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At first, Rory came to the old house to listen to the nightingales., but now he came to see the ghost. He had lots of time to think about her because it was a good walk from the village, and his mother was not especially pleased with him journeying far on his own, not with all that was going on in the south, but he had to come. It was peaceful here, and when the nightingales sang, it reminded him of when he was younger, when his father was still around, and his mother was not quite as anxious as she was now. He also went to listen to their song because if you got there early enough (and dawn seemed to be their favourite time to sing), then just inside the grounds of the old manor house was where the lady appeared, and when she appeared, sometimes she sang too, and her song was much better than that of his favourite birds, but much sadder too.  
Rory knew she was a ghost because when she appeared, he could see right through her as if she was transparent or made of mist. The grounds of the old hall where she often appeared were in deplorable shape. The lawns were overgrown, and the abandoned outbuildings were filled with brambles, the hedgerows and plants claiming their ground back as the mansion was now deserted. The ghost lady didn't seem to notice, though. She just sat there, seemingly oblivious to everything. But who was she?
“Corrigan Hall”, the building had been named, and probably still was, but whoever’s home it was, they had been gone for a while now, and the house was already falling into ruin, a battle the grounds had already lost.
Rory always took the long way round across the fields if he was to reach the mansion before sunrise. If he went that way, the quickest route would take him through the woods, and he did not like going that way in the dark. After all, he reasoned, ten years old was okay for sneaking off to listen to a ghost sing but not old enough to be wandering through the woods at dawn. He laughed to himself at the thought of it. His mother would lock him up for a week if she knew! Chucling, he recalled what his father had told him about nightingales – they were timid birds; he had rarely seen one himself, but their song was distinctive. The brambles were their ideal home, so he made straight for them.
“Listen to that!” his father had said to him one day several years before he had marched away south to war and had yet to return, “That’s a nightingale, is that, Rory.” They had both stood still in the lane, listening as the birdsong rose to a crescendo and then abruptly ceased. Rory smiled. He had never forgotten just how wonderful the sound of that song had been, and although he had heard it many times before, it was never quite the same as that first time, though sometimes it did come close. He hoped his father would remember the birdsong when he returned from the war, though he knew never to ask when he would return to his mother any more, for when he had advertently done so, she had spent the next few hours in tears and had been good for nothing for the rest of the day.
The only other song that compared with the nightingale’s was that of the lady. He had heard her singing one day, and he had sneaked along the hedge, hoping to stay concealed and not alarm her. Mostly, he just wanted her to continue singing! He crept across the lawn and towards the house; the ground was damaged and gouged here, and along a low building on his right, brambles rose out of control. He crept up to it, peeking through the thick undergrowth, and saw a small flattened area beyond it, though even this was covered in dirt, the grass already growing in patches across it. From somewhere nearby, the woman’s voice grew louder, the sound of her singing filling the air. He moved forward a little more and saw a gap in the hedge, so he crept through it and looked around.
She was sitting on the ground nearby, alongside a curious, lightly lichen-covered round circular expanse of dirt and grass and brambles. It also looked like some strips of cement were under the grass, possibly, but he could not be entirely sure.
The lady sat upright but held her knees to her chin, making herself smaller. Despite her singing loudly, Rory could not make out the words, but it did not matter because he held his breath when he first saw her, for he thought she was beautiful.
Her long blonde hair fell halfway down her back, and her face was still exceptionally handsome. She had high cheekbones, laughing eyes and full red lips. Although she was sitting down, Rory estimated that she was of average height or a little taller, perhaps five feet. She was wearing a white blouse and an ankle-length skirt. She seemed dressed for the summer, though the breeze did not move her hair or carry her song very far - he considered himself lucky that he had heard it at all.
Rory blinked and was surprised to see that she was still there. Her song was pleasant enough, though he could not quite understand the words, and therefore, he wondered why he got the definite impression that she was sad. She did not look sad, nor was her song melancholic or sentimental. Yet sadness seemed to flow from her in waves, and as he settled down in the bush and listened to her sing, he could not help but feel tears forming at the corners of his eyes.
He blinked again and closed his eyes to wipe the tears away, and when he looked back, she was gone. The mansion grounds were silent again, for she had taken her song with her. Open-mouthed, Rory walked cautiously towards the centre of the rough circle of concrete and dirt, the edge of which she had been unwittingly standing. The grass had grown around the edges of the strange circle but not too far across it, though small tufts of turf were already threatening to do so. He could not see the use of this circle of dirt. It was in the middle of nowhere; no path or roads linked it to anywhere else on the grounds. It felt wrong; he could not bear to walk upon it. He could not explain it. As he drew nearer, nothing changed, yet he still could not bring himself to walk across the round concrete circle. He looked about him wildly. There had been nowhere for the woman to go! Ignoring the circle, he felt his spine tingle and the hairs begin to rise on the back of his neck. He knew that she was a ghost!
He took off across the grounds of Corrigan Hall and back towards the lane as if the hordes of Hell were chasing after him. Only when he drew closer did he slow down, managing to calm himself. Yet his mother knew the moment he set foot inside the house. Mother always did, he had come to find, and instantly, he regretted not taking a moment to calm himself before he had entered the house.
“Where have you been, Rory?” she had asked, staring him out. He hated it when she did that. It always, without fail, made him tell the truth. Always. “Your lunch has been in the oven for an hour! Wash your hands and face and sit yourself down at the table. When you’ve done that, you can tell me what you have been up to, and I will have the truth out of you if it’s all the same to you.” Rory did as he was told and sat at the table as a substantial plate of food was placed before him. “So, where have you been?” she asked. “And don’t be telling me you’ve only been in Abbot Bowthorpe all the time. I have been out and about in the village, too. You weren’t there anywhere I could see, that’s for sure.”
“I just took a walk through the lanes up to the old manor house,” he said, tucking into the large meat and potato pie in front of him. Suddenly, his mother did not look so pleased, so he left his gaze on the pie.
“I’ve told you not to go up there.” She said quietly but forcefully in how only mothers can do, “All kinds of nonsense going on up there not that long ago. Just before your father went to war, so it’s not that far back! I don’t want you going up there, do you hear me?”
“Yes, mum,” he said, and she tutted and sat down at the table, staring out the window. It was covered in grime and had not been cleaned for a long time, which he knew was not like his mother, but she seemed to have deflated somehow, grown smaller since father had gone away.
“Do you believe in ghosts, mum?” he asked, and she laughed.
“What a question!” she said, leaning across and ruffling his hair. “Eat your pie. Ghosts and spooks are for Hallowe’en, not a bright summer’s day.” Rory decided to leave it there. His mum would not listen to him about the lady’s ghost, so he said nothing.
He returned to the mansion grounds the next day, but the ghost was not there. He sat in the hedge for what seemed like hours, feeling bad that he had disobeyed his mother so quickly and trying to estimate how disappointed she would feel. Quite a bit, he reckoned. He sat, feeling guilty for a while, waiting for the lady, but nothing happened. The next day was the same, so he fell back to journey that way only occasionally, the song of the nightingales dragging him back to the hedges and brambles around the lanes.
It was a week later before he returned, and there she was again! She sat singing in precisely the same place and position, so he crept closer. This time, when she vanished, he was looking directly at her. One second, she was there; the next, she was gone! He stayed in the same spot, hardly moving until he felt his bladder would burst, so he had to leave. Of the woman, there was no sign at all. He resolved to come and look for her whenever he could, whether it meant waking early or not. He had to see her again!

      ***“Why are we the only two who are dancing?” she asked, and the handsome man who held her by the waist so tightly said nothing, just smiled. “There are so many of them. How can they resist the music? It is so lovely!”
“Perhaps they do not hear it,” he said, smiling. His lips were red and full, his smile entrancing.  Only his eyes and the slight flash of red found there said anything was unusual about this man, for they sparkled and stayed red for seconds before fading. “Not all can, I suspect. Perhaps only we hear it.” She smiled up at him, giggling.
“What nonsense!” she snorted, “The music is so loud and captivating! I think you are not paying attention. How could they not hear it?”
The man smiled, and as he looked into her eyes, she felt an almost unbearable sense of sadness wash over her. She gasped, but he held his fingers to her lips and hushed her. “Some people never do,” he whispered, and a small tear formed in her eye. “Be brave,” said the man. “Soon, the music will cease but do not be afraid. You will hear it again. In the meantime, keep your eyes on me. Concentrate very, very hard on just looking at me. That’s all. Do that, and everything else will just fade away.” She smiled at him, and they continued to dance, each concentrating on nothing more than placing all of their efforts into looking at each other’s faces and ignoring absolutely everything else.
Then the music stopped.

      ***Rory lay in the long grass, a safe distance from the almost obscured concrete circle. He was just far enough to give himself a good head start if anything ghostly decided to chase him from that direction, but at the same time, just close enough to see her clearly if she appeared. So far, she had not, and he judged that noon was not far away by the sun’s height.  It was a little late to see her, he knew, but he just had to see if she was there.
He had staked out the manor grounds since just before dawn, with a boiled egg in his pocket and a small wrap of salt in a twist of paper. However, He had wolfed it down hours before and was now starving. He wished now that he had filled up his canteen of water and brought it with him when he set out, the salty egg he had so enjoyed hours before now making him desperately thirsty. He closed his eyes for a second, trying to put the thought of drinking cold, clear water out of his mind. He opened them, gazed toward the overgrown concrete patch, and gasped, for the strange ghostly woman was again sitting in the clearing. The trees and brambles beyond were visible through her. Yet this time, she was not singing. She sat, not moving at all, looking directly at him.
“There is a little boy,” she said, smiling. “Look how the sun catches his hair. Why does he not speak?” The man is standing behind her, his gentle hand on her shoulders. Rory, however, cannot see him.
“He is but a ghost,” he says. “Ghosts are not known for idle chatter.” He turns her slightly so that his eyes are looking directly into his. “Look away,” he says. “Just look into my eyes, and my eyes only. Come. We shall dance. Already, the orchestra is playing.” She smiles and looks into his eyes, but for a second, she looks away, back to the open-mouthed boy staring at her. Then she smiles, and as she does so, he smiles back at her.
“Come.” says the man, and he turns her away from the boy, and she looks into his eyes now. “Come listen to the music,” he says. “Come now. Sleep.”
Rory gasped but could not move. He felt as if all his muscles had stopped working all at once. His mind told him to flee, but his body would not obey. As she stared at him, she smiled. It was as if she saw him! Then she blinked, and he saw her eyes flicker red, and she vanished. Rory did not need persuading. Once again, he tore across the fields towards home as fast as he could.

      ***Rory sat counting clouds. It was a warm summer mid-morning, and he lay beside the brambles, close to the dirt-strewn and partially overgrown concrete circle, flat on his back and looking up at the sky, a piece of grass hanging from his mouth.
“Three,” he said aloud, chewing the grass blade thoughtfully. “That one looks like a horse, and the one to its left looks very much like a train of some sort.” He turned his head slightly to look at the last cloud that hung lazily on the horizon, the sun shining down across the run-wild fields, the sound of insects heavy in the air, birdsong sounding from nearby. Rory strained his ears. It wasn’t a nightingale, that was for sure!
That one looks like a bed. He thought, staring at the clouds, and as he did so, he imagined the pillows on it all fluffed up, blankets below his chin. He yawned a little, and as he turned his eyes away from the sun, he began to doze.
He sat up, instantly alert, and then froze. Something had woken him. He glanced up and gasped. Over the rooftop of the ruined hall in front of him floated a large zeppelin, its propellers not moving, for it was completely stationary. It was the biggest zeppelin he had ever seen but bore no military markings.  He cursed under his breath to himself. How could he have slept through the noise this beast would have made as it arrived? It was huge! He considered running, but his senses quickened, the vagaries of sleep soon nothing more than a memory. He saw that a long rope ladder fell from the zeppelin, but it looked unused; it floated slightly in the slight breeze, but apart from that, it did not move at all. He followed it to the ground and gasped, for three men were already on the ground, looking around amongst the bushes and undergrowth.
They stood directly below the zeppelin, where the rope ladder had fallen, and they were all looking at the ground, beating at the brambles with sticks, obviously searching for something. They were nearby but not too close. The overgrown concrete circle was between him and them, but he knew they would see him the minute he moved. He paused briefly, lying low, but he did not move. To do so risked discovery.
He watched them beating amongst the bushes. They were near enough for him to be able to examine them and a little too close to him for his liking. One of the men stood unmoving at the foot of the ladder. “Aeronaut”, thought Rory. Probably the pilot. The other two men were entirely dissimilar. The first was very tall and thin - Rory thought he was well over six foot, but it was difficult to tell, for he was very thin, which made him look taller. He had sharp, piercing eyes, and Rory ducked down quickly as he glanced in his direction, relieved when his scanning of the area moved on. He had a hawk-like nose, which he could see now, which, with the piercing eyes, gave the man an air of alertness and decision. Rory frowned. This man was definitely the boss!
The last person, also a man, was shorter, not small, and not as lean, though nor was he fat. He was broad-shouldered and alert, his face open but serious. Rory thought he looked like an official. Perhaps he was a policeman or a soldier. He certainly had the bearing. After all, he should know - he had seen enough soldiers passing through Abbot Bowthorpe heading south, after all. His father included.
Rory wondered what the three men were looking for. They were heading away from him now. As he watched, the tall man looked over his shoulder and called to the pilot, who put his gun away and went to the other two to assist in the search. They were quite distant now, and Rory could only just hear the sound of the call but not what was said. He would have thought they would have noticed the strange concrete circle, but then he realised as he looked at it that you couldn’t see it unless you were right next to it. Brambles and grass had grown over some of it, and dirt had blown over the rest. If you stepped on it and looked about you, it was obvious that it was there. If you did not, then it was as good as hidden. You most certainly would not see it from the air, he decided.
He lay back. He would wait for them to get further away before he made his escape. If they kept heading the way they were, he would be gone before they knew he was here. He wasn’t sure what they were looking for or if they meant any harm if they found him, but it was not worth taking the chance. It wasn’t very often that you saw zeppelins over Abbot Bowthorpe now. Those days were long gone.
He waited for a minute, counting as slowly as his thumping heart would allow him, and then, just for superstition’s sake, he did it again. One for measure, another for true, he thought. That’s what his father always said, and that was good enough for him. He looked up, leaning on one elbow and looking across to where the two men had been beating at the undergrowth.  He saw the pilot standing talking to the military-looking man, but of the tall man, there was no sign.
Rory wasn’t worried. They were too far away now, and so he stood up. As he did so,  he was taken by complete surprise as a small cane tapped him
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