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––––––––

This is a work of fiction and the characters are imaginary.

Any resemblance they might have to persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

––––––––

They walked out into the ruin to check that every visitor had gone before they closed the gate, Mike leading the way up the ancient steps, and out through the low doorway, ducking as he exited for he was tall. The restaurant from which they had emerged was located in the ancient cellars; the cellars being as old as any part of the priory, and dating from about eleven hundred A.D. Built from local stone, the basic structure of the ruin largely remained, but the roof had long gone, and the last of the large south-facing windows had collapsed about eighteen hundred and one. The national antiquities heritage body had shored up what remained with mortar and supports so that visitors to the area could safely enjoy the structure that still existed, and the site was kept tidy and the grass that now covered the cloister was mown at regular intervals by the caretakers, of whom Mike and Geraldine were the latest in a long line. The structures were Augustinian in origin, and had a chequered history. In recent times, they had become a tourist attraction on account of their beautiful and remote setting, the walks and climbs nearby, the small campsite adjacent to the approach road, and their interesting and scenic ruins. Mike and Geraldine Baker had taken over from the previous caretakers, who had decided to emigrate to Australia.  

Mike walked around the perimeter of the priory, whilst Geraldine checked the interiors. Mike was thirty-nine, a former teacher of mathematics who had found teaching today’s kids stressful, and had looked for something different. Geraldine was a former nurse who, like Mike, had wanted a change. Mike, tall, lean, black-bearded, and bespectacled, listed cycling, climbing, and reading history books among his interests. He wore a sleeveless fleece, a check shirt, jeans, and walking shoes. Geraldine, who also was tall, black-haired, and athletic, liked reading history books too. She also collected stamps - English and European ones - and kept a journal, which one-day she hoped to publish. She wore a Barbour jacket and jeans, but with knee-high leather boots and a yellow sleeveless shirt.

It was dusk now and the light was fading rapidly, an effect made more pronounced by the fact that the ruin was set in a valley. Moderately steep sides, the results of glacial action, led up to long narrow ridges giving spectacular views of both England and Wales on one side and Wales on the other. Climbers and walkers found these popular. 

Mike walked around the perimeter of the ruin, following the boundary wall, the short wire fence section, and more wall, before going through the Slype and closing the entrance gate. He then checked the outside toilets and returned to the entrance to the restaurant, where he waited for Geraldine to join him. Geraldine, meanwhile, had checked the chapels, the transept, and the chapter house. Her inspection completed, she walked up the short path to join Mike. He stood to one side to let her go down into the bar to check that it met her end of day standards of tidiness. He turned to close and lock the old glazed wooden doors, and froze. 

“A meteor!” he said. “Or something.”

“Where?” Geraldine looked up.

“Just above the arches, coming down probably into the field. It looked close. It looked very close. I’ll go and take a look.”

“I’ll get the flashlight,” Geraldine said, 

Mike re-opened the doors and walked out into the ruin. The meteor, or whatever had landed, had come down in the adjacent field, he judged. He walked forward, across the cloister, went up the grass slope, and headed for the wall. Geraldine came running, flashlight in hand, to catch up with him just as he reached the wall. He peered over it and into the field. 

“So what did you see?” Geraldine asked, handing Mike the flashlight. 

“A fiery streak,” Mike said, “coming down into this field. A thin white streak, in fact, landing in a perfect arc.”

Geraldine pointed to a spot about sixty yards from the wall. “Is that a wisp of steam, I see?”

“I think it is,” Mike said, switching on the flashlight and aiming it in the direction that Geraldine had indicated. 

“Yes, it is,” he said. “I think we have something interesting here, something really interesting.”

Mike put the flashlight onto the wall, pulled himself up, swung himself over, and dropped into the field. He took the flashlight from the wall and headed for the spot from which a thin wisp of steam was visible in the beam of the flashlight. Geraldine followed him and they walked the twenty yards to the spot, Mike keeping the beam of the flashlight trained on target as they did so. They approached the object and saw that it was half buried in the field, that steam was rising from it, and that a rounded portion of it projected about six inches from the earth. Mike bent down and examined the object with the flashlight. Geraldine joined him and they stared in silence for some moments. Geraldine was first to speak. 

“What is it?”

“It’s a meteorite, all right,” Mike said.

“But it’s smooth, isn’t it?” Geraldine said, referring to the smoothly rounded top.

The object, from what they could see of it, was about a foot in diameter, and dark grey in colour.  

“It was probably rounded by friction coming through the atmosphere,” Mike said. “It’s obviously rock, and so it’s obviously a meteorite.” He touched the top of the object with the tip of his right index finger and immediately withdrew his hand. “It’s hot.” He straightened. “The steam is coming from the moisture in the soil.”

“What are we going to do about it?” Geraldine asked. 

“Not much tonight,” Mike said. “It’s too hot to touch right now, but it isn’t going anywhere, so we’ll come back in the morning.”

Geraldine turned and led the way back, and Mike followed her, providing illumination with the flashlight as they progressed. They climbed over the wall, walked back though the ruin, and went back down the old cellar steps. Mike closed and locked the doors behind them. They walked back, though the bar, through the kitchen, and into the small living room they had at the rear of the ground floor. Geraldine, who kept the books and kept the records, went to the desk and consulted them.

“So our first guests of the season arrive tomorrow,” she said.

“Americans, aren’t they?” Mike asked, walking over to join her.

“Yes, two from the States. Mark and Barbara Maloney. They’ll be staying three days. They’ve heard a lot about this part of Wales, they write. And they will be particularly interested in the ruin.”

“Then nobody for another week,” Mike said. 

“No. But, of course, it’s a little early in the season.”

“Yes, anyway, I’m having a nightcap and then I’m off to bed.”

“I’ll do exactly the same,” Geraldine said. 

Mike went into the bar. “What would you like?” he called back.

“I’ll have some whisky in a glass of Cola,” Geraldine called out.

“I’ll have the same.”

Mike made the drinks and took them back into the living room. He handed one to Geraldine and flopped down into an armchair. She took the chair opposite.

“So, what do you think after our first day in charge, here?” Mike asked.

“I’m loving it,” Geraldine said. “They say it’s so peaceful at night.”

“I like it too,” Mike said. “Give me a place like this over a noisy city, any day.”

He drank a little. “We’re steeped in history here,” he said. 

“Yes,” Geraldine said, “and let us hope we leave our mark.” She held out her glass. Mike tapped it with his own. “Here’s to many happy years in this place,” she said. 

“I’ll second that,” Mike said. 

They finished their drinks and Geraldine got to her feet and took the empty glasses into the kitchen. 

“I’m ready for bed,” she said, returning. 

She led the way upstairs, and Mike followed. Their bedroom was under the roof, the ceiling sloping, the small dormer window looking out into the ancient cloister.  Geraldine undressed, dropping her clothes onto the floor by the side of the bed as she always did: the Barbour, which she still wore indoors because it was still sometimes a little chilly and this place had no central heating, the shirt, the boots – she sitting on the old rocking chair to take them off – then the socks and the jeans – finally standing up again to take off the latter. She went to the bed, pulled back the duvet and the sheets, and climbed in. Mike was not far behind her. He had stripped to his boxer shorts, and now he pulled the sheets and the duvet back over the pair of them.

“Our first night in this place,” he said, turning and kissing Geraldine on the cheek. She turned to meet him and they kissed on the lips.

“And here’s hoping for many more.”

They kissed again.

“Oh, and don’t forget something,” Mike said.

“What?” Geraldine asked. But then she got the answer. “Oh, yes, we’ve got a meteorite.”

“We’ll take a look at it in the morning,” Mike said. “And it might be good for business.”

Geraldine switched off the light. “This whole move is looking good,” she said. “I’ve a feeling we made the right move coming here. I think we’ll do very well.”

*

Bill Maggs checked his twelve-bore shotgun was unloaded, snapped it shut, and placed it where he usually kept it: inside the small cupboard just inside the porch. A tall, balding, overweight Londoner, he had lived here for two years now, in this smallholding, just across the approach road from the ruin. He did a little farming, rented a field out to campers – the first campers of the season would arrive in a day or two - and shot pheasants and rabbits from time to time. He also rented out three rooms to tourists. It was pretty isolated here: the nearest neighbours were the people who managed the hotel in the ruin, and the next nearest neighbour was the owner of a cottage a short way down the road. Maggs liked it like this: he hated the noises of the city, which he’d put up with during his years as a city lawyer, and had retired here at the age of forty-nine, to live life the way he wanted to live it, to leave the rat race to others, to live longer than he might otherwise have done.

“Supper’s ready, darling,” Mary called out from the kitchen. 

“I’m on my way,” Maggs called out, and walked the short way to the kitchen. One of the first things Maggs and Mary had done to the place when they’d moved in was to put a new kitchen in: a shaker design. This had included a vast deep freeze, in case they were cut off by the weather, and because cooking was one of Mary’s joys. Mary, the firm’s secretary, had had a long affair with Maggs before he had been able to divorce and they had been able to marry, and one the reasons for coming down to Wales was to get away from a past life. Mary, tall, blonde, and quite athletic, had left two children behind with her former husband, the kids refusing to leave their friends, in spite of the call of the countryside and the valley.

Maggs sat down at one end of the table, and Mary served him his supper of bread and cheddar cheese. One old saying he could remember was, that eating cheese before retiring made you to dream. Maggs had some evidence that this was so, but liked cheese so much he really didn’t care. He also liked his cheese to be as strong as it possibly could be, extra, extra mature, on the brink of being plastic explosive, as he put it. And now, as he started eating, Mary started on her own supper of a scone with raspberry jam, a jam she had made herself, to be washed down by a cup of cocoa. 

“Are they still coming on Thursday?” she asked Bill, referring to the season’s first campers, as she put two sweeteners into her cocoa. 

“Yes, they
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