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    Chapter 1




    Everything about him seemed in a state of aching, or was pain a more apt description? Neck, shoulder blades, to say nothing of the noise that since yesterday had definitely decided to take up residence inside his ears…




    The tide was now in the process of slowly advancing. Early morning sunlight induced a clearly defined contrast of lighting, creating an overall appearance that is both recognised and appreciated by landscape artists frequenting this part of our coastline.




    The inspiring view from his apartment window was not on this occasion apparent to Ian Harbinger. To escape his ailments he was sitting entombed by cushions in the relative comfort of the lounge sofa. He was consumed in a total sense of persistent worry, confirmed by the fact he was in the process of sipping yet another cup of black coffee.




    He watched the array of subtle changes of light influencing the estuary view. His thoughts were not allowed to be there, they were fixed on one dominating subject matter aware there were to be no surprises. Facing him was a simple and vital task that needed his urgent attention; open the three envelopes addressed to himself, and then read their enclosed contents.




    The letters requiring his vigilance were arranged neatly on the glass-topped table in front of where he was seated. Occupying the table was also a letter opener, he mused to himself at least that is ready for use. It did not however alter the fact that for nearly two hours it had laid there waiting in a redundant state.




    Lack of discipline on his part had started to instigate noticeable stress levels, aided no doubt by his generous intake of black coffee. The austere official looking envelopes had their origins from HM Revenue & Customs, with the other two generated from banks, including his own business bank situated in Keswick.




    Persisting for years, Ian had a self-inflicted and irritating trait concerning his incoming mail. Having recognised the possible content from the actual envelope, and if a concern existed to what a letter might regard, it would remain unopened. Eventually of course, following a protracted period of time, a day of reckoning would arrive and their contents finally revealed!




    On this particular morning there appeared no exception to his irrational habit. He pondered on the realms of positive thinking, remembering those self-help books that are bought, read, and attempts made to act upon. The ‘power of positive thinking’ totally persuaded him this had to be his logical solution.




    What is the worse that these letters might contain? After all he had passed through real dangers to life out on the drilling rigs in the North Sea. That was his job and his working background, there he would have total command of his circumstances. Given a well-known saying, that is supposed to be true, ‘worse things happen at sea’.




    Outside the apartment window birds that he recognised as swallows were enjoying a virtual fly past. Soon if he had remembered correctly they would need to undertake the task of departing to their overseas wintering grounds. By contrast on the chimneystack of the old house visible below, a clandestine group of resident jackdaws were performing a quarrelling routine. Not until the order of importance for these birds had again been restored would there exist a fragile semblance of peace.




    He was in the process of consoling himself. There are always difficult situations in our lives, which leave us no option other than to face them. He called out aloud, ‘Come on it has to be done, they are only letters.’ With noticeable determination he reached out and took hold of the letter opener, there followed a period of methodical ease as the envelopes that waited their execution with the letter opener were systematically dealt with, allowing at last an exposure of their contents.




    His daunting task was showing signs of progressing. Removing the first of the three letters it emerged in an upside down position, he even attempted to read it in a reversed format. He shuddered, knowing whichever way it would be equally disastrous. Since his arrival on the previous evening, these letters had awaited his attention; now by his actions they had been opened. Ian however did not deserve their enclosed implications.




    Appearing like a regimental arrangement the communications were fully decreased and laid out on the table. A pocket calculator had joined them, the last entered figures still remaining visible on the screen by the power supplemented from the window’s sunshine. In consequence all three letters produced what would manifest and disclose a series of losses and probably that of personal despair, there were no surprises. He remained rooted, slumped in a protective wedge shape on the lounge sofa. This was too much to comprehend, what a stupid idiot he had allowed himself to become. But why? What a state of affairs; how could all this have happened?




    Ian’s stomach nerves were as tight as elastic string contained within a golf ball. A glass of water occupied the place where the coffee cups had been, headache tablets taken earlier were as yet to have any effect. His immediate future plans he had worked towards, focused on with a yearning for a change of life direction were appearing as if in tatters.




    He accepted the fact, now what he had read was having the effect of taunting him, although he tried to remain cynical about his whole financial situation. By some strange macabre reasoning he likened his letters to that of bodies extracted from their respective body bags. He tried desperately to reason, snap out of it, be sensible, you need to get back in control. Face up to these hard facts, it is not like storms hitting a drilling platform out at sea, they do eventually blow through. In contrast he had no option other than to confront the issues, the letters had outlined his current predicament in both a transparent and precise way, his financial state was more unstable than he imagined!




    The attendant jackdaws on the old house were once more fiercely squabbling over the territories that existed between the chimney pots. At least they have a simple, and what appears an uncomplicated life, unlike what had materialised out of all proportion for me to resolve.




    Travel tiredness was having an inherent effect, resulting from yesterday’s long journey, which had been fraught with endless difficulties. Due to prevailing weather conditions which affected flying, the company helicopter was almost cancelled prior to pick up from the rig. Following take off it was assigned in battling with head winds before eventually reaching its destination in Aberdeen. Ian considered he was still travelling, endorsed by pains emanating seemingly from every muscle, accompanied by this noise persisting in his ears. He was not complaining, but he rather favoured the noise from the drilling rigs anytime.




    It did not end there, the ongoing flight to Bristol for an obscure reason was suffering delays. On finally achieving his next stop, the car hire company had made an error with dates that of course curtailed his booking.




    An accumulation of events had transpired prior to leaving the rig. At the last possible moment he was organising schedules for less experienced work colleagues, amounting to an avuncular list of do’s and don’ts which arguably really needed his attention; a result of his considerable experience in the oil industry. However, his leave entitlement was long overdue, and he was elated to have escaped, subject to receiving any communications via the company satellite phone in his possession. For him it was rather like encountering that situation known as paddling against the tide of life.




    From Bristol the motorway resembled a sea of rain, causing significant flooding where it goes through the Somerset Levels. Do I have to tell myself it is the effect of global warming, knowing one of the main reasons that has supposedly caused this situation, then hang my head in shame, fossil fuel, and spending over 20 years of my working life supporting the oil industry. In blunt terms this amounts to one of the prime root issues regarding our planet’s current causes of concern. Then what is my commitment? Drilling even deeper attempting to hit new oil reserves thought impossible a few years ago.




    Recollections of yesterday’s journey were not helping his predicament. No, enough was enough. A walk was called for, I need some fresh air. What was currently hanging in tatters would have to wait. The path leading to the estuary was waiting his urgent attention, he required thinking time and the sanctuary of some space. Somehow he must attempt to resist a habit of a lifetime; the figure of an ‘ostrich’ engrossed with burying its head in the sand.




    He was mindful of one thing before leaving the apartment; the company phone was rather unceremoniously thrown on the kitchen table, the last thing he wanted were problems from the other rig engineers adding to his current burden, let them sort things. Defiantly his thoughts concluded on a salient note, this is my overdue leave it belongs to no one else.




    Leaving the apartment he glanced reassuringly towards the parked hire car, noticing in daylight the vehicle’s colour, having travelled the last part of yesterday’s irksome journey in gathering darkness. No need for the car today, as there exists a gratifying walk towards the destination of the estuary. Zero carbon emissions, he laughed feeling somewhat smug, only my pure footprints, tell that to our esteemed government. His continuing defiant and assertive mood was beginning to percolate into his subconscious.




    One of the main reasons that Ian together with his younger sister Julia had combined to buy their holiday accommodation on the Devon coast, reflected in the fact of the wonderful inspiring locations. Or put more simply at least from Ian’s point of interest it was a good investment, a desirable property with views that were superb, no arguments. Julia was able to spend more of her time there, describing the apartment to most of her arse aching friends as that essential bolt hole to escape from where her work took her, that of London’s fashionable area of Chiswick.




    Joining the narrow lane he became embraced in a consoling feeling that the time of summer days were starting to wind down, you could notice the vestiges of early morning mists remaining noticeable on the overgrown grass, latticed with spiders’ webs that only nature can replicate. He was conscious of those letters waiting his attention, but at this precise moment this walk was his undeniable therapy. It would not avert his problems, but it was that much needed relief, and nobody was going to stop that.




    I have to think… I need to think and really hard; he was inaugurating a self-assessment process, believing this must help somehow? The background to all these events, how did he allow himself to arrive in this situation, to be misled and cheated by those that he knew and trusted? Face the facts he told himself, accept and recognise this cruel imposition. You have had your face pushed into the dirt, it’s happened and unlikely to be resolved. He walked on wanting those headache tablets to take hold.




    He started to recall the financial history appertaining to his hotels. This amounted to a joint business venture that was to mature and consolidate with its financial fulfilment; the investment had been his future. Ian had on occasions fallen in a trap that allowed him to be described as a selfish person, although not necessarily with any malice. In an analysis for his defence he considered himself a man of self-preserve, assured in life that his personal right belonged only to him. Now this attitude of self-preservation was undergoing its most stringent test; that of the embezzlement by his business partner. She had secretly contrived and succeeded in cheating him of his capital at the highest possible level.




    The narrow lane gradually receded, into his view came the long sweep of the estuary, even the air seemed different, invigorating, totally up-lifting. His train of well-ordered thoughts were suddenly interrupted by a distant but altogether familiar note. A determined call that sounded regimental in its concept, the crow from a cockerel, it appeared to be originating from the yard of a small farm that he was about to pass.




    A group of hens were hunched together enjoying the liberty of their free range orientation, scurrying as chickens do in a perpetual search for food. He looked on with genuine interest, but his attention was no longer there, as his mind had become a receptor flooded by a series of incoming memories, causing him to drift back to a time of his past and that of his childhood.




    Another farm in another county had all but eclipsed his present location, for him a far off different world. For whatever reason he was unable to comprehend, there existed something of a transformation with recollections and events of a schoolboy. In his reincarnation he was proud and equally important, seeing himself all those years ago carrying an old dented galvanised bucket lined with matted straw. His pride was to demonstrate self-determination whilst performing the daily ritual of visiting the chicken coops, enjoying the privilege of carefully collecting the farm eggs for his aunt.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Ian’s noticeable appearance along the exposed estuary bank caused the flocks of wading birds to scream away in a universal flight of alarm. His panoramic view across to the sea revealed that the tide had already completed the morning task, those ebbing waters had left a glazed signature as evidence of its previous encroachment. Shadows created by incoming cloud were now responsible for the loss of morning sunshine. That no longer mattered, as what he saw was a reassuringly deserted landscape. This is what I need, personal solitude; my recipe for valuable thinking time.




    An ancient bleached tree trunk resided above the high tide mark, providing a perfect, if not an entirely comfortable resting place. From this newly acquired seat he clearly viewed the meeting of the two rivers, their independent water courses having journeyed through the county, flowed as a united front of solidarity to finally discharge into the approaching sea.




    He remained equally calm and self-disciplined, concentrating his thoughts on the English Lake District, and his involvement with the financial investment of his two hotels. The morning’s location seemed far removed from where his thoughts lay, but he accepted his immediate environment was providing valuable escape. To himself there was an agreement that the process with his recollections should be straightforward. What was that quoted phrase? ‘Begin at the beginning… and go on till you come to the end; then stop.’ It’s from such a classic book, but on this occasion the title escaped him, but for now that was unimportant.




    Begin at the beginning, that was easy in recalling. Was I wrong with my plan to stay with the oil industry and bring in someone whom I knew as a business partner would have total control managing the hotels? Other people do the same thing, it made so much sense with my continuing disposable income simply directed to the hotel business investment. Now with hindsight that was my undoing, and it left me financially vulnerable. I was ruled by a passion for success in the hospitality business, and I proved myself, but failed in one department overlooking the vital fact that my eyes and ears were not there.




    The first of the two hotels was the most demanding investment. Purchased at what would have been described as an attractive price, as anyone in the immediate area would endorse. It was waiting for that breath of fresh air the right calibre of new owners could bring. Success with this hotel was achieved, despite what could only be described as healthy and aggressive competition already entrenched in the surrounding tourist region.




    One year into the running a decision was agreed upon for the hotel’s refurbishment. The plan that was devised required a substantial capital investment. How delighted he had been by the fact it was generated without any form of financial loan. Ian thought back to those heady times of lucrative on target bonuses, the oil industry knew no boundaries. In comparison with the current climate of credit restrictions he was finding it hard to believe it took place, but it did. These inflated bonuses were allowed to be channelled into the vortex of his hotel investment.




    We waited in a state of nervous anticipation to review the outcome. Thinking now it only seems like yesterday, our decision and investment worked, the bottom line figures spoke volumes. We could have kicked ourselves, why did we not capitalise with this refurbishment earlier? But no matter, it was done and worked to our advantage.




    The English Lake District where the hotels are situated is inundated with every conceivable variety of outlets, both privately and group owned with the under belly of the hospitality industry eroded by countless guest houses, and of course our beloved B&B establishments. The strategy to stay ahead, and remain there was not always the easiest of tasks. True you could list up all the factors that spell out success, but it firmly comes down, if you ever need reminding, to that of your staff commitment combined with the quality of dedicated leadership.




    From the onset Ian’s associate as his hotel business partner was a woman whose particular skills originated from a background of knowledge accumulated in hotel management, and that was an education she accrued in particular from the best of the bunch. It became a pleasure to witness her superb and uncanny flair reflected in anticipation of customers’ requirements. Demonstrating a quality performance to the point of being infectious with any of her staff who happened to be present.




    He pondered, you really could assess any hotel’s strength by the all important service apparent at its front of house, like a job interview, that’s often decided in the first few seconds! All that aside you have to face up that eventually your hotel involvement progresses down to what your accountant wants to witness. The first investment was definitely on the surge of ongoing success. His business associate was excelling herself, Ian was usually domicile on some windswept drilling platform, but certainly not all at sea with his ‘onshore’ business concerns.




    True, certainly with regret he accepted that he was the silent partner in the hotel involvement. However the partnership revolved around that dirty word called money; the commodity making our world go round. Then he never lost sight of the fact it was his sole 100% capital investment.




    Where was all this now? There was an invasion of a noticeable low spot gaining access to his managed train of thoughts, understandable considering how he was feeling. How desperately he had wished to turn back the clock over the last few months. The tree trunk that at first provided some comfort was now having a reverse effect. Accept hard facts, like what you are sitting on, you cannot turn back time. Even if you are old enough to remember blue police telephone boxes, now used successfully by a certain ‘time travelling doctor’. Who would have thought this stream of seemingly useless memories could possibly invade his thinking space?




    This prevailing sense of despondency was interrupted in the real world by the noticeable arrival of a car progressing ruggedly along the estuary track. It came off the rough terrain and parked between an array of puddles, the result of yesterday’s rain.




    Ian’s thoughts now snapped back quickly rejoining the present. He watched as the lady driver opened the vehicle’s tailgate allowing the evacuation of two Labrador dogs. Eager to ascertain their freedom they gallivanted across the beach firmly believing that the world belonged only to them.




    The dogs’ arrival on the shoreline disturbed two elegant white birds that had been patiently wading at the edge. Showing disapproval by having to take flight, one of the birds flew in the direction of Ian. He could see that by its serene character it was no ordinary sea gull, the bird’s leisurely flight went over a large rock pool creating a pure white reflection on the mirrored surface. His thoughts now returned to the Lakes, and were dwelling on a certain hotel sign, ‘Swan in the Moonlight’. Always he believed it was pure inspiration, it had become his second hotel acquisition.




    He remembered the name alone had sold it to him. This investment had not progressed as easily as the first, to be pedantic it had not come on to the market, it had been offered to them, which at that time he did not want to refuse. That rock pool reflection for those few moments directed his memory to the very hotel sign, the swan’s profile was an artist’s impression cleverly painted that created inherent blue effect of moonlight. You needed to see it against its rightful place, the backdrop with the hotel. Today by contrast this memory was vague, far removed from his present coastal location.




    He aspired to be elsewhere invigorated by thoughts of weather in the English Lakes, accepting a love affair with walks in rain showers, unique qualities of our climate. The location of the ‘Swan’ was perfect for these activities, adding to a range of features that worked strongly for what your guests were seeking. The larger of the two investments had an ominous burden in proving itself against more aggressive competition. There was also a protracted gamble, as their latest purchase had previously suffered from the negligence of absentee owners.




    The second purchase resulted from an element of astute guidance from their accountant, a local Keswick man who knew the unique pace in respect to this area’s tourism. In the early days of this hotel the decision makers, which included their accountant sensed a feeling they were about to lay down foundations with this venture that would grow into a success.




    Ian told himself, and that is where you started to go wrong. The word I believe is empowerment, exactly the motivation for what you allowed to be put into the hands of two people both of whom you totally trusted. Now he was sensing anger in his own hands, clenching them in the shape of tight fists.




    Following the positive feedback he had received from their accountant indicating how this acquisition was progressing he could hardly wait to inform his business partner. He remembered the text he sent indicating that their accountant was worth every penny. To endorse this, he had added, somewhat tongue-in-cheek, please be aware our ‘Swan in the Moonlight’ was incubating their eventual business nest egg!




    Then came the time when both the hotel investments had reached a buoyant state, realised in a much shorter time scale than was anticipated. He had opened the discussion with positive thoughts of selling the two hotels, which after all had been his plan. It was clear to him now, the input from the ever pragmatic accountant indicated there would not be a better time, then that was not surprising given the odious scheme that he with Ian’s partner was secretly preparing.




    All that was twelve months ago. As a diversion to his thoughts he became involved with a small piece of driftwood, attempting with a pocket knife to improve his carving skills. This he hoped would effectively stave away the feeling of bitterness starting to surface in his thoughts.




    Over the sands he made out the lonely figure with the dogs making her way back, the loyal duo were close at heel, any enthusiasm to pursue sticks thrown by their owner was now sadly lacking. Reaching the parked estate car, they were systematically helped on board, in a state of total exhaustion they were soon strewn out on their respective blankets. Unlike Ian they had not a care in the world.




    The car started and rejoined the track, as it trundled past he wondered what other people’s lives consisted of. Undoubtedly for the driver there would be shopping, preparing meals, cleaning and whatever else, who would ever know? On passing him the driver gave a hesitant but assuring wave, a similar friendly gesture was endorsed by Ian. The vehicle was gone leaving a restored appearance of tranquillity to the estuary.




    Now he appeared as a lost and lonely monolithic figure, allowing his contemplation of what had once been his investments in the English Lakes. Visualising the time twelve months ago with the two hotels on the property market. His business partners agreed both were to be sold as established but more importantly successful hotels, a time of anticipation waiting on their estate agents for sales to reach the point of satisfaction.




    During this tense selling period by contrast he could not fail to recall the oil industries operations in the North Sea were coming under extreme commercial pressure, the lucrative days were drawing to a conclusion. Our heritage of being largely self-sufficient, even though we had traded vast amounts of our stocks on the world markets was closing faster than our government would like to admit. The industry was having to accept those feasibility studies which involved deep drilling into preciously unexplored reserves thought to be impractical in the early pioneering days of the industry.




    Whilst the sale of the hotels in the Lake District was underway, Ian by contrast had been in the forefront of an extreme work load. As an engineer of practical hard core knowledge his involvement was desperately sought after; entering a peripatetic role with less experienced work colleagues who were eager to learn the latest amalgam of developments. Life was drawn back into the industry, by the expedient of exploring unknown drilling depths, a salvation resulting with new reserves of our precious commodity coming on line.




    This desperate and new investment by our oil industry, costing untold millions of government capital was to a large extent open to all interested parties. By contrast what was happening at that time in a certain house in the town of Keswick was clearly not. Two people were laying plans for their financial future together, one of whom was Ian’s business partner, whilst the other involved party was that of Ian’s accountant. For this prevarication to work they needed to follow a route of absolute secrecy. During that time, the couple looked longingly out from the bay window of the accountant’s semi-detached house. The tall privet hedge obscuring the avenue would not require them to perform its annual autumn pruning, as by that time their patience for the embezzlement of the hotels’ capital would have materialised, and they would be long gone!




    It was easy to recollect when the activity from their sales promotion got under way, he was too involved on the rigs to give this activity any of his stringent attention. There was no alternative other than leave it under the guidance of their estate agents. He remembered the surprise when he learnt that their original hotel, best described as having barely reached the estate agents books, was not only sold but had also achieved the asking price. Even dust had barely time to settle, as the new owners in the face of tourism competition were understandingly showing enthusiasm to get started.




    Would their second hotel the ‘Swan in the Moonlight’ follow in a similar vein? That question after all this time was still ingrained in his memory, he could call to mind those emails sent out to his working rig following the various stages relating to the progress of sales. His concerns had been the hotel’s more rural location, there were understandably doubts that this might possibly deter potential buyers.




    Then came their reward with positive news, the estate agents admitted that following a time of inactivity, suddenly two interested parties appeared eager to outbid each other, an estate agent’s dream. Following a period of nervous tension, one of the potential buyers dropped out of the race. It was over; the sale of the second hotel went through. Happily with a degree of satisfaction they learnt that the successful buyers were a local family group of hoteliers.




    Those two precise words that he read on his text, ‘it’s sold’, was enough for Ian. There had been no time for celebrations, work was hell on wheels, non-stop. What was it? Yes I remember, that coupling for the lifting gear, only available from an agent out of all places Texas, but the company had to live with it. For all that, and the work pressure I still remember the heady feeling of achievement, virtually intoxicated knowing that both hotels were finally sold.




    By now his attention span and for that matter his personal comfort was calling for a change. He had remained dedicated to his recollection process, even though it existed as a jumbled mess. ‘Get up.’ Giving himself a verbal command. His active work lifestyle maintained a slim and equally well toned figure, not a man trapped in a sedentary state. With a height combined with weathered features, courtesy of his outdoor working regime, he gave the appearance of a man possibly many years his junior. For that, he knew he was in no position to complain.




    For whatever purpose he continued his mutterings. ‘Let’s reach the headland.’ Still maintaining the thoughts of the hotels, and how they following the sales passed from his possession. There were regrets, he was not able to return to either of the hotels to say personal goodbyes to his own staff. That important touch from him did not happen due as always to his work schedule. Realising how totally selfish he must have appeared, he could offer plausible excuses, but his absence at those changeover times had been most apparent and inexcusable on his part.




    Somehow during that time if only I had got back from the rigs, maybe there would have been a clue to their schemes, instead of being told eventually and too late from an anonymous source. How cleverly they must have planned the whole course of deception. His own business partner, efficient, dedicated to the running of his hotels, then their astute accountant, he had always been an integral part of business minds making up the hotel management. How the romantic entanglement actually began, that was anyone’s guess? He only knew that it was firmly based by their sickening catalyst of deceit. As for me my investment and capital growth is gone, stolen, and not a cat in hell to get any redress!




    Ian attempted to imagine the whole sordid affair being orchestrated, probably from the house of his accountant in Keswick, in some ‘Acacia Avenue’ or ‘Laburnum Drive’. All towns have places like that. Perceiving in his anger neat garden fences, manicured lawns, too late they were gone, long gone, and with his capital. The two of them intent with a life together, fuelled on a diet of deception. No doubt they had arranged to assume new identities in a far flung corner of the world.




    Not able to disguise the fact, he continued fraught with worry, and what a pathetic understatement that was, not the guilty party, but now left to pick up the tabs. His future had financially matured but had as quickly evaporated. Those chequered windswept decks of the oil platforms which hopefully were for him to be a thing of the past. That was not going to happen. Why should he have fallen victim of their insidious schemes, he paused returning to the world of reality. The ghost of this inference was waiting in judgement on him, all contained and precisely explained in the content of those three letters.




    Would he ever be allowed to put all this behind him? Now he had finally reached his destination, visible were the outlines of the distant rugged cliffs that offered a graphic backdrop to the coastal scene. On more tempestuous walks he would stop to take in this inspiring view, it never failed reach his innermost contentment, it deserved an accompaniment of music, what better he thought than Mendelssohn’s tribute to Scotland that enigmatic overture, ‘The Hebrides’.




    Standing on the oozing wet shoreline he could not help noticing a coloured object marooned in a narrow elongated channel that was acting as its sanctuary. It was of all things a vividly green toy boat. On closer examination it was noticeable that an amateurish modification had been performed by the addition of a mast and sail. Perhaps the next outgoing tide would breathe life to the vessel? It was easy to perceive that the boat’s recent make-shift handiwork was undoubtedly the activity of children.




    Then something came chasing through his mind; boats should never be green. Ask any mariner that pertinent question, it’s wholly unlucky. No it’s more than that, there are greens of all shades each assigned a distinct name, no bearing on what this was to do with his stolen capital. Then for whatever strange reason he started to compile a list, like kids in the back seat on a car journey gaining points to overcome boredom. What are those greens? It’s easy, try sea green then there’s verdant not forgetting the flamboyant Lincoln green. Only then did he realise, and he had no idea why, another green, and that’s the colour I want… ‘Pea Green’.




    Looking over the expanse of sea, recollections from his past were again encroaching for whatever reason, feeling at their mercy he allowed the intrusion. In particular there was a nursery rhyme from childhood, remembering a picture frame which contained the rhyme stitched with embroidery work. It used to hang by a cord over the mantelpiece of his very own bedroom in the farmhouse of his favourite aunt. He longingly thought back on those times of escape with lazy holidays from boarding school. Why did those times disappear so quickly?




    Childhood, there was an element of sadness in his thoughts, those cherished seminal times, why such a long way back. He would often read that nursery rhyme aloud, there was an inspiring and strange appeal for him, why, he never fully understood. Perhaps by its words, he wanted to aspire to be that owl. The green boat, the toy boat, that is the trigger, and it’s responsible for my past to reach into the present, Ian had not totally forgotten the rhyme, so much so its words were now starting to assimilate for him.




    The owl and the pussy cat went to sea in a beautiful pea green boat… Maybe then I’m not at sea… With some honey and plenty of money wrapped up in a £5 pound note… But on the subject of money he could not lose sight of the implications those letters demanded, and there was no escaping. This is an adult world of reality where I live, not some children’s nursery rhyme. Could there be a state of incongruity? Is my… How can I ever explain? The boat that supports my life… is now in danger of sinking?


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Ian turned the key in the yellow front door of his apartment. The colour appealed to him, not that it was noticeable but it was supposed to be lucky, the colour of his astrological star sign. On entering following his invigorating walk it was stuffy by comparison, he took the action of quickly opening the lounge window. He had returned as his new self, now approaching hopefully his changed outward image, that ‘ostrich of life’ was shaking off the sand and no longer prepared to bury one’s head with the problems of life? Although cautious, as knowing that only time would possibly show results.




    The answer-phone was displaying one message, his thoughts accepted that at least someone knows I am here. It was his sister Julia, aware of her brother’s pending visit she had been trying to make contact, enquiring if he had arrived safely, whilst adding that the letters for his attention proved no way as problematical as imagined? Even as the message was concluding, Ian spoke out at the inert machine. ‘Worse than I dared to imagine.’ In doing so he turned his back abruptly on the answer-phone that was still in the process of concluding its deliberation!




    With his thoughts poised in a positive mode he elected to do what we British aspire in times of adversity, make a cup of tea. He set about once again to read his letters responsible in starting his day. Self-blame was remaining heavily in his thoughts, what did I allow myself to get into? Seeing how relatively easy his business partner and her accomplice had organised their mutual embezzlement of both the hotels.




    They were never content, they had added further greed to their viscous schemes, the whole travesty of events was catalogued by referring to his recent correspondence. The banks were showing concern to cash loans taken out by his business partner, large loans against the hotels, with no effort to start repayments, not surprising as they were both now gone. It did not end there, the business credit cards had been taken to their absolute limit. Hell, he thought, where does all this stop?




    Struggling with his new image of not avoiding issues of life, Ian could barely bring himself to attempt to understand the implications surrounding his communications from HM Revenue & Customs. The missed VAT payments that in itself amounted to something of a crime, he dreaded the ramifications relating to the capital gains tax. What else could they have possibly done? Stole the charity boxes from the hotel’s reception? Although trying, he was struggling and failing to contain his anger.




    Pull yourself round, keep thinking possible solutions, he attempted to regain his self-control. The finger of guilt is pointing in no uncertain way in my direction, I have to endure that torture as if salt was rubbed into my wounds. Once more he viewed the letters, even down to their reference numbers, nothing would alter what lurked within their contents. He reasoned that the interested parties, not knowing who he was, so for that matter it could have been him who set up whole wretched affair. Any appetite for what he wanted to eat surprisingly enough had left him.




    Self-inflicted isolation, that’s my present state, not wanting any form of communication with anyone on these subjects, it’s a complete and total embarrassment, that’s a bloody polite way of putting it! He threw the letters back on the table, the whole series of sordid events was in danger of reading like a cheap article from a tabloid newspaper. He allowed his thoughts to seek the sanctuary of the drilling rigs, almost to the point of imagining the salt spray on his face. Believing that totally uninvolved work colleagues would talk away all his accumulated difficulties. Stop… Reminding himself, don’t start burying your head in that sand.




    Completely unrelated thoughts were invading his agenda, knowing on occasions that he had actually broken the law, for a start there are speeding endorsements on his driving licence, no good arguing with that. With fellow workers on the rigs feeling smug, isolated from the mainland we watched untold numbers of DVDs on the cinema, despite their rigid copyright implications. Fortunately his ramblings associated with guilt complexes came to an abrupt stop, isolation was shattered for him by the ringing of the lounge phone.




    That has to be Julia; her usual professional way of trying to make contact. In his profound wisdom he had made his sister aware of the prevailing circumstances. Support he reasoned from at least one of his rather limited family was something of a possible and equally valuable lifeline.




    ‘Hello.’ He pre-empted the phone’s last ringtone, expecting the offhand voice of his sister but had not anticipated the surprise.




    ‘Hi, Dad.’ The unexpected had struck, the welcome voice was more than he could have possibly hoped for, his eldest daughter Clare, the one that keeps in touch, even to the point of remembering the time difference from Toronto. ‘I know you get that extended leave, Dad, how long have you being back?’




    Ian was elated. This was his daughter; someone to talk to. ‘Last night, not the best of journeys, but no matter, I am here at long last, get some time to myself. How’s things with the media in Toronto?’




    His enquiring question gave Clare the ideal opportunity to bring her dad up to date with all her latest endeavours for the Canadian Broadcasting.




    The characteristics of Ian’s family had produced something of a paradox. His ex-wife had returned to Canada with their two daughters, both of whom eventually joined their mother in the media of television broadcasting, where through her guidance they had both aspired to strong career paths. A pattern had emerged becoming apparent that the youngest daughter was very much towards her mother, whilst by contrast Clare maintained a loving devotion towards her father.




    Although their marriage had failed by a simple expedient of diverse employment, and that was restrained in its context, but for all that it had generated an amicable balance that prevailed ever since. They both knew that accomplishments spoke as real time achievements and were equally proud of their daughters’ careers. Ian had long since accepted what had transpired with his marriage, a common fact of modern day life, no point in fighting against it, but most reassuringly he never forgot that he had two daughters.




    Right now it was wonderful to be listening to Clare, he had no desire to burden insurmountable problems in her direction, it was not her concern, she was leading her own life. He enquired, ‘How’s the rest of the gang?’




    She was cautious, knowing that her mother was waiting to hear from Dad on some obscure family concern. Therefore she attempted in her opinion a perfect evasive reply. ‘Now that you finally got all this leave, Dad, what about our wilderness trip together, just the two of us, as we always talked about?’




    Ian listened knowing her request would not end on that point.




    ‘Remember, Dad, what’s it to be, the backwoods of British Columbia, or riding across the Mongolian desert? Got my sleeping bag ready.’ His eldest daughter from an early age had always an enduring passion for the great outdoors.




    He listened with heartfelt emotional feelings to his offspring’s request, fully realising it was a perfect tonic for him. So much so it was having an effect of causing his current climate of difficulties to take a back seat. ‘Clare it’s in my diary, nothing better for us both. Keep your sleeping bag handy I will have some great ideas, that’s a promise.’




    She followed quickly with an assuring reply. ‘Oh my God, keep you to that, Dad, you’ll not escape. Anyway must go, have a scheduling meeting coming up in the hour. Call me soon, don’t forget, love you.’




    He reluctantly had to say goodbye, noticing a distinct Canadian accent that was getting stronger in his daughter’s speech, but then he reasoned why not?




    Reminding himself as if necessary, blood really is thicker than water. In doing so he glanced over to the collection of family photos, although now looking if anything out of date. Clare at her university graduation remained in pride of place, what a pity she is on the other side of the ocean.




    Ian regained the lounge sofa, as the cushions were in the same arrangement he sank into their embracing comfort. Reassuring himself with what the phone call had meant to him, tough as he knew it was going to be, he was determined to come out of this. Reminding himself if that was necessary, you are a survivor, that is what really counts.




    Could the answer for him lay in a change of direction? There is certain money for immediate needs. Perhaps it is a case of too long in the same employment? Realising the implication with this poignant and soul searching question, he pondered, have I grown tired of the oil industry, will it grow tired of me? His preconceived plan had now disappeared like a dream sequence. Justice had eluded him, that capital was no better than dry sand running through his fingers, dry desert sand. That seemed strange why refer to it as desert sand?




    Much as he wanted to escape the issue of money it loomed again in his thoughts. Work colleagues on various North Sea rigs had lavished over what was on offer from the other side, namely the newly created fields in the Russian Caspian Sea. Expounding the virtues with their reserves of both natural gas and oil, added to this, they were crying out for experienced personnel that the Western world could offer, even prepared to pay a fortune with contracts. He cringed on one very thought the severity prevailing during a Russian winter, our climate change as yet had not reached that far.




    Thinking of distances he suddenly remembered the two phones in his possession, they needed checking for any incoming communications. He quickly established nothing on the company’s satellite, the situation was the same for his own mobile. Ian would freely admit he was not a lover of mobile phones, if anything he showed an aversion towards them. It is another of those selfish attitudes, but they always intruded with sets of problems, or worse, unpleasant news, even when switched off you are never entirely at liberty to escape.




    The sofa, like the estuary tree trunk was exhibiting signs of discomfort, although boredom would be more correct. Get organised, that’s the only way and start right now. What is the accumulation of what I actually owe? Get it down in cold print, start to think positively by making out a ‘wish list’ hard copy approach.




    There was a PC kept at the apartment. Although only a reincarnation of a word processor and printer but that said it served its purpose. His tedious task was soon completed, on checking his copy he realised rather profoundly that a cheque for the closing amount would solve his… lifestyle. I suppose that’s why they are called ‘wish lists’. Wish for him was the operative word. Carefully folding the sheet, he secured it inside his jacket pocket, the visible evidence haunting him from the computer screen was with malice aforethought quickly deleted.




    Since the morning down on the estuary he kept noticing a prevailing sense as what he would describe as moody which was supplying a transient thread reaching as it was into far distant locations? Imagining it was caused as a direct result of being away from the active involvement on the oil rigs, out there you could never escape that constant background noise, that for him was a million miles away. Looking out from the apartment’s opened window there was an atmosphere encroaching, a noticeable presence of fog drifting in from the sea. For all that changing process taking place his thoughts were wanting to remain loyal to those episodes of past nostalgic memories. What had unfolded he was appreciating, soothing those mind-weighing financial implications that he could not escape.




    Reasoning that somehow there has to be a connection, too many distant thoughts invaded his space, exactly what, he still had absolutely no idea. Spontaneously he urged himself to refer to his personal document file kept at the apartment. Hopefully there were bonds that could raise immediate cash for him, vital to survive, no option there. Storage of these items were kept in the ultimate of filing systems, consisting of a large carton, leaving a lot to be desired, it was all there, you only had to find it. He had not looked through the archive contents for ages knowing as well as all the family legal items there also remained more recent paperwork of what existed with his hotel ownership.




    He attempted a vague mental diversion, is there really any value trawling through all this paper? It’s the only way to find an envelope marked bonds. As his investigation began he could not escape smiling, letters and brochures were appearing like old friends you would meet at a family wedding or worse a funeral. The purchases, ongoing business plans, commitments to capital investments, and advertising proofs for the printers, it was as expected all filed. He thought, who would ever be interested again?




    Personal items were lodged in the file for safe keeping, including one of lingering importance. It was his late father’s wrist watch, opening its weary looking case it revealed a timepiece in the shape of a Rolex Oyster. As always without exception having wound and corrected the time and date, he was pleased that it started ticking away to resume its original purpose in life. He made a decision, it’s left uncared for, we are going to change that, it is going to be worn, he whispered to himself. ‘Times are changing’. That has to be the same for me, the newborn ‘ostrich of life’, there are no excuses only then would he have a chance to succeed.




    Let’s get on; urging himself to examine the collated history of his past. The letters, brochures, and the very first menu cards, he laid them out in front of him. This was having an insecure effect, a feeling of dealing with a past that now sadly did not merit recalling. Studying the advertising flyers for the hotels he accepted they had worked right from the word go. In reality it was no consolation for his current predicament, all this is doing is paying homage to past success with tourism.




    In the veritable jumble there was a singular large envelope very securely sealed. Its scribbled title indicated, ‘Magnus Field Dilemma’. Although going back years he did not need to remind himself, leave it alone it should not be opened. It might be old, but this is one genie that needs to stay firmly contained inside its bottle.




    His brave thoughts were overcome by a virtual scent trail of self-induced curiosity, probably more associated with the ‘killing of cats’. The tape on the envelope that was once clear had become opaque with age, one more look as a reminder, it’s not going to change my life. Removing the envelope’s seal it revealed the hidden contents, cuttings from both newspapers and magazines, and one full length article taken from ‘The New Scientist’ urging him to ponder on one thought from all these past events, if only we could have gone public on this one. He read one cutting that was adorned with photographs he knew they all followed a set agenda, recalling the consistent story line typical of what you would expect a government department to issue as an almost insipid cover story.




    Unlikely discovery of Viking longships that contained remains of a diverse cargo found almost intact lodged out on the seabed in the North Sea… Ian read the notes that followed, the theories expounded were as diverse as a particular journalist wished to conjure up, the most applicable that he believed at the time he had highlighted…




    Following much speculation the general opinion follows that the vessels were victims of severe storms that had swept them off course. Eventually causing them to flounder in the North Sea, sinking on to the regions of the sea bed that some eight centuries later were to become our present day lucrative oil fields. The longship’s gruelling fate reached a final conclusion with their static graveyards together it was assumed with the Norse-men that formed the crews. Here they had laid undiscovered until the advent of our modern day oil exploration…




    Then he recalled that diving operator crews assigned to the Magnus platform could not make out what they had stumbled across. Although Ian had always assumed it would have been a matter of time before seismic probing unearthed the vessels’ whereabouts. But he never understood why previously deep trawlers fishing those areas had not connected first? Who knows, perhaps they were waiting in anticipation for us humble oil workers.




    He could still visualise the first artefact lifted up to the surface, the remains of a ships timber rib, quickly identified to be of Viking origin, even before they were processed by carbon dating. That was the start of a whistle blowing exercise with flood gates opening with all number of archaeologists desperately wanting to visit the site.




    Then suddenly it became very interesting, entombed within the vessels were found artefacts that did not relate to that, or any period of our history?




    He refreshed his memory by reading another newspaper article …All worldly goods owned by the Vikings were always carried in their long boats… But what of those other relics lifted from the sea bed? Those assigned to assist in the recovery were amazed to reveal all number of objects in the ships planking that on rinsing showed no sign of salt water corrosion! There were several different sized black obsidian blocks of no apparent purpose, other than they at one time must have belonged to something?




    Items of this salvaged collection if truth were known would be described in a present day catalogue of artefacts as deserving a description as ‘state of the art’. It never truly added up, why was this technology found inside primitive sea going vessels? From their history, we all knew that the Viking fraternity certainly did not have anything like this at their disposal.




    My ultimate money spinner, could I take the lid off this, even after all these years, the oil industry’s cover story, or to be fair the government’s cover up. Even rivalling the Roswell incident all over again, he started to experience a sense of goose flesh creeping down his neck and arms. Where is all the evidence now? For that matter those colleagues he was involved with at the time. Consider all the secrecy, it must have cost our government millions. One thing he had to admit the clever way it was all executed.




    The best had to be the pantomime of staging an ‘April Fool’s’ story, a deliberate ploy by our industry as a publicity stunt, they had to float that corker. After that, all those involved first hand, thought they needed to reinstate an allegiance and believe in Father Christmas.




    One person was brave enough with this can of worms, Ian struggled to remember his name, yes Anderson, Jed, or something Anderson. Following his disclosure he was recalled to Sullom Voe, and then, it was heard, urgently wanted on one of the Texas fields or was it New Mexico? Put another way no one had any more contact from him again.




    He abruptly stopped his rambling thoughts. All this has to be confined to history. Showing no reluctance he forced the cuttings and articles back inside the envelope. He was revealed as the goose flesh affliction left him now as quickly as it had materialised. If there are still any little grey men out there, perhaps they would focus their almond shaped eyes in a direction of recovering his stolen capital. In the meantime a safer course is to call time and believe in Father Christmas, too many questions and there never will be for him enough answers.




    Showing little patience with the next phase he assembled all the various envelopes, and on that note staring in his face was by good fortune the particular one he wanted. It was wedged with those he had not bothered to investigate. The bonds, an immediate life saver to generate some instant money, although as he was to learn not what he had anticipated.




    An attempt to organise some semblance of order was defying his efforts, empty the carton he considered, then put them all back and they would all fall into place. On this occasion all was not going as planned, one bulging file containing family documents escaped his hold and to his annoyance the contents spilled out on to the carpet, leaving him not in the best of humour. There was no option but to kneel and collect the debris. In doing so he noticed a curled white card lying vacant on the floor, by curiosity he investigated.




    Turning the card over it revealed to be that of a historical black and white photograph, to which he could not fail to mutter, ‘What’s this one?’ Barely finishing his comment, he stared at the picture’s composition. The image was of a large rambling house, the property’s exterior nearly clothed by encroaching ivy, whilst as a backdrop it nestled within mature trees. In the foreground was the well, clearly the source of water for the house, that would be achieved by what was plainly in view, a pail secured by rope to that of a winder. The photograph had a timeless quality prevailing, allowing its image for him to emit a calming and altogether inspiring warmth.




    It was acting out an entirely visual spell. Ian now recognised where the photograph had been taken. Is this what’s reaching out causing all my emotional turmoil? There was a feeling, if not bizarre, that he had just at that moment taken out a ‘second mortgage’ connected with his past.




    The property in the photograph was acting as a bridge to his childhood. It was a farmhouse situated in a rural location near an unspoiled village in Cambridgeshire. From this very property those captured reminiscences of his school holiday legends had started and were never forgotten. Now, today this humble photograph was obsessing his centre of interest, having the means from within to throw a switch on a latent personal dynamo, that started to power up all his distant memories.




    The farm belonged to the most favourite person associated with his childhood. Even now, many years after her death he continued to cherish that house and all the important stages connected with his early life. It was always known to him as the home of his beloved Aunt Anastasia.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    The five-bar gate appeared to give a brooding significance, creating a definite statement of ‘no entry’ further enhanced by a necklace of rusting chain wrapped to its support post. The days that might be attributed to its constant use seemed to have past?




    Ian was struggling, teased by a question, realising his memory had failed. He was able to see that the nameplate on the gate was damaged, part of which was missing, leaving only the word ‘Home’… what was the rest? Place or field, it did not really matter. All that did matter was beyond this gate is the farmhouse that was once owned by his Aunt Anastasia.




    Parked on the driveway, he allowed the car’s seat to be inclined in a more comfortable position. ‘I’m here.’ He teased himself that 24 hours earlier he had absolutely no idea, in fact he still had no idea why he drove nearly non-stop to a farmhouse in Cambridgeshire. It seemed since the events of yesterday, something needed answering, of what he had no idea? This was his challenge, which appeared to be the best description, it was akin to an assignment that he had walked into, somewhere there had to be an explanation?




    He looked at the old photograph of the property that yesterday had decided to fall out of his family archives, reminding himself as if it were necessary, this is what started it. Now by contrast it can be seen in front of me, the real thing. Until now it was only a memory from the past. No, not a memory, he thought, something much more than that, it’s where his childhood really began. There’s scarcely a month goes by without recollections of past events from this very place, but what would this visit tell him?




    The morning was stirring into life and the weather was noticeably improving. Now it felt it was worth all the effort. He had endured the awful overnight accommodation only wanting to reach his destination. Whatever had entered his world was strangely active, at best it was taking his thoughts away from his problems, which was a blessing. For that alone he owed his late aunt one enormous favour.




    Realising he was becoming drowsy by the warm sunshine through the windscreen, even succumbing to be overtaken by sleep, that answered to him as a premium in the last few days, it was about time to leave the car. The driver’s door certainly needed some adjustment and following the efforts of two good slams he finally succeeded in getting it closed.




    So what’s changed? The house exhibited a quiet atmosphere, devoid of life. Probably the owners were away, or had it now become a holiday home? All last night he had pondered exactly what he was going to say to the owners, and whether he would have the audacity to ask to look over their property. Was that now actually going to happen? But there was an ongoing mystery, why was the gate to the house so securely chained?




    Walking over to the entrance, he saw that the grass on the front lawn was partially hiding a possible solution to his dilemma. Somewhat weather beaten with the supporting post broken was laying an estate agent’s ‘For Sale’ notice. On his closer examination it was easy to confirm that the padlocked chain attached to the gate showed no evidence of any recent use.




    Resting his arms on the top rail of the gate, and now rather annoyed with himself as he was again trying to recall the full name, Home… stead, place… no, they didn’t seem right. Judging by appearances he could only assume that the property must still be on the market? Ian’s presence had alerted the attention of one particular resident, whose territory was considered to have been invaded. An old holly tree was a convenient perch for the parochial garden robin, whose song was creating a distinctive pugnacious call, proclaiming… This is mine…




    The brigadier’s hands were no way as steady as some 30 years ago, however the qualities of his Zeiss binoculars remained unchanged.




    With astute observation brigadier George Atwell DSO (retired) was methodically reconnoitring from his latticed kitchen window which served as his observation post. He focused on the stranger who for some time was content in supporting himself on the gate of his vacant neighbouring property.




    Ian’s slamming of the car door had alerted the brigadier, whose discerning views from his binoculars were now in the process of been collated in the form of a hand written report. The breakfast cereal carton on the kitchen table had been pushed aside to allow him some valuable writing space.




    Height, build, general appearance, his dress, details appertaining to the car registration, were all logged, quickly, lest the subject move off. Now the mundane details were added to produce a comprehensive itemised report. This activity caused him to recollect, and draw a parallel, in how vital observation details were needed with his past military career.




    George Atwell continued his observations with the stranger, who at this stage was intent in comparing the old photograph with the actual property. Try as he might the brigadier was unable to perceive what Ian was so intent on looking at. Patience, he reminded himself, one of the arts of good intelligence, something he had always on past occasions, instilled in his men. The binoculars were growing heavy, this together with frustration of not being able to add this missing detail, called for an alternative remedy, a cigarette.




    The binoculars were placed on the table, conveniently alongside their case, its regimental insignia that once existed was long gone, the result of polishing by the owner. He produced a packet of cigarettes, and with a lifelong skill there followed a ritual tapping of the cigarette to secure the tobacco. When completed, his Dunhill lighter was snapped into action to finalise the requirement.




    A calming influence followed, entering as it did George Atwell’s realm of operations. Interesting he thought, even intriguing, if only I knew why he was so intent with that sheet of white paper? Anyway at last I can put through a new report. He stared down at the cigarette packet, although his close vision had long since expired, he knew that perpetually illustrated on the Players Navy Cut was the sailor who hailed from an ‘HMS Hero’. Now currently appearing on these packets were also more ominous statements, try as they might they failed to remove his feeling of contentment. For him it was an interesting morning.




    His observed target was returning to the car, obvious that he must be preparing to leave. The brigadier actively flicked through his address book, needing one important telephone number kept in the miscellaneous section. In his opinion it was high time that his report should be phoned through. He would encounter the usual irritating delays, as a series of sinuous diverts followed one another, security precautions he had always reasoned. It was an age since a report had been possible, for the simple fact that the property had experienced no activity from callers.




    Eventually contact was established to a voicemail, ‘Command Post calling’. It was his usual mischievous introduction. The brigadier presented his carefully worded report relating to the morning’s observations, it lacked neither detail or accuracy, knowing how important it was that nothing should be lost in translation.




    Justification, he was in a buoyant state of pondering at least today I have earned some of my annual retainer. How many years is it? He clearly remembered the arrival of the anonymous letter with its ‘request’ for him to consider monitoring activity at the empty neighbouring farm. Induced by the offer of adequate expenses, he, more by curiosity, had given the mysterious letter a favourable reply. For him having to pursue a route through a box number during these proceedings was enabling the other party to cleverly preserve total anonymity.




    Although to a large extent housebound by an unpleasant leg wound the brigadier found the concept of his new task both easy and equally rewarding. Each year, it has to be three by now, there would arrive a Fortnum & Mason Christmas hamper. Followed by an addition of a ‘special delivery’ envelope containing a considerable amount of cash, compliments from an unknown sender.




    Knowing this surveillance must be important, he suspected it was probably appertaining to some legal wrangle. Not my concern he always maintained, my remit is to report in an unbiased way and that’s why I am paid my annual retainer, no more than that. George Atwell would agree that these little episodes made an interesting diversion to his life of retirement. Following the loss of his wife he had decided that a pursuit of a house with a large garden would be agreeable, although struggling with his ailment, there were rewards. Known as GA to his close friends it was clear even in his advancing years, that he still exhibited the stance and mannerisms of someone who previously enjoyed an active life in the armed forces.




    With his ongoing scrutiny he noticed that his target having returned to the car was preparing to drive off. Good timing, with the message process now completed, and phoned through, no follow-on details appeared to be necessary. He remembered that at 1300 hours his taxi was due for his weekly sortie to patronise the local supermarket.




    Now all I have to do is sort out that damn mouse, it’s most likely in the cottage somewhere, the previously set traps had failed miserably. A wood mouse, an illegal immigrant from the nearby orchard had established itself in the potting shed enabling easy raids into the cottage, to feed on all number of interesting pickings. Until discovered it had wreaked havoc on a crop of sweet pea seeds laid out carefully on a shallow tray to fully ripen.




    What had hit the nerve for the brigadier was the pedigree the precious seeds had come from. They were a unique historical speciality, a wavy sweet pea, the ‘Gladys Unwin’. He adored his beloved affair in raising prize quality blooms, growing as they did on upright bamboo canes, to which his military mind could relate, as the flowering plants exhibited an almost regimental stance.




    The starting of the car drew his attention back to the kitchen window, in time to see Ian drive away in the direction of the town. Our retired army hero tapped the ends of another of his cigarettes. Now with thoughts trained on a mouse as his target, new approach on tactics for the elimination of an unwelcome insurgent…




    Ian rejoined the road listening to the tyres as they crunched on the gravel driveway. His time spent leaning on the gate had created an effect of a whirlpool drawing into its vortex too many past memories, all of which were unique and priceless. However he still failed to recall the precise name of his aunt’s home, but in time that would come. At this moment he felt like a kid in a candy shop wanting to see and experience more. The estate agent in town was going to provide just that, although he needed to stoop to his ideas of low cunning.




    Looking back at the farmhouse, the resident and protective robin was busy searching on the lawn before the morning dew finally evaporated. How sad to see the water well now devoid of the tiled cover and apparatus once employed for extracting water, that he still remembered was contained at such great depth. The well looked so differently inspiring in his aged photograph of the property.




    Sunshine had started to envelop the house, whose top windows long since devoid of their drapes gave an empty and sadly uncared-for appearance. The property was old, having passed through many beleaguered stages of history. If there was a soul existing within its walls it was in effect weeping for the want of loving care and fortitude to return.




    On those joyous school holidays spent at his aunt’s home, Ian had not shown any great interest to frequent the town. After all his supply of sweets and desirable weekly comic was brought in by his aunt. All he ever wanted lay in the surrounding trees and fields together with the stream that flowed through the farmland; there was never enough time in his day.




    So on this particular morning he would not be able to notice any differences that the market town could offer. One thing was for sure, his visits to dentists and estate agents did not always go well, but he was open for this to be disproved. Unwin & Hornby estate agents certainly commanded a prime site on the high street, you could not fail to notice their office. He glanced at the display of property arranged on view inside the office’s bow-fronted windows. The open sign swung from side to side as he pushed hard on the latch of the entrance door.




    What greeted him was a perfumed aroma hanging in the air of the open plan office. The reason became clear, when a woman, the only occupant turned round, holding an enormous aerosol can of wasp repellent. ‘I am sorry, I did not realise you had come in, thought you were looking at properties in our window, so much trouble these days, all over the place, wasps I mean.’




    Ian smiled and offered what he believed was a tactful reply. ‘Probably caused by our excellent summer.’




    ‘How may I help you, Mr…’ over the noise of two wasps in the final process of expiring he replied, ‘Ian Harbinger.’




    How he was to continue was anyone’s guess. ‘I do hope you can, it’s the property at the foot of Spring Hill going on if I remember correctly towards what I knew as Waite’s Farm.’




    A quizzical look came over the face of June Orpin the Office Manager, an inevitable pause preceding her reply… ‘Homemead, now that’s been with us for a while, there are some problems; nothing insurmountable. It’s a listed building, you would have to be aware of that. Mr Jezzaid one of the partners would see you on this one. It’s in a great rural setting, Mr Harbinger.’




    At last, he thought, Homemead… why did I ever forget? ‘Actually, Mrs Orpin,’ having noted her name badge, ‘it’s connected with my past as far back as schooldays, with a lot of personal attachment to the property, family connected involvements. It’s one of those life stories we all seem to inherit.’




    Their mutually flowing conversation was interrupted by the inevitable incoming phone call. ‘Please excuse me, may I take this call?’




    Ian acknowledged the request, taking a vacant chair close by her desk. He could tell by the conversation, she was having to explain the finer details leading up to an exchange of contracts, and June Orpin showed a captivating telephone manner. Ian wondered how many dramas, so often connected in the buying and selling of properties she had to resolve. For some reason he imagined her active within amateur dramatics, ideally suited, commanding centre stage.




    This had not been a good time for him to visit the estate agents. The phone call was finishing, and he decided on a course of action. ‘Mrs Orpin I will be staying in town for a few days, here’s my mobile number. Can you sort out a time when I can view Homemead?’




    She was relieved to hear his request, as holding the fort today was not without its problems. ‘Mr Harbinger, we will contact you by the end of the day, that’s a promise. By the way where are you staying in town?’




    He reflected. ‘Not sure yet.’




    June Orpin pointed in the direction of The Bridge car park. ‘Globe & Rainbow, second right on North Street, and tell them that June sent you.’




    She was right, the ‘Globe & Rainbow’ looked just what a tired traveller needed. This was a time for some desirable afternoon sleep, not hearing the North Sea dashing against the superstructure of the drilling rig, which with a degree of comfort meant he was still on leave. His thoughts became consolidated in one place in a resonance of all the times spent at Homemead, still annoyed that he had forgotten the name, but that did not matter, as now he was more than aware of the answer.



