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Salmonweir Tourist Board: A Guide to the Non-Living Residents

Salmonweir has 500 residents, so not everybody you see is listed here. As you wander through the village, you may wish to use this list to encourage your children’s interest in the people you see from our history, and ask if they can identify anybody noted here. Feel free to ask us for autographs; we’re friendly and probably the least scary ghosts you are ever likely to meet! If you see anyone not listed here, please don’t be afraid to talk to them.

The first five are permanent members of the village council.

DI Karl Blackman: The village’s only living resident (at present). A retired Detective Inspector from Cambridge who left the leafy streets of the university city for the sleepy village of Salmonweir and what he hoped would be a quiet retirement. Little did he know what an exciting retirement he would have in store on his arrival in Cornwall!

Hook Hand Harry: Salmonweir’s most famous son! He is an 18th century pirate, captain of the galleon known as The Lady Catherine. You will nearly always see him aboard or around the ship. If he’s not there, try The King’s Head pub. We advise against accepting a rum drinking challenge. Ghosts can’t get drunk and even if they could, Harry spent most of his life building up a tolerance to rum.

Kensa: Our very own Iron Age Warrior Queen! She was a chieftain of Dumnonia in life around the time of the Roman invasion. Salmonweir wasn’t founded until centuries after her death, and it’s possible the village of which she was in charge lies beneath our village or nearby. Nevertheless, Kensa has come to see Salmonweir as home. Caution: do not ask her about Boudicca.

Brother Jowan: A Benedictine Monk from St. Michael’s Mount at Marazion who visited Salmonweir in the late 1340s as part of the effort to provide medical relief for the victims of The Black Death. His medical training consists of chantry, herbs, and dispersing miasma with incense. You will often find him in or around the church.

Eli: A Civil War Era Puritan preacher who visited Salmonweir as part of Lord High Protector Oliver Cromwell’s efforts to subdue the pro-royalists in Cornwall. He assumed primacy over the village church. Although he stayed in our village just a short while before his death, his essence remains, and he has become rather fond of our village. It is rare you will see Jowan and Eli together. If you do, run away, quickly.

Other people you might encounter:

Ebrel Penrose: Daughter of Corin Penrose, the village shop owner. She certainly has not struggled to adjust. She can’t wait for the day her father permits her to have a mobile phone, even though nobody else in Salmonweir has one, and she doesn’t know anyone outside the village.

Dora Wilson: Wife of a war hero who died aboard HMS Hood during World War II. You will mostly see her on a bench overlooking the sea on the western side of the village. She doesn’t interact with people much but has a friendly disposition.

Morwenna: Wife of a former innkeeper who, upon her reappearance in the 21st century, decided she fancied the job once performed by her husband. Morwenna is now the landlady of The King’s Head – a free house. She pulls a good pint! Incidentally, The King’s Head has one of the largest ranges of cider anywhere in Cornwall.

Babajide: In life, he was a slave for Morwenna and her husband. Now, he is a barman and administrator for the village’s tourist board. Babajide is rather quiet, but once you engage him in conversation at the bar, he is always willing to offer some anecdotes.

Cato: A Roman Naval officer who was part of a scouting mission along the coast of Dumnonia when his trireme sank after it encountered a storm. Cato was second in command of the ship, and we know that he was born in what would be modern Syria.

Corin Penrose: An early 19th century shopkeeper. He hasn’t quite got to grips with modern life and can’t understand that describing a person as both “cool” and “hot” isn’t contradictory. He runs the shop and stocks a range of local produce and big-name brands.

Wilhelmina Yorke: Miss Yorke is our local poet and spends most of her time in the pub compiling sonnets. For a small fee, she may write you a poem! Proceeds are split between Miss Yorke and the Salmonweir Tourist Board.
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​Chapter 1
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Hello, my name is Karl. I’m a retired detective, the only living human in my village, and I have a murder to solve.

Was that a dramatic enough opening? My editor friend told me I need to be dramatic to make sure you keep reading. And now that you’ve reached this point, I’m guessing I already have you hooked. You’re intrigued to know how I could be the only person in a village and yet must solve a murder that took place here.

I said I was the only living human. I never said I was the only person.

I live in a pretty little village called Salmonweir. It’s on the Cornish south coast, about halfway between Treen and Lamorna Cove.

It’s small, unassuming, and almost completely untouched by tourists from up country making the trek to Land’s End. Almost. We’re on the AONB (Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, for those who don’t know), which is the least developed part of this sparsely populated county.

And that’s just the way I like it – it’s the reason I came here in the first place.

There’s craggy coast to the west and the east. The village sits in a dip carved by a lazy, meandering river – these days little more than a stream, most of which is underground – which spills out into an ancient wooden quay.

A shop sits just off the quay, with a pub just behind that (an alleyway separates them) and a teashop a little farther upstream, next to which is a small public car park (which can hold two coaches and about twenty cars – but I have never seen it full).

The icon of the village – if you can call it that – is a 950-year-old church on the top of the hill. It’s the highest point of Salmonweir. You can see the entire village from there. From the top of the spire on a clear day, you can just about see all the way to Land’s End.

What few tourists we do get either missed the turnoff for the golf course or they came for the view. There’s nothing to keep people here, hence the tiny car park.

The worst we ever get is the occasional minibus load of ramblers on the way down to Land’s End or back up, or day-trippers from Mousehole or Penzance. They take a few photos, including the obligatory “selfie” with a statue of Hook Hand Harry, a pirate, and the most famous person ever to come from this village.

They might visit the teashop, turn their noses up, and leave because it’s so small and then go to the pub for some cider. Their stay is normally less than an hour or two at most.

By the way, the pub is a Free House and serves mostly cider; four of the regulars have won the country’s most prestigious awards at least once each. We’re the ‘Cider Capital of Britain’ according to trendy specialists in the capital, and nobody else knows it. That’s just how I like it, too.

We do, however, get quite a few walkers stopping off here along the Southwest Coast Path. They don’t stay long, and they’re happy to keep quiet about our little village’s quaint charm, a trade secret shared only with fellow serious hikers.

I have a confession, though; I’m not from here.

Despite that, I already feel fully part of the village and its history. Two years ago, I took early retirement from Cambridgeshire Constabulary to live the retiree’s dream. We bought a small house on the west rim with a great view of the sea and a bird’s-eye view of Salmonweir.

The house gets the brunt of the wind in the autumn and the worst of the rain in winter, but my God, we have a fantastic view most of the summer! The view from the back bedroom would rival that from the church spire if it wasn’t for the hill to the west blocking our view of Land’s End.

What’s that? Ah, yes, the murder. Please hold your rum glass. I’m coming to that, but there’s something else you need to know first.

My wife – sorry, my soon-to-be ex­-wife – hates it here, but I didn’t find that out until six months ago when she walked out and returned to Cambridge.

It was too much for her to be away from her family, especially since our kids settled where they went to university – Claire in Bristol, and the twins (Paul and Cassie) in Cardiff. Inseparable those two, even now. They even went to the same uni; fancy that! They never planned it, but Cardiff was the best place for each of their respective degree choices. Now, Paul is engaged to Cassie’s best friend, and Cassie is dating a friend of a friend of Paul’s.

‘I kind of like it here.’ Those were the last words I ever said to my wife face-to-face before she walked out on me for good, away from this weird village, away from what happened here. The incident was what broke the camel’s back, but it was only a matter of time before she upped and left, anyway.

This is what came to be. This is what made Salmonweir the talk of the tabloids. And this is what made my soon to be ex-wife grab a suitcase and return to Cambridge.

It was a Sunday morning in April, unusually warm for the time of year, and clear too. I had just popped to the local shop to get the newspaper and some milk so we could have tea. The last lot had gone off, probably because of the small power failure we’d had in the early hours.

We usually have breakfast in bed on a Sunday, every Sunday without fail – honey on toast and a pot of tea. But breakfast in bed without tea is just not breakfast, and neither of us takes our tea black. On the good days, we’d take it on the veranda, but that was rare in April. We’d planned our first breakfast on the veranda for that particular morning, but everything changed.

When I got back to the quayside, I saw a few of the young lads were up basking in the sunshine; some brave souls had even gone for a dip. It couldn’t have been all that warm, not in April. This is Cornwall, but still April.

‘Good morning, Mister Blackman!’ called one of the lads. I recognised him as the youngest son from the family a few doors away.

I bid him good morning in return and turned up the path leading to my home when he shouted the most horrific string of expletives. It was unbecoming of a nine-year-old boy. When I was nine, I hadn’t heard even half of those words.

I turned around to chastise him for breaking the sanctity of this pleasant Sunday morning when my jaw hit the floor so fast it made speech virtually impossible. If I had tried to speak, I’m sure it would have come out something like, ‘whaaaaouswernaaa.’

When I composed myself, I finally managed to ask him another – and slightly more important – question. ‘Where did that come from?’

‘F##k knows. I was just f###ing sat here drinking my f###king can of cola.’ 

Ok, I’ll leave out the swear words, but I’m sure you get the idea.

The boy told me that ‘it’ had appeared from nowhere. One moment, he was admiring the view and enjoying the sunshine on his face, sipping his ice-cold coke for breakfast, when a wooden ship flying the Jolly Roger appeared at the quayside. His swearing ascended to a whole new level when a pirate hopped onto the harbour wall, crossed it, and stopped in front of us. 

‘Greetin’s landlubbers!’ (I didn’t say the pirate wasn’t stereotypical). ‘Please direct me at the nearest tavern. I be wantin’ some rum and maybe enjoyin’ meself with some local wenches.’

A young lad appeared from behind a large crate on the deck. He vaulted over the side of the ship onto the dock and immediately stood at the elder pirate’s side.

‘There's no need to talk to us like that,’ I snapped. ‘We’re not tourists.’ I smiled at the boy; he nodded and looked up at the elder man like a puppy would its master.

The pirate ignored my comment and went on acting pirate-y. ‘Where be the nearest tavern, landlubber?’

I cringed at the thought that he might add a ‘har-har-har’ any moment now. ‘You probably want The King’s Head. It’s just up the slope.’

He blinked at me. ‘They keepin’ the King’s Head in there? Christ alive! King George be only on the throne this twelvemonth!’

I rolled my eyes; I’ve never had the patience for foolishness from suspects. Now it seems I had no patience for over-zealous costume actors either. I smiled weakly and pointed along the road ‘It’s just up there. And no, it’s just the name of the pub. They don’t actually have a king’s head.’

‘This “King’s Head”? Does it serve rum?’

‘Yes, but only the trendy big-name labels, I think. There’s not much call for it around here. Plenty of cider, though.’

‘Bleddy cider? That might have to do, I s’pose.’ He gave me a queer look, charged up the road, then stopped after a few paces and turned back to me, noticing the boy staring curiously up at the buildings of the village and pointing. ‘Come on, Eddie!’ he called. ‘Before the rum be all gone!’ 

The boy did a half skip and ran up the road.

I watched in disbelief as the man swung his sword about him and started singing ‘The Coast of High Barbary’ at the boy, prompting the lad to join in. I never knew the song before I came down here and now I hear it a dozen times every summer, usually at some tourist event in Padstow, Penzance, or Falmouth. His rendition was certainly not the best I had heard.

At the quayside, the children were trying – and failing – the climb aboard the pirate ship. I watched them, confused; they couldn’t get a hand grip on any part of the ship, no matter where they tried to climb aboard. A few pirates were on deck and egging them on, encouraging them to take a long jump.

Finally, the neighbour’s boy marched away from the quayside, took a run up, turned around, and sprinted towards it. His friends and the pirates cheered as he leapt into the air, legs flailing as he catapulted off the quayside and towards the ship. He appeared to make it, and two of the pirates stepped forward to catch him. Inexplicably, he fell through their arms, through the decks, and into the water, leading to uproarious laughter from the pirates and his friends. It wasn’t dignified, and he swore again as his head bobbed back up to the surface.

Leaving the boys and the pirates, I continued my journey along the coast path until I got to the steps leading to the small group of houses overlooking the bay. There is a bench about halfway up, and I sometimes stop to admire the view in the mornings. You can see a lot of water here, and it’s the best view of the eastern crags, too. I tend to think of it as my bench because I’d never seen anyone else use it.

That morning was different, however; I was surprised to see a woman in her late twenties or early thirties. She was willowy and elegant, the sort of person who, if she’d been an actress, would spend her career typecast in costume dramas.

I intended to bid her good morning and keep moving, but as I passed, I heard her sob.

She wore old-fashioned clothes, even by my limited knowledge of modern women’s fashion: a long, plain grey skirt, a white long-sleeved blouse, and – get this – blue ribbons in her hair.

‘Are you alright, my love?’ I asked.

Please don’t see that term as sexist. I know people have turned against it in recent years. Maybe I’m old-fashioned, but I call every young lady that – and it nearly always worked to put female crime victims or witnesses at ease.

Besides which, this is the West Country, and everybody calls everyone else ‘my love’ here irrespective of gender, age, or anything else. If I’m to blend in properly, I need to get used to it, right? Hey at least I didn’t offer her an awkward, ‘wazzon me darlin’?’

‘No,’ she replied in a soft local accent. ‘Nothing will be alright again, good sir.’

I sat next to her and kept a respectful distance. She still moved away from me, though whether in politeness to make sure I had enough space or to keep her distance from a stranger, I wouldn’t like to hazard a guess.

‘Whatever is the matter?’

She sniffled. ‘He’s gone. He died at sea, just as I knew he would.’

I frowned; I certainly hadn’t heard of a fishing accident overnight, so I pressed her for more.

‘I got the telegram this morning,’ she said. ‘He was on The Mighty Hood. We were so proud when he got that commission. Now, sir, I trust there is no more else that needs to be said. It’s all over the newspapers by now and on the wireless.’

‘HMS Hood?’

She nodded. ‘They said she were invincible, didn’t they? But God thought otherwise. Now, sir, if you don’t mind, I want to mourn my husband alone and in peace. He done his duty for King and Country, and God saw fit not to spare him.’

She turned away from me, and I made my departure. Above our heads, a mean herring gull cawed a long mournful song; that seemed to set her off again.

This was most peculiar. Who were these people? Was there a history festival going on and nobody told the village? Was it some kind of weird historical flash mob?

I carried on up the slope, enjoying the wind on my face and the cawing gulls serving as a permanent reminder that I live on the coast now. I went through the kissing gate and was back on top of the hill. As I neared our house, I heard an almighty scream from inside. From the bedroom came the unmistakable shriek of my wife, Valarie.

My legs had never been good at running; in fact, my only attempt at a charity 10K brought me in at an embarrassing 1hr 50 mins, where I struggled to stay ahead of the power walkers. I couldn’t walk for days afterwards. But at that moment, I ran with a pace that would have made Usain Bolt reconsider his career options.

I barged in through the open door, crossed the living room, and bounded up the stairs two at a time. By the time I got to the top, I was already out of breath. I rounded the banister and went crashing through the closed bedroom door, thinking to myself that I would be angry with her and feeling stupid if it was only a spider.

What met me was the most curious sight. Wrapped in two towels – one around her body and another around her head – and standing on the bed cowering was my wife, Valarie. At the foot of the bed was a man dressed in black robes and waving what looked to me like a thurible...

Oh, hang on, if you’re not Catholic you won’t know what that is, will you? I’m a lapsed Catholic, and for those who’ve never been inside a popish institution, it’s the thing that the priest swings in the church with smoke coming from it; eventually, it fills the building with incense smoke. It’s kind of pleasant and reassuring, or so non-Catholic friends commenting later on its appearance have been eager to tell me.

Anyway, this monk reacted to my wife’s screaming with complete indifference, continuing to wave the bloody thing all about our bedroom.

Valarie pointed at the monk with one hand and protected her modesty with the other. ‘Get him out! Get him out, Karl!’

‘Calm yourself, woman!’ the monk chastised, as though he had an open invitation to enter our bedroom and ruin our breakfast. ‘This house is infested with plague!’

‘Plague?’ I asked incredulously.

‘If the woman continues to disturb me, I might have to have her removed from my presence. This will not do.’ He shook his head, then went on, ‘I have important work.’

‘Right, that’s it.’ I slammed the newspaper and milk on the bedside table. ‘Get out of my house!’

‘I was sent here at the owners’ request. I’m here to disperse the miasma.’ Finally, he stopped swinging the thurible. ‘You can’t send me away now! I came all the way from St. Michael’s Mount. More are coming here; we must begin the chantry as soon as possible if we’re to–’

‘No chantry, no miasma, and no bloody incense. Get out!’ I pointed to the door.

He gave us both a sad look before silently gliding out of the room and down the stairs. I followed and closed the door behind him. I returned to the bedroom to see Valarie sobbing on the bed. I put my arm around her, and she flinched – not, I must add, for the first time.

‘Valarie, talk to me. This isn’t about that...monk, is it? Where the hell did he come from, anyway?’

‘He appeared in the room while I was drying. I can’t even have a bloody shower in peace now,’ she complained.

‘Something strange is going on in the village.’ I explained the pirate ship and the war widow on the bench. ‘Do you know of a history festival?’

She shook her head as though I’d just told her we’d been hit with a nuclear bomb. ‘No, nothing ever happens here,’ she sighed. ‘What a horrible, horrible place this is! I hate this village, and I hate the county!’

‘Hey, that’s a bit strong.’ I put my arm around her wet shoulder.

She shrugged me off and pulled away. ‘I was upset before he turned up, and you know why. I can’t do this anymore, Karl. I can’t stay here. I never wanted to come in the first place.’

‘Woah, that’s the first you’ve ever said that!’ I did not reach out for her again.

‘Yes, well, there’s a lot of stuff I should have said but didn’t before we came down. I thought things would be better, but I was wrong. I’m leaving. Today. Now. When I’m dressed.’ 

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing and told her as much. ‘Don’t be daft! The kids are in Bristol and Cardiff.’

‘I’ll stay with dad for a while, then get my own place. He needs help since his operation. Mum can’t do it alone. It will be ideal for all of us in the short term.’ 

‘But you–’

‘Sorry, I’ve decided.’ She didn’t sound particularly sorry. ‘This is no whim; I’ve been contemplating it for days. Weeks, even.’

She stood up, grabbed some clothes, and retreated into the bathroom to dry and dress, sobbing the whole time.

And that was that. Within the hour, she packed a suitcase full of clothes and essentials and left, driving first to Bristol to stay with Claire and then going on to her dad’s place in Cambridge. 

She never kissed me, hugged me, or even wanted to touch me. That moment felt like the end of our marriage. In some ways, I felt I learnt more about her in that hour than I had in the nearly thirty-five years of our marriage.

If you haven’t figured it out by now, Salmonweir (or “Salmonweird,” as it is now called by the rest of the country) is home to just one living human – me. Everyone else is dead. One living human among 500 or more ghosts.

You’ve met three already: Hook Hand Harry the pirate, Dora Wilson the war widow, and Brother Jowan, the monk.

You might be wondering what happened to Hook Hand Harry at the pub. He didn’t like the rum and threatened to run the barman through – which he promptly did.

Nothing happened – much to everyone’s amusement. It seems that the ghosts can interact with inanimate objects and with each other but not with living material.

Why did I choose to stay in this Cornish village with no salmon and no weir? Well, I do like it here. I admit this wasn’t quite how I pictured my retirement going, and I certainly never pictured being the only living human in the village. But I get to experience history every day; I get to meet weird and wonderful people.

New arrivals have now slowed to a trickle. Most turned up on that first day (about 300, by my reckoning), and we haven’t had a new arrival in around three weeks. The last but one human resident left on day five of the arrival.

Now, some six months later, things are about to take an even stranger turn, and I’m glad I stayed. I’m about to come out of retirement for these ghosts I have come to call friends and acquaintances.

Yes, the murder I mentioned at the start. There is a killer in Salmonweir, and because Devon & Cornwall Police Service (naturally) don’t believe that people who are already dead can actually be murdered, I am all this village has.

DI Karl Blackman (retired and unretired) at your service.
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​Chapter 2
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Let me tell you something else about Salmonweir. If it doesn’t sound Cornish to your ears, then well done for spotting that small piece of trivia. It isn’t Cornish, and there has never been salmon around here. The weir is long gone, probably robbed of its components when the river became a stream sometime in the Tudor period.

We know some monks founded a monastic grange here early in the 13th century. The story goes that an excitable young man travelled all the way from Glastonbury...or so we are told. Now, this young man came from somewhere in the midlands and had (apparently) never seen a fish. His father, not knowing what else to do with him, presumably because of his fish blindness, packed him away to Somerset to become a monk.

When he first saw a strange scaly creature with fins but no legs, he asked one of the elder monks what it was. The monk told him it was a salmon. We have no reason to doubt the elder monk’s piscine identification skills. But to this young man who had never seen a fish, anything vaguely fish shaped was henceforth “salmon.”

Delighted by his new discovery, he assumed every river contained salmon. He subsequently volunteered to be part of the building of a grange funded by the convenient discovery of King Arthur’s grave at the abbey. On the strength of telling the elders he had seen salmon in a faraway gentle valley with a stream running through it, they agreed he should go. On that site, they built the grange.

That site was this site – somewhere near the centre of the village.

It wasn’t salmon that he saw. Or if he did, it was a rogue or lost salmon.

Within 6 months, the young man and the rest of the team returned to Somerset in shame. The shallow river was home to eels, not salmon, and there weren’t many of those either. Word is, they couldn’t even catch enough to feed all the monks at least one meal a day. Not that the affluent monks up country would have stomached eel with their newfound A-list culinary expectations.

It was reported that the departing monks told the nearby Cornish villagers, “the salmon weir is yours,” and the name stuck. It didn’t take much brain power for a 21st century hack journalist to add the “d,” and now we’re “Salmonweird”.

I was thinking about this amusing story, and whether the clueless young monk would ever turn up in Salmonweir, when the tree outside my window rattled against it.

That wasn’t what woke me up on that cold October morning. Not that it was particularly cold for October. The slow decline of summer into autumn to wake up in autumn some time in November was something about Cornwall I really loved.

It was cold compared to the mild day we’d had the day before and compared to the good weather we’d been promised all week. The wind and impending threat of rain were most unwelcome this morning. No, what woke me was the landline.

I grunted, rolled over, saw the name on the digital display, and answered immediately. Nobody ever calls the landline except the kids and the media. And scammers pretending to be technical support from companies who don’t actually provide me with a service.

‘Hello dad, it’s Cass.’

I rubbed my eyes to clear the morning fog. ‘Yes, I know. I’ve finally figured out how to make your names appear on the little screen.’ I injected a smile into my voice. ‘Good morning, sweetheart.’

‘Sorry, did I wake you?’

‘Just a little,’ I lied, ‘but it’s about time I got my backside out of bed and had some tea. How are you, love?’

‘I’m fine thanks, dad. Just going off to the airport with Charlie for our mini break.’ I heard the distinct sound of traffic in the background.

‘You’re not on the phone and driving, are you?’ I frowned.

‘No, no. We got an Uber. Parking costs are a nightmare and it’s still not the easiest airport to get to.’ She sighed.

‘Where is it you’re going again?’

‘Edinburgh, for a long weekend. It’s Charlie’s 30th birthday, and I thought I’d treat him.’

‘Have a good time. Send him my best wishes and remind him I’ve yet to meet this man who’s making my daughter so happy.’

‘We’re coming at Christmas, remember? I’m curious to see Salmonweir. Must be the only person in the country who is, though.’ There was another sigh and a pause. She always did this when she wanted to say something important but didn’t know how to say it. ‘Dad?’

‘Yes, love?’

‘Paul and I...In fact, Claire, Paul, and I think you should talk to mum. Try to sort things out and make it–.’ The line momentarily cut; they probably went under a bridge. My heart sank because I knew what was coming.

‘Cass...’

‘Dad, I know it’s over. We all accept that. I know what mum is like, but try to keep this amicable? Hang on a minute, dad.’ There was a muffled sound as she covered the speaker.

‘Sorry, we’re almost at the airport. Talk to her, please; if only so the divorce goes as smoothly as possible. She’s too stubborn to phone you, and I think this is one of those occasions where you need to offer the olive branch. Phone her or something; just reach out. For our sake and for the sake of not letting some shithead of a solicitor drag it out for you both.’

I know what you’re thinking: this is a bit cliché. Retired cop down on his luck, facing a divorce because he hit the bottle or hit the wife – or both. No, that’s not what happened. I’m not and have never been an alcoholic, nor did I ever hit her, though she threatened to punch me more than once over something she imagined I had done or not done but hadn’t actually done or not done.

It was my turn to sigh. ‘Cass, I spent thirty years reaching out and trying to make your mum happy. I can honestly say she never gave me the same courtesy in return. When it came to something I wanted–’

‘Dad, please. I love you and I love mum. Believe me, we know what she’s like. Whenever she had a go at you for nothing, nobody defended you more than I did. And you know I’ve never had any trouble telling mum when she’s being a bitch, even though I’ve never used that word to her face. So, please, don’t think I’m taking her side.’

She was right about all of that.

‘But for both of your sakes and for ours,’ she continued, ‘please talk to her. Don’t let the bitterness fester. Remember, you loved each other once; let that guide you through a smooth divorce. That’s all we want. We’re all here for you, and, well, you know we’ll mediate where we can.’

A lump formed in my throat. ‘I’ll do my best, Cass.’

‘Thanks, dad. We have to go now; we’re at the airport.’ Her voice got quieter as she moved the phone away slightly. ‘About here is good, mate. Thanks.’

‘Have a good time in Edinburgh, Cass. I love you.’

‘Got to go. Love you too. Will text when we’re at the hotel this afternoon.’ She hung up.

I sighed heavily and quickly decided I wasn’t going to let that ruin my day, even though Blighty weather was doing its best to ruin it for me. Of course, I would eventually phone Valarie, but not today.

After a breakfast of bacon and eggs and a strong cup of coffee (I decided I need that rather than tea), I stepped outside.

It was warmer than I thought it was going to be, but the October wind was bringing the temperature down. Not quite scarf and gloves weather, not for at least another six weeks, anyway.

I looked out to sea; there were a few ships on the horizon, but they looked modern – not ghost ships, possibly tankers and cargo vessels making their way to North America and down the African coast. We’ve had more than our fair share of those, but Hook Hand Harry’s ship, The Lady Catherine, was the only one that ever docked here these days. Even the small pleasure boats had stopped coming.

I walked down the slope and saw without surprise that Dora was on “her” bench. She still cried every morning about her husband who died with the sinking of HMS Hood, but at least I could get a conversation out of her these days. Sometimes she even managed to work up a smile.

‘Good morning, Mrs Wilson!’ I waved.

‘Good morning, DI Blackman. Lovely day for it!’

‘Not to my liking,’ I grumbled. ‘I prefer spring, myself.’

‘Oh, “A good bracing wind invigorates the soul,” as grandma used to say.’ In response, a cool wind passed over us both. ‘Like that one.’

She laughed, and I chuckled with her. ‘That’s alright for you to say, you can’t get a cold, flu, or pneumonia. In fact, can you even feel the weather?’

‘I can feel the cold and the heat, yes. Don’t be such a child, Mister Blackman,’ she said, giving me one of her rare smiles.

‘You seem in a good mood this morning, Dora. Would you care to join me for some tea later?’ I asked this at least once a week, and her answer was always the same.

Her face dropped, and she shook her head. ‘No, I mustn’t. Wouldn’t be right. But thank you. You do me a great kindness in offering.’

‘Think nothing of it. You don’t tend to mix much.’

She offered me a sad smile. ‘Just like to keep to meself.’

I guarantee she would be crying again by the time I reached the foot of the hill.

It occurred to me that Dora Wilson, had she still been alive, would be around the century-old mark. By the standards of Salmonweir, she’s the baby of the village and certainly the youngest in terms of having been born last – of those that I knew of, anyway.

The “eldest” of the village is Kensa – I will come to her.

Another of the eldest is a Viking, but nobody has ever been able to get any sense out of him and nobody knows his name. He keeps to himself on the other side of the village and sometimes wanders to the quay to stare out to sea for a few hours. I once caught him digging in the sand. When I asked what he was doing, he shouted, “Saxon Silver,” and carried on.

I have always wanted to find out what happened to Dora but never had the heart to ask her directly. I fear sometimes that it didn’t end well for her, but part of me hopes she found happiness to a ripe old age despite being a widowed mother. Part of me hopes she only died last year as a happy old woman surrounded by about a thousand grandchildren who adored her. But then, even for a cop who had to have a heart of iron sometimes, I can be a big softie.

I suspect that each and every ghost here came back the age they were at their death. That means Dora was hovering around her 30th birthday when she died.

There was nearly always somebody at the quayside admiring The Lady Catherine or asking for somebody to spare the time to show them around. Usually, it was one of the older ghosts for whom the galleon represented advanced technology or one of the younger ones for whom it was a chance to see real history rather than a dressed-up and sanitised version. 

The pirates waved their good mornings. I waved back and hastened my step towards the shop on the other side of the quay. I slipped inside and closed the door quickly. The bell tinkled as it closed. The new owner insisted on replacing the electronic version because he couldn’t get used to it and wanted the shop more in keeping with the 19th century, the time in which he lived.

Let me tell you something about the economy of Salmonweir. As I said before, the ghosts here can interact with inanimate objects. That means they can accept food deliveries, hand me my newspaper, take money from me, bank it, and operate business accounts.

Nobody wants to come here, but they’re more than willing to trade. Suppliers are willing to sell to anyone with the means to pay and the means to receive delivery of stock – no questions asked. So, I still get to enjoy my honey on toast and pot of tea on a Sunday morning.

The ghosts here who work for businesses that operate outside Salmonweir are officially employees, too. It’s good for PR, you see, to show that death is never a hindrance to employment equality or career development – plus there’s the celebrity factor. Oh, and everyone is paid, which means there’s money to keep everyone in business.

This village continues to function despite the fact that every piece of real estate is valueless; the hope that things might change and the property will become priceless keeps those suppliers and owners keen to keep an eye on their investment and not risk losing something that isn’t presently worth anything but might in future. Confused? I admit it sounds completely insane, but so long as it works for me, and I get what I need, I don’t really care. 

‘Good morning DI Blackman,’ said the stocky, balding ghost who was now the proprietor of the village shop. ‘What’ll it be this morning?’

‘Just the usual, please!’ I replied.

He nodded. Corin Penrose had owned this shop sometime in the early 1830s. I suspect, but do not know for certain, that he and his daughter Ebrel both died of cholera in ‘32. As for his wife and three sons, nobody knows. Whatever happened to them, only these two came back. Perhaps they survived and moved away.

‘Will you please talk to that daughter of mine, DI Blackman?’ he said as he handed me my newspaper and I gave him the money.

My heart sank. I was often called on as a mediator between warring village factions. Ebrel and her father were not the most frequent, but barely a week went by without friction. ‘About what?’

‘She’s a wilful young lady,’ he replied gruffly, operating the ancient till. It was one of the few pieces of technology he had come to accept and learn to use. ‘Now she’s decided she wants one of those infernal machines you call a “mobile phone.”’

I looked at him blankly. ‘What on Earth for? Nobody else here has one, and she doesn’t know anyone outside the village.’

‘She wants to connect to something called “the internet” and “social media.” She wants to talk to other young ghosts all over the world and feel a connection.’

I nodded thoughtfully. ‘That would make sense. Social media is great for that sort of thing, I’ve heard.’

He raised his hands in exasperation. ‘I keep telling her it’s no good and won’t help her, yet still she wants one. Apparently, “all the cool kids have them.” Ridiculous use of a perfectly good word. “Cool” should only be used to describe autumn mornings like this. How can young people be “cool” unless they’re not wearing enough clothing?’

‘These days, “cool” refers to something fashionable or modern, something that people appreciate.’

He nodded thoughtfully. ‘I thought so, but it’s an absurd use of the term.’ He leaned forward on the counter and looked at me quizzically. ‘If she describes one of the local boys as “hot,” this means he is uncool? She feels he is unfashionable, yes? She does not like him, finds him foolish perhaps?’

I pursed my lips. ‘No, um, it also means good – just in a different way. It means she thinks he is handsome and eligible, the sort of young man she would not mind courting her.’

Corin Penrose frowned in confusion. ‘Are you quite sure? I’m not sure how that could apply to the boys to whom she refers.’ He frowned and then shook his head in despair. ‘But who decides such things? Who corrupts our language?’

‘Well, the colonies, mostly. Especially, um, the Americans and Australians. And I think the Indies.’ I cringed.

‘Like Mohammedans and pagans?’ he screwed his nose up. ‘How strange.’

‘Some people feel it is part of the beauty of English.’ I shrugged. ‘I’m sure you will come to learn more of them in time.’

The bell above the door tinkled again, and we both turned to see the new arrival; it was his daughter, Ebrel.

Before I met her, from her father’s description of her temperament, I assumed Ebrel was a sullen 13-year-old always getting in trouble. Yet Ebrel was 19, gentle-natured though always willing to defend herself, kind, polite, and always respectful towards me.
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