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He had found it at last, tucked away in the churchyard where all the old graves from past centuries lay, some almost worn away. But luckily for Richard, the one he had been looking for was intact, and readable. Even the rose, although worn, was still visible above the inscription:

Catherine Anne Courtney

26 June 1805–28 SEPTEMBER 1828

There were more words written below, but time and the weather had worn them away and, together with the lichen, made them unreadable.

It was now August 1928, so the stone was almost 100 years old.

Richard stared at it, then looked around. It was a warm, sunny, but breezy day. The wind rustled the leaves on the trees and the long grasses which had grown between the stones. There was a pretty stone church nearby. It was quiet and peaceful, and he wondered if it would have been better to have stayed in a hotel in the small town nearby, rather than Bordeaux, which was busy and quite noisy.

He was a handsome man in his mid-30s, with dark brown hair and a moustache. He always dressed well. Even today, in the heat, he was wearing cream slacks and a light blue shirt open at the collar, with a cream summer jacket over it. He had come to France from his home in England, to research a book he hoped to write on the history of the manor where he now lived. He had almost finished his research work, and carried an attaché case that contained most of his findings. He was a little disappointed there were a few gaps in the information he had gathered on Catherine, but thought he would have enough to be able to begin his book on his return home.

He suddenly felt thirsty (it had been a long morning), and he decided to drive to the nearby town and have a drink. He found a small café, but when he went inside it was almost full. There was one table left. He took off his jacket, and whilst he turned to put it on the coat stand, a young lady walked in carrying a handbag. She was passing Richard just as he turned around, and he bumped into her, knocking her bag to the floor. He stooped to pick it up, and handed it back to her. “Pardon, mademoiselle,” he said.

The young woman smiled as she took the bag from him. “That’s all right, thank you,” she said, smiling.

Richard was a little surprised she spoke English. “Not a lot of room, I’m afraid,” he said. “But please, you have this table, I’ll find somewhere else.”

“That’s very kind, but I couldn’t, really. You were here first.” She turned to leave.

“Then perhaps we could share?” he said.

She looked a little uncertain. “Well, I don’t think—”

“Please,” he said smiling. “I’d enjoy the company.”

She was still not sure, but said, “Well, if you don’t mind.” Richard pulled a seat out for her and she sat down. “Thank you,” she said a little shyly.

Richard sat down and handed her a menu.

She raised her hand. “Thank you, no. I’m just having a drink”.

“Me too,” he said, replacing the menu.

A waitress came over, pencil and pad in hand. He looked across the table. “What would you like?” he asked.

“Oh no, it’s all right thank you, I’ll get my own”.

“Nonsense,” replied Richard. “I’d like to buy you a drink – as my guest.”

She was about to object again, but thought better of it. “Then I shall have a coffee, please.”

“Deux café, S’il vous plaît.” The waitress nodded and walked away.

“You speak French?” said the young woman, smiling.

“Not as well as your English, I’m afraid. Just bits and pieces to get me by.” Feeling the awkwardness between them, he took out a cigarette case and offered her a cigarette.

“No, thank you, I don’t smoke.”

“Oh. Then do you mind if—”

“No, please do.” Her accent was soft, and her face small and beautiful, framed with shoulder-length, dark brown hair. Richard thought she was probably in her mid-20s. As he lit the cigarette, conversation began, a little awkwardly at first.

“Nice weather we’ve been having,” said Richard.

“Yes, it is now, but was rather wet last month.” She looked at his handsome features, a little tanned by recent weather. “You’re here on holiday?” she asked.

“Well, I suppose you could call it a working holiday. I’ve been doing research for a book I’m hoping to write.”

“Oh, you’re a writer? How interesting.”

“Well, actually I have a publishing business that I took over when my parents died, but yes, I do write from time to time.”

The waitress brought the coffee. “Mademoiselle, monsieur.” They both thanked her, and she moved away.

“What is it about, this book?” asked the young woman, taking a sip of her coffee.

“It’s a historical piece on my home, or rather I should say, about the chap who lived there in the early 19th century. But it is his wife who has brought me to France. She’s buried in the cemetery, just outside the town.”

“Oh, I see,” she said. “But how did this English lady come to be buried in France?”

Richard took a pull on his cigarette. “She was a French girl. She married an English man, Thomas Courtney. He was, up until the time of his death, squire of the estate, and lived in the manor where I now live.”

She was clearly impressed. “It sounds very grand.”

Richard smiled proudly. “Well yes, I must admit it’s a beautiful place.”

“A country seat handed down from generation to generation?” she asked.

“Actually, no. In fact, it had been empty for many years, and was almost beyond repair. After the death of my parents, I had the resources available to bring it back to its former glory.”

“I see,” she replied.

He took a pull on his cigarette and knocked the ash into the ashtray. “I’ve almost finished my research on Thomas’s wife, Catherine, so I could go home earlier than I thought.”

“That’s a great pity,” she said, and took a sip of coffee. Then, suddenly embarrassed, “I mean, the weather is so lovely now it would be a shame to miss it.”

There was a long silence; one of those moments when somebody would say there must be an angel passing overhead. Suddenly Richard said, “May I say, you speak remarkably good English. Does it help with your work?”

“Not really,” she replied. “I work in a dress shop in the town, although we do get tourists from time to time. Some of them are English, so it gives me an opportunity to practice. I learned English as a girl, just as an interest, but seemed to pick it up quite well.”

“Do your parents live locally?” he asked.

“My parents were killed in a train crash when I was two. My aunt brought me up. She lived in Bordeaux. When she died I came to live and work here.”

“I see,” he said quietly. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.”

“That’s all right,” she said, picking up her handbag. “But I really must be going.” She stood up to leave. “Thank you for letting me share your table.” She fumbled in her bag for her purse.

“No,” said Richard, standing up. “Please, let me.”

She smiled. “Oh no. Really, I couldn’t.”

“Nonsense,” he replied. “I asked you to sit here as my guest.”

“Well, all right then. You’re very kind. Thank you very much.” She turned to leave. As she walked away, she looked back at him. “Oh, and I wish you luck with your book.”

“Thank you,” he said as he watched her walk out of the door. Quickly, he paid the waitress, picked up his attaché case, grabbed his jacket and rushed after her. “Mademoiselle, excuse me.” She turned towards him as he approached her. “I’m sorry to shout out in the street like that, and please don’t think I make a habit of picking up strange women, but—”

She stifled a smile. “I’m a strange woman?”

Richard looked embarrassed. “Oh no, of course not.” He gave a short, nervous laugh. “Whatever must you think of me? And I don’t think the words ‘picking up’ are quite right, either.” He abstractly smoothed his hair back with his hand. “Oh Lord, I’m making a real mess of this,” he smiled. “It’s just that, well, it’s been a long, tiring morning and I thought—” He paused a moment, then resolutely said, “Well, the fact is, I’d deem it an honour if you would have dinner with me tonight.”

She was a little uncertain. “Well…”

Richard was embarrassed. “Oh, it’s all right. You’re probably busy or have other arrangements.” Then he suddenly realised. “Oh, I never thought: you’re married, aren’t you?”

“No, I’m not married.” She smiled, as she softened towards him. “And yes I would love to have dinner with you.”

Richard looked relieved. “Really? Oh, that’s splendid. I’ll look forward to it.” He suddenly realised they didn’t know each other’s names. “I suppose we’d better introduce ourselves. My name is Richard Anderson, but please call me Richard.” He offered her his hand.

She took it and said, “And my name is Miss Moreau, but you must call me Yvette.”
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That evening they entered a beautiful restaurant in Bordeaux. It was filled with diners dripping opulence. The lighting was subdued, and there was a pianist playing Chopin’s finest pieces. The waiter approached them with two menus, which he handed to them as soon as they were seated.

It was a memorable evening, one which Richard thought he would never forget. Yvette wore a beautiful light blue evening dress, her hair fashioned into a French plait, and a necklace with a pale blue stone around her slender neck. She was more beautiful than he thought, and indeed they made a handsome couple as they sat there, each enjoying their evening, and each other’s company. Later that night, Richard’s car drew up outside a small terraced house in the dimly lit street on which Yvette lived. Richard got out of the car and walked round to open the car door for her. As he walked her to the door, she smiled at him.

“Thank you so much for a wonderful evening.”

“On the contrary, it’s I who should be thanking you. I don’t know when I’ve enjoyed myself more.” He looked at her a moment, then said, “Would you find it presumptuous of me if I were to ask you out again? A picnic perhaps? That is, if the weather holds out.”

“I would look forward to it very much,” she replied.

Richard was pleased. “Oh, well in that case how would Sunday suit you?”

“Sunday would suit me very well,” she smiled.

“Right, well Sunday it is then.” He looked at her a moment then took her hand and kissed it. “Thank you again for tonight,” he said.

Yvette was touched by his courteous manner, and as he let go of her hand she said, “Until Sunday, then.”

Richard walked back to the car as Yvette looked after him. Before he got in he said, “I’ll pick you up about 2pm, if that’s all right?”

“Yes, thank you,” she smiled. “2pm will be fine.”

That Sunday turned out to be a beautiful day, in more ways than one.

Richard and Yvette were sitting by the lakeside. Yvette was watching the birds on the water; Richard was having difficulty opening a bottle of wine. “Nearly there,” he said.

Yvette picked up two glasses in anticipation of the cork popping. When it did, it was as if it had taken them by surprise, and they started laughing as Richard began to pour. Later, after they’d eaten, they sat watching the birds on the water. Richard smiled at Yvette but she was staring pensively across the lake. Richard watched her, wondering what she was thinking about. Then she suddenly became aware he was looking at her. She smiled, and he kissed her.

After that, they saw each other every day. There were trips to the theatre, dining out, and walking arm in arm through the park. One day, they could be seen walking along a street in Bordeaux. They were looking in the window of a jeweller’s shop.

That night, they dined out at the same restaurant they’d gone to on their first date together. Their table was candlelit, and the pianist was playing a selection of romantic music. Richard took out the engagement ring and slipped it onto Yvette’s finger. They smiled at each other across the table, then toasted each other with champagne.
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Shearwater Manor, Berkshire, England

The season was changing as August ended and September began. But it was a bright sunny afternoon when they arrived at the manor. The house was just visible as they entered through the wrought iron gates on to the long tree-lined driveway. It was bordered by immaculate lawns, with parkland beyond; older, larger trees here and there, their leaves just turning ever so lightly to copper. The manor was 17th century, still in its original style, and had been sympathetically renovated, the mullioned windows glinting in the sunshine. Yvette was stunned by what she saw.

“Richard, it’s beautiful.”

Richard smiled, pleased. “Yes,” he said. “I sometimes can’t believe it’s my home. And yours too now, darling.” He took hold of her hand and kissed it.

As they drew nearer, Yvette’s expression changed. She looked thoughtful for a moment, then dismissed it and smiled again. The car continued on to what was once a carriage sweep at the front of the house. Five steps led to the main door, with two carriage lamps either side. As Richard got out of the car, the butler, Maurice, came down the steps with a younger manservant: Johnathan. He opened the car door for Yvette. She thanked him as she stepped out, then he went to remove the luggage from the car. Richard was already standing with Maurice who welcomed them both, then went to help Johnathan. Yvette stood looking over the lawns, with Richard standing beside her.

“It’s stunning, isn’t it?” he said, proudly.

Yvette didn’t reply. She looked thoughtful again. 

Then Richard took her arm. “Come on,” he said. “We’ll have some tea.”

They walked up the steps and into the house, but from the lawns, someone was watching…

The hallway was large with a staircase running up the middle, and branching both left and right at the top. There were several doors off the hallway, leading to various rooms, one of which led to the kitchens, utility rooms and servants’ quarters at the back of the house. The paintings and décor had been tastefully done to be in keeping with their surroundings, and a large window at the top of the staircase streamed light into the hallway below.

As Richard took off his coat, Maurice appeared. “May I say it is good to have you home. I trust your trip was an enjoyable one?”

“Yes, Maurice, thank you. I think I should introduce you to my fiancée, Miss Moreau.”

Yvette had been looking around the hallway thoughtfully. Richard interrupted her thoughts.

“Darling!”

Yvette was suddenly aware. “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

“This is Maurice,” continued Richard. “He’s been with me since I came here. Three years, isn’t it, Maurice?”

“Yes indeed, sir.” He smiled at Yvette. “How do you do, miss? I trust you are well?”

“Yes, very well, thank you,” she replied.

“May I take your coat, miss?”

“Thank you, Maurice,” she said, as he helped her off with her coat. She put the gloves she was holding into her handbag.

“Would you care to see your room, miss?”

Richard looked at Yvette. She looked tired. “I think we’d like some tea first, Maurice,” he said. “It’s been a long drive.”

“Certainly, sir. I’ll bring it to the sitting room. We lit the fire in there earlier, it felt rather chilly.”

“Thank you, Maurice.”

Yvette shivered and rubbed her arm.

“You’re cold,” Richard said.

Yvette smiled weakly. “Just a little.”

He took her arm. “Come on, we’ll soon have you warm.” Richard led her to the sitting room, closed the door behind them, and walked towards the French windows, on the left of which stood a drinks cabinet with various decanters and glasses. He looked briefly over the garden. There were shrubs either side of the lawn, in the middle of which was a stone cherub. Rose bushes adorned the borders. The parkland beyond was fenced off, with its mature trees dotted here and there in the distance. Richard turned and picked up the decanters one by one. He chose the brandy and poured out two drinks. He walked over to Yvette, who was still standing by the door. “Here you are, darling. Come and sit down and have a brandy. It’ll warm you up until the tea arrives.”

Yvette absently took the glass from him, but continued to look around the room. It was very spacious, with various furniture of the period. Two armchairs were set either side of the roaring log fire, with a settee placed in front of it. There was an elaborate clock on the mantel which chimed the hour, and Yvette turned to face it. Then her gaze travelled above the mantel where hanged the portrait of a man, probably in his late 20s, with dark hair and a handsome face. He was dressed smartly in the clothes of the 19th century. Painted behind him was the view from the sitting room window. It was not quite the view as it was now. The garden itself was quite similar, with a profusion of shrubs and roses, and a stone cherub in the centre, not that different from the one which stood there today. The parkland stretched beyond, but the fencing was different, and the trees were a lot smaller than they were now. She looked at the figure of the man. He was standing beside an empty chair, with his hand resting on the back of it, and he was smiling.

Richard had already sat down on the settee, and he patted the cushion beside him. “Come on, darling, sit down.”

Yvette sat down and took a sip of her brandy, but her gaze travelled once again to the portrait.

“You weren’t cold in the car, were you, darling?” asked Richard.

“No. It was only in the hallway, when I took my coat off, I suppose. I’m all right now.” She smiled at him but then looked once more at the portrait.

“Handsome fellow, wouldn’t you say?” said Richard.

“Who is he?” she asked.

“May I introduce you to Thomas Courtney, squire of this estate 100 years ago?”

Yvette was thoughtful. “Thomas Courtney… That name seems familiar.”

“Yes, I mentioned him the very first time we met. Remember, the café? It is thanks to him or rather his wife that we met.” He took a drink.

“Yes, I remember. His wife was French.” She put her glass down on a small table by the settee. “Was the portrait hanging there when you bought the house?”

“Good Lord, no. It was found in one of the rooms upstairs. I had it restored. It was in a dreadful mess; I almost threw it out. I’m glad now I didn’t.” He finished his drink and put the glass down. He leaned back and put his arm on the back of the settee behind her. Yvette leaned back and rested against him, then he moved his arm down onto her shoulders. “Finding it was the reason I wanted to research the history of the man. And I suppose, inadvertently, how I came to meet you.” He turned Yvette’s face towards him, and they kissed. Just then Maurice came in with the tea trolley, on which stood a silver teapot, another pot with hot water, sugar bowl, milk and a selection of sandwiches and cakes. Yvette pulled away from Richard, embarrassed.

“Excuse me, sir, miss.”

Richard looked at the trolley. “You’ve excelled yourself, Maurice.”

“Mrs Worth thought you and Miss Moreau may be hungry after your long drive. I hope everything is in order?”

“Very nice, Maurice, thank you. And thank Mrs Worth for me.”

“I will, sir. Would you like me to pour?”

“No, that’s all right, Maurice, we’ll manage, thank you.”

“Very good, sir.” And with that he left the room.

“That was embarrassing,” smiled Yvette.

“Oh, don’t mind Maurice, he’s a good sort. You’ll have to get used to him being around. He’s the only one who lives in. We have a cleaning lady, Mrs Parker, and her daughter Sarah, who come in each day; Mrs Worth, the cook, and Benson the groom and his stable lad Joe, who looks after the horses, does the gardening and odd jobs.”

“Oh yes, your horses. How many did you tell me you had?”

“Three. I’ll show them to you tomorrow. I know you’ve never ridden, but it’s so pleasant, especially with the countryside around here.”

“I rode on a pony once, when my aunt and I were on holiday. I was only about six years old,” she smiled.

“It would be a nice hobby for you. I can teach you.”

Yvette felt a little uncertain, but she said nothing. She took hold of the teapot. “Shall I pour?”

“If you wish,” replied Richard.

As she poured she asked, “Will you be starting your book soon?”

“Probably,” he said, as he took a sandwich. “But for now, I have better ways to fill my time.” He smiled at Yvette.

“Why is there a vacant chair in the portrait? Do you know?” she asked as she handed Richard his tea.

“That’s what I wondered. Apparently, according to some records found after his death, the chair was for Catherine. It was so tragic, the way it all ended.”

“But how did it end? You never told me much about it,” said Yvette.

“I thought we had better things to talk about,” smiled Richard. “And I didn’t want to bore you.”

“It wouldn’t bore me. I’m interested,” she answered.

Richard considered her a moment as he finished his sandwich. Then resignedly, although pleased at her interest, he took a sip of tea, then got up and walked over to the fire, putting down his cup and saucer on a small table by the fireplace. He took a cigarette case from his pocket and, standing with his back to the fire, lit a cigarette. He took a pull on it, and blew the smoke out slowly, then he began to speak. “Well, all his troubles began way back in the 19th century, 1824 to be exact, when he was a young man of 24. He lived here virtually alone, apart from the servants and his mother, Elizabeth, his father having died two years earlier, leaving Thomas, as the only heir, the responsibility and status of owning Shearwater.

“He was a well-educated man, and treated his tenants and staff fairly, which made him well liked. However, there was no more socialising at the manor. His mother preferred, instead, to keep the manor very much to herself and her son.” Richard took another pull at his cigarette. “It was because of this Thomas took to riding out to the village inn occasionally, to try his luck at the gaming tables, with a good friend of his called Charles Brent. Apparently, Thomas and Charles had grown up together and were like brothers. It was on one of these nights in October that year that Charles was wrongly accused of cheating. An argument broke out; both Thomas and Charles were set upon. Charles came off worse. One of the men had a knife, and he was killed.”

All the while Richard had been speaking, Yvette was visualising the scene with Thomas, Charles and the other men standing around a table arguing. Then a fight breaks out. Charles is stabbed, his assailant flees, and Thomas kneels over the body of his friend, shocked and saddened by the outcome, his own face injured from the fight, whilst the other men stand around looking at the body. “What happened to Thomas?” asked Yvette.

Richard picked up his cup and took a drink, then continued. “He soon recovered from his physical injuries, but couldn’t shake off the feeling of loss he felt for his friend. Not long after that his mother died, and Thomas decided to leave Shearwater for a while. He went to France and returned some months later, married to a French girl. She was, by all accounts, a beautiful young woman named Catherine, from a good and wealthy family, by the name of Dumont. They owned vineyards around Bordeaux, which had amassed their wealth. It had been a whirlwind romance, but the love Thomas and Catherine had for each other was plain to see. After that, Thomas was a changed man. Parties were held here again, which was something that hadn’t occurred at Shearwater for a long time. Catherine was liked by everyone. It seemed Thomas was happy at last.” Richard put his cup and saucer down, walked over to the settee, sat down, and went on with the story. “Then more trouble began. They had been married almost eighteen months when Catherine lost her first child in the early stages of pregnancy.”

Yvette looked saddened, as Richard continued:

“They weathered that storm, and grew even closer. Then a few months later there was a bad fire here. Apparently, it had started in the kitchen, and affected most of the downstairs rooms. The upstairs wasn’t too bad, but was smoke damaged.”

Yvette thought of the flames licking the walls and ceilings, the furniture and curtains. She imagined people running around in panic, trying to help. “It must have been in ruins,” she said.

“So much so,” continued Richard, “Thomas and Catherine decided to return to her family in France, until repairs had been carried out. Apparently, most of the family portraits had been either destroyed or damaged, so before they left, it was arranged that on their return they would have their portraits painted together. Thomas insisted that any paintings saved from the fire should not be rehung until their portrait was finished and hanging in the manor. And with that they departed for France. They were there about three months when dreadful news was received: Catherine had been killed in a riding accident. She’d suffered a terrible head injury and died later that night.”

“Oh, how dreadful,” said Yvette, shocked and saddened by what she had just heard.

“Yes,” said Richard, getting up from the settee and walking to the drinks cabinet. He held up a glass enquiringly to Yvette, but she shook her head. He poured himself a drink then went back and sat down on the settee again. Yvette was looking at the portrait.

“Yes, it was a bad business,” said Richard. “She was buried in France, which was where I had been the morning I met you.” He took a drink. “Thomas did all he could to bring her body back to England, but it wasn’t possible. He returned home, and at first appeared to have taken it all very well. Then he did something very strange. One day he ordered an artist to be brought to the manor. He wanted the portrait to go ahead as planned. He said he would be painted standing beside a chair, so each time he looked at it he could imagine Catherine sitting there. Soon after completion of the portrait, came periods of deep melancholy. He lost all interest in himself and the manor. Almost four months after the death of Catherine he was found dead in the woods nearby. He’d shot himself.”

“I didn’t realise they’d both died so tragically, and so young,” said Yvette sadly.

“Thomas was 29 when he died, Catherine just 23.”

“That’s my age,” said Yvette, shocked at the injustice of it. She got up and walked over to the French windows, her arms clasped about her as if she were cold. She stared out of the window.

“Come on, darling,” said Richard, trying to comfort her. “It all happened a very long time ago.”

“Yes, I know,” she replied, “but it doesn’t make it any less sad.”

The weather had been quite fine earlier, but now dark clouds were gathering and a storm was brewing. Already the distant rumble of thunder could be heard. Just then her attention was taken by some movement in the parkland beyond. Yvette noticed a man standing there, in the distance. She turned to Richard. “Who is this man?” she asked.

“What man?” asked Richard.

“He’s just standing there looking across at the house.”

Richard walked over to her and looked out. “Where?”

Yvette turned to look out again, but the man was gone. “There was someone…” she said.

“Well, there’s no one there now,” replied Richard, walking back and sitting down again.

“I wonder who it could have been,” said Yvette.

“One of the gardeners I expect, wanting to catch a glimpse of the prospective lady of the house.”

Yvette smiled as she sat down beside him.

“That’s better,” said Richard brushing her cheek with the back of his hand. After a moment they kissed.
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