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The Pier


THANA NIVEAU LIVES IN the Victorian seaside town of Clevedon, where she shares her life with fellow writer John Llewellyn Probert, in a Gothic library filled with arcane books and curiosities.


Her short fiction has appeared in The Seventh Black Book of Horror and The Eighth Black Book of Horror, Delicate Toxins and the charity anthology Never Again, as well as the final issue of Necrotic Tissue. Her Jack the Ripper giallo, “From Hell to Eternity”, won first place in the Whitechapel Society’s short story contest and appears in an e-book collection of the same name.


“The pier exists,” explains the author, “and yes, it is decorated with strange plaques and cryptic memorials, although none are quite as morbid as I’ve invented.


“It’s mostly Clevedon Pier, which is where the story was born. I was reading the plaques one day and a couple of the quirkier ones made me wonder. What if they weren’t written by the living to remember the dead at all, but were instead a channel for voices from somewhere else?


“Somerset is the original Wicker Man country, after all. It’s a place rich in pagan tradition and many of its strange rituals are lost to time. Or are they?”


 


 


THE SEA WAS FLAT and grey, mirroring the leaden sky, yet offering no reflection of the Victorian pier that marched into the water on spindly legs. The charred remains of the central pagoda gave little hint of the pier’s former grandeur. Jagged bits of timber lay scattered across the pierhead where frock-coated gentlemen and wasp-waisted ladies once strolled. Alan glanced at the informational sign showing a sepia photograph of the pier in its heyday. It was hard to believe that this was the same place.


Across the channel he could see the mountains of South Wales and to the south, Cornwall. A ferry was said to have once run tourists across to Cardiff, but the docking platform collapsed in a storm and had never been repaired.


A derelict hotel crouched on the rock face beside the pier. Alan could just make out enough faded letters on its façade to supply the rest of the name: The Majestic Hotel. It was one of those ostentatious gothic palaces that would have been decorated with plundered Egyptian artefacts and overseen by an army of servants. Now it was just a hulking ruin held together by scaffolding and protected by razorwire.


“The ticket office is shut,” said Claudia, panting as though she’d exerted herself in going to look, “and there’s nothing in the gift shop.”


“I didn’t want postcards,” Alan said with a trace of annoyance. “I wanted to go out on the pier.”


She gave him a flat look. “I mean there’s nothing in the gift shop. It’s empty. Deserted. Like this eyesore.” She gestured dismissively.


“It’s not deserted. Look, there are fishermen on the promenade.”


“Well, I don’t like it. It doesn’t look safe.”


He rolled his eyes. “It looks perfectly safe. There’d be ‘Keep Out’ signs if it wasn’t.”


“But the fire—”


“It’s not on fire now, is it? Come on, I want to see.”


Without waiting for her he walked out onto the pier. The boards were warped but they looked sturdy enough. Not bad at all considering the damage salt and the sea could do. Below him the water was silky smooth but peering down through the slats threatened to make him dizzy.


“It must have been nice once,” Claudia said.


“I think it’s nice now.”


“It’s depressing. Like that rotting hotel over there. Probably crawling with rats and God knows what else.”


Alan bit his tongue. There was no point in starting the tired old “eye of the beholder” argument. She’d never been able to appreciate the strange beauty of graveyards or abandoned buildings. Junky antique shops made her nervous and she couldn’t stand the smell of old books.


He’d spent the past few days suffering in silence. His shrill in-laws had kept him constantly on edge with their paranoid Daily Mail rants about immigrants and foreigners. A week was more than anyone should be expected to endure his wife’s family and he’d congratulated himself on making it through without killing one or all of them.


“How could they let it fall into disrepair like this?” Claudia continued. She had clearly inherited her parents’ need to find someone to blame.


He sighed. “I’m sure they didn’t do it on purpose.”


“Are you going to patronise me all day? Because if so—”


“I’m not patronising you,” he said carefully, trying hard to mean it. “You’re just so . . . unadventurous.” It was the kindest word he could manage.


“But it’s old and ugly. Why can’t we look at country houses and museums like normal people? Why do we always have to go slumming in places that ought to be condemned?”


“‘Always’? Hey, we go to plenty of places you like. And they’re always heaving with tourists and families with screaming babies. Isn’t it nice to get off the beaten path once in a while? See something with real character?”


“I just don’t like this place, Alan. It gives me the creeps.”


He was about to tell her she didn’t have to stay when he noticed the plaques. All along the promenade were little brass memorials, set into the wood of the decking and the railing.


OUR DEAREST ISABELLA, TAKEN TOO SOON


GRANDPA GEORGE, GONE FISHING


TOO MUCH OF WATER HAST THOU, POOR OPHELIA


“Look at these,” he said.


But Claudia had already spotted them and was eyeing them with disapproval.


MY BELOVED JOHN, LOST AT SEA, HOME AT LAST


ANNA, YOU GOT THERE FIRST


HOW DOES IT FEEL NOW, DARLING?


Claudia grimaced. “Is this for real?”


“They’re just commemorative plaques.”


She advanced several uncertain steps, shaking her head in response to what she read. “There’s something not right about them. I mean, look at this: ‘You reap what you sow’. What the hell kind of memorial is that?”


Alan chuckled at the one he’d just found. “‘If you can read this, you’re next’.”


“Ugh! That’s in such bad taste.”


“Not as bad as this one: “‘Go on, push her in’.”


“Alan, that’s not funny.”


“Don’t blame me. I didn’t write it.”


“No, but you obviously don’t see anything wrong with it.”


“As a matter of fact, I don’t. It makes a refreshing change from that clichéd ‘in the arms of the angels’ crap.”


“Well, I think it’s horrible.”


“You think everything is horrible,” he muttered. No matter where they went it seemed she was determined to have a lousy time. And to make sure he did too.


DO IT, YOU KNOW YOU WANT TO


The plaques were certainly unusual. Did the town just have a weird sense of humour? He read as he walked, fascinated by the universally morbid tone.


“Alan?” Claudia had stopped a few paces behind him.


“What is it now?”


“Haven’t you noticed something?”


“Noticed what?”


“They’re all memorials.”


“Yeah, so?”


She stared at him as though waiting for him to catch on. He shrugged, oblivious to whatever it was she’d spotted that he hadn’t.


“No birthdays or wedding anniversaries. No ‘World’s Best Mum’. No ‘Happy Retirement’. They’re all about death.”


They’d only come about a quarter of the way down the pier but Alan estimated he’d seen at least a hundred plaques so far. And she was right. Some were more cryptic than others but they all shared a single theme.


FOR BILLY, WHO LOVED THIS PIER. NOW YOU’LL NEVER LEAVE


“Yeah, I suppose that is a bit strange.”


Claudia wrapped her arms around herself, though it wasn’t remotely chilly. “I don’t like this at all.”


“So you keep saying.”


“I mean it. It gives me a bad feeling and I don’t want to stay here. We’re leaving now.”


Alan squared up to her like a gunslinger. “No sweetie, you’re leaving; I’m staying here.”


Her eyes flashed as her mouth worked at forming a retort. “Fine,” she said at last through clenched teeth. “I’m going back to the hotel. I’m going to order room service and a bottle of their most overpriced wine. I’m sure you won’t mind. Sweetie.” She smiled icily and then stalked away, her pointy-toed heels clacking on the boards.


“Fine,” Alan growled to himself. At least now he could enjoy the pier on his own. As Claudia’s retreating figure dwindled and finally disappeared from sight, he felt all the unpleasantness of the past week vanish with her. All that was left was peace. Waves whispered beneath him, a low ambient hiss like voices on a radio station just out of range.


YOU LOST HER


He glanced up nervously, half expecting the voices from within the plaques to manifest themselves behind him. He wasn’t surprised they had spooked Claudia, but now even he was finding them unsettling.


A fisherman stood halfway down the promenade, peering over the railing. He’d anchored a hefty fishing rod against the planking and its line disappeared into the water at a sharp angle. He looked up as Alan drew near, his weathered cap shading an equally weathered face.


“Nice day for it,” Alan said with a friendly nod towards the fishing gear.


The man simply stared in response, the unwelcoming expression of a local confronted by an odious tourist.


Alan had hoped to engage him, to ask about the plaques, but his companion’s unfriendliness intimidated him. He smiled nervously and cleared his throat before finding his voice again.


“Hey, listen, I’m sorry if I’m disturbing you. I couldn’t help but notice the rather odd character of the memorials out here.”


Again he was met with cold silence. After a week of his in-laws’ strident opinions he wasn’t sure how to handle the silent treatment.


For several seconds he felt sure the man would just continue to stare. But at last he broke eye contact and looked Alan up and down before parting his lips with an unpleasant smack. “Odd,” the man echoed.


Alan wasn’t sure if it was a question or an agreement. He added hopefully, “I wondered if maybe there was some local story behind them?”


The man nodded thoughtfully and a humourless smile made his lips curl slightly. Then he turned his attention back to his fishing line with a grunt. Clearly the interview was over.


Alan’s face burned at the wordless rebuke. He backed away and then continued along the pier.


WE WANTED WHAT WAS INSIDE


IT WAS OURS


The plaques seemed to be getting weirder and weirder the further he went. He felt like he should have reached the end of the pier by now but when he looked up he saw he was only little more than halfway along. The pierhead and its charred centre was still some distance yet.


Beneath him the water sloshed gently against the legs of the pier, soothing, hypnotic. He could imagine drifting asleep to the sound. A yawn overtook him and he shook himself. The argument with Claudia must have exhausted the little strength her family hadn’t sapped from him. His spurned wife had had the right idea, though: a good meal and some wine was just what he needed too. He’d make it up to her after she’d had a chance to cool off. No doubt the week had been taxing for her as well.


ALAN AND CLAUDIA


His breath caught in his throat and he stood gaping at the little plaque. It was several minutes before he got hold of himself. It was an astonishing coincidence, but just that – coincidence. Their names weren’t exactly unique. Still, he felt unable to move on.


He dug his phone out of his back pocket and set it to camera mode. Framing the inscription in the phone’s window he pressed the button and saved the image. Then he sent it to Claudia. You won’t believe this, he texted.


Then he saw the adjacent plaque. SHE DESERVES IT. And beside that: IT WON’T HURT.


A chill raced along his spine and he almost dropped the phone. He was too unnerved to photograph the inscriptions, but he wanted confirmation of what he was seeing. He spied another fisherman near the end of the pier and Alan made his way there, determined to find out what was going on.


“Excuse me,” he said brazenly, “but what can you tell me about these plaques?”


This man was even older than the first and looked so frail Alan marvelled that he’d managed to carry all his gear this far out along the pier. He blinked so long at the intrusion Alan wondered if the man was deaf or blind. But then his eyes fixed on Alan and he shrugged. “What’s there to tell?” he said at last. “They remember.”
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