellow street light slanted across the cream painted plaster and caused the lamp cord to cast a shadow like a hangman’s rope.

      And so they lay, watching every now and then as a car or van went past, its lights swooshing across the ceiling through the gap in the curtains, but there weren’t so many cars. It was late — most folk were asleep.

      It must have been about 3 a.m when a gritty, scraping noise echoed from the street outside. John heard it. Anne heard it too. The sound of something scraping across the flagstones like an army kitbag being heaved along — a kitbag that contained something some unwieldy load inside.

      John thought it sounded like someone lugging a bag of meat down the street, maybe one of the butchers up early, pulling his cargo along the stone flags. But that couldn’t be right. If they did that they’d ruin the meat.

      Anne thought it sounded like a wounded bear, hauling its hurt carcass down the road, looking for somewhere to be healed. But that couldn’t be right. There were no bears in Whitehaven.

      Closer and closer it came, dragging, scraping, heaving.

      What was it? Something broken, something bloody.

      When it was outside their front door, it stopped.

      Anne jumped out of bed and went to the window. She yanked open the curtains and peered. “It stopped right outside. It’s James, I know it is. But I can’t see him from here.”

      John got out of bed and put his hand on her shoulder. “No, lass; we buried James today. We buried him in Ward 6 - Section E - Grave 166. I’ll never forget it.”

      But she wouldn’t be quietened and she wouldn’t come back to bed. She said, “It is him. He’s come back.” She was jubilant. “I wished it, and my wish has come true. It is him; it is. I’m going down.”

      Annie pulled her dressing gown over her nightie and ran to the bedroom door and opened it. He heard her feet hurrying down the stairs. He heard her reach the front door and then heard her curse. She couldn’t open it.

      He didn’t wait to put on his dressing gown but ran downstairs in his Winciette pyjamas, the stair carpet cold under his feet, the air in the house chill. He knew Anne had got to the front door but couldn’t open it because he’d locked it and put the key where he always did before they went to bed, on the little hook in the kitchen

      He got into the parlour just as Anne was coming out of the kitchen. She’d beaten him; the door key in her hand. “Don’t, Anne, don’t open the door. For the love of God, don’t let him in.”

      She pushed past him. “He’s my son. Whatever’s happened to him — whatever state he’s in — he’s welcome in my house.”

      John heard a knock on the door, but it was a half-knock, as if the one who knocked had no strength, and was knocking for mercy, knocking to come home.

      John reached out for the little jet toad on its shelf on the dresser among the other ornaments. He clutched it to his chest and he said, “I wish things were put back to how they were before William came to our door.”

      

      And oddly, as if in a dream, it was evening again, and they were sitting in the parlour, with the fire on, listening to Brian Matthew on the Light Programme on the wireless and he was reading Casino Royale.

      Then came a knock at the front door.

      “I wonder who that could be?” Anne said.

      “It’s a bit late,” John said,

      “They seem pretty insistent,” Anne said. “Go on, John, answer it.”

      John looked over at his son where he sat on the sofa. He heard the words come out of his mouth.  “Go on James, you answer it.”

      and then he watched in horror as his son James put down his Captain America comic and walked to answer the door.
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            The Monolith

          

        

      

    

    
      George Middleton came into Eastwick by water, towards noon, with the sun high and the canal running still between its overgrown banks. All the way down, he’d worked the locks alone, without much to report, though the upper paddle at Wansford had stuck and left him standing on the stone edge, windlass in hand, watching rooks wander around the nearby fields seeking insects. As he stood there, a woman from a hire boat had called out, asking if he needed help, but he’d shaken his head and said no, thank you, and that was the end of it.

      The approach to Eastwick was slow. The canal meandered round curves, occasionally straights, with thick banks of cow parsley, elder in bloom, swifts high up shrieking, martins low over the surface snapping flies. The occasional bubble breaking betrayed fish in the brown-green water. It was quite weedy, not much used. He would have to open the weed hatch to see if his prop was fouled once he moored up.  Just coming in now, under a red-brick arch, Bridge 147, the number cast on a black iron roundel on both flanks of the bridge, one to welcome, the other to say good by as you drifted on at two miles per hour. Just beyond the bridge, where the towpath flattened out into rough grass, he brought the boat in.

      There were no bollards to tie up to here, just verge. He stepped off with the centre rope, boots scuffing on gravel, and walked her gently in. The bow came to rest against reeds. He fetched two pins from the forward locker, took the short-handled lump hammer, and drove one into the ground ahead of the bow, one behind the stern. The earth was damp and stony about six inches down but he drove the pin in, sweating as he hammered and then tested to see if the pin held. He tied her off with a canalman’s hitch at both ends. When he was sure she wouldn’t drift, he stood up straight and listened: water, moorhens, the wind moving the willow trees. A faint roar from somewhere to the southwest. That’s why he loved the canals; they were havens of peace amidst an England carved up by motorways and new housing estates.

      A small laminated sign, fixed to a timber post beside the towpath, read: Visitor Moorings – 14 Days Max – Canal & River Trust. That was all right. George only meant to stay the night and move on in the morning. Twelve hours on the water had left his back tight and his head dull. He needed rest, not company.

      He went below, lit the hob, and made tea. The galley window showed nothing but water and reed heads, shifting slightly in the breeze. A coot moved past, trailing two chicks. Beyond the towpath rose a field, and just visible beyond that, the village: rooftops, a church tower, the faint suggestion of a pub sign seen through trees. Eastwick. He’d never been here before, but then again why would he?

      George drank the tea standing, then took a folding chair to the stern deck, sat with his legs out, and shut his eyes. A bee looped round the solar panel, tapped the chimney, and drifted away. Somewhere among the  trees, a gate creaked in the breeze then fell silent as the breeze left.

      This had always been his idea: to drift without purpose and stop where it felt right. Eastwick hadn’t meant anything when he saw it on the map. The only reason he’d stopped here was that he was tired and he’d seen on the map there was a pub. He checked his watch. It was now half one. He might get some lunch.

      The pub was called The Two Horses. The sign showed a pair of heavy shire horses in profile, rendered in stiff oils, with one painted slightly larger than the other and staring off in the wrong direction. The bracket creaked gently in the breeze. There was no chalkboard outside, no flower tubs, nothing to suggest the place wanted visitors but he went in anyway.

      Inside, the light was dim. The place felt old. It almost certainly was old.  It took George a moment for his eyes to adjust; the air was thick with the smell of old beer and furniture polish, and the low white ceiling pressed down over broad beams the colour of tobacco. Two men sat by the window playing crib, one in a green cardigan with frayed elbows, the other with a walking stick propped beside his chair, and they looked up only long enough to mark the presence of someone ‘not from here.’

      The floor was uneven flagstone, and George moved with care to the bar at the far end, where a youngish man was drying a glass and watching him with polite detachment.

      The bar was plain wood, worn smooth, with three hand pumps and a chalked card propped against one of them: Eastwick Pale – 4.2% – Local. The bartender was in his thirties with a short beard and close-cropped hair, wearing a beige shirt with thin checks and a badge pinned to it that read: Jamie.

      George liked to try the local beers, so he pointed at the pump clip and said, “I’ll try that one.”

      Jamie nodded, pulled the pint without comment, and set it down. “£4.50”.

      George paid cash and took the glass and moved to a table near the far wall, under a framed photograph of the pub’s cricket team from the 1970s.

      He didn’t remove his coat, just sat with his shoulders slightly hunched and watched the condensation climb the beer glass. The beer itself was cool, faintly sour, and better than expected.

      When the glass was empty, George brought it back to the bar and nodded at the pump. Jamie took it without a word and began pulling the second pint.

      “Boater?” he asked, eyes on the glass as it filled.

      George nodded. “Came in today. Just staying the night. Been on since six.”

      “Long day.” Jamie set the pint down, gave a small nod and waited for George to offer to pay. He said, “Don’t have much cash left. Card okay? ”

      “Yeah, but the signal’s temperamental.”

      “I mean I’ve got cash…”

      “Well, yeah, if you can. £4.50.”

      George paid with his last fiver. Jamie give him the change. “Thanks.” then said, “Most people don’t moor here overnight.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Nothing much here, I suppose.”

      “Just need a good kip, then I’ll be on my way. Do food?”

      “Chef’s off sick.”

      “Ah, right. Crisps?"

      “Yeah.”

      “Salt and Vinegar then.”

      “Ninety pence.”

      George took a sip of his second pint. He didn’t go back to his seat immediately. He lingered at the bar and said, “I’m enjoying being a boater. Used to work in finance. KPMG. Took gardening leave a few months ago. Life went a bit shit.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Marriage messed up.”

      “Right. Well. Sorry to hear that.”

      “Yeah, I was working too much, I guess. Anyway, I ended up getting a narrow boat. So — a silver lining. Always fancied it. Thought I’d see England."

      “Nice.”

      He sat down where he’d been before.

      When George finished his pint and crisps, he didn’t go straight back to the boat.

      The light was still holding, but the warmth had gone from the air.  A sheet of high cloud had pulled across the sky, softening everything to grey. George followed a narrow lane past the pub and uphill, between verges thick with hemlock and dog rose, the hedges heavy with leaf. The lane opened up onto a larger way.

      This looked like the old main road.

      The tarmac was worn, patched, and beginning to crack at the edges where grass was creeping in. There were no markings except a faint, broken line down the centre. Off to the south, the distant rush of the dual carriageway carried faintly above the trees—steady and uninterrupted.It seemed that Eastwick had been bypassed, probably sometime in the late eighties or early nineties.

      It seemed that it wasn’t a place anyone came to now. It just happened to still be there. People lived here because they always had. George kept walking and   came in full view of the road. At the top of the slope was a small roundabout—just a sign on two metal legs saying ’Eastwick’  no directions, just a roundabout with   a low mound of turf in the centre.

      And in the middle of it stood the stone.

      He hadn’t expected it. He hadn’t known it was there. It wasn’t marked on the canal map. It was old.

      It was eight feet at least, maybe ten, taller than him by a good few feet anyway, pale limestone or possibly a sarsen, streaked with lichen and worn smooth on the windward side. Stone Age, probably, not that he knew much about that. He examined it. There were faint scoring marks down one flank, as though someone, centuries ago, but still thousands of years after it was first erected, had tried to cut into it and stopped.

      Around the base, the grass was bent, some flattened, other clumps stood up again. A few thin ribbons had been tied in loose knots around the stone itself. They were sun-faded now, the colour mostly leached away, rain-washed into pale threads. Hippies, probably, but this was off the hippy trail. Maybe the locals still remembered to talk to it. It could be they were May Day offerings, maybe—left out six, seven weeks ago. He remembered May Day when he was a kid at primary school: May Poles and all that. This was probably the same thing.

      If it was some kind of archaeology, there should be an information board.  But there was no plaque — no fence. Nothing to explain or protect it. Just the stone, standing there in the middle of a roundabout hardly anyone drove round anymore.

      George stood a while on the far verge looking at it, his hands in his pockets.

      He couldn’t say what he was feeling—only that something about it was… not unfamiliar? Maybe he’d driven past it on the way to somewhere else and didn’t remember. But why would he use this road and not the dual carriageway? Then again, maybe it just looked like somewhere else.

      Anyway, he’d take a little memento to add to his other shots recording his trip round England. George took out his phone and took a single photograph. The phone’s shutter click sounded loud against the quiet.

      Then he turned back towards the village.

      Behind him, the swifts dipped low over the road, chasing midges through the evening air. He wondered if the birds took shifts: martins in the morning, swallows at noon and swifts at evening. It was good to be away from it all.

      Back at the mooring, the boat was just as he’d left it. Probably no one had even walked by.

      A coot was picking at the reeds near the stern, watched by two chicks bobbing awkwardly in its wake. The canal was still — brown where it was deep towards the centre, greenish at the edge where the light caught duckweed. A narrowboat passed, the man at the stern raised his hand and nodded. George nodded back and it went on, revs low —painted blue, curtains drawn—its wake arriving in slow slaps against the wooden hull of his own. He watched it till it was gone.

      He still hadn’t looked at his prop to see if it was fouled by weed.

      George stepped aboard and went below, switched the kettle on, then changed his mind and turned it off again. Better check that weed. Make sure the engine isn’t engaged, you don’t want to lose a hand. He undid the nut, pulled back the heavy cover and leaned down. He pulled out handfuls of water weed and threw it on the verge. It wasn’t properly fouled so he didn’t need to cut it. Then he put the hatch back on, did it up tightly. Job’s a good un.

      Somewhere behind the hedges, a dog barked once, then stopped.

      He fetched a book from the shelf above the bed—Middlemarch, half-read, spine cracked—and took it out to the stern with the folding chair.

      The sun was well over the yardarm, so he went to the cupboard to the left of the sink and got out a half bottle. He poured a small whisky into a chipped enamel mug and sat with it resting on his knee, untouched.

      Behind him, the boat creaked softly on its lines.

      Eventually, without finishing the drink or the chapter, he closed the book and went below. The day was done. It had been a long one.

      He left the side hatch open for air, stripped down to his T-shirt, and lay on the narrow bed with one arm behind his head, staring at the roof panels.

      The light lingered for a while,

      Then, slowly, it left.

      
      The museum was in a converted Methodist hall beside the old school.

      He found it the next morning by accident, walking the other way down the towpath from the pub. It was a low red-brick building with a board reading Eastwick Local History and Rural Life Trust – Open Wed–Sat, 10 to 3. The door was propped with a folding chair.

      A bell above the door gave a quiet rattle as he stepped in, and a woman appeared from a side room carrying a flask.

      “Morning,” she said. “Have a look round if you like.”

      There was the smell of damp, warm stone and old paper.

      She was in her seventies, maybe older—grey hair in a bun, floral blouse under a beige cardigan. The badge on her chest read: Joan.

      George nodded and smiled, then wandered through the first room.

      It was mostly agricultural: rusted ploughshares, scythes, hand tools mounted on chipboard. A faded banner said Eastwick Ploughing Association – 1897, and above it, someone had tacked up a row of old seed packets in a frame.

      He moved slowly, reading the labels, just taking it in. These places were all the same.

      “You from the boat?” Joan asked, coming to stand near him.

      He nodded. “Moored up yesterday. Just for the night. I’ll be off today. Thought I’d stretch my legs first.”

      “Most don’t stop at all,” she said.

      He turned back to the wall of tools. “I don’t know why I did, really. I was tired, but the longer I’ve stayed here, the more it’s felt, I don’t know — familiar?” He shrugged.

      Joan didn’t press him. She folded her hands in front of her and waited, then pointed.  “There’s a second room through there. Bit more on the village.”

      George thanked her and stepped through the doorway.

      The second room was smaller and cooler.

      The blinds were drawn halfway and filtered the light into a soft amber, like old sepia film. On one side was a cabinet of school photos and milk bottles, a few items from the shop that used to be on the corner—tins, wrappers, a string-tied ration book.

      On the other, a folding display board with laminated pages pinned to it: short paragraphs on the chapel, the pump house, the railway that had come and gone.

      Near the back was a waist-high table with a cardboard box labelled Postcards – Local.

      George opened it. Inside were maybe a hundred cards, loose and unsorted.

      He flicked through them without knowing why—black-and-white prints, colourised village greens, seasonal greetings, snow on the church tower.

      A few were newer postcards: early 1980s, washed-out Kodachrome. They were the sort you found in holiday shops on wire spinners, always slightly bent at the corners. Someone must have thought Eastwick might develop a tourist trade at one point.

      George flicked through the postcards. The Monolith was in lots of them — sometimes central, sometimes off to the side.

      Sometimes labelled—Standing Stone, Eastwick, 1912—sometimes not. In one from the 1950s, it stood alone in a winter landscape, mist curling round its base. In another, a May Day procession moved past it, with girls in white dresses holding paper garlands. The caption simply read: Eastwick Traditions (c.1974).

      He took that one out and held it up to the light. The print was faded and slightly blurred.

      There were six or seven children in the foreground, waving. A woman with a pushchair. A man holding a folded coat. At the back—a young couple, faces half turned. There was a little boy with them.

      And the stone. Always the stone.

      Joan reappeared in the doorway. She saw the card in his hand. “That was May Day. They used to dance the long ribbons round it, like a maypole. Not so much now. I think one of the vicars put a stop to it, years back.”

      George kept his eyes on the postcard. “There are still some ribbons there. I saw them yesterday.”

      She hesitated, then gave a small, polite smile. “Yes. Well—some still do, I suppose. We like our traditions round here.” She paused. “It’s quieter these days. The new vicar’s definitely not involved in that side of things. She’s from away. She’s more interested in famines and wars somewhere no one’s ever been.”

      George rolled his eyes and hoped she hadn’t seen him. Then he smiled, nodded and turned the card over. The back was blank. No stamp, no message. Just the faint brown ghost of adhesive in one corner where it had once been mounted in an album.

      There was something about this one. He looked again at the image—children in white, the stone behind them, a few scattered onlookers. And that man and woman standing just off-centre, a boy in front of them holding what looked like a balloon on a stick.

      He narrowed his eyes. Something moved inside his chest, like something uncoiling. He shook his head. Yes, there was something. He said to Joan, “You know,” he said, “I think I might’ve been here before.”

      Joan said nothing.

      He said, “You know, to Eastwick.”

      She didn’t look much interested. “Oh?”

      “This—” He held up the postcard. “I know it’s weird, but this might be me. And my mum and dad. Weird. I never knew I’d been here before. I mean I knew, if it’s true, but I’ve forgotten: 1974.”

      Joan gave a small smile. “Maybe you did come here.”

      “I was maybe… what, eight?” He shook his head, still studying the photo. “Funny, isn’t it? You’d think you’d remember.”

      Joan didn’t reply. She simply stood for a moment longer, then said, “Would you like a photo of that one? You’re welcome to take photos on your phone.”

      “Yes. Thanks. I will.”

      “You just go ahead." Then she left him to it as if he was doing something private.

      He stayed another twenty minutes, photographing the postcards one by one.

      The box hadn’t been sorted, so he made a small pile to one side and worked through it in order.

      He focused on the ones with the Monolith. Maybe because it  was the most ‘Eastwick’ thing. There were others of the church and the pub, but the Monolith drew him. He photographed the earliest one,  a sepia print from the early 1900s. Then came hand-tinted versions from the 1920s and 30s, muted wartime black-and-whites, bleached-out colour from the 50s, then that flat Kodachrome tone through the 60s and 70s. A handful of newer ones—glossy and unpleasantly sharp—rounded it out.

      Some cards had villagers—standing, walking past, once posing with a pram. Others were empty, just the stone and the road and the light.

      It was like a procession through time, like he was looking down a long corridor opening doors one by one.

      And Monolith stayed in the same place, always—middle of the road, unmoved.

      And of course the 1974 one. The more he looked at it the more he was sure it really was him. It was him his mother and his father. And he remembered that holiday. Probably because his father had left them soon after. The inn they stayed in must have been the Two Horses. He had a recollection of his dad and mum in the room. His mother had been washing her tights in the sink in the room. They were arguing. Funny the things  you remember. After that he had no more memories of his father. His mother never spoke of him. He’d presumed another woman had come along. Of course, that was the same reason his own marriage had foundered. Another woman had come along, another woman who didn’t want him once he’d left his wife and
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