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​Coming Through the Rye
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I ARRIVED IN AYRSHIRE more by luck than judgement. A messy divorce then an enforced early retirement had brought a wanderlust upon me and I'd spent the last three months visiting bits of Scotland I'd never been to before now. I was walking a stretch of shore, heading north with no destination in mind beyond finding somewhere to stop for the night when my gaze was taken by a white-clad building up on the hillside to the east. I can't tell you what it was about it that piqued my interest; perhaps it was the way the late afternoon sun lit it in comparison to the background, making it stand out like a signature statement by its builders. In any case, I left the shore and meandered up through the quiet town past the railway station to be pleasantly surprised to find that Law Castle was actually a hotel and, as luck would have it, had a single room available for the night.

The building itself is more of an extended keep than a castle, being a simple rectangular structure with high white walls, small rectangular windows, a sloped roof and several large chimneys protruding at each side. It is similar in character to other tower houses I've seen on my travels, and about the same age at somewhere between five hundred and six hundred years old. What made this one different was that it had recently had a great deal of money spent on it, and was now a rather lavish country hotel, albeit a small one, with only six bedrooms to its name. The room at the top of the keep was free, and as I climbed the spiral staircase up through the building I was glad I wasn't encumbered with any more luggage than my overnight bag cum backpack. I had a four poster bed, a claw-footed bathtub, and a view looking west over the Firth of Clyde and the island of Arran beyond. It felt like I'd lucked on to a little bit of heaven.

*
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I LUXURIATED IN THE big bath for a while until the water started to cool, then had a shave. My razor was rather blunt and I cut myself quite badly under the lawline, causing me to bleed quite alarmingly and profusely. I had to apply a lot of toilet tissue, and there was a bloody heap of it in the bath before the bleeding, mercifully, stopped and I was able to tidy the mess up. 

As I was getting dressed a gong rang somewhere far below and we were called to supper. I headed down to the sound of a song wafting up from somewhere below, an old folk tune played to the words of a Rabbie Burns poem.

Gin a body meet a body

Comin thro' the rye,

Gin a body kiss a body,

Need a body cry?

It was a woman's voice, high and ethereal, almost piercing, and it was still echoing around the main dining area when I reached the ground floor. The hotel owner was standing beside the small bar. There was no sign of a music system, nor of any musicians.

The manager must have noted my confusion.

"Yer no' going mad, sir," he said laughing. "We've got a recording studio in the basement, and a bunch of folkies in for a few days. No' my kind of thing, but it fits the ambience, don't you think?"

I looked around the dining room; the single large table was laid for twelve people, but I appeared to be the only one that had answered the gong.

"Will they be joining me for supper?"

He waved a hand in a see-saw motion.

"Maybe aye, maybe naw," he said. "Depends how their muse is taking them."

I was treated to a pint of strong local ale, on the house, and sat down at the table alone feeling somewhat self-conscious. My starter course soon put me at ease, a large bowl of creamy fish soup with plenty of fresh crusty bread to mop it up. I only looked up from it at the sound of laughter in the stairwell coming up from the cellar. Four extremely hirsute young lads arrived. Back in my day we'd have called them hippies. I think the term today is New-Age traveller chic, a rag-tag assortment of colourful shirts, bandanas, beads and necklaces topped off with lion-mane shaggy hairdos and scraggly beards.

They all sat down at the table and we made our introductions; they were all from the Home Counties of England by the sound of it, and well-educated to boot.

"And the young lady?" I asked. "Is she not joining us?"

"Young lady?" the lad nearest me said. "Who do you mean?"

"Your singer? I heard her doing the Burns song as I came down."

"You're mistaken, sir," the lad said. "We were indeed playing a Burns tune. But we're just instrumentalists. None of us sing."

I'm afraid I got a bit obnoxious from that point on, for not only did they insist there hadn't been a woman singing, the hotel manager backed them up, saying he had only heard the guitars, fiddles and bodhran. The meal became an uncomfortable affair of sullen silence on my part, and if the main course was the equal of the starter, I didn't notice, all pleasure having been taken from the experience.

*
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SHE WAKES, DISORIENTED, the taste of copper in her mouth and a song on her lips.

She has no idea how long she has slept, but she feels as weak as a baby, every joint stiff and throbbing with a hot pain. When she tries to raise her head a wave of dizziness washes through her and threatens to send her away again, but she fights it off. Somehow she knows that if she goes back down into unconsciousness she might never come back.

Where am I?

Everything is dark, an all enveloping velvet blackness holding her as tight as any rope. She tries to raise her hands but the effort is too much and results in no discernible movement. Her fingertips touch against something cold and smooth, but she has no idea what it might be. Something above her head glints in the dark, like light off a steel blade, but it is too far away and too out of focus for her to discern any detail.

Help.

She tries to shout, but no sounds come. Panic rises up inside her, but she can’t even thrash her arms or stamp her feet. The blackness has her held tight.

She forces herself quiet until the drumbeat of her blood stops pounding in her ears. 

Hello? 

The blackness does not reply. 

All she can do is lie there, waiting, hoping that someone might find her.

*
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AFTER THE BAND HAD gone back down to the basement the manager tried to lighten my mood, plying me with some of his admittedly excellent whisky.

"Dinna fash yerself, man," he said. "You'll no' be the first to be hearing things in this auld place; there's a history of spooks as long as my todger."

"I don't believe in ghosts," I said.

"That's neither here nor there, sir," he said. "The point is, do they believe in you?"

I declined a second glass and went out onto the front steps for a cigarette. It was a calm clear night, a blanket of stars across the sky, the dark waters of the Firth of Clyde shimmering below and the black bulk of the island of Arran dominating the horizon. At first the only sound was of a train passing through the station below us, then I heard it again, the same high ethereal voice, the same tune. This time it got my dander up, for I hate to be taken as a fool. I marched down into the basement and threw the heavy oak door open, ready to demand an explanation.

Four, startled, lads looked back at me from where they were sitting in a circle of chairs around a microphone, instruments in hand. There was no sign of any woman.

*
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HELLO?

There is no answer. She strains, but all is black except for the continuing glint of light high above. She lies still, forcing herself to be calm. 

She thinks she hears a movement, and she certainly smells something; a high heady perfume, like roses in their prime. Just the memory of the smell brings a hitch to her throat and a tear to her eye. 

She is starting to remember.

It started with a kiss in the dark, like all good stories do. 

They had been looking warily at each other for several weeks beforehand, each aware that there was an attraction between them that would have to be addressed at some point. Matters came to a head when she went to the bathroom one evening... and found him waiting for her. No words were needed. They fell into each other's arms, and the kiss was long and hot.

She had met George Smith every day after that, a series of illicit trysts in the rose bushes behind the servant’s quarters. She had known it was wrong... George was just a footman, and Pater would be beyond rage if he ever found out. But she couldn’t help herself. George’s kisses were just too ardent to be ignored, and he sang to her, so sweetly.

Comin thro' the rye, poor body,

Comin thro' the rye,

She draggit a' her petticoatie,

Comin thro' the rye!

Besides, she felt something that she had never felt before; not during the rigid schooling from a series of ever more forbidding masters, the comportment lessons with withered old dames or the Sundays spent in the family pew in the old cold church. She felt excitement.

And every time she knew she was going to meet George behind the rose bushes, the excitement grew. She came to associate the smell of the fresh flowers with their growing love.

Even now, as she lies in the dark, alone and powerless, she still remembers the footman’s warm hands on her body, and the swelling of joy in her at each encounter.

She smells roses again.

Locked there in the blackness, she weeps.

*
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I MADE RATHER A FOOL of myself. I insisted that the lads explain themselves, and when no such explanation was forthcoming I resorted to swearing at them until the hotel manager came to investigate, and threatened to toss me out on my ear if I couldn't behave myself. It was a much chastened man who made his way back upstairs.

On entering the room I saw that the razor was still sitting at the side of the bath, my blood now congealed on the blade.

Sloppy. Very sloppy.

I ran the tap in the sink, letting the hot water clean the blade, then making sure it was completely dry before closing it and putting it to one side. I hadn’t been looking up, but when I did I saw that the mirror above the sink had steamed up. I reached up to wipe it clean.

At the same instant a line was traced on the glass, as if written by an invisible finger. I heard a soft squeak as a word was written in the condensation.

George?

The dot on the bottom of the question mark started to run, the drip falling off the bottom of the mirror, but by that time I was already back at the door, heart pounding in my ears as I looked again at the mirror.

The lettering in the word had run completely now, rendering the writing into little more than a wet squiggle.

But I know what I saw.

I walked over and wiped the mirror clear. Then I checked the razor, just to make sure it was clean and the whole thing hadn’t been a dream. The razor was clean enough, but there was no sign of anything untoward.

And I’ve wiped away any evidence there might have been.

But he stood in the doorway, never taking my eyes from the mirror.

A knock came to the door and he turned that way.

“Begging your pardon, sir,” the manager's voice boomed from the other side. “But the lads want to buy you a drink, if yer amenable, to patch things up as it were?.”

“Just coming,” I said. At that point, a stiff drink was just what the doctor ordered. As I turned to leave I could have sworn I heard more singing coming up the plughole of the bathtub.

*
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O, JENNY'S A' WET POOR body,

Jenny's seldom dry:

She draggit] a' her petticoats,

Comin thro' the rye!

She hears a door slam. 

George. Come back.

It had been him, she is sure of it. She can still smell his cologne, and the manly sweat of him. It could have been no other. She had noticed him when the silver glint overhead had moved and she had felt damp air when she breathed in.

But why had he not come when she called his name?

He had always come before. All she had to do was send a note downstairs and she knew he would be waiting for her, there by the roses. Most days she could think of little else but his touch, his lips on hers.
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