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  Crier of Claife

  [Part One]


  The last ferry boat of the day was returning home. The welcoming sight of a fire on the eastern shore edge acted as a landing marker, casting an orange glow onto the cottages and ferry inn behind. This brought a wry smile to the old ferryman’s weather-beaten face as darkness fell quickly over Winander Mere lake. A sudden strong gust of wind fanned its way across the lake, pushing the boat the final few yards to shore; even this local man shivered as the temperature fell, but the thought of a few ales and standing by a roaring fire gave his weary body the extra strength to put the oars away and tie up the boat for the night.


  Trudging his way to the inn door, another sudden gust of wind pushed against him, and above this sound and the shouts from inside the hostel, the old ferryman swore he heard someone calling out from somewhere over the lake; stopping dead in his tracks he listened hard, but nothing. Shaking his head, he carried on and disappeared inside. As it was a close-knit community, he shook hands and let on to nearly everyone inside and was soon enjoying his first ale of the evening.


  Sometime later, a young boy, not familiar to the locals, opened the inn door and shouted at the top of his voice, “Passenger waiting on the nab. Please send a ferry over,” and left before anyone could respond.


  The ferry service was mainly run by three families: one man and his two sons, another and his one son, and the oldest ferryman, who was last to moor up, also had two sons. All were inside the inn at the time of the request.


  These ferrymen were not keen on collecting passengers after dark, the main reason being thieves, who knew there would be no one around to help on that side of the shore at night. But these were hard times, and an extra fare gained was always welcome, so the old man decided to accept, and made his way with his sons outside and into the persistent wind to untie his boat again.


  The flaming torch his son held struggled as the first hint of rain was felt; the three of them clearly heard a shout above the wind for a ferryman to come quickly. The old man told one son to stay ashore to fetch help if they were not back in due time.


  The boat had torches tied at each end. After lighting the one at the fore, the pair set off across the lake. The other son stood next to the landing marker in the rain, looking out across the water, concerned that they made a safe return. The glow of the torch on the boat was soon swallowed up by the inky black night.


  As the old ferryman rowed towards the shore a loud crash of thunder boomed, followed by a flash of lightning that briefly lit up the surroundings; a hooded figure stood waiting.


  “It’s a monk,” said the ferryman to his son with some relief.


  Bringing the boat gently into shallow water, the ferryman called out into the darkness but received no reply. Removing the flaming torch, he stepped ashore, and again he called out while tentatively stepping forward.


  The relief he had felt at seeing what he thought to be a monk soon disappeared, replaced by an uneasy feeling. Was it was a trick to rob him? Waving the torch from side to side, the old man slowly stepped backwards. Tripping over a small boulder he fell, dropping the torch. Panic set in and, even for a man of his age, he quickly got to his feet and retrieved the torch. But now, as if from nowhere, the hooded figure he had seen from the boat stood in front of him.


  A strong gust of wet wind extinguished the torch. Paralysed with fear, the ferryman stood in the rain, just staring into darkness where the figure had been. Freezing rain lashed down but his son’s shouting snapped him out of his state of shock. Scrambling safely back into the boat, with the remaining torch to guide the way, the old man grabbed his oars and desperately rowed for home, telling his son to say nothing to anyone about what happened.


  Waiting patiently on the shore, his other son was relieved to see the orange glow of the boat’s torch drawing nearer, and within a few minutes he was helping the pair out of the boat, enquiring about their lack of passenger.


  “There was no one there, son,” his father mumbled, before wearily walking back to their cottage. Once inside, the old man went straight to bed, his complaining wife assuming he had drank too much ale.


  He had only seen the face of the hooded figure for a split second, but it replayed in his mind, causing him to sit bolt upright in sheer terror and swear aloud at the very thought, frightening his poor wife. By morning he was too exhausted to get out of bed.


  Sick with worry, and realising it was not the drink, his wife sent for the doctor. After examining his patient, the doctor was happy that besides a lack of sleep, the man’s body was fine; it all seemed to be in the patient’s mind. The old man said nothing about the encounter, fearing the horrifying image would haunt him forever.
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