
  
    
      
    
  


 The Rarest Rose




By I. Beacham

Copyright 2013 Rachel Spangler

Smashwords Edition


  Synopsis


     
  

Beautiful Eleanor Teal has accepted the tragedy in her life and gradually become reclusive, living alone in her Georgian home in the Oxfordshire Cotswolds—a place she once shared with the woman she loved and lost, and a place where she feels safe and cocooned with her memories. But suddenly the house doesn’t feel safe anymore. Things start to happen there—things distinctly paranormal. She finds her life being haunted by the presence of a ghost who is desperately trying to tell her something.


     
  

Help comes to Eleanor in the unexpected form of Kiernan Foyle, a freelance photographer with an abundance of Irish charm and wit but who hides a secret that makes her recoil from love.


     
  

Brought together by the haunting, they soon discover the power of true love, but are they willing to risk loving again?
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  Prologue


     
  

He passed each window, peering into the depths of the house. No sign of her. When he approached the large front door, he stopped and stared, willing it to open, needing to see her. She wasn’t home. He returned the way he had come, back along the windows and across the drive. She was not here. He waited.


  Chapter One


     
  

The winding road seemed longer as Ele Teal negotiated the bends and slight inclines of the English lane that led home. Dusk was falling, and with it, a rapidly thickening fog that licked the grassy meadows on either side of her. It wrapped itself like an unwanted passionate embrace around unresponsive, insensitive farm buildings. Fields of sheep in wet, green grass grazed contentedly, penned in behind miles of traditional country iron railings, oblivious to the miserable weather.

Ele applied more pressure on the accelerator than was wise on country lanes like this. If an approaching driver took a bend too wide, the outcome would be something neither of them wanted. She reduced her speed and accepted that “slow but sure” was the safest way home this evening in such weather.

She turned left and onto her graveled drive, completing the final 800 yards through a short wooded area that led to an opening, to her Georgian home set in the lower half of the Oxfordshire Cotswolds.

She breathed a sigh of relief to be at her journey’s end. Ele switched off the engine and allowed herself a few moments of simple indulgence as she let the peace of this place wash over her—as it always did, always had. Memories of laughter and love immediately seeped, for the trillionth time, back into her veins and she let a small smile rest on her lips. Would there ever be a day when she would sell this place? Not while oxygen nourished the planet.

Drops of rain appeared on her windscreen, pulling Ele back to the present. With a chill in the air increasing, she dashed to the rear of her eight-year-old Land Rover and pulled open the back. The door hinges creaked. She grinned. Still faithful and ever reliable, her car had never let her down, but was now past its glory days, and it felt obliged to bellyache now and then to remind her.

She leaned in and began gathering her weekly shop of groceries, pulling plastic bags together and throwing escapee apples that had rolled in every direction, back into them. It was a routine, mundane action, like every other week for so many years, and it should have progressed in its customary fashion. But it didn’t. Not this time. Something made Ele stop. Stop immediately. She held her breath, and as she did so, her fingers froze around the bright orange plastic bags she now clutched tightly. In the passing of a second, what had always been repetitively monotonous, at once became unusual and abnormal.

Her hearing ached for sound, but found none. She jerked back and stepped away from the car to look around. Something—not a noise, not a movement—had grabbed her attention.

She swept her eyes left and right like a windscreen wiper in a rainstorm, searching for whatever had forced its way into her comfort zone and now made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up like sentries outside Buckingham Palace. Her heart pounded in her chest, her breath quickened. She scanned her surroundings and saw nothing, just the trees in the driveway, the little orchard down to her right, and the acre of lawn and garden in front of her. Everything was still. Everything was as it should be. Nothing moved except the thick, creeping fog that rolled over her home. She felt and saw only its heaviness, its clinging dampness, like a life force.

Ele wasn’t a nervous woman. When she grew scared, there was always a damn good reason. Why then did she feel like this? Her strange sense of alarm had nothing to do with the weather conditions. She was English for heaven’s sake and born to the vagaries of its climate. Fogs and mist were as common as politicians’ broken promises. But she knew enough to trust her instincts, and right now, they were telling her that something was not right.

After a final glance, she resumed gathering her shopping and slammed the car shut. She heard nothing, but the sound of her feet on gravel as she dashed to the house. Her discomfort scarcely lifted once she stepped inside and shut the door behind her, throwing the locks and bolts.

Her heart continued to race and only calmed when Featherstone, her three-year-old black cat with a bushy tail like a squirrel, tore down the stairs and bounced toward her. He wrapped himself around her legs with wild abandon and purred as if his life depended on it.

“Oh, so now I’m your best friend again, eh?” She bent and stroked him. “Where were you when I went out?” His purring became louder. “You’re so fickle, Feathers. I can see through you like clear river water. You just love me because I bring you tinned tuna.” Featherstone meowed and gave his true intentions away as he stared toward the bags of shopping at her feet with the focus he might give to a mouse about to be slaughtered.

“If you knew how to use a can opener, I’d be history.” She stroked him once more before lifting the shopping. “Come on then. Let’s go unpack.” As she watched him run ahead of her down the hallway and into the kitchen, she felt a welcomed lightness. Perhaps she was being stupid, but just knowing that Featherstone was at ease made her feel better. This was a cat that growled at the wind and arched his back when a leaf moved unexpectedly across his path. If he was mellow and more interested in his stomach, then all was well with the world—or at least her little part of it. If anything was wrong, Featherstone would have told her.


  Chapter Two


     
  

Kiernan Foyle flicked her shoulder-length hair back off her face as she heaved camera equipment onto her shoulder and simultaneously hit the lock button on her car key fob. Straightening her back, she glanced up at the house.

Very nice, she thought. Not too big, not too small, it was a typical, well-designed Georgian-style house that she guessed was built out of period around the 1870s. She admired its elegance and clean-cut simplicity. It had a square, symmetrical look with paired chimneys, pillared door, and the distinctive sash windows. Set in the middle of about an acre of land, Kiernan liked that it wasn’t built in the usual Cotswold stone that lent the area so much uniformity. Not that she didn’t love consistency, but it was satisfying to find something different every now and then. This was a delightful place that looked cared for and loved.

As she moved toward the center-paneled front door with its slim stone pillars either side, it opened, and the unmistakable figure of Eleanor Teal appeared. Though older, she was still instantly recognizable. She seemed taller than Kiernan remembered, but her elegant poise remained. This was the attractive woman whose early morning TV breakfast show once dominated the ratings. Natural honey blond hair fell in waves past shoulder length, encasing pale skin. On anyone else, that complexion might have implied some fragility, but her rosy cheeks suggested health. Conservative and model-like in her movement, she still possessed a subtle hint of boundless energy in her step.

Ele had retired suddenly from everything public about ten years ago, and Kiernan calculated that she was somewhere in her mid to late thirties, not much younger than herself. Although the fresh, alluring brush of youth that had so enamored her to the British public was gone, Ele retained her natural, English rose appeal that was enhanced by the way she was dressed this morning. She was in a stylishly cut, plain navy blue dress that emphasized a petite waist and long, slim legs. Her narrowness of build somehow made her appear taller than she was. Kiernan grinned as she wondered if the woman ever suffered from altitude sickness—something she would never be accused of at just under five and a half feet tall.

However, as always, it was Ele’s eyes Kiernan noticed. From the minute she’d first seen her on screen all those years ago, she’d been drawn to them like dowsing rods to water. They were unusual, an intense radiant green reminiscent of an emerald gem reflecting light, or some sea grotto that mesmerized tourists. It was no wonder TV had grabbed her as a presenter and front woman as a way to wake up the nation and increase their ratings. Even now, the years past, Kiernan considered Ele’s eyes still breathtaking.

Kiernan raised her hand to shake Ele’s already outstretched one. “Good morning. I’m Kiernan Foyle, the photographer from Oxfordshire Countryways Magazine,” she said as she handed over her business card.

Ele broke into an easy smile. “It certainly is a good morning.” Her refined BBC classic English voice shone through, her diction clear and precise. Kiernan thought how old-world it sounded, like someone speaking in a 1940s movie. Ele’s style of speech was becoming an unusual commodity these days. Everybody seemed to have an accent, almost wearing it with pride. She guessed it was a finger’s up to the old class system. But it made Kiernan feel nostalgic. It was nice to hear that crispness, and she found herself thinking how it contrasted with her own lilting Irish brogue.

“I was worried last night’s fog would hang around, but I see you’ve brought the sunshine with you.”

“Oh, that?” Kiernan looked up at the sun with cavalier mockery. “It’s just something we photographers like to arrange for our photo shoots. That way we can capture our subjects in the best that nature can offer. Rain, fog, snow, it’s all fine, but you can’t beat a good ray of sunshine.”

“Well, I thank you for bringing it.” The response oozed genuine warmth. “Now, what do you want to do? Where do you want to start?” Politeness acknowledged, Kiernan suspected her subject was keen to get the photo session over. “How long will all this take?” Ele asked as if reading Kiernan’s mind.

She was already preparing her camera. “I’m afraid I’m one of those awful photographers who likes to have too many shots so I can pick the good few that will best sell the article and do you true justice.”

Kiernan didn’t know why she said that. No shot in heaven would do this woman an injustice. She could tell before the camera even clicked that Ele Teal would be loved by the lens. She was a Grace Kelly type, and certain things were just given. “I may be here for a good hour, but I promise to make it as painless as possible.” Kiernan arched a brow in humor.

“To begin with, I’d like to get a few shots of you outside this beautiful house, maybe some here and then a few over there.” She directed her eyes across the driveway to a corner of the garden where an old wrought iron gazebo stood. “After that, some in the house, Mrs. Teal, if you don’t mind. The readers love to see people in their natural environment—where they nest, where they eat—”

“You make me sound like some rare species of bird,” Ele quipped before adding, “and for heaven’s sake, Kiernan, call me Ele. You make me sound like my mother.”

Kiernan caught the grin as she nodded her head in acknowledgement. She also thought on Ele’s confident use of her first name. Normally, clients either called her Miss Foyle or just avoided her name altogether. The former always made her wonder if they saw her as a spinster, the type unlikely to be married, or if their instincts tagged her as a lesbian. Not being called anything made her feel invisible. As she set her tripod, she noted that she liked the way Ele said her name. There was friendliness in it and a sense of connection. She maneuvered Ele so she was facing the sun, and began taking her first shots.

“I don’t see the attraction of an article on me. I mean, I’ve been out of the limelight for ages,” she said. “The request from your magazine stunned me.”

“Not actually my magazine,” Kiernan said from behind the camera as she clicked away. “I’m freelance, but I’ve done quite a bit of work for them over the years. Move left a bit,” she directed her, preoccupied with her task. “I think your appearance at the opening of the Swan Centre mall raised your profile. When the editor learned you’d also written a book, well, you’ve become someone the magazine would like to do an article on for the ‘Then and Now’ pages.”

Ele gave a tense laugh. “I think the readers are going to be very disappointed.” Her tone was diffident and spoken in a way that hinted of uncertainty.

Kiernan surfaced from behind her camera, all action temporarily on hold. That self-effacing voice had taken her by surprise. She felt compelled to balance it. “Doubtful. You were very popular. When you left the breakfast show, I think you threw half the men in the UK into therapy.”

Ele seemed to hesitate for a moment. Kiernan thought she registered gratitude in her eyes as she lightened up a little. “Only half?” Large eyes sparkled, their intensity focused on Kiernan.

“Not all men confess to seeing a therapist,” Kiernan bantered back, her eyes drawn to Ele’s.

“Oh, that’s all right then.” Ele’s face lit up with friendly eagerness, and as Kiernan returned her attention to the job at hand, she found herself thinking how much she was enjoying this particular assignment. Too many of the people she photographed were walking egos on legs and puffed up with their own self-importance. It was rare to meet someone who was different.

“My book has just been accepted by the publisher. It may not sell. An illustrated study of British woodpeckers isn’t exactly the competitive alternative to Harry Potter. A bit dull, don’t you think?”

Kiernan straightened from behind her camera again. Working with Ele Teal was exasperating, for the woman never shut up. “Well, like it or not, you’ve been unearthed by Tom Mitchell, the editor, and if he decides you’ll make good reading, well, you could have written the sequel to Alvin and the Chipmunks. He knows you’ll make good reading.”

Ele shrugged. “I don’t share his enthusiasm,” she said matter-of-factly. “I think your photos are going to have to be spectacular.”

“They will be, if I can get you to stop talking,” Kiernan said as she hooked a hand on her hip and deliberately displayed a look of patient amusement. Ele dipped her head in mock guilt.

“Sorry. Believe it or not, it was my chattiness that landed me the job on TV. I could hold a conversation with a Trappist monk.”

Kiernan frowned.

“Their vows forbid them to talk,” Ele clarified.

“I believe you,” Kiernan whispered back, though she doubted Ele was hired only for her verbal skills. Every woman in the UK must have secretly yearned for a figure and looks like hers. There would also have been much jealousy as they watched their husbands drool. And all that during breakfast!

She was done with these photos, and with a gentle touch to Ele’s elbow, indicated that they move toward the gazebo. She chatted about the house as they cut across the lawn. “I’ve driven past your place a few times, but never seen it because it’s hidden by the trees. I’m amazed what’s here…all the garden and the house. So unexpected. This is a fine place.”

“Yes, it is now, but it wasn’t when we bought it. Frankly, it was a nightmare. Rafters falling in, woodworm, rotten wood, dry rot, wet rot. We hoped the latter two would cancel each other out when they met in the middle.” Ele rolled her eyes theatrically. “You name it, we had it. It had been empty a long time. The owner didn’t live in it, but wouldn’t sell. It never takes a property long to run to seed if it’s neglected.”

Kiernan wondered who the we was, as she was under the impression that Ele lived alone. She knew very little about her other than her previous professional life. Ele had managed to keep her private life private and away from the ever-intrusive press. It had been a mystery—and still was—why Ele had walked away from a very successful and lucrative career. Kiernan found it intriguing, but of course, none of her business. “How old is the place? Eighteen seventies?”

Ele responded with an obvious haste to Kiernan’s show of interest and spoke with enthusiasm. “No, it’s a little older than that. I think eighteen fifties. It started out life as a vicarage, and people still refer to it as that.”

“Lucky vicar,” Kiernan said and caught an expression of amusement from Ele.

“This used to be a wealthy area with a lot of manufacturing that grew out of the industrial revolution during the eighteen hundreds. I guess the area employed a lot of people, and the vicar would have had quite a congregation, but times change. Much of the industry has dried up, and the people have left to find work elsewhere. The church eventually sold the place. The church is still here of course, in the village.”

Kiernan nodded. She had driven through Pegmire village at the bottom of the hill and seen the church. At the time, she had pondered why an unremarkable place would have such an imposing ecclesiastical building.

“When can I expect the article to appear?”

Ele broke her chain of thought. “I don’t know, but usually at least a few months after I’ve done photos. I’m guessing early spring. They plan these things well ahead. I can ask for you, if you’d like?”

Ele casually shook her head as if it wasn’t important before looking at her wristwatch. It was done in an understated way that wasn’t meant to attract attention, but it did, and it made Kiernan forge forward with her job. She had promised the photo session would take no longer than an hour, and she would stay true to her word.

After a few shots by the gazebo, they moved to a small outbuilding that had recently been converted into a studio. It was where Ele produced her watercolor illustrations of varied colorful and handsome woodpeckers.

She showed Kiernan some of her work, announcing that most of it was in the soon to be published book. While the drawings were very precise and delicate, Kiernan’s attention focused on the slim, well-manicured fingers that pointed out particular feathered subjects. She insisted on a photo of Ele holding one. Readers of the magazine would love those hands, too, for they were like fine sculptured marble, such human artwork at its best.

When they moved into the house, Kiernan found it as impressive as the outside. The inner rooms reflected grand Georgian proportions, yet simplicity in design. The owner of the house had added color and a sense of hominess to the imposing structural integrity.

She chose simple shots showing Ele stood in her hallway with an impressive wooden stairs behind her and with old-fashioned mosaic tiling on the floor. Then they moved to the warm, cozy sitting room. There was a burr elm desk in the corner by a window where Ele mentioned she sat and wrote about the indigenous bird life in the surrounding countryside. All this was photo recorded for the readers.

When Kiernan’s task was complete and she left Ele, she felt content that she had all the photographs she needed, and that Tom Mitchell would be a happy man.

Everything had gone well.


  Chapter Three


     
  

Everything had not gone well.

Ele’s Sunday morning was not turning out as expected. Not that she had any great plans, just a lazy morning in bed and some quality time with Featherstone.

He was a cat with routines. Mornings were where he allowed her to lavish him with affection; a hug, an ear massage and perhaps some gentle teasing along the length of his whiskers. For this, he would trill. It was a sort of high-pitched purr reserved for special moments. When he grew tired with this sumptuousness, Ele would have to get up and feed him; there was never any discussion or negotiation. He would then disappear for the day to embark on a ritual hunting regime, only occasionally returning home for energy snacks.

She would rise and shower, dress, and move downstairs to read the Sunday newspaper. After lunch, she might do a little watercolor painting in her studio.

But none of this was going to happen this morning. She had received a call last night from a very apologetic, upset Kiernan Foyle. The photographer had stated that none of her photographs had come out, and that—again, very apologetically—she hoped Ele might allow her to come back and repeat the photo shoot that day?

Ele had agreed. What else could she do? While she was genuinely ambivalent regarding the article, she liked Kiernan. The woman with the lovely auburn colored hair and soft Irish accent had a straightforward, no-nonsense way about her, a strong sense of purpose. Wiry and athletic, not too tall, she was the type of person you might discover climbing the Himalayas, a rope over her shoulder, an ice pick in her hand with a snow shovel in the other.

She was charming too, with a welcome sense of dry humor that had made the morning enjoyable. Not that Ele sought out compliments, but she quietly enjoyed hearing the pleasant remarks Kiernan made about her old media life. It had been a while since anyone massaged her ego. She guessed that Kiernan’s editor would not be impressed if the article was delayed. Although she was freelance, Ele suspected all employment was well received in these hard economic times.

Ele checked her watch and, realizing she had a few minutes until Kiernan arrived, she moved to the hallway and inspected her appearance in a full-length mirror. She made a few minor adjustments. If the magazine’s readers really did want to know about her boring life, she could at least put the effort in to look nice.

As she fluffed her hair out to give it body, she felt a chill run down her spine. She knew she was being watched. A noticeable shadow cut across a beam of sunlight that fell in the hallway from a window behind. Ele turned sharply. There was no one there, and despite crossing to the window rapidly, she still saw no one. She felt uneasy.

It didn’t reassure her when she opened the front door for Feathers who demanded to go out. He took two steps forward and froze. His back bristled, and the fur on his body puffed out. He growled, and then with slow, feral movements, his stomach low, his haunches high, he backed back into the house, refusing resolutely to go out.

Relief flooded through her when she heard Kiernan’s car approaching up the graveled driveway. As she moved to the still open door, she saw Kiernan slam her car shut and walk toward her. She couldn’t help but admire her petite, lean physique and the way she looked so comfortable in what she was wearing. She was no sharp dresser, but everything about her looked crisp and clean, and spoke of someone who cared for her appearance.

Ele chuckled as she noted the stone-bleached jeans with sharp creases down the legs. Who irons jeans? Even the waxed dark green jacket, the type favored by country types and notorious for the distressed look, intimated it was clothing hung up when not in use. Most of the time, and at best, Ele’s was thrown over the back of a kitchen chair. Maybe it was her old-fashioned values, but it appealed to her that Kiernan took such pride in how she looked. She liked cleanliness and self-respect in people; it was a clue to how they might deal with others.

As Kiernan approached, Ele could see her agitation, and once inside the hallway, it didn’t take her long to voice its cause. She held up two cameras as she spoke. “I am so sorry. I can’t believe it. When I downloaded the file, every single shot I’d taken was ruined. It was as if I’d had a lens cover on all the time.”

“You hadn’t, had you?” Ele teased. She could see the stress Kiernan was under and didn’t want to add to it. Narrowed blue-gray eyes stared back at her, and she wondered if Kiernan resented her comment.

“I did that as a young apprentice when I worked for a local newspaper in Ireland. It’s one of those mistakes you only ever make once.”

Ele grinned. “Well, that’s reassuring. I hope you appreciate I’ve had to dress up again,” she joked as she pirouetted. “This isn’t my usual Sunday potter-around-the-house garb.” It wasn’t. Sundays were for trainers and sloppy sweats. Here she was dressed in a charcoal gray long sleeved satin blouse that hugged her body and a pencil slim, dark gray skirt with a wide shiny black belt. Her pumps were bright patent red, like her lipstick. “I feel like a dog’s dinner,” she declared.

“Well, you don’t look it,” said Kiernan emphatically. “You’re very smart. The readers will love your look, and if I may say so, it’s even better than yesterday, if that’s possible.”

Ele fought a surge of delight. She didn’t want the unexpected compliment to make her appear vain, but it pleased her that Kiernan appreciated her efforts to dress up. Her discomfort evaporated, which was more than could be said for Kiernan.

“I really am sorry. I used my new camera, a Canon EOS ID Mark III.” Kiernan looked at it lovingly. “Works like a dream. Well, it did. Cost a fortune too. I just don’t understand it. The last time I used it the shots were spectacular. Anyway, I’ve brought old faithful with me this time.” She held up another Canon. “Bit older, but the stuff of legends. I promise you, it won’t let us down.”

The stuff of legends? Ele groaned to herself as she regarded how some of these professionals were so attached to their equipment, it almost became a living entity. She thought back to one of the film crew on the morning show who used to talk to a huge wheeled camera he pushed around the studio floor as if it were alive, and called it “my darling.”

She was grateful that the morning progressed well, but for one strange exception.

When they were retaking photos over by the gazebo, Ele focused on the camera, posing for a shot. She suddenly spun around, expecting to see someone. It felt like someone was creeping up behind to surprise her. But when she turned, no one was there. Not seeing anyone disturbed her more than if she had. It was creepy and sent shivers through her, like someone walking across her grave.

“Is everything okay?” Kiernan looked concerned, and Ele could see she didn’t understand what had upset her.

“I thought I heard something…maybe someone in the bushes behind.” It was a lie. Ele hadn’t heard anything. It was an inner sense that made her turn. She prayed Kiernan would say she saw something, but she looked none the wiser despite bothering to walk behind the gazebo and check no one was hiding there. The absence of evidence made Ele more anxious, a feeling she couldn’t shake for the remainder of her time outside. She was glad when Kiernan announced they should move into the house.

When Kiernan left, Ele felt a strange tinge of sadness. She probably wouldn’t see the rather charismatic and kind photographer again. Somehow that thought depressed her.


  Chapter Four


     
  

Normally a rational and level-headed woman, Kiernan had not been calm since she looked at the digital photos of the previous day’s reshoot at Ele’s.

Her mind would not accept what she saw. At first, convinced her computer was playing up, she had spent the evening transferring all the shots onto other equipment. When that hadn’t worked, she had processed the photos through alternate software. No matter what she did, how many times she loaded and reloaded the photos, the outcome was always the same, and it continued to defy her reasoning. What she saw was not possible.

All night, her nerves were on edge as she thought about the photos and what they meant. Consequently, here she was on Ele’s doorstep—again—and out of breath. Though the weather was damp and chilly, a typical November day, Kiernan was hot and bothered. There was no question that she was out of her comfort zone, and her hands felt sweaty as she tightly grasped her laptop to her body. When Ele opened the door, Kiernan realized how much her agitation showed, for she saw the instant look of concern on Ele’s usually serene classic features.

“Something’s wrong.” Ele stated the obvious.

“You have no idea,” Kiernan breathed as she moved into the house without waiting for an invitation.

“But you said all the photos came out.” Frowning, Ele referred to the phone call she’d received from Kiernan that morning. Kiernan had tried to sound composed and reassuring. That hadn’t worked. She had ended up sounding like an alarmist trying not to sound like an alarmist, which of course, had alarmed Ele. Kiernan then insisted she might be allowed to show Ele the photos, that she might then understand what it was she wanted to bring to her attention, what it was that couldn’t wait.

“Go into the sitting room,” Ele said. “Do you want a drink or something?”

Behind the politeness, Kiernan thought she heard the birth of unbridled interest. Ele was hooked on whatever had brought her back for a third time.

A drink? Oh Jesus, yes, she thought. Would it be too soon in the day for a large neat whiskey? But she said nothing, not even bothering to answer Ele’s question. Instead, she scanned the room for a suitable area to place her laptop, to show Ele what had made her drive over here at some ungodly speed and then sprint to the door.

She moved to a small baby grand piano with an attractive embroidered cloth draped over the far end of it that Kiernan assumed was to protect its high polished veneer from sunlight. There she removed a silver photo frame from its top. The photo displayed two women stood together, their arms draped around each other and smiling into the camera. Normally, Kiernan might have given the picture more scrutiny, but right now, she only wanted to switch on her laptop and let the
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