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The night Justine camped out
with her two friends at the bottom of her garden would be the
beginning of a strange adventure that would change her life
forever.

****

“Ach sure they’ll be all right,
Love,” John Cassidy reassured his wife Joy, as he looked out of the
kitchen window at the four-man army tent away at the bottom of the
garden. The big green tent was just visible at the edge of the
thick rhododendron bushes behind the summer seat. “Stop
worrying.”

“It’s not our Justine I’m
worried about, John,” Joy answered, turning away from the window
and going to the sink. “It’s Joan and Mary. They’ll be feeling
nervous. I don’t think they’ve ever camped before.” She began to
fill the kettle for their usual late evening coffee.

Justine’s mother was a slender,
fair-haired woman with a tanned face and vivid blue eyes. She wore
a blue T-shirt, black track-suit trousers and white Nike
runners.

“Ah, sure they’re only at the
bottom of the garden. Don’t forget, Justine has the back door key
if any of them wants to come up to the house.” Justine’s father
smiled as Joy switched on the kettle. He was a burly red-haired
man, dressed in a plain white T-shirt, track suit bottoms and
runners. “Remember the first time you and I went camping?”

Joy smiled and came towards him.
“It was a while ago.”

“Yes, it was,” John replied,
putting his arms around her and giving her a warm kiss.

****

Half an hour later, pulling on
his tracksuit top, John said, “I’ll just check on the girls before
we go up to bed. He reached into a top cupboard for his rubber
flashlight.

“I’ll see to father,” called Joy
as John walked to the back door.

****

It was a bright summer’s night
as John headed down the flagged path towards the bottom of the
garden. On one side of the forty-metre square patch was a vegetable
section with its rows of lettuce, cabbage, green beans and herbs-
thyme and Rosemary.The smell of the vegetables reminded him of the
old man, his father-in-law, Tom who slept in the upstairs bedroom
that looked out onto the garden. The garden was Tom’s only
interest.

On the other side of the garden
grew roses and carnations. The scent from the flowers filled the
night air. The scent always reminded him of his mother-in-law,
Kathleen, who had died eight years ago. She had passed away
peacefully in her favourite place- on the old summer seat that sat
in front of the pink rhododendron bushes.

He stopped. The entrance to the
tent was just under the rhododendrons. The faint light from the
battery torch hanging from the roof told him that the three girls
were still awake. It was nearly eleven o’clock. He bent to the door
of the tent.

“Knock, knock,” he said
softly.

A moment later the zip
opened.

“Daddy!” His ten-and-a-half
year-old daughter smiled up at him. “What are you doing here?”

Her father smiled as he studied
Justine’s beautiful face. She looked so like Joy. Her fair hair had
become even fairer with the sun, proof of the beautiful summer this
year. Justine’s bright blue eyes seemed to glow in the dimly-lit
tent. On her pink Hannah Montana pyjama top was a picture of the
beautiful singer and actress, Miley Cyrus.

“I just thought I’d check to see
if you need anything before your mum and I go up to bed.” He
glanced in at Joan and Mary. “You two OK?”

Joan, the smallest of the girls,
gave him a braced smile. Through her wired teeth she managed to
say, “Yeth, Mither Cathidy.”

“We’re OK, Mister Cassidy, thank
you,” Mary the oldest of the girls, said. Her long hair was almost
the same colour as Justine’s. A few large freckles dotted her
upturned nose.

“Good… good. I’ll be going then.
Justine has the back door key if any of you want to come into the
house.”

He smiled at his daughter.

“Daddy!”

“Yes?”

“Would you shine your flashlight
all around the tent to make sure there are no creepy crawlies in
it?”

John looked at Joan and Mary.
Their wide eyes told him that it was they who had been afraid.
Justine had her back to the two girls. She made a face at him.

“Sure, love,” John agreed,
pushing into the tent and switching on his flashlight.

“Here, over here, Mither
Cathidy,” Joan said, pointing to the furthest corner. The three
girls crowded around him as he shone the light onto the corners of
the tent.

“I don’t see any scary monsters
there.” He smiled. Justine’s two friend’s eyes were wide. “I mean
no creepy crawlies there. They’re probably all asleep by now
anyway,” he added.

“Would you check inside my
sleeping bag, Mr. Cassidy?” asked Mary, holding it out to him.

With a smile John shone his
flashlight down into the sleeping bag. Three pairs of eyes looked
with him.

“Nope, there’s nothing there,
Mary. I think it’s OK to get in now.”

Happy at last, Mary threw her
sleeping bag to the back of the tent and then scrambled in, zipping
it right up.

“Would you check mine too,
Mither Cathidy?”

Two minutes later, Joan and Mary
were snug in their sleeping bags.

“What about you, Justine?” John
asked, half backing out of the tent. “Do you want me to check
inside your sleeping bag?”

“No, I’ll be fine, Daddy,”
Justine whispered.

“Right then. Do you want me to
switch off your light?”

“No!” Joan and Mary cried
together. Justine made another funny face at him.

“OK, then,” John smiled. “Now
remember, Justine has the key to the back door. There’s a spare
camp bed in the room beside the kitchen, just in case any of you
want to come inside.” He glanced at Joan and Mary. Two pairs of
scared eyes looked out at him.

“OK, love,” he whispered to
Justine, planting a kiss on her brow. I’m away now.”

“I’ll see you in the morning,
Daddy.”

“Goodnight,” chorused Joan and
Mary.

****

At the same time inside the
house, Joy was just leaving her father’s room.

“I’ll see you in the morning,
Father. Now stop worrying about Justine. Night-night.”

“Aye, night-night,” Tom said
grouchily.

Tom waited until his daughter
had gone downstairs, then he swung his legs out of bed and stood
up. Slightly bent, he walked to his bedroom window and stared down
into the garden. He frowned, his tanned leathery face creasing into
more wrinkles, as he whispered to himself, “I hope they don’t come
tonight.”

It was then he saw his
son-in-law walking back to the house. John looked up, saw him and
waved. Tom waved back and stepped away from the window. But as soon
as he heard the back door slamming he went back to the window to
stare down into the garden again. The moon moved out from behind
summer clouds and the whole garden shone eerily in the moonlight.
He sighed heavily. “I wish Kathleen was here,” he said sadly. Then
turning away from the window he went back to his bed. He lay awake
thinking of his beloved wife.

****

Tom had been busy in the
vegetable garden that Mid-summer’s day eight years ago, and it was
almost five o’clock before he could join Kathleen on the summer
seat.

Every afternoon, and well into
the evening, Kathleen would sit reading Mills and Boons, her
favourite romantic novels. She had a large collection of them and
she had even started to re-read them.

When Tom was finished spraying
the lettuces he put his gardening gloves in his dungaree pocket and
went to her.

Kathleen had been sitting back
on the seat, her novel on her lap. Her eyes were closed. She’s
dozing, he thought as he approached, but with his heartbeat
quickening he saw that she was not sleeping. Tears came to his eyes
even before the realisation that she was gone really hit him. Her
face was pale but she was smiling. He wept even while he thanked
God that she had not suffered. Sitting beside her he put his arm
around her shoulders and drew her nearer to him. He stayed with her
on the seat for a long time, thinking back on their happy life
together. It was dark when Joy came looking for them.

That evening as his son-in-law
phoned to make the funeral arrangements, Tom sat in his room. He
kept staring at the novel Kathleen had been reading. He had been
holding it all the time. As he reached out to put the book on his
bedside table he noticed a piece of paper sticking out of it. He
read it and read it again, his tears blurring Kathleen’s
writing.

“Tom, I saw then again last
night. You were sleeping when I went down to the bottom of the
garden. I saw them come out of the rhododendron bushes. They told
me I didn’t have long. I’m very sorry; Tom, but I must leave you.
Please try and understand. I love you. I’ve always loved you and
we’ve had a happy life together, haven’t we. I wish it could have
been longer, but I really have to go. I love you. Goodbye.”

She had signed the note with a
simple K.

“Fairies!” he cried. “Those
damned fairies again…”

After the funeral he went to his
bedroom and refused to come out again. All day long, and well into
the night he sat by the window and stared down into the garden.

He stayed in his room for nearly
two weeks, until the day he saw his three-year-old granddaughter
Justine bouncing a big beach ball along the garden path. It was a
breezy day and the wind caught the ball and bounced it right down
to the bottom of the garden where it became wedged under the summer
seat. For some strange reason he hurried from his room. By the time
he reached her, Justine had managed to retrieve her ball. She was
standing holding it, staring at the summer seat. She saw her
grandfather as she turned, and with tears in her eyes she whispered
sadly, “That’s where Grandma went to heaven, isn’t it, Granda?”

He smiled at her saying, “Yes,
love.”

That afternoon they sat on the
seat together. Later Justine said, “I miss Grandma.” A lump came to
his throat and whispering, “So do I,” he pulled her closer to
him.

He smiled now as he remembered
Justine pulling away from him saying, “Phew, Granda, you
stink.”

That evening he took a long bath
and had a shave and though the loss stayed with him he carried on
without Kathleen as best he could.

Many a time since then he would
sit in the summer seat after a long satisfying day in the garden
and talk to Kathleen. Once he imagined he heard the sound of bells
coming from the rhododendron bushes.

He thought now about Justine
down in the garden. “I hope she’ll be OK,” he said to himself. Then
turning over, he closed his eyes.
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