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‘But all the middle of the valley was a place to rest in, to sit and think that troubles were not if we would not make them. To know the sea outside the hill, but never to behold it’


Southey





CHAPTER ONE



Maggie Jordan entered Reception from the back door to find her best friend Susan staring out of the window. ‘Are you all right?’ she queried when she saw the expression on Susan’s face.


‘Come and have a dekko at this, will you. It’s right queer,’ Susan said without turning around.


‘What is it?’ Maggie asked, joining her at the window.


‘Just look at that sky!’


A heavy bank of clouds, very dark and tinged with deep red and purple, was creeping across the sky, while at the same time a lower bank was moving rapidly in the opposite direction. The overall effect was weird and uncanny.


‘I’ve never seen a sky like that in my life before,’ Susan said softly, wonder in her voice.


Neither had she, Maggie thought, feeling she could have stood there all day gawping up at it. For some unknown reason prickles sprang up all over her shoulders and down the length of both arms. She ran a hand through her wavy auburn hair.


‘At least it’s stopped raining,’ Maggie said. It had been bucketing down when she’d left home that morning.


‘Aye, but not long since. And there’s more to come, that’s obvious,’ Susan replied. She and Maggie worked at The Haven hotel where they’d been employed since leaving school three years previously.


Susan turned on Maggie. ‘Are you away then?’ It was Maggie’s half-day.


‘I am. And twenty minutes past my knocking off time. But lunch was pandemonium. I was fair run off my feet.’ She’d been waitressing in the dining-room for breakfast and lunch. Her duties weren’t merely confined to waitressing however; like all the girls at The Haven she did whatever was required of her from changing bed linen to washing dishes.


‘It’s been a busy summer right enough,’ Susan commented. It was already 12 August 1935.


‘Which has pleased Mr Lawler,’ Maggie smiled. Mr Lawler owned The Haven.


‘You can say that again. He’s been positively coining it since the season started.’


‘Aye. Last season was good, but this one is even better.’


Maggie changed the subject. ‘Now about tonight, are you still on for the pictures?’


‘Darned tooting I am!’ Susan enthused. ‘I wouldn’t miss Douglas Fairbanks Jnr for the world.’ The film playing at the local cinema was Chances, a war-time romance also starring Anthony Bushell and Rose Hobart.


‘I’m really looking forward to it too,’ Maggie smiled.


‘And we’ll have fish and chips afterwards. Just like always.’


‘Couldn’t do without the fish and chips,’ Maggie agreed. Her brown eyes suddenly twinkled. ‘I wonder . . .?’


‘Wonder what?’


‘If those two English lads from Northallerton will turn up at the pics? They said they might.’


Susan giggled. ‘I think you fancy that Tom. Can’t say I blame you, he’s very nice.’


‘He’s all right. Cyril’s nice too.’


Susan giggled again. ‘Cyril! What a name! But a lovely kind face and such broad shoulders.’


He certainly had those Maggie thought, broad as the proverbial barn door. Tom’s were broad, but not a patch on Cyril’s.


‘We must make sure we get there before the start of the programme,’ said Maggie, giving Susan a wink.


‘You mean while the lights are still up?’


‘Precisely,’ Maggie nodded.


‘So that if they’re there they’ll see us.’


‘And hopefully join us.’


Susan giggled a third time. She was about to say something further when the telephone rang.


‘I’ll knock on your door at quarter to six,’ Susan said as she hurried to answer it.


‘I’ll be ready.’


‘Good afternoon, The Haven hotel,’ Susan said into the telephone, waving to her as Maggie left Reception through a wooden flap which was part of the counter.


Outside the hotel Maggie turned up the collar of her mac. Straight home? she wondered, then decided she’d go down to the front and see if her dad was there. She’d have a natter with him if he were, something she often did on her half-days.


The air had a peculiar smell to it, she noted, as she made her way down the street towards the front and the spot where her dad tied up his boat. It was a metallic smell that you could somehow taste, which she found quite unpleasant.


‘Hello Maggie, and how are you the day?’


The friendly voice belonged to Mrs Caskie who lived just along from Maggie and her family. ‘Fine, Mrs Caskie. What about yourself?’


‘I’m not too bad, thank you. Mustn’t grumble. What an awful day, eh?’


‘Awful,’ Maggie agreed.


‘And this August too.’ Mrs Caskie shook her head. ‘If it wasn’t so warm it would be more like November or December.’


Maggie glanced up as lightning flickered across the sky, followed seconds later by a loud crack of thunder.


Leaving Mrs Caskie, Maggie waved across the road to Clarice McKechnie who was a year older than her and was engaged to a lad from Oban whom she was marrying early in the new year.


It started to rain again, a light drizzle that caused umbrellas to pop up all over the place.


When she reached the front, Maggie stared out to sea. The sea was a dull murky green, and angry. Waves broke on the shore and eventually expired in a froth and myriad of bubbles.


There wasn’t a seagull to be seen Maggie suddenly realized. At this time of afternoon there were usually hundreds swooping and screeching overhead.


Charlie Jordan was sitting beside his boat enjoying a pipe while he repaired some tackle that had been damaged. A blackboard set on an easel at the rear of his boat proclaimed, Fishing Trips, Shark Fishing a Speciality.


‘It’s yourself, Maggie,’ Charlie smiled as she came up to him. ‘I wondered if you might come down and say hello.’


‘How’s business?’


He pointed a horny finger at the sea. ‘Anyone taking a small open craft out on that needs his head examined. I wouldn’t even chance it by myself, far less take holidaymakers with me.’


Further along the shoreline a wave crashed, followed by another, louder than the last.


Maggie exclaimed when spray lashed against her face.


‘I’ll walk you back if you like. I only hung on here thinking you might turn up,’ Charlie said.


‘What about the boat?’


‘Tide’s on the way out so she’ll be all right for now. I’ll come back and check the situation this evening.’


Maggie gazed at the twenty-foot-long boat that was her father’s main source of livelihood. She was called Lucky Lady and had originally been bought by grandfather Alec, some forty years ago. During the season Charlie used the boat to take holiday-makers out on fishing and pleasure trips. Out of season, he fished by himself, selling his catch on the quayside to the fish agents and passers-by.


Mid-winter he carved figures in wood and whalebone, the latter called scrimshaw, which Mr Lambie, who owned Lambie’s Shop & Gift Emporium, sold for him, taking a percentage profit from every item bought.


Charlie’s scrimshaw was particularly beautiful, an art that had taken him years to perfect and of which he was extremely proud. He had the whalebone sent to him from the port of Leith from where several whalers operated.


‘So what do you make of this weather?’ Charlie asked.


Maggie shifted her attention from Lucky Lady to her dad. ‘You tell me.’


Charlie secured the tarpaulin with a length of hairy string from his pocket. ‘It’s going to get worse before it gets better. I’ll bet on that.’


More lightning flickered overhead, followed this time by several cracks of thunder, each a tearing whiplash of sound.


‘I’m sure you’re right,’ Maggie replied.


He snorted, and rubbed his nose with a finger. ‘There’s a funny smell been about for—’


‘A sort of metallic smell?’ she cut in. ‘I noticed it when I left the hotel.’


He considered that, then nodded, ‘Aye, metallic. That describes it exactly.’


‘And you can taste it – at least I can.’


Charlie stood up. ‘I can too. What we both need is a good strong cup of tea to wash it away. So let’s go on home eh?’


‘Anything you want me to carry?’


He shook his head, and started walking away from the boat, Maggie falling into step beside him.


‘Is it the pictures tonight?’ Charlie asked as they reached the road that ran along the top of the shore.


Maggie nodded. ‘Susan and I are going. Douglas Fairbanks Jnr is in the big film so it should be good.’


Charlie thought of the kinema, the dear old kinema! and smiled to himself. It was years since he’d been there, but there had been a time when he’d gone every week, sometimes twice. He and April, Maggie’s mum, had done a great deal of their courting in the back seats of the stalls.


There had been no sound in those days of course, twenty odd years ago now. Mrs Wedderburn had been the piano accompanist, a reed of a woman who wore wire-framed spectacles and reputedly drank like a fish.


His smile widened as many fond memories came flooding back. He must go to the kinema again soon, he and April. And perhaps, though he doubted she’d agree, they could sit once more in the back seats for old times’ sake.


They stopped briefly at Smellie’s tobacconist while Charlie bought a half ounce, then continued through the drizzle to the narrow cobbled street where their cottage was.


‘I’m back!’ Charlie yelled as he hung up his oilskin coat.


‘Me too!’ Maggie also called out.


Wee Charlie, aged seven and the youngest in the family, appeared out of the parlour where he’d been playing. He had an impish look about him, and the most beguiling manner, a combination which never failed to capture the hearts of all who came into contact with him.


‘Hello horror,’ said Charlie, clapping his hands and gesturing Wee Charlie to come to him, which Wee Charlie did at a run.


Charlie laughed as he gathered his only son into his arms. If there had been room in the hallway, he would have swung Wee Charlie round in a circle.


‘Miss me horror?’ Charlie demanded.


‘Not in the least, Dad,’ Wee Charlie replied, teasing him. He might be young but he still had a highly developed sense of humour.


Charlie feigned outrage, then hurt. ‘What! Not at all?’


‘Not at all. Though . . .’ Wee Charlie trailed off.


‘Though what?’


‘If you were to give me a ha’penny I might tell you different.’


Charlie laughed, and gently cuffed him on the head. His son was a continual source of amusement and delight to him.


‘Get away with you, you Philistine!’


‘All right, make it a farthing then,’ Wee Charlie instantly retorted.


‘I’ll make it a smack on your backside for cheek if you’re not careful,’ Charlie declared, joking as well.


Maggie went through to the kitchen where April was rolling pastry and Pet, her fourteen-year-old sister, paring and cutting up apples. The remaining member of the family was her big sister, Laura, who was married and living in Glasgow.


‘Apple tart or pie?’ Maggie queried. She loved both.


‘Tart and some jam turnovers,’ April replied.


‘Yummy,’ Maggie said as Charlie and Wee Charlie, arms twisted around one another, came into the room.


‘I thought you’d be back early,’ April said to Charlie.


‘I only hung around as long as I did thinking Maggie might come and see me, which she did,’ Charlie replied.


‘Have you heard the thunder?’ said Pet to Maggie, and gave a mock shudder. She was terrified of thunder.


‘Are the rivers up?’ April asked Charlie. She was referring to the North and South Heys which flowed from their source at Ranlodden Moor towards the six-hundred-foot hills that towered over Heymouth.


‘A bit, but not as much as they might be considering the rain we’ve had,’ Charlie answered.


That was all right then, April thought, and got on again with her pastry rolling.


‘I’m dying for a cup of tea,’ Charlie announced.


‘I’ll make it,’ Maggie told him, crossing to the range where the kettle was boiling, as it was more or less constantly throughout the day.


‘Can I have some lemonade?’ Wee Charlie asked hopefully.


‘Yes,’ replied Charlie.


‘No,’ said April simultaneously.


April looked at her husband. ‘Don’t you go spoiling him now. He had a glass earlier on.’


Charlie gave his son a wry smile. ‘Sorry, wee fella, but if your mum says no then no it is.’


‘Oh Mum!’ Wee Charlie complained.


April glared at him. ‘Don’t you start now! Don’t you start.’


‘Come with me – I want to show you something,’ Charlie said to Wee Charlie. He’d just remembered he had a couple of toffees in his oilskin coat pocket. April might have forbidden Wee Charlie to have any more lemonade, but she’d said nothing about sweets.


‘Half fill this from the tap, will you,’ requested April, passing Maggie a saucepan.


Maggie thought of Tom from Northallerton and hoped he would come to the pictures that night. He was in Heymouth for another eight days and . . . She exclaimed in surprise as water ran into the saucepan.


‘What is it?’ April asked, glancing around from what she was doing.


‘This water’s filthy. Just look at it!’


Wiping her hands on her pinny April came over to the sink. Sure enough, the water gushing from the tap was the colour of brown sauce.


‘Well that’s never happened before,’ April mused.


Maggie emptied the pan. ‘We certainly can’t use that. So what are we going to do?’


‘It will probably clear itself before long,’ Pet commented from across the kitchen.


‘It might. Then again it might not,’ said April. ‘If the system has broken down it could take days for it to be sorted out. What a nuisance!’ she muttered darkly.


‘I’ve an idea. To be on the safe side why don’t we stand the zinc bath out the rear and let that fill up with rainwater?’ Maggie suggested.


‘That’s a thought,’ April nodded. Looking out of the window she saw that the drizzle had become heavy rain. The zinc bath would soon be filled.


Charlie came back into the kitchen and was told the news. He frowned as he stared at the brown water still gushing from the tap.


‘I presume it is the system and not us in particular?’ April queried.


‘Has to be the system,’ he confirmed, wondering how on earth this had come about.


‘It was working a few minutes ago,’ Pet stated.


‘It’s over an hour since we last used the tap,’ April corrected her.


Pet’s brow creased. ‘Seems like just a few minutes ago.’


‘It’s been over an hour,’ April repeated for Charlie. Then told him about Maggie’s suggestion of putting the zinc bath out the rear.


‘I’ll do that right away,’ he said.


Maggie turned off the tap as there was no point in letting it continue to run.


When Charlie returned, he instructed Pet, ‘Run over the road and knock on the McDougalls’ door. Ask them if they’re having the same problem.’ To April he explained, ‘I believe they’re on different pipes to us so it’s just possible their water might be unaffected.’


‘Send Wee Charlie. I’m busy with these apples,’ Pet answered, quite the little madam.


Charlie didn’t reply, just gave his daughter a stare – which was enough. She hurriedly left the room.


A few minutes later Pet was back. ‘Their water is just as bad. I told Mrs Mack about us putting the zinc bath outside and she said she’ll do the same.’


‘You never know the minute till the minute after,’ murmured April, shaking her head.


‘Who else for tea?’ asked Maggie. April and Pet declared they’d have a cup.


‘And a biscuit?’ said Charlie.


‘There’s a bought tipsy cake in. You can have a slice of that,’ April told him.


Charlie’s face lit up. Tipsy cake was a great favourite of his. While they were drinking their tea and talking about the filthy tap water, there was a knock on the outside door.


‘I’ll get it!’ Wee Charlie yelled through.


‘Mr Lawler!’ Maggie exclaimed, jumping to her feet when her boss appeared in the kitchen.


‘I’m sorry to trouble you on your half-day Maggie, but I sorely need your help,’ Lawler explained.


‘Here, let me take that from you,’ said Charlie, reaching for the bowler hat Lawler was holding.


‘That’s kind, Mr Jordan, but I can’t stay,’ replied Lawler, hanging onto his bowler.


‘Surely you’ll have a cup of tea with us?’ April smiled. ‘As you can see it’s already made.’


Lawler shook his head. ‘I’d love to but I’m afraid I just don’t have the time. I must get straight back to the hotel.’


‘So what can I do for you, Mr Lawler?’ Maggie queried.


‘As you know it’s the twelfth, the start of the grouse season, and I ordered thirty brace from the Ranlodden Estate which are supposed to be collected about now. They’re on tonight’s menu.’


Maggie nodded. The grouse were to be a special feature on the menu.


‘The plan was for Bryce to drive up and get them, but he’s up to his eyes in trying to draw substantial amounts of water from our well. The normal supply of water has turned brown and unusable.’ The Bryce he was referring to was the general handyman.


‘Same here,’ Maggie commiserated.


‘I would have driven myself except we’ve had a party of Australians land on us looking for accommodation on the off-chance. We’re able to put up most of them, while the remainder I’ve sent round to The Beach Hotel.’


Here Lawler pulled a face. He loathed turning business away. He went on. ‘And as you know Mrs Lawler has gone to . . .’


‘Are you asking me to collect the grouse for you?’ Maggie interrupted with a smile.


‘I’d be ever so appreciative if you could, lass. And as I’m putting you out on your half-day I’ll make it up to you, there will be something extra by way of a thank you in your pay packet on Friday.’


Maggie had always wanted to drive and passed her test first time. She often drove errands for Lawler.


‘I’ll be happy to go for you, Mr Lawler. To be truthful I’d nothing special planned for this afternoon anyway.’


‘Oh that’s good of you, Maggie! Thank you very much. I do appreciate it,’ he replied gratefully.


‘Where’s the van?’


‘Outside. I brought it over for you,’ Lawler said, groping in a pocket. He produced the van key on a ring, which he handed to Maggie. ‘It’s just been filled up with petrol so you’ve no worry there.’


‘I’ll leave right away,’ Maggie promised.


‘You’re a darling!’ he beamed.


Lawler rubbed his hands together. ‘Right then, I’ll away back to the hotel and see how those Australians are settling in.’ To Charlie he said in a confidential tone, ‘Strange people the Australians. Very brash and loud, though nice and friendly with it. No class though, certainly none of that.’


Maggie smiled to herself. Lawler was renowned as a snob which was in total contrast to his wife. But then Mrs Lawler came from a ‘good’ background, while it was well known that Lawler was an entirely self-made man.


Maggie saw Lawler out, then returned to her tea, finishing it in a single swallow. ‘I’d better scoot then,’ she said.


‘Listen, I’ve got nothing special planned for this afternoon either. Do you mind if I come with you?’ Charlie asked unexpectedly.


‘Not at all, Dad. I’d enjoy the company.’


‘Good.’ Then to April, ‘I’ll have a word with Parkinson the gamekeeper if there’s anything you’d like. How about a couple of rabbits?’


‘We haven’t had rabbit for a while. They’d make a change. And how about a brace of grouse for ourselves? We could have them on Sunday as a treat.’


‘I’ll see what I can do,’ Charlie nodded.


Maggie and Charlie went out into the hallway, where she put her mac back on and he his oilskin coat. ‘I haven’t been up top for some time,’ he said.


‘Can I come?’ Wee Charlie asked, having appeared out of the parlour.


‘If you like,’ smiled Maggie.


‘Och, I don’t think I will then,’ said Wee Charlie contrarily.


‘You’re a horror,’ laughed Charlie, tickling his son under the chin.


‘Will you play with me when you get back, Dad? I’m playing knights of the round table.’


‘I’d love to,’ Charlie agreed.


‘Promise? Cross your heart and hope to die?’


‘Cross my heart and hope to die,’ Charlie stated solemnly.


‘You can be in charge of the baddie knights and I’ll be Sir Lancelot, the bravest and best knight of all.’


Charlie was chuckling as they left the cottage. ‘What a boy!’ he said. The game with Wee Charlie would be fun – they always were.


The van was old but a good and reliable runner. Once they were under way Charlie pulled out his pipe and lit up.


‘It’s like a winter’s afternoon, not a summer’s one,’ commented Maggie, switching on her lights.


Charlie nodded. In all his years he’d never known an August day quite like it.


They drove into the High Street, then turned into Bridge Road, which crossed the North Hey.


‘That river has risen quite a bit since earlier on,’ murmured Charlie.


Maggie glanced sideways at the river, having been concentrating on the fairly heavy traffic. It was now well up, and flowing very fast indeed. The South Hey would be the same, as they both acted in tandem.


She sniffed. ‘And that smell’s got worse.’


It had indeed, Charlie thought. He wondered if it were connected in some way with the fouling of the water system.


Charlie spotted and waved to Don Gillies, a drinking partner of his who also arranged fishing and excursion trips during the season.


Don waved back and then gestured towards The Bell Inn where he was clearly heading. Charlie shook his head and mouthed the word ‘Tonight!’ Don gave the thumbs up.


‘Are you sure you don’t want to join him?’ Maggie asked, having caught this little exchange. ‘I can get your rabbits and the brace of grouse. Nor will I be offended, I assure you.’


Charlie gave her a thin smile. ‘It’s a matter of economics, lass. I would like to go with Don, but don’t feel I can afford the pub twice in one day. I’ll have my pint this evening.’


A few minutes later they were starting up Heymouth Brae, the road that connected Heymouth with the summit and world beyond.


The brae was extremely steep, bordered on either side by meadows and patchy woodland. In the old days it had taken six horses to haul a vehicle the two thousand yards from the bottom of the brae to its top.


Charlie watched as Heymouth and the sea dropped away beneath them. A holiday-maker had once described the ascent to him as ‘like going up to Heaven’. It was an apt description.


They passed a house which seemed to hang perilously onto the hillside. The Thorns lived there, newcomers who’d only moved in the year before.


‘When you get to the summit can you stop in the lay-by?’ Charlie requested.


‘If you want.’


He puffed on his pipe.


‘Any particular reason?’ she probed.


‘It’s a grand view. Is that particular enough?’


Maggie laughed. ‘Aye, all right then.’


She was amused by his dry tone. Not for the first time she thought her father would have made a wonderful actor.


The van laboured its way up the final stretch of the brae, its engine protesting at the strain. They were now at the summit and Maggie pulled into the lay-by, positioning the van so that they overlooked Heymouth.


Maggie stared at people walking about far below, tiny creatures that could hardly be recognized.


There was The Haven, and to the right, the kinema where she’d be going later. She gazed at the stubby brick lighthouse, which was over two hundred years old, and had been built to guide the fishing boats home safely to harbour.


She shifted her attention to the main car park which was full. There were a lot of holiday-makers currently in Heymouth, as it was an extremely popular resort.


Someone had ‘discovered’ Heymouth years before, and the beauty of this little fishing village cast an irresistible spell on those who, undaunted by its remote situation and the lack of organized transport, began to stream in from all over Britain. In time, the ever-increasing number of visitors had opened up an entirely new source of income for the Heymouthians, and instead of having to depend on fishing as their primary source of income, they found the tourist trade was theirs for the developing.


‘It’s a view I never tire of looking at. I think it must be one of the most beautiful in the world,’ Charlie sighed.


‘Do you think you might be biased, Dad?’ Maggie teased.


‘Of course I’m biased! But I also believe it to be true. As far as I’m concerned what we’re looking at could be Paradise itself.’


Paradise itself! ‘Even in this gloom and with the rain pelting down?’


‘Even in this gloom with the rain pelting down,’ he confirmed defiantly.


Leaning across she kissed him on the cheek. ‘You’re lovely, Dad. A 100 per cent gold-plated smasher. I think comparing it to Paradise is a bit strong, but I know what you mean.’


‘Does that mean you agree or disagree with me?’


She smiled. ‘It means I know what you mean. Now we’d better get on if Mr Lawler is to get those grouse in time.’ And with that she reversed the van, turned it round and drove back on to the road. Soon they turned down a side road which led to Drumbreck House where Sir Ewen McLay lived. He owned Ranlodden Estate, which consisted of all thirty-nine square miles of the moor.


They drove in silence, Charlie contentedly puffing on his pipe, the only sounds being the patter of rain on the van roof and the brushing of the windscreen wipers.


‘Look!’ said Charlie suddenly, pointing out of his window.


‘What?’


‘The sheep in the burn.’


Maggie stopped the van so she could see what he was talking about. The burn was swollen, the sheep in question bobbing up and down in the middle, apparently held there by something under the water.


‘Is it alive or dead?’ Maggie queried.


‘Can’t tell from this distance.’


‘You want to go over there then?’


‘If it is alive we might be able to help.’ Charlie glanced at his daughter. ‘I’d hate to think we passed on by if the beast is suffering.’


‘Come on then,’ she said and, opening her door, hopped out.


The moment they stepped on to the moor itself their feet sank almost to the ankle. Their feet made loud sucking noises as they tramped over to the burn.


The branch of a tree, embedded in the bottom of the burn, was supporting the sheep which had become firmly wedged against it.


Maggie blinked and wiped the rain from her face. ‘It’s as dead as a dodo,’ she said, referring to the sheep.


Charlie stared at the sheep, whose eyes were wide open while its mouth was pulled back to reveal two rows of large, yellowy teeth. A cold shudder ran through him. ‘It’s dead all right. Drowned probably.’


They stared at the dead sheep for a few seconds longer, then went back to the van. As she got in, Maggie glanced up at the sky. The heavy bank of clouds was still there, the areas of red and purple had expanded, their colours now violently intense. In the distance lightning flickered. For some reason it made Maggie think of silent music, each flicker a celestial note.


Between there and Drumbreck House they came across a number of swollen burns and encountered streams where no streams had existed before.


It was with relief that they reached Drumbreck House, parking among the outbuildings where they hoped to find Parkinson, the gamekeeper.


Inside the first, they came across Bob Merryfield, chief ghillie, sorting out part of the day’s bag.


‘Mr Parkinson is with Sir Ewen in the big house, but he’ll be along in a few minutes,’ Bob informed them after Maggie explained why she was there.


‘Terrible day,’ commented Charlie by way of making conversation.


‘Terrible indeed,’ Bob agreed. ‘The “guns” had to call it off by mid-day.’


‘The weather?’ asked Maggie.


‘Partly that, and the birds themselves. They just refused to be flushed.’


Maggie immediately thought of the lack of seagulls she’d noticed when she’d been down at the sea-front. She was about to mention it when Parkinson appeared. He was positively grim-faced.


‘Good afternoon, Mr Parkinson. Mr Lawler has sent me from The Haven to collect the thirty brace of grouse he ordered,’ Maggie said with a smile.


Parkinson snorted. ‘There will be no thirty brace for Lawler the day. I can let you have eight brace, and that’s all.’


‘Only eight!’ Maggie exclaimed, disappointed.


Charlie saw his brace disappearing down the plug-hole.


‘Eight brace and Lawler’s lucky to get that. I’ve never known such a disastrous twelfth!’ Parkinson replied.


‘Sir Ewen won’t have been pleased,’ Charlie said. Sir Ewen was a fanatical sportsman.


‘He was cross enough to spit. Nor were matters helped by the fact he has two very important business associates here whom he’d guaranteed an excellent day’s shooting. They didn’t get a single bird between them.’


‘From the way Himself carried on you would think it was all our fault,’ Bob Merryfield grumbled.


Parkinson frowned at the chief ghillie.


‘Well, it’s true!’ persisted Merryfield.


Parkinson agreed, but considered it disloyal of Merryfield to say so in front of outsiders.


‘Are you sure you can’t do me more than eight brace?’ Maggie suggested, trying to cajole Parkinson.


‘I’m sorry. Normally there’s no problem filling all the orders I get from the Heymouth hotels and others in the area, with dozens of braces over and above that to send to Edinburgh, Glasgow and London. But not this year. The bag has been far and away the smallest in my lifetime. And in fact, I overheard Sir Ewen say it’s been the smallest for the past hundred years.’


‘Then I’ll settle for the eight brace and be thankful,’ Maggie said, accepting defeat.


Parkinson reached into an inside pocket and brought out a leather bound silver flask. ‘How about a dram all round, eh? I feel it’s that sort of occasion where one is merited.’


‘You can count me in,’ said Merryfield, who made no bones about enjoying a drink.


Maggie held up a hand. ‘Not me, thank you. But I’m sure my father will.’


Parkinson unscrewed the top of the flask and handed it to Charlie.


‘Here’s hoping you have better luck with the grouse tomorrow,’ Charlie toasted.


‘That’s good stuff,’ he acknowledged after he’d had a deep draught.


As Bob Merryfield was having his dram Charlie broached the subject of rabbits and Parkinson said he could have a pair, as a number had been shot the previous day. Charlie could have as many as he wished, but Charlie replied that a pair would be sufficient.


‘I’ll have to leave you now I’m afraid, I have matters to attend to,’ Parkinson said to Charlie and Maggie. He then instructed Merryfield to see to their grouse and rabbits.


‘Only halfway through the afternoon and it’s like night!’ Maggie commented to Charlie when they were once more outside. It was certainly a great deal darker than when they’d arrived.


Charlie loaded up the van, then climbed in.


‘Mr Lawler will be upset that I’m only bringing him eight brace, but I did my best,’ Maggie said as they pulled away. She then literally jumped in her seat as a huge peal of thunder crashed directly overhead.


Charlie grinned. ‘That’s set my ears ringing. You?’


‘What?’


He raised his voice. ‘That’s set my ears ringing. Has it done the same to you?’


‘Ding dong,’ she replied, which made him laugh.


More thunder followed, while off in the far distance the small arrows of lightning, the silent celestial music, were still flickering.


It had been raining steadily, but suddenly the rain became torrential in its fierceness.


‘Has to be a cloud-burst,’ Charlie stated softly. ‘You all right?’


‘Why, do you want to drive?’ That was a jibe, her father couldn’t.


‘What I meant was do you wish to pull in somewhere till this has eased a bit?’


She considered that. ‘I don’t think so. I’m fine.’


They drove on slowly because Maggie’s visibility was limited. All the traffic on the road was also crawling along.


‘Knowing our weather the sun will probably be cracking the skies tomorrow,’ Charlie joked as they started down Heymouth Brae.


‘No doubt. Trust it to be like this though on my half-day!’


The deluge still hadn’t abated when Maggie drew up outside their cottage. ‘You away in and I’ll go on to the hotel by myself. There’s no point in the two of us getting drenched,’ she said.


He nodded. That made sense. ‘I’ll see your mum has a nice cup of tea waiting for you.’


‘Thanks, Dad,’ she smiled. ‘I won’t be long.’


Charlie got out of the van, took his rabbits from the rear and hurried indoors.


When Maggie reached The Haven she parked the van in its usual spot, collected the grouse and then went directly into the kitchens where she dumped the birds in front of Harry Harrison, the chef. After exchanging a few words with him, she went in search of Lawler.


She found him in Reception talking on the telephone. He was cradling the telephone and gave a long, heartfelt sigh. ‘You got the grouse?’


‘Only eight brace I’m afraid, Mr Lawler.’


His face clouded with irritation. ‘But I ordered thirty brace! I told you Maggie, thirty brace.’


‘I know what you ordered, Mr Lawler. There just wasn’t thirty brace to be had!’ She repeated to Lawler what Parkinson had told her.


‘Blast!’ Lawler exclaimed. He opened his mouth to say something else, but before he could, the lights went out.


‘Jesus Christ, what next?’ Lawler exploded.


‘They’ll probably come on again right away,’ Maggie said. But they didn’t.


Lawler groped his way to the wall switch which he flicked up and down, to no avail.


‘Hello, what’s happened?’ a female voice called out.


‘There seems to have been a power failure,’ a male voice replied.


‘Maggie?’


‘I’m here, Mr Lawler.’


Lawler moved away from the wall and immediately stubbed his toe against a heavy cast-iron ornament that had been placed out of the way while the small oval table it normally stood on in the lobby was being repaired. He swore vehemently, causing Maggie to clamp a hand over her mouth to stop herself from laughing.


She crossed over to the wooden flap set in the counter where she bumped into Lawler.


‘Sorry, Mr Lawler,’ she apologized, thinking this whole thing was rapidly degenerating into a farce.


‘Must find Bryce,’ he muttered agitatedly.


‘Henry!’


Maggie recognized Mrs Lawler’s voice.


‘Over here, my dear.’


‘What on earth has happened, Henry?’


‘I don’t know yet dear, but I’m about to try and find out,’ Lawler replied.


‘It’s a power failure,’ the same male voice as before repeated.


‘Is it just the hotel?’ a new female voice asked.


‘No,’ said the man, ‘Look outside. The entire street’s blacked out.’


‘He’s right,’ said another man who was standing by a window.


‘We’re going to have to get organized, Henry,’ Mrs Lawler said.


Alarm bells rang in Maggie’s brain. Time to get out of there before she was roped in to help, she thought, and sneaked out of the main doors into the deluge that was still cascading down.


‘Well, isn’t this a to-do!’ Pet laughed as Maggie entered the kitchen. The kitchen was filled with the soft cosy glow of candlelight, as there were two lit candles on the mantelpiece and another on the table.


‘All of Heymouth is out,’ Maggie stated.


‘I thought that was probable from the looks of things,’ Charlie said, and shook his head.


‘I think it’s fun!’ Wee Charlie beamed.


‘You would,’ muttered April from the sink where she was peeling potatoes. At least they could cook, as the stove was gas.


Maggie found a towel and began rubbing her hair. ‘Are these all the candles we’ve got?’ she asked her father.


‘No, I have a full packet if we need them.’


Thank goodness for that, Maggie thought. It would be awful to sit around in pitch black.


‘I wonder how long this will last?’ Pet queried.


‘No telling,’ Charlie said, drawing on his pipe. ‘It could be one hour or ten. It all depends what the problem is.’


‘This rain possibly. It’s still chucking it down,’ Maggie said.


‘I can hear it,’ Charlie nodded at her.


Promptly at quarter to six there was a knock on the outside door. Wee Charlie let Susan in.


‘I came over as I said I would,’ Susan smiled at Maggie.


‘But the pictures won’t be on if there isn’t any electricity!’ Maggie replied.


‘My dad said the kinema might have its own generator. Would you know about that, Mr Jordan?’


Charlie shook his head. ‘I’ve no idea, Susan. But they could. It’s worth your trying anyway. It would be a shame to miss the programme if it were actually on.’


‘That’s what I thought,’ Susan said.


‘Well, you’ll have to give me a few minutes to get myself ready. I hadn’t bothered, thinking we wouldn’t be going,’ Maggie told Susan.


‘Hurry up then. I don’t want to miss the start of the big picture.’


Charlie pulled out his fob-watch and glanced at the time. ‘I’d better away and check Lucky Lady.’


‘Then it’s a pint, I suppose?’ April said drily.


‘I did intend to have a couple. You don’t mind, do you?’


‘Glad to be rid of you for a while,’ she retorted. ‘When you’re at home you just get under my feet.’


Maggie grinned at this exchange. She didn’t know of a more loving couple than her mum and dad. They idolized one another.


‘If that’s the case I’ll stay out longer than I’d planned, and do you a favour!’ Charlie teased.


Their eyes met, and a look passed between them.


‘Ach, away with you, you big pudding!’ April said gruffly. She knew what was going to happen later when they were in bed together. It was something to look forward to while the hours ticked by. She might have four children, but still thoroughly enjoyed that sort of thing. She was only thirty-six after all!


It took Maggie ten minutes to get herself sorted out, then she and Susan were off, heading towards the kinema.


‘It’s like fairyland,’ Susan commented referring to the candle light and the light from the storm lanterns that illuminated the various windows they passed.


Maggie agreed. ‘Just think, this is what Heymouth must have been like before electricity was discovered,’ she said.


‘Wait a minute,’ said Susan, and stopped. She sniffed, then sniffed again.


‘That stink’s gone,’ she declared.


Maggie realized that Susan meant the metallic smell. It had gone. All she could smell now was the clean salty tang of the sea.


‘And the rain’s stopped at last,’ Maggie stated. The earlier deluge had eventually given way to more normal rain, and now finally that too had passed.


‘I’m surprised Mr Lawler let you away at the end of your shift,’ Maggie said.


‘The Haven has been in a right uproar since the power failure, I can tell you. When it was time I didn’t tell Mr Lawler that I was going, I just left. I’m sure he would have asked me to stay on if I had.’


‘A shrewd move on your part,’ Maggie nodded.


‘Oh, I’m not daft! I know that Lawler through and through. Mind you he’s been worse than he usually is today. First the water, then the electricity. By the time I left he was quite demented.’


Eventually they arrived at the kinema, only to find it dark and locked. There clearly wasn’t going to be any Douglas Fairbanks Jnr that night.


‘Damn!’ muttered Susan.


‘No generator after all,’ Maggie said with a resigned smile.


‘So it appears.’


‘Well, as my dad said, it was worth the try.’


They turned on their heels and started back the way they’d come.


‘So, what do you fancy doing now?’ Susan queried.


‘I don’t know. You?’


‘I’m easy. Open to suggestions.’


They were both thinking about it when they were hailed from across the street.


‘Hello there! How are you?’


They stopped as two figures hurried over – Tom and Cyril, the lads from Northallerton.


‘Imagine bumping into you pair,’ Cyril said.


‘We’ve just come from the kinema. It’s shut,’ Susan informed him.


‘Well, what do you expect when there’s a power cut!’ Tom jibed.


‘Don’t be so clever,’ Maggie admonished him. ‘The kinema might just have had its own generator.’


‘We never thought of that,’ Cyril admitted.


‘Just shows you who’s got the brains then,’ Susan said as a good-natured put-down.


‘Brains is it! I’ll let you know I’ve got stacks of brains,’ Tom retorted.


‘Aye, right where you sit,’ Maggie replied quick as a flash, which earned a laugh from Susan.


‘I’ll ignore that,’ Tom told her, pretending to be piqued.


They stood for a few moments in shy silence, staring from one to another.


‘How about a drink in place of the pictures?’ Cyril suggested at last.


‘Maggie?’ Susan queried, trying not to look too eager.


‘A drink would be very nice.’


‘That’s agreed then,’ said Tom, moving beside Maggie, staking his claim.


Cyril moved to stand next to Susan. ‘Where would you recommend?’


‘The Lobster Pot’s nearby,’ Susan replied.


‘Sounds great,’ murmured Tom.


‘Let’s go then,’ said Cyril, taking Susan by the arm. Tom immediately did the same with Maggie.


Both the girls were under age for drinking, but knew they’d be served without any trouble. Jack Smith and his wife Maisie were pets who’d known them all their lives.


The Lobster Pot had loads of candles stuck in bottles, littered about the pub. As they went inside, Jack Smith was roaring with laughter, having just been told an extremely rude story by one of the regulars.


They chose a table in a corner. As the girls were sitting down Tom asked them what they’d like to drink. Maggie said she’d have a half of shandy, Susan ordered the same.


Susan giggled when the two lads were up at the bar. ‘We’ve fallen on our feet tonight, eh?’


Maggie nodded.


‘It was obviously fate we met up. It must have been in the stars.’


‘Tosh!’ Maggie smiled.


‘In the stars I’m telling you.’ Susan shivered. ‘Just look at that Cyril’s shoulders! I could positively eat them.’


‘Boiled or fried?’ Maggie joked, tongue in cheek.


‘You know what I mean!’


Tom glanced over at Maggie and winked.


‘Ooooohhhhh!’ murmured Susan quietly.


‘Ssshhh!’ Maggie scolded her.


Maisie Smith bustled into view, saw the girls and waved. They both waved back.


‘Isn’t this candlelight romantic,’ Susan said.


It was, Maggie thought. She’d never known the Lobster Pot to have so much atmosphere. ‘All we need now is a gypsy violinist,’ she said, which made Susan giggle again.


Tom and Cyril returned with the drinks.


‘Now, tell us all about yourselves. We know very little,’ Susan prompted, eyes wide and beguiling.


What a femme fatale! Maggie laughed inwardly. That sort of thing wasn’t her style at all, but Susan was a past master at it.


From there on, they all relaxed and conversation flowed freely.


When last orders were called and they had to leave the pub, they went round to the fish and chip shop to see if it was open, but like the kinema, it too was closed.


‘I’ll walk you home,’ Tom whispered in Maggie’s ear.


She smiled at him. She’d been hoping he’d offer. She’d taken a shine to Tom Rudge whom she now knew to be an apprentice fitter, as was Cyril, his mate.


‘I’ll see you later,’ Tom said to Cyril.


‘And I’ll see you tomorrow at work,’ Susan said to Maggie.


They exchanged a few further words of parting, then Maggie and Tom walked away, heading towards her house, while Cyril and Susan headed for Susan’s.


‘Smashing night tonight,’ Tom said.


‘I enjoyed it too.’


‘It was great that we bumped into you.’


‘Yes.’


He took her hand and squeezed it. ‘I like Heymouth. I’m glad we came here.’


‘I’m glad you came too.’


He laughed softly, and drew her closer to him.


Many of the candles and storm lanterns that had been lit when Maggie left the house were now out so it was a dark journey home, the pair of them stumbling more than once. There weren’t even any stars to help them.


Finally they arrived at Maggie’s cottage and stopped outside the front door.


‘Thank you for the drinks and everything,’ she said.


‘Thank you.’


He was suddenly awkward, shy again. ‘I was wondering . . . How about tomorrow evening? We could go and see that picture we missed tonight.’


‘You mean just you and I, or with Cyril and Susan?’


‘I’d prefer just you and I.’


So would she, she thought. ‘All right then. The pictures tomorrow night.’


He edged even closer to her. ‘I’ll look forward to that.’


‘So will I.’


‘There’s no chance of seeing you through the day is there?’


‘I’m afraid not, Tom. I’m completely tied up at the hotel.’


‘Pity.’


He was going to kiss her she thought. Normally she would never have allowed such a thing on her own doorstep, but with the street lights out and only a few candles glimmering, no-one would see.


Well come on! she urged him mentally when he hesitated. Come on!


‘Maggie, I . . .’


Then his lips were on hers and she could taste his sweetness. He pulled her tight against him, squashing her against his chest. It was sheer heaven.


She stiffened as a hand crept up her side, knowing its intended destination. It was time to go inside.


Reluctantly she pushed him from her. ‘I really must go, Tom.’


‘But, Maggie . . .’


‘I must,’ she insisted.


His face fell. He would happily have stood there kissing her till the next morning.


She placed a finger across his lips. ‘Outside the kinema at six.’


‘I’ll be there.’


‘Till then,’ she breathed.


‘Till then.’


She twisted the door-knob, knowing the door would be unlocked, and went in. She stood for a few moments catching her breath, then continued through to the kitchen.


Charlie glanced at her and smiled. ‘The pictures were open after all, eh?’


‘No, they weren’t.’ She told her parents how she and Susan had bumped into the two lads from Northallerton and that they’d all gone together to the Lobster Pot for a drink.


‘I see,’ said April, laying aside the sock she’d just finished darning.


‘They’re nice lads, Mum. You’d approve.’


April wasn’t worried on that score. She knew Maggie was very sensible and that she wouldn’t take up with any riff-raff, nor would she do anything she shouldn’t.


‘Anyway, I’d better get off to bed. I’ve got work in the morning,’ Maggie said.


‘We won’t be long behind you, lass,’ Charlie stated.


Maggie kissed her mother on the cheek. ‘Goodnight then.’


‘It’s obvious you enjoyed yourself. Your eyes are sparkling.’


‘Are they?’


‘Like diamonds.’


Laughing, Maggie kissed her mother a second time, and then kissed her dad.


‘Now don’t disturb Pet,’ Charlie warned.


‘I won’t Dad. I promise.’ He said that to her every night she went up behind Pet, and every night she promised she wouldn’t.


‘See you in the morning then.’


She left them and went up the stairs which led to the bedroom she shared with Pet.


As she was undressing it began to rain again, and soon it was bucketing down. Poor Tom she thought. He must be caught in it as he couldn’t possibly have had time to get back to where he was staying yet.


Lightning flashed, an enormous zigzag of it ripping across the sky, followed by a deep rumble of thunder.


She fell asleep with a smile on her face, and dreamt of Tom.


*


Maggie woke up imagining it to be morning, only to discover it was still dark. Now what had wakened her she lazily wondered? It was most unlike her to wake before it was time to get up.


The rain was still battering down she noted, and from the sound of it even heavier than when she’d got into bed. She was about to close her eyes again when she heard a far-off roaring.


She sat up and frowned. What in the world could it be? She whimpered as the noise filled her ears. It was now unbelievably loud.


Throwing back the covers she was about to get out of bed, when the far wall suddenly exploded inwards and a broiling mass of water burst into the room.


One moment the cottage was intact, with five people safely inside. Seconds later it had disintegrated.


And the Jordan family with it.





CHAPTER TWO



Maggie was being sucked into a pit of water that seemed to go down forever. This is it, she thought. I am about to die. Strangely she felt quite calm about it, which amazed her.


Perhaps it was all a dream. She was still tucked up in bed and this was simply some horrible nightmare. However, the pain in her chest confirmed that this was no nightmare, but grim reality.


Her head broke the surface and she gratefully gulped in air. Water swirled her round till she started doggy-paddling, exercising some control over her movements.


Her previous calm gave away to terror that escalated until it threatened to overwhelm her.


‘Mum! Dad!’ she called. But there was no response.


She banged into something solid which she immediately grabbed hold of, imagining it was part of a house. She couldn’t decipher it in the pitch black.


Someone screamed, a high shrill piercing noise that caused her to break out in goose pimples. She was freezing cold, she realized. But then what else could she have expected as she was only clad in a thin night-gown. The cold began to seep into her.


‘Help me someone! Help me!’ a young female voice wailed only feet away.


Maggie lunged out an arm and hauled the girl towards her.


The girl started clawing at Maggie.


‘Careful, you’ll pull us both back under!’ Maggie warned.


‘I’m drowning! I’m drowning!’ the young girl yelled hysterically. Maggie now recognized the voice of Faith Caskie who lived across the street.


She felt the front of her night-gown rip in Faith’s clutch. ‘Get hold of this wall or whatever it is,’ Maggie instructed.


A searching, frantic hand savagely grasped Maggie’s hip, and she yelped as sharp nails pierced her skin.


Somewhere close by there was an almighty splash, followed almost immediately by a large wave washing over them. The wave had a great deal of undertow.


Faith cried out as she was carried off.


There was absolutely nothing Maggie could do. Faith was gone. There was a brief flash of white that could have been Faith, then nothing.


A large piece of wood hit the building Maggie was desperately clutching. From the feel of it she thought it could be a telegraph pole.


Letting go of the masonry she dived under water and swam beneath the pole, emerging on its far side. The first time she attempted to climb onto the pole she failed, but succeeded the second.


With her left foot she pushed herself and the pole away from the building. The pole moved off with her straddling it, slowly to begin with, then faster as it was caught in a current.


Her fear was almost choking her, making it difficult to breathe. She drew in a number of shallow breaths. Driving rain pounded into her hunched back and shoulders. Suddenly, a light appeared at a window and a terrified face peered out. ‘Jesus Christ and all the Angels!’ a male voice exclaimed.


A dog barked, and continued barking. Maggie was listening to it when something nudged her leg. Her groping hand made out the outlines of a fully-clothed man, who was floating face downwards.


The sea! she suddenly thought. She and the pole must be being drawn towards the sea. She must get off. But where? And onto what?


Hundreds of yards away a fire suddenly broke out, a bizarre sight in the midst of all this water. From the shape of the building Maggie thought it might be Ralston’s Fruitshop, but couldn’t be sure.


Nearby, she heard a male and female talking together. ‘Hello!’ she called.


‘Who’s that?’


‘Maggie Jordan. Who’s that?’


‘Rory and Harriet McPherson. Where are you, Maggie?’


‘Sitting on what I think is a telegraph pole. Where are you?’ The McPhersons lived close to The Haven.


‘Over here.’


‘I can hear you, but can’t see a thing other than that fire.’


‘It looks to us like Ralston’s Fruitshop,’ Harriet said.


‘That’s what I thought.’


A series of lightning flashes crackled overhead, briefly illuminating the scene. Dreadful destruction and carnage was everywhere, reminding Maggie of pictures she’d seen of the Great War. She also spied the McPhersons to her left standing on the roof of what she presumed to be their house. Using her hands she began paddling in that direction.


‘Come on, Maggie!’ Rory urged, also having spotted her.


More lightning flashed overhead, followed by loud thunder.


Maggie sobbed with exertion as her hands dug repeatedly into the water. But it was to no avail – she was no nearer the McPhersons than when she’d started.


‘I can’t make it!’ she shouted.


‘Swim to us then!’ Rory suggested.


She was tempted by that suggestion but remembered what had happened to Faith. At least she was relatively safe astride the telegraph pole.


She began to cry, thinking that if Wee Charlie was out in this he couldn’t swim. Pet could, but Wee Charlie . . . Get a grip! she admonished herself, dashing her tears away.


A building collapsed. She heard it give way and then plunge into the water.


‘Rory? Harriet?’ she called out.


There was no reply.


‘Oh my God!’ she whispered. ‘Rory? Harriet? Are you still there?’


Again there was no reply.


She swallowed hard, thankful she hadn’t made it to their house.


Then she heard a mysterious gurgling noise. She was wondering what caused it when all of a sudden there was an enormous explosion. For a moment she thought it must be gas, but there was no smell. Gradually the bubbling and gurgling faded as she drifted away.


Suddenly, the pole thumped so hard into an unseen object it almost dislodged Maggie. She hung on tightly as the pole veered violently round. Under water what felt like gravel brushed against her legs and feet. Then without warning a green flare exploded, which had to have been shot off by one of the fishermen. In the light Maggie found herself staring directly at Bryce, the live-in general handyman at The Haven. He was framed in a window less than a yard away.


Bryce threw up the sash window, leaned out, hooked Maggie under her arms, and dragged her inside.


‘Is this your house?’ she gasped.


‘No, The Haven. You’re in the hotel, lassie.’


She swept her sodden hair back from her face thinking she must look a proper sight. Then she remembered her night-gown was torn down the front where Faith Caskie had ripped it.


‘Everyone is upstairs. I’ve been on the mooch trying to see what I could find,’ Bryce explained.


‘In this dark!’


He clicked on a torch and a weak beam shone forth. ‘I’ve been using this, but conserving the batteries as much as possible as they’re very low. I’m hoping to lay my hands on some new batteries down here.’


Bryce now realized that Maggie was covering herself. ‘Sorry lass,’ he apologized, swinging the beam away from her.


Maggie gave a hollow laugh. ‘Ridiculous to be modest in the midst of all this!’


‘Aye,’ he agreed. Then said, ‘Wait a minute.’


Going to a built-in wardrobe he opened it and flicked through the many articles of clothing hanging there.


‘Try these,’ he said returning with a dress and coat which he handed to her.


‘Which room are we in?’ Maggie questioned, now knowing that they were in one of the guest bedrooms.


‘Number twenty-three.’


‘So we’re on the second floor.’


‘Aye, that’s right.’


Twenty-three was en suite she remembered, which hope fully meant towels. She’d dry herself and change in the bathroom.


‘Fine. I’ll wait for you out in the corridor,’ Bryce replied when she told him of her plan. ‘And you’d better take the torch with you.’


She appreciated that.


Maggie went into the bathroom where, to her delight, she found a large, unused towel. She hurriedly rubbed herself dry, and then put on the dress Bryce had taken from the wardrobe. Unfortunately it was a size too big, but that didn’t matter. It covered her and was warm.


In the corridor she gave Bryce back his torch and he then led the way. A little further on he stopped before a cupboard door.


‘This is what I was looking for,’ he said, and opened it.


It was a cupboard used by the cleaners that contained a number of other odds and ends. Bryce exclaimed when he found the box of batteries he’d come in search of.


‘I was sure these were in there,’ he said.


They stood in the darkness as he replaced the fading batteries.


Maggie had a sudden thought. ‘Bryce?’


‘Yes?’


‘If you knew the batteries were in this cupboard what were you mooching in the bedroom for?’


Bryce paused, and she could sense a sudden change in the atmosphere.


‘Why?’ he queried harshly.


‘Just wondering that’s all.’


There was a short hiatus, then he said unconvincingly, ‘I was checking all the rooms for food. We don’t have any upstairs.’


He’s lying, she thought. Whatever the reason he was in that room it wasn’t for food. And then she guessed. He’d been stealing! There must be jewellery, cash and all manner of valuables lying around the hotel.


‘And cigarettes,’ he added lamely. ‘I’m positively gasping.’


Pity he hadn’t said that to begin with. No, he’d been stealing. But it was none of her business, especially not now.


The beam from the new batteries was strong and bright. ‘I’ll guide you upstairs so you can be with the others,’ Bryce said.


Maggie was about to reply when she suddenly became aware that her feet were wet again. ‘Shine your torch onto the floor,’ she instructed.


There was about an inch of water covering the floor that she was certain hadn’t been there when they’d stopped at the cupboard. A little wave rippled over her feet, then another.


‘It’s rising and rising fast,’ Bryce muttered.


‘Is Mr Lawler upstairs? I mean he isn’t . . .?’


‘He’s upstairs, and safe. So is Mrs Lawler. There were folk on the ground floor who didn’t make it though.’ Bryce shook his head in disbelief. ‘The whole thing happened so fast.’


‘But what? What happened?’


‘Flooding off the moor. I can’t think of any other explanation.’


‘We’ve never had flooding in the past as catastrophic as this though,’ Maggie protested.


‘That’s true enough. But you know the old saying, there’s always a first time for everything.’


When they reached the nearest stairs the water was over Maggie’s ankles and still rising.


‘Maggie!’ Lawler exclaimed when he saw her. ‘I didn’t know you were in the hotel.’


With Lawler were his wife, members of staff and dozens of guests. Candles had been lit which cast weird flickering shadows on the walls.


‘I wasn’t,’ Maggie replied, and went on to tell them her tale.


Lawler gave a heartfelt sigh when she finally finished. ‘Both your parents and your brother and sister?’


It was as if a fist had punched her very hard in the stomach. She felt a lump in her throat. ‘I don’t know, Mr Lawler, I really don’t. They could be safe somewhere, just as I am here. At least that’s what I’m hoping, praying for.’


‘The water’s rising down below,’ Bryce said to Lawler.


At which point there was a massive crash which shook the entire building.


‘My God, what’s that!’ Mrs Lawler exclaimed, her hand going to her mouth.


A second crash rapidly followed, and then a third. Plaster dust floated down from the ceiling making some people choke and one little girl shriek that it had got into her eyes.


‘Let’s have a look,’ said Lawler, marching to a window and opening it. ‘Your torch Bryce,’ he requested.


As Lawler shone the torch outside Maggie listened to the protesting groan of timbers and prayed the hotel wasn’t going to suddenly collapse as the McPhersons’ house had done.


‘Can’t see a thing,’ Lawler stated agitatedly.


‘Shall I have a look, sir?’ Bryce offered.


‘I tell you there’s nothing to be seen!’ Lawler snapped.


‘Yes, sir. Very good, sir,’ Bryce replied obsequiously.


‘Oh, damn it!’ muttered Lawler, running a hand through his hair. ‘Yes, of course have a look. Why not!’


‘Mummy! Mummy!’ a toddler started to cry.


‘There, there, poppet,’ a female voice soothed.


There was another crash which shook the building. Then the building began to rock on its foundations.


‘Holy Mary, Mother of God!’ a broad female Irish voice exclaimed.


‘Well, I can’t see anything either,’ Bryce declared. He was about to close the window when something made him pause.


Maggie’s heart leapt. It was the same roaring she’d heard just before she and the cottage were swept away.


‘Water!’ she whispered. ‘More water.’


Mrs Lawler took her husband by the hand and held it tight. Then they were both knocked from their feet, as were many others, by the sudden impact.


Maggie found herself clutching a young man. ‘Sorry,’ she apologized.


He gave her a strained smile as she extricated herself. ‘A bit frightening, eh?’


‘A bit,’ she agreed.


‘There’s nothing we can do but hang on here and wait for morning,’ Lawler said to his wife, helping her onto her feet.


‘I suppose not. But I wish there was. It’s a long time till then,’ a distraught Mrs Lawler answered.


Maggie noticed the young man she’d been thrown against had a watch. ‘What time is is exactly?’ she asked.


He glanced at his watch, bringing it close to his face because of the poor light. ‘Eighteen minutes past three.’


Hours till dawn, she thought. It seemed a lifetime since she’d gone to bed the night before. As for being out with Susan, Tom and Cyril, that seemed like an eternity ago.


How were they? she wondered. Were they all still alive? Or were they dead as so many others clearly were.


‘Cigarette?’ the young man with the watch offered.


‘I don’t smoke, thank you.’


He lit up. ‘I wish I could have a drink. Do you think there might be any available?’


‘I’ve no idea.’


‘I could certainly use one.’


The hotel began to rock again on its foundations. Maybe it had never stopped, Maggie wasn’t at all sure. Everything was so confused.


‘Excuse me,’ the young man said to her. He turned away, gagged and vomited.


Mrs Docherty, a member of the hotel staff, came to his assistance. After exchanging a few words with him, she led him off into a corner.


A blue funk, Maggie thought. That was what that young man was in, a blue funk. Not that she blamed him, she had every sympathy with him.


‘Cold!’ someone complained. ‘I’m absolutely freezing.’


Lawler looked at the person who’d spoken, then bit his lip.


‘Mr Lawler?’


‘Yes, Maggie?’


‘Would you like me to organize a small party to go downstairs and get what bed-coverings we can?’


‘Splendid idea, Maggie.’


She knew she’d be happier with a specific task to take her mind off things rather than just sitting about waiting for whatever might happen next, even if it was only the passing of time. She wouldn’t take Bryce though, recalling what had happened earlier. In the end Maggie dragooned four Australian chaps, and a Cockney girl who’d volunteered as soon as she’d heard help was needed.


‘I’m Ethel from Aldgate, London. Pleased to meet you,’ the Cockney girl said to one of the men as they went downstairs with Maggie. She led the way holding a candle stuck on a saucer.


‘And I’m Casey from Brisbane, Queensland. We’re all from Queensland,’ the Australian replied.


‘Too right sport,’ another said.


Ethel giggled. Suddenly this had become fun.


The top floor of the hotel, where they left Lawler and company, was mainly used as a loft. It contained various bits of junk that had been stored there over the years, but nothing was even remotely useful in the present crisis. The floor below that was the staff quarters, the rooms small, but with bedclothes in them.


Maggie had every bed on that level stripped and the bedclothes taken upstairs. She and two of the Aussies then proceeded to the next floor where guest bedrooms were to be found. Again beds were stripped and the bedclothes carried upstairs.


Food and drinking water, Maggie thought. If only they could find either, preferably both. But so far they’d drawn a blank in that direction.


She and Ethel were halfway down the next flight of stairs when they were suddenly joined by Bryce.


‘I thought I’d come along and lend a hand,’ he smiled at Maggie.


She wasn’t pleased by that, but could hardly tell him to go away.


‘This is my room and I’m going to get changed!’ Ethel announced excitedly, and vanished inside.


Bryce opened another bedroom door, and went in. Maggie quickly followed him.


‘This is what we need,’ Bryce said, picking up a carafe of water from the top of a chest of drawers.


‘Good,’ approved Maggie.


‘And there’s a bar of milk chocolate.’


‘Stick that in your pocket.’


Bryce opened a drawer, laughed, and drew out a skimpy pair of silk knickers. ‘I wonder who these belong to?’


Maggie felt her face flaming. ‘Put them back,’ she instructed in a cool, disapproving voice.


He did, smirking as he closed the drawer again.


In another room they had a stroke of luck when they came across a large paper bag of fruit, a couple of packets of biscuits, a tin of shortbread, a jar of butterscotch and an unopened bottle of Johnnie Walker whisky.


Maggie asked two of the Australians to take these items, along with the carafe of water and chocolate bar, back upstairs.


‘How are we off for bed-clothes now?’ Maggie asked Ethel who’d just returned from the top level.


‘We can still use more.’


‘Right. We’ll go down to the next floor.’


Maggie had just stepped onto that floor when there was a sudden miaow! Blackie the hotel cat shot directly across her path.


She stopped and sucked in a breath.


‘Bad luck!’ commented Ethel. Then, ‘Oh I am terribly sorry, perhaps I shouldn’t have said that?’


‘It’s all right, I’m not very superstitious,’ Maggie said.


On that floor they found a variety of soft drinks, and took some bottles of lemonade, soda water and Irn Bru, and also half a bottle of Gordon’s gin. They also found more fruit, and lots of dry bed-clothes.


‘I think that’ll do us now. Our little foray has been a success,’ Maggie announced.


‘Back we go then,’ Bryce said.


‘Everyone else can. I want to check downstairs to see just how far the water has now risen,’ Maggie said.


Bryce frowned at her. ‘If anyone does that it should be me. You’re only a lassie, after all.’


She thought again of the incident in room twenty-three. ‘No, I’ll go, Mr Bryce. I may be only a lassie but I can assure you I’m quite capable.’


‘I never doubted that for a moment,’ he replied in an extremely charming, yet at the same time insolent, tone.


Maggie decided she didn’t like Bryce. He wanted to be alone down here so he could steal. Well, not if she could help it.


‘I’m going,’ she declared.


‘It’s my place to do so,’ he countered.


‘I’m going,’ she repeated with determination.


‘Then we’ll go together, and that’s that.’


She glared at the handyman. Better he came with her than go off on his own to do his dirty work. ‘All right then,’ she conceded.


There was a splintering sound of wood snapping. ‘What’s that?’ she queried.


‘Heaven alone knows.’


Ethel and the Australians had no sooner left Maggie and Bryce than the building began rocking again. Maggie couldn’t help but think she was in the middle of a death trap.


‘Wait a minute,’ said Bryce. He produced a packet of cigarettes, and lit up.


‘I thought you didn’t have any?’ Maggie queried.


He gave her a straight, no-nonsense look. ‘I borrowed this packet from one of the guests.’


She believed that as much as she believed the moon was made of green cheese. ‘Let’s get on then,’ she said.


The next floor down was split level. They were standing on the lower section, with a fire door leading onto a split-level landing. This was closed with its bar lock on.


Maggie pushed on the bar lock but couldn’t shift it. ‘Damn!’ she muttered in exasperation. The door wasn’t usually difficult to open.


‘Here, let me,’ offered Bryce.


He tried, and couldn’t open it either. ‘That’s odd,’ he frowned, and tried again. This time he failed as well.


‘There’s another door this way, we’ll try that,’ said Bryce.


They were moving away from the fire door when there was a loud report, like a large cannon going off. Seconds later they were engulfed in a seething torrent of water that appeared as though by magic.


The water rose incredibly quickly till it was touching the ceiling. Maggie found herself submerged, and completely disorientated. She swam in what she hoped was the direction of the stairs, only to come up against a wall. She pulled herself along it thinking she might reach the stairs. She jerked in surprise, bubbles streaming from her mouth, when a hand clamped onto her shoulder.


A beam of light flashed in front of her, the distorted face of Bryce behind the beam. He let her go and beckoned her to follow him.


He propelled himself away, reached the bottom of the stairs and hauled himself up them.


Maggie gasped, then greedily gulped in air when her head broke through the surface.


‘I thought I’d lost you there,’ Bryce said, sitting on one of the stair treads.


‘That’s the second time tonight I’ve nearly drowned.’


‘Aye well, there you are. Your number just isn’t up. That’s what we used to say during the war. If your number was up there was absolutely nothing you could do about it. If it wasn’t you could walk through a hail of machine-gun fire and come out the other end without even a scratch.’


‘You were in the war, Mr Bryce?’ She hadn’t appreciated that before. He’d always struck her as too young.


‘I was lassie. The last year of it. Fought in France.’


He groped in a pocket and pulled out a now useless packet of cigarettes. ‘Buggeration!’ he swore, and tossed the packet onto the lapping water.


‘Thank goodness for that torch,’ said Maggie, rising to her feet.


‘Fortunately for us it’s waterproof. I’d never have got out of that without it. Or found you again either.’


She swivelled on him. ‘Are you telling me you got out and then went back in again after me?’


‘I could hardly let you drown, could I! What do you take me for?’


A thief perhaps, but also a lot more than that. ‘I don’t know if you saved my life earlier, but you certainly did now. Thank you very much, Mr Bryce,’ she stated solemnly.


‘You’re welcome. I’m sure you’d have done the same if you’d been in my shoes.’


Would she? She hoped she would have done.


‘I see you lost your coat,’ Bryce said, shining the torch at her.


So she had, she now realized.


‘Let’s get back upstairs,’ she said.


En route Maggie hunted through several bedrooms until she found suitable dry clothes, while Bryce stopped off at his bedroom on the staff floor and also changed.


‘Good work you two,’ Lawler greeted them.


Maggie glanced about her. People were sitting huddled in groups, many of them thoroughly dejected and miserable. Ethel and the four Australians were the exceptions. They appeared in buoyant spirits, and seemed to be telling each other jokes.


‘The water’s risen two floors from where Bryce pulled me in off the telegraph pole,’ Maggie reported.


Lawler paled to hear that. ‘Which floor has it now reached then?’


‘The split level one. And still rising.’


‘Dear God!’ Lawler whispered. Then, desperation in his tone, ‘Surely we’re safe this high up?’


Maggie remembered how the building had been rocking on its foundations. If the hotel doesn’t collapse under us, she told herself, but refrained from saying so out loud. Who knew what would happen between then and the morning? Each minute, each second, had to be played as it came.


Then she had another thought. What if the outside world was unaware of what was happening at Heymouth? That was possible if the telephones were down. She’d been counting on rescue services arriving with the dawn, but maybe they wouldn’t be coming after all.


Lawler glanced over to his wife, who was sitting wrapped in an eiderdown. ‘It’s all so unbelievable,’ he choked.


Maggie couldn’t have agreed more.


‘I think the rain might just have slackened,’ Bryce said.


Maggie stared out of the nearest window, but all she could see was Stygian darkness. Her shoulders sagged, she felt completely drained.


Tiredness crept over her, making her eyelids droop. Sleep. She had to get some sleep. She was utterly worn out.


Curling up beneath the window she sank into gorgeous oblivion.


She awoke stiff and sore, puzzled as to why that should be. Then it all came flooding back. She sat bolt upright, aches and pains quite forgotten.


Bryce, Lawler, Ethel, one of the Australians and a few others were standing at the windows gazing out.


‘Christalbloodymighty!’ the Australian breathed.


Maggie rose to her feet, and looked out of her window. The scene that greeted her eyes was even worse than she’d expected. It was horrific in the extreme.


‘The water’s gone,’ someone said.


So it had, Maggie realized. That meant they could leave the hotel by themselves. Turning, she rushed to the stairs and started down to the ground floor.


The hotel below the line where the water had finally peaked was a complete mess. The air was heavy with the stink of damp and foulness. Slime and sludge covered the floors, everywhere wallpaper hung in tatters, while in places ceilings had come down.


With relief Maggie finally left the hotel, realizing that it now was a most unsafe place to be.


Outside the hotel’s front doors were a pair of bent and twisted motor cars, one on top of the other. The mangled remains of a bicycle were sticking out of the windscreen of the lower car.


All sorts of debris was scattered in profusion. A multitude of household effects, iron bars, timbers, glass, bricks, a chimney stack, seemed to have been shaken by some giant hand and strewn any which way.


Maggie came upon a pile of massive boulders, which had been swept down off the hills. When they were moving they must have demolished everything in their path.


‘Maggie Jordan?’


It was Mrs MacDonald who owned the post office. She was wearing a coat over her night-dress.


‘Yes, Mrs MacDonald?’


‘Have you seen my Graeme?’ She was referring to Mr MacDonald.


‘I haven’t I’m afraid.’


‘He’s around here somewhere. I just know he is.’


Maggie glanced about, but saw no sign of Graeme MacDonald.


‘I just know he is,’ Mrs MacDonald repeated and then beat one hand ineffectually against the other.


‘Was he with you this morning?’ Maggie queried, beginning to realize the truth.


‘No. I missed him some time during the night. But he’s around here somewhere. I just know it.’


Mrs MacDonald went wandering off. ‘Graeme? Graeme? Where are you darling? It’s Janey calling. Your Janey.’


When the demented Mrs MacDonald had disappeared, Maggie put a hand to her forehead and gently rubbed it. She then became aware that she was shaking all over.


A little further on a surprisingly clean rag doll caught her eye, which she recognized. Eileen Riddrie had proudly shown it to her the previous week, as she had been given it that very day for her birthday.


She next came upon the mud-covered carcass of a sheep, and another of a Friesian cow. The cow was bloated and a swarm of flies were already buzzing round it. Both animals, with many others, had come from the higher parts of the rivers.


The small Achray Hotel had vanished; all that remained was a foot of brickwork where its base had been. It reminded Maggie of a tooth broken off just above the gum.


The Pixie Tearooms were still intact. But she was wrong. The front and one side remained, the rear and other side had been swept away along with half the roof.


The North Hey itself was still well over its banks, and flowing like an express train. When Maggie glanced out to the mouth of the river she was amazed. The mouth of the river seemed ten times its normal width, while about half a mile out to sea hundreds of trees stood upright, supported by their enormous roots, just as they had been carried down in the flood. As far as the eye could see, the water was a dirty mud colour.


Then Maggie came across her first human body. She thought it was hideous, and turned quickly away. Although horrified, she couldn’t resist having another peek to see if she recognized who it was. The face was unfamiliar. A holiday-maker she decided.


She moved on, and into a quagmire of silt which she had to wade through, making obscene sucking noises every time she took a step.


She spotted other figures moving about, and from some place close by she heard agonized sobbing.


The stone bridge across the North Hey was no more. She later discovered that eighteen bridges had been destroyed.


She became gradually aware of an awful stench. It smelt not only of mud and rotting materials, but also the unmistakable odour of human waste.


She paused to stare at a wooden gate swinging crazily on its hinges. The cottage the gate belonged to had disappeared, but perversely its gate had been left behind. Further along she came upon an upturned Welsh dresser with a hand protruding out from underneath it. The hand was caked in mud, the fingers hooked into a claw.


More boulders now barred her passage, and mixed with these, were trees and telegraph poles.


She worked her way round the obstruction, clambering over general debris as she went. And then, the worst moment so far, she stumbled across Clarice McKechnie.


Clarice would never now marry her lad from Oban, or anyone else. Clarice was dead, her clogged-up mouth oozing dribbles of mud.


Maggie put a thumb in her own mouth, and bit it so hard she drew blood. Why only yesterday she’d waved across the street to Clarice. And now . . . She swallowed back bile and continued.


Where their street had been was a wasteland. Not one solitary cottage had survived. The entire area was so altered it took her several minutes to establish where their cottage had been.


She stood on what she judged to have been the centre of their cottage and, fearfully biting her lip, gazed about her. ‘Oh Mum! Oh Dad!’ she whispered. Pictures of her parents, memories, flashed through her mind bringing hot scalding tears to her eyes. And with April and Charlie, Pet and Wee Charlie.


She mustn’t give up hope she told herself. There was no certainty they were dead. They might have had a miraculous escape. But somehow, she didn’t believe that. Deep within her she knew they were dead. All four of them, most of her family, wiped out.


A screech made her look up. A seagull flew overhead, followed by another. They’d returned knowing danger was past.


Slowly she sank onto her knees, and tumbled forwards. She was crying profusely now, tears dripping onto that awful mud. She moved her right hand, and made contact with something which slid into her hand as though wanting to be there.


She held the object up, but it was impossible to make it out as it was coated in mud.


She scraped the mud away and revealed a piece of scrimshaw. It was her dad’s favourite piece that he’d always refused to sell and which had had pride of place on top of the mantelpiece in the parlour.


Emotion stronger than any she’d ever previously experienced welled up within her, and overwhelmed her.


And for a while time stood still.


‘Hello?’


Maggie dimly became aware that she was being spoken to.


‘Hello? Are you all right?’


She gradually brought herself back from wherever she’d been. Her eyes were puffy and still full of tears.


‘I’m fine, thank you,’ she eventually mumbled.


‘Would you like a cigarette?’


‘I don’t smoke.’


She could make out the man now. He was a member of the Salvation Army, the dear old Sally Ann.


‘This was my home,’ she said, gesturing vaguely about her. ‘This!’


‘You lived here with your husband?’ he queried, squatting beside her.


‘No, my mother and father, sister and brother. The water came, and now they’re all gone.’


‘There are many survivors Miss . . .?’


‘Jordan. Maggie Jordan.’


‘There are many survivors Miss Jordan. The homeless are being asked to gather at the Commemorative Hall. Shall I take you there?’


He was about sixty years old, she thought, with a kind face that expressed a lot of spirituality. Her father had always had a great deal of time for the Sally Ann. The salt of the earth, he’d called them.


She tried to move, but found her legs had somehow stuck. ‘Can you give me a hand?’ she asked, which he did.


‘I’ll walk you to the Commemorative Hall if you like?’


She shook her head. ‘There’s no need to trouble yourself, but thank you all the same. I’ll find my own way. There will be others who need you more than me.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Absolutely.’


She was about to move off when she had a sudden thought. Turning back she said. ‘Tell me, I’m curious. Having seen all this do you still believe in God?’


His features contorted, then relaxed. ‘God works in mysterious ways His wonders to perform. Yes I do, in answer to your question. Just because we don’t always understand why doesn’t mean there isn’t a reason behind what He does. Yes, I still believe in Him, and love Him,’ the Salvation Army man replied in a soft, gentle voice.


Maggie couldn’t think of a suitable reply to that.


Maggie had developed a raging thirst and wondered if she could get a drink at the Commemorative Hall. She wasn’t in the least bit hungry though. To have eaten at a time like this would have seemed all wrong.


‘Maggie!’


She stopped as Don Gillies came hurrying over. He looked positively ghastly.


‘How are Charlie and April?’ he demanded.


She wondered if she looked as bad as he did. What did it matter anyway? Would anything ever matter again?


‘Our house got washed away. The entire street did.’


Already a small man, Don appeared to shrink even further. ‘But you’re alive?’


‘I’m alive,’ she nodded. ‘Though how is beyond me. I should be dead like the rest of them.’


He stared grimly at her. ‘Have you seen their bodies?’


‘No.’


‘Then you can’t be certain lass.’


‘I suppose not,’ she replied, humouring him. ‘What about your family?’


‘We were very lucky. Our first floor got flooded, but it never rose higher than that.’


‘You were lucky,’ she acknowledged.


He opened his mouth to say something, clearly changed his mind and said instead, ‘The lighthouse has gone you know.’


‘No, I didn’t.’


He made a sweeping gesture with the side of his hand. ‘Completely gone. Two hundred years it’s stood there. And now, in a single night, gone!’


‘Along with half of Heymouth. If not more than half,’ she added heavily.


A large camouflaged painted truck caught their attention. ‘The Army! Thank the Lord for that,’ Don Gillies said.


A second truck appeared behind the first, and a third behind that.


‘They’ve come quickly,’ Don said.


‘I thought it might take some while for the outside world to learn of what had happened here as I presumed the telephone lines were down. But apparently not,’ Maggie said.


‘Perhaps someone got through on a short-wave transmitter?’


Maggie had forgotten about them, but there were several – or had been several – in Heymouth, including one in the lighthouse. The keeper on duty at the time might have got a message out before the lighthouse went.


Don spotted someone and swore. ‘My sister Morag! I was on my way to see her.’ He waved frantically, and his sister did the same.


‘Will you excuse me, Maggie,’ he said, wetness in his eyes that hadn’t been there a moment ago.


‘Of course, Mr Gillies.’


He flew into Morag’s arms and the pair of them hugged one another.


Maggie met and talked to others she knew before finally arriving at the Commemorative Hall. Going inside she found people milling aimlessly around, others sitting staring vacantly into space.


The Reverend Barr was sitting behind a table, flanked on either side by Mrs D’Arcy and Mrs Henry, both pillars of the church. Maggie joined the short queue in front of him.


She had shuffled forward several places when two soldiers entered carrying a metal milk churn.


‘Fresh water!’ one of the soldiers cried out. Instantly he and his companion were mobbed.


Stay in the queue or join those at the churn? Two more soldiers entered with another churn of water. That settled it, they wouldn’t run out of water right away so she’d remain where she was.


‘Hello, Maggie,’ the Reverend Barr said when she reached him.


‘Hello, Reverend. Ladies.’


‘We’re making a list of the homeless. That will also help eliminate—’


‘I understand,’ she cut in.


He wrote her name in the school jotter open in front of him. ‘And the exact address was again?’


She gave it to him.


‘We’ve been told your entire street has gone,’ he sighed.


‘That’s correct.’


‘What about the rest of your family?’


She stared at him, then replied, ‘My surviving was a miracle. They might also have survived, but that’s highly unlikely.’


‘You mustn’t be so negative, Maggie,’ Mrs Henry admonished. Maggie glanced at the well-meaning woman. She could easily have slapped her for that remark, which was silly really, but nonetheless that was how she felt.


‘Have your family all lived through last night?’ she queried instead.


‘Yes. But then we’re very protected where we are.’


Maggie focused on the Reverend Barr again. ‘Is there anything else, minister?’


‘I’m correct in believing you don’t have any other relatives in Heymouth?’


She nodded.


‘Temporary beds will be made up here tonight. We’re also hoping to place others with those whose houses have remained intact.’


‘I understand. Thank you.’


‘The Army will be laying on food later. Though how much later I’ve no idea.’


Maggie wanted to say that the way she felt she doubted she’d ever want to eat again, but didn’t.


‘Thank you, Maggie,’ the Reverend Barr said, dismissing her. She left him and joined those at the milk churns.


Outside again she glanced up at the sky which was a pale shade of blue. She recalled what her father had said about ‘knowing our weather the sun will probably be cracking the skies tomorrow’. That brought fresh tears to her eyes. It was hardly likely the sun would be cracking the skies, but it looked as if it would soon be out.


‘Oh Dad!’ she whispered to herself yet again, feeling sick.


She went down to the front, or what had been the front, and stared out to sea. How many bodies were out there she wondered.


How bizarre those trees looked! Sticking straight up out of the sea as if they’d grown there. She knew that was one of many memories which would stay with her for the rest of her life.


Susan! she suddenly thought. What had become of Susan? She would go and try to find out.


Susan’s house was still standing, its front door wide open. ‘Anyone home?’ she called out, sticking her head inside the door.


Mrs Lennox, Susan’s mum, appeared from the rear of the house. ‘Maggie! Come away in girl! I’m afraid you haven’t caught us at our best. As you can . . .’ She broke off having taken in Maggie’s expression and general demeanour. ‘How bad was it with you?’


Mrs Lennox’s face drained to a pasty white as Maggie told her. ‘Oh lassie!’ she whispered, aghast, when she’d finished her tale.


Maggie took several deep breaths. ‘I don’t know if it’s actually fully penetrated yet. I think it has, but I’m not sure.’


Mrs Lennox threw an arm around Maggie and drew her into the kitchen. A few seconds later Susan came bursting in as she had been upstairs when she’d heard Maggie’s voice.


With a shriek of delight she threw herself at Maggie, enveloping her in the warmest of embraces. ‘I was just about to come round and see you. Wasn’t I, Mum?’


‘Yes,’ Mrs Lennox said softly.


Susan looked from her mum to Maggie, and back again. ‘What is it? What’s happened?’
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