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            TRURO, CORNWALL, AUGUST 2018

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a pleasant summer afternoon and, having nothing particular to do, I went into the library. Two entire walls were covered by bookshelves, whose top row of books was not far from the ceiling, and you needed wooden steps to reach the highest. My gaze passed over an eclectic mix of genres: from Greek mythology, medieval history, science fiction, mysticism, Dickens, sport, psychology to forensic criminology – especially the latter.

      I ran my finger casually along the spines of a group of some ten volumes, “The Complete Works of Carl Jung”, and randomly selected the third along that slid effortlessly from between the two companions to its left and right.

      On the shelf below, “Sir Bobby Charlton – My England Years”, caught my eye. Although he played before my time, the Charlton name was legendary compared to the current journeymen footballers of my beloved Plymouth Argyle. I placed my chosen titles on the enormous old pine chest flanked on either side by two sumptuous armchairs upholstered in soft green leather and sank into one, letting out a sigh of pleasure. When Sophie and I were young, we strayed into the library at our peril – ‘No place for children. It’s Father’s room’, mother advised us. Her words lent a mysterious allure to his den, the quiet place in our house where he would retreat for hours on end, not to be disturbed. As an adult, I now appreciate its singular quality, its silence and the slightly musty smell that emanates from old books. The child in me longed to go inside, although I never did, fully expecting to be confronted by wizard or, worse, a monster! The only concession to the twenty-first century was a computer and its accessories on a corner unit.

      I glanced again at the bookshelves, the plush sage-green carpet, the deep bay window that let daylight flood in and the open fireplace complete with a cast iron dog grate filled with a display of pretty silk flowers. Though it was suitable for log burning, mother was categorical: ‘It’s for decoration only. We should all play our part in protecting the ozone layer.’

      We didn’t disagree. Mother, an assertive but fair-minded woman, was not the sort with whom to argue. I can see why Father was attracted to her: a tall, slim woman with shiny black hair ending just above her shoulders with a pageboy fringe that was redolent of the 1960s. Her smile revealed even white teeth that lit up her face and a twinkle in her deep, blue eyes could melt a man’s heart in moments.

      She and Father had met when students at Cambridge and, while he continued in the world of academia, she was content with her first degree and raising her children. But it was never a burden against which she railed, unlike many of her contemporaries, and I always get the impression that she’s satisfied with her lot. For as long as I can remember, she’s been involved in the Women’s Institute as an activist and local President. By activist, I don’t mean demonstrating outside Government buildings or chaining herself to railings to draw public attention to this or that campaign, but working with ladies who are struggling through domestic violence, poverty, entitlement to benefits and substance abuse, that sort of thing. I think it’s called outreach. From what I know, she’s well-respected within the organisation that’s unapologetically entered the twenty-first century.

      Opening the Jung tome to its first chapter, headed “Psychological Types”, a lower-case number referred me to the Editor’s Notes: “Carl Jung held an interest in Typology.” I scanned down to “Psychological types posed an intellectual problem for him, from the outset. A person’s judgment is determined by and limited to their type, whereas Adler and Freud shared a denial of the existence of different fundamental attitudes in such classifications.”

      Sounds a bit dry, I decided, as the door creaked open for Father to appear. He’s over six feet tall, broad-shouldered with a square-set jaw, but the feature that most people remember is his shock of wavy, brown hair that tumbles over the wire-framed glasses, despite frequently pushing it back. I think he’s fondly described as the mad professor – a tad eccentric, perhaps, but mad? There’s certainly nothing remiss with his mental faculties!

      “Here you are, David. You’ll not get a job stuck in the house all day, you know.”

      “True enough.” I spoke in a deferential tone. “But after three years of hard graft at university I reckon I’m entitled to chill out and gather my thoughts before taking my next step into the big wide world.”

      “I’ll give you that,” Father conceded, “and, nowadays, you’ve got just as much chance using the internet as queuing up in the Job Centre.”

      I nodded and watched him take a sheaf of papers from the printer tray, staple them together and sit in the chair opposite.

      “Have you got a lecture coming up?” I asked. Whatever he did fascinated me.

      “Yes, next week. But tomorrow, I’m due a tutorial with four particularly self-assured final year students and I want to be prepared.” He turned over a page and continued. “I’ve asked them to carry out some basic research on Bildungsroman.”

      “Pardon?”

      “It’s a literary genre, stories about characters psychologically growing from youth into adulthood. They frequently suffer from profound emotional loss. Then, it’s their journey through conflict to maturity at the end.”

      I closed my book, looked into Father’s eyes, and mused of course I know, it’s the subject of typology, more or less.

      “Anyway, what’s that you’re reading?” he asked, raising his gaze from his papers. I held the spine towards him.

      “Ah, Carl Jung. He was the topic for my PhD thesis. It’s on the shelf over there.” He rose from his chair and pulled out a bound edition, thinner than the rest.

      “Here, take it.”

      Its black front cover bore the tooled gold letters,

      
        
        Doctoral Thesis

        Brian Johnson

        The relevance of the work of Carl Jung to modern policing through criminal profiling

      

      

      “Thanks, Father. I was forgetting you’re a doctor. I’ve got a pain in my stomach; can you prescribe something for it?” He chuckled. “Seriously, though, I didn’t realise you’d gone so deeply into the dreary old chap. I’m impressed.”

      “Yes, umm…” But he was already absorbed in the Bildungsroman.

      I admire my father. He possesses an intellect and knowledge of his subjects that I can never attain. Ever the academic, he shows amazing practical skills, surprisingly turning his hand to everything from electric wiring to plastering. This house is a testament to his ability. He bought it when Sophie came along since the previous two-bedroomed modern place – in any case, mother thought it ‘lacked soul’ – was inadequate for our enlarged family. Father had always yearned for a project, a challenge, something to provide respite from his bookish

      world.

      I’d just started primary school and Sophie was at the crawling stage when we moved into this Edwardian residence, previously inhabited by an elderly spinster who had, for whatever reason, allowed it to crumble around her. It took several years before my parents, with bated breath, exchanged proud smiles and finally uttered the words: Its finished.

      I’m no expert to express an opinion on such things but they’ve certainly given the home a new heart and renovated it to a high standard. Father’s role was largely as the builder-decorator, with mother the artistic advisor – choosing paints, wallpapers, and carpets. They are as well-matched in marriage as in their renovation work and she was not averse to wielding a lump hammer or mixing cement when requested. I recall one day when I was probably eight or nine years old, sitting cross-legged in front of the television, enthralled by a nature documentary showing dolphins and whales. From another room came raised voices that I paid little heed to.

      ‘Blue? Mary, you must be joking!

      It will go well with…trust me, I’m going with blue.’

      The credits for the programme rolled with its title first in large letters: ‘Blue Planet’. The dolphins were swimming effortlessly through a dark, blue sea that lightened as they forced up towards the surface. Just before their final thrust and leap into daylight above; aquamarine, in a flash, became a pale hue but remained undeniably blue. So, it was with the whale, moving gracefully with an occasional swish of its fluke, to drive it elegantly through the sapphire of the deeper ocean. The whales and dolphins were a greyish colour, but it was blue that penetrated my brain.

      That’s strange, I thought, and dismissed the coincidence. But that’s where it started. As I grew older and more experienced in life, it disturbed me. That was about the top and bottom of it. But tell me, who likes being disturbed? It’s fair to say that it leaves me with a curious sense that I should pay more attention to it. When my inner world of emotion connects with the outer world of people, places, and things, it becomes a mystery, a problem – forgive me for repeating the word – that’s arcane and fascinating.

      Father dropped his papers on the chest and declared,

      “That’s done! I know more than enough of Bildungsroman to be, if not forty then fifty steps ahead of my students. And I’m best out of your mother’s way today.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “She’s making jam. You should see her stirring her cauldron.” His voice became a cackle. ‘When shall we three meet again, in thunder, lightning or in rain? When the hurlyburly’s done, when the battle’s lost and won.’

      “Macbeth. I studied it for A-level but, surely, you’re not -”

      “No! She’s no witch! It’s my warped sense of humour. On the contrary, she’s an angel. Right, I’m off for a walk. I need to get my head round a case for the constabulary. It’s a real puzzle…” His voice trailed away as he got up and left without further ado.

      Lecturing at the University of Exeter Law School provided him with a decent salary, and this was augmented by fees he received from Devon and Cornwall Police for his services as a criminal profiler, a role he had assumed by accident rather than by intention even if the field was one he had absorbed through his doctorate. With a First in psychology, he chose criminology for his Master’s that led to a PhD in Behaviour Analysis. Back in the day, all this was a relatively new, and imprecise, method employed by the police.

      In the clubhouse after a round of golf, Father’s friend, a Detective Sergeant, described the lack of progress they were making with an inquiry involving a rapist/burglar who preyed on elderly women in their own homes. They had no idea of the perpetrator and, more worrying, when or where he would next strike. Father suggested this or that type and, after reading endless witness statements and watching numerous video interviews confided to him by the Senior Investigating Officer, there was a degree of pressure to produce some sort of profile to work on.

      One evening, I popped my head into Father’s room to find him hunched over his computer screen, tutting and drumming his fingers on the unit. Sensing my presence, he turned his head towards the door.

      “It’s you.”

      “Right first time! What are you doing?”

      “Not much. I think I’ll go around town and maybe grab a pizza. There’s nothing like slumming it, eating outside in public.” The Perfect Pizza in Kenwyn Street next to the Red Lion, I thought, they’re the best in town.

      Father leaned back, stretching his arms to relieve the stiffness inflicted by prolonged screen-watching. He summarised the case.

      “The trouble is, they have a suspect, but he doesn’t show on the police database. Nothing, not even a parking ticket. To compound it all, he’s giving a No comment interview as advised by his smart-arsed lawyer, meaning it’s down to us or, rather, them, to build a case on non-existent evidence.”

      “Can I watch it?” I asked, already enthralled by his dilemma.

      “Well, I’m sworn to maintain confidentiality, as you’d expect, but as long as it remains within these four walls, I guess it’s okay.” Pressing the key to take the CD back to its beginning, he invited me to sit next to him.

      “Pull up a stool.”

      The interview began, but I realised at once why he was becoming frustrated. The No comment after every question gave nothing away about the suspect whose presence the police had requested.

      “Before we begin, Mr Taylor-” The plain-clothes policewoman spoke in a disarmingly soft tone. The uniformed sergeant at her side remained silent, simply jotting down notes. She continued, “I must say that you have not been arrested and you have voluntarily agreed to attend this interview. It’s an opportunity for you to, how shall I put it, to assist us with our enquiries.” Taylor pouted his lips, disrespectfully, in her direction.

      “I suppose you’ve heard about a series of burglaries in our town, and particularly unpleasant attacks on elderly women resident in their own homes?”

      “No comment.”

      “They are, indeed, disturbing and cowardly acts, do you not agree?”

      “No comment.”

      “You enjoy jogging, is that correct?”

      “No comment.”

      “You have been caught on various CCTV cameras jogging at night and along roads where three of the victims live. What do you say to that?”

      And of course. “No comment.”

      That was the entire interview. Non-committal. I refocused my attention on the screen. The policewoman took a sip of coffee and fixed Taylor with sharp green eyes, searching for any sign of weakness in this man for whom she was sensing guilt. An innocent person will cooperate by giving alibis or explanations why he couldn’t possibly be hiding anything. Her years of service had taught her never to be dissuaded by No Comment replies.

      “Can I remind you, Mr Taylor, that if you have any information, now is a good time to share it with us.”

      Taylor yawned, unimpressed by her invitation.

      “Where were you the Thursday before last, the sixteenth?”

      I don’t know why, I wasn’t expecting it and it was definitely before the suspect spoke, but I began to picture the pizza menu – the Mexicana was my favourite – when Taylor answered, out of the blue,

      “I was in the Red Lion in Kenwyn Street, the pub by that pizza place. Ask Bill, the landlord, I was there from about nine until closing.”

      I shook my head, screwed up my eyes and realised After all those No Comment answers, he comes out with that pub and pizza hut. Of course he did. The sharp pain in my temples came. I sometimes denied it as a pain, maybe tension is a more accurate word. Whatever it was, it subsided as quickly as it had risen. It left me, at once, frightened and intrigued.

      “That’s all he’s given us,” Father resumed, resignedly.

      “Well, good luck with that one.” I left him alone to continue watching the interview. He would often offer the police an assessment based on circumstantial evidence plus his reading of the displayed facial and body language. This considerably reduced probable persons of interest and the criminal was apprehended one night in flagrante delicto and Taylor’s house revealed a stash of stolen goods. Brian Johnson’s work became highly valued, and he was regularly employed by that police force.

      When I wasn’t out and about in Truro with my ever-dwindling group of mates – I’d not fallen out with them but after university many went to work away, or we simply drifted apart – there was ample time to browse through the treasures of the library and spend quality time with Father. I discovered aspects of him I didn’t know. I suppose it was the first chance WHERE we felt we could engage, man to man. It was rarely hard to persuade him to talk about his dealings with the constabulary, and I was captivated by his relating this case or that, yet I became increasingly annoyed when he only divulged details I could have easily found in the local rag: I sought the juicy bits!

      “I have to sign up to complete confidentiality for anything I’m told or shown, you know that, and it’s how it should be. But I get so cheesed off when I feel and sense – are they the same words…” He would usually digress. “…what’s coming out of a suspect’s mouth is different from what’s happening inside his head…I sometimes need moral support, a like soul to bounce ideas off. It’s hard to explain but do you follow, David?”

      I nodded. Naturally, I follow. It’s a capacity I’ve inherited, Father, haven’t I? After some hesitation I breathed in deeply, stared into his eyes and answered,

      “It’s when your soul is involved. It’s the most intentional presence in your life, a connection with the man in the interview room, whether you recognise his existence or not.” I gasped and sat back in my chair, shocked by my own audacity. Where had that come from, I asked myself? How on earth do I know all that stuff? I strode out of the library, through the kitchen, brushing past mother.

      “Where are you going, David?” Her words were lost. The familiar tension in my head was distancing me from those I loved the most. This gift was making me feel rather special.

      I should have known it would be another day when my problem would raise its threatening head. Before getting out of bed I tapped the remote for a Sky Arts television documentary that I’d recorded on my Sky+ box: ‘Leo Fender, the man, the guitars.’ At university, I’d formed a band of sorts with a few like-minded students. We were all self-taught – although that’s not strictly true because I briefly had piano lessons when I was about ten. My teacher was an old lady who lived nearby. Most families seemed to have a piano in the house and finding tuition was easy. But I had an issue: I hated practising with a vengeance. The day before my weekly lesson, I’d learn the allotted piece well enough to satisfy the little old lady. You see, I have the gift of playing by ear. I found that if I know the tune I can perform it to a passable standard, especially with popular songs. I instinctively recognise the left-hand arpeggios and right-hand melody and I then enjoy developing the song. People gasp, wishing they could do the same.

      Mastering guitar chords from the ‘Learn Guitar in a Day’ book by Bert Weedon came naturally, so I picked up the fingering for the basic first position shapes followed by their inversions and could accompany singers – my band was born! We played around university campuses and in local pubs but that was the height of our fame. I couldn’t afford a decent guitar and had always yearned for a Fender Stratocaster, the instrument par excellence of my heroes Jeff Beck and Eric Clapton.

      The television programme charted Leo Fender’s beginnings and progress up to the iconic 1954 design that I so much admired. How I’d love to own one! Wondering what second-hand models were fetching, I reached for my laptop, opened Google’s home webpage, and paid little heed to the four news clips that automatically popped up. However, with a sharp intake of breath, I couldn’t ignore one with a picture of The Shadows man, Hank Marvin, on stage with his hallmark red Strat. Simultaneous events, I mused stoically as I rubbed my forehead to alleviate a sudden pain although I wasn’t particularly surprised – it was increasingly happening, and the pragmatic side of my nature was learning to accommodate it.

      Later, I walked down the streets from our home and reached the entrance to Victoria Park with its lawns, gardens, and paths, leaving all the traffic din and hubbub behind me. I found the serenity of nature soothing, a place where I’d played with my childhood friends, free from the insidious stresses and strains that adults scattered around like confetti at a wedding. When I was in that mood I could stay there until midnight.

      Ahead, through the trees, the sound of music attracted me. It was one of the regular summer concerts in the park, sponsored by the town council. Hundreds of mainly young people, sitting on the grassy knolls leading down to the stage raised on scaffolding, enjoyed picnics with cans of beer. Some lay back under the pleasant late afternoon sunshine taking in the revival of soul music. I sat on a bench as the compere pompously mounted the stage, announcing Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, let’s give a mega Truro welcome to our main band, Motown Magic, who will begin their set with ‘In the Midnight Hour.’

      I’d reflected, only moments before, that I could stay out until midnight, and therein lay my problem, accompanied by a now familiar pain in my head.

      If I shared it, the predictable, disbelieving, entrenched reaction would be ‘it’s just a coincidence.’ That’s as maybe, but it’s scant consolation for me, alone and isolated, taken away perplexed, wrestling with a demon nobody else has ever confronted – or so I thought. I’m not usually a spiritual individual, but I’ve often pondered if, strange as it sounds, I should interpret such ‘coincidences’ as signs from God or the universe! Sadly, there’s no way to scientifically test it. To accept concurrences meekly that plague me provides me with a feeling of purpose, and to move on, I fear that delving into them too closely will make me miss critical evidence. No, I think I’ll employ common sense, intuition, and veritable facts whenever my problem happens. That’s definitely what Father does when he creates a criminal profile.

      The music from the stage enveloped me and, after Wilson Pickett’s ‘In the Midnight Hour’ – which I applauded vigorously – I couldn’t tell you the titles of the songs that followed. But I was conscious of the clapping and cheering from the crowd. Then I realised, glancing at my watch, that the ordered pizza awaited me.

      “Where have you been?” Mother asked, smiling, as I entered through the kitchen door.

      “To the park. There’s a music festival and I lost track of time.” I thought, back to the real world. I took a quick shower before laying my aching head on my pillow and drifting into a deep sleep.

      The next morning, our family were, unusually, together for breakfast. Mother and Father sat either end of the table, Sophie and me opposite. I smiled at her, quizzically, to be given the normal screwed-up facial expression, as if she was joking with her sixth form pals.

      “Some things don’t change, Sophie, you’re a weirdo.” I raised my eyebrows and, aping Taylor, pouted at her.

      “Hey! Pack it in you two. It’s always the same when you get together.’ Father’s warning wasn’t particularly heartfelt. He was undeniably proud of his offspring.

      “When do you start back at uni?” I asked her, casually,

      “Another three weeks, then it’s Freshers before the rest of the students descend on us.”

      “So, you’re departing fair Truro? I can’t fathom out why you’ve chosen Manchester. Even Plymouth Argyle can beat their football teams.”

      “Whatever! Well, they have a leading modern languages faculty, isn’t that right, Father?”

      “Certainly is.” He nodded.

      With that affirmation, we turned our attention to devouring our bowls of cereal and piles of hot buttered toast and mother’s home-made jam. Sophie going off to uni reminded me it was about time I made some decisions of my own. In that regard, I was singularly bereft of much-needed inspiration.
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            AUDIERNE, BRITTANY, 940

          

        

      

    

    
      Alan became the Duke of Brittany in 939 when he expelled the Norsemen from the kingdom after an occupation of some thirty years. Nicknamed Wrybeard, Twistedbeard, or Crookedbeard, he was strong in body and courageous in the fray. In the forest, he did not care to kill wild boars and bears with an iron weapon, preferring instead a wooden staff that contributed to his legend and popularity among his Breton subjects. His ultimate victory at the Battle of Trans-la-Forêt was declared a national holiday by the duke – an opportunity for his people to eat, drink, and be merry. Places such as the port of Audierne feted Alan’s achievement less exuberantly.

      The terminology of port is misleading: it was a village by the sea that scraped a living by sometimes catching fish and little else. If the catch failed, the residents did not eat, relying on carting goods, or tilling the surrounding land in the hope of growing subsistence vegetables or picking apples for cider makers who became wealthy at the cost of exploited labourers.

      The pleasant sunny morning dawned in sharp contrast to the mood of the mourners exiting Audierne’s squat stone church. They had just witnessed the burial of Madame Allard, a generous, soft-spoken woman, taken by a malady and before her time. She left a devoted husband, Guibaud, and a distraught young son, Felis, who supported his father who was hobbling along, dragging a lame leg, leaning on a wooden crutch.

      The congregation filed past the priest standing in the doorway; some pressed a coin into his hand, others simply bowed their head and whispered ‘Merci, Monsieur le Curé.’ Felis did not return to his house where anyone could enter, as was the tradition, and partake of his father’s home-made cider. It was mother’s wake, but he felt a need to be alone with his cherished memories of her.

      He left the church and walked down towards the port where the tide had fully receded to leave four or five flat-bottomed fishing boats leaning in the sand, on their keel, secured with ropes to iron rings set into the wooden jetty. A few men, wearing coarse brown linen tunics, were twisting fish off hooks tied to lines weighed down at each end with stones on the beach. The catch was thrown into wooden pails to be sold later that day from house to house or to passers-by on the quay. A rutted cart track went eastwards in the direction of Douarnenez; to the west, a path led to the clifftops and a wood before open countryside. The village was a dead-end for travellers. Felis nodded good morning to some workers mending nets but didn’t stop to talk - today, he sought his own company.

      The layout of Audierne was typical of many small Breton ports. The single-storey cottages on the quayside were whitewashed, with blue doors and shutters to the windows. You would need a degree of prosperity to occupy such a location. Behind this relative opulence sat closely packed abodes, all single storey, but with only a piece of ragged cloth hanging in the window space to block out the inclement weather that blew off the nearby ocean. The front doorways were similarly closed, providing little security for any opportunist burglar: a wooden front door was a luxury in Audierne.

      The path rose sharply to the highest outcrop of the cliffs. As Felis proceeded, his emotions churned inside him, the sadness and loss that the day had brought began to seek a release. Tears ran down his cheeks, and he bit his lip but couldn’t prevent himself from sobbing.

      A short way on, he arrived at the special place that, for all he knew, nobody in the world had discovered. He parted some bushes to reveal a grey granite menhir, a single standing stone, at which he smiled, wiped his tears on his sleeve, and sat down, his back leaning against it. The view ahead was an unobstructed panorama of the vast Atlantic Ocean, its gently rolling waves curling and cresting in the distance. The sea and horizon merged into a haze where the heavens above sat in judgment, waiting to bless or curse a boat that encroached into its empire on a wild stormy day.

      Thereupon, and without warning, the stone he had previously regarded as benevolent, and for which he had never harboured any negative feelings, began to tremble. At first, it was only a slight frisson, but it soon moved, to the right and left, upwards and back down into the ground. Felis’s shock and incomprehension were intensified by bitingly cold thrusts that penetrated his body, like a warrior’s sword in battle. He leaned forward and spun around to face his assailant in one swift movement, only to see the menhir perfectly still. He tentatively touched it with a fingertip, and it was not cold – neither was it hot – merely the temperature of any lump of stone, anywhere on the planet. His gaze moved skywards, and he observed, for the first time, that it leaned at an unnatural angle, pointing to the sea beyond. How very strange that I haven’t noticed it in all the years I’ve been anywhere near to this ancient ghostly monolith.

      What happened next surpassed any earthly logic. He rose to his feet and rubbed his eyes to more clearly see a shape, far away, in the breaking waves. It gradually came into focus: a girl, but that was as much as he could discern until she moved towards the shore and, squinting, he saw a maiden dressed from head to toe in a flowing white robe, with golden blond hair in ringlets down to her waist.

      Who can this be? There’s not a soul there, save her, and it’s not possible to rise out of the ocean like this!

      In an instant, she was no longer on the beach below but standing on the cliff edge, directly in front of him, within touching distance. Confused, yet not afraid, he stepped forward but was halted as she smiled and raised her hand.

      “Come no closer, Felis.”

      How does she know my name?

      She was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen: her skin as pale as alabaster, her face perfectly proportioned. When she smiled, she showed even, pearly white teeth. Was she Venus, the most alluring deity of the Pantheon? It could not be predicted where and when such gods might materialise to exalt or condemn their chosen subjects.

      “Who are you?” he spluttered. Then, he gazed, mouth gaping wide through disbelief and anticipation.

      “It is not for you to ask anything of me - remember that.”

      He nodded - sheepishly. The apparition continued.

      “I am not of your world as you are not of mine. I possess the power to cast spells that may only be broken by a drop of water from the fountain.”

      “W…which…?” He stopped short.

      “I can foresee the future.” She paused, tilting her exquisite head to one side in an expression of coquettish teasing.

      “But I might as readily steal a man, woman, or child as tell a fortune. You see, I have the gift of luring men with my beauty and making them fall in love with me.”

      I can well believe that.

      “Our bond is formed, my friend, but you must wait until I next find you.”

      As suddenly as she had appeared, she melted away from the clifftop into the rolling waves in the distance.

      What am I to make of that? Would she make me fall in love with her? And can she be real? I’m ignorant of matters pertaining to the gods, yet I thought of Venus! It’s all too much to take in.

      Forgetting that it was the stone that had initiated the morning’s bizarre events, he sat down again, his back against the granite, and it immediately shook - violently, then remained still. Wrenched from the daydream – if such it was – he jumped up and ran around it, many times until his head whirled, and he slumped to the ground in a heap, dazed and only half-conscious by the side of the menhir that faced inland. Long grass and twisting weeds grew at its base that would have been set deep underground to ensure its secure standing over the centuries. As he came to his senses, and not knowing why, he reached to move the undergrowth away from the stone. Engraved in strange letters was the name ‘David’. He could neither read nor write but he felt an instant compulsion to touch it. Hesitantly, he moved his forefinger into each letter, sensing its shape, and committing it to memory.

      The menhir seemed motionless and benign now, so Felis decided to leave it in peace. He cast a farewell glance out to sea where the tide was beginning to come in, but the beautiful woman was no more. He followed the path down to the village, where there was only one thing on his mind. I have to discover what that word meant, but…who will…the priest, of course! He knows words, for sure, unless he’s dreaming stories from the bible he holds up to us!

      The church was empty, apart from the man he wanted: the priest arranging flowers in a pewter vase on the altar. On hearing a visitor approach, he turned around,

      “Felis, Felis, my son. Why so soon? Has the wake ended already?”

      “Father, I don’t come from the wake.”

      “Then, how can I help you? A prayer together or -”

      “No, thank you. I require your assistance with a particular matter that’s beyond me. If I were to show you the shape of letters, using my finger, could you tell me the word that they formed?”

      “A most unusual request. Am I to assume it is…err…personal?”

      “It is, Father.”

      “Then, come through to my study, come.” He took a candlestick from the altar and led the way. Once inside, he lit an oil-lamp on his desk.

      “Sit down and I will show you what to do.” Placing a blank parchment sheet and an ink pot in front of the boy, he explained,

      “Dip your finger in the ink and draw the shapes for me to see.”

      He followed the priest’s instructions but not before the familiar chill of the menhir coursed through his veins, causing his hand to shake above the parchment.

      “I’m sorry, Father, I’ll concentrate.”

      A presence in the room guided his finger to make the letter D.

      Good, now carry on.”

      Then the A came, then the V, for the whole name.

      “You’ve written down the name ‘David’.”

      “Is that so?’

      “Yes, is it someone you know?”

      Felis shook his head.

      “There’s an important character in the Bible. In the Books of Samuel, David is a young shepherd and harpist who gains fame by slaying the giant Goliath. He then rises to become King of Israel and Judah.”

      “So, was he a good man or one to be feared?”

      “That’s a strange question, but all in all, I would say that he was a good man though also feared by his enemies – Christ’s gainsayers.”

      “That’s what I wanted to hear, Father. Please accept my thanks for your time.”

      “My pleasure, Felis. Bless you.”

      Outside, he blinked in the summer sunshine in stark contrast with the gloom of the priest’s room. The shocking incident on the clifftop alongside the revelation of a mysterious David had left him numb. After all, he was only a simple boy from Audierne, a sleepy fishing village where nothing like this ever happened. The safety of his home now felt the best place to be, but before he reached the cottage, searing pain shot from one temple to the other. He shook his head to cast it away but not until he saw an image of a narrow street in a place he didn’t recognise. Three-storey, half-timbered houses lined either side and, overhead, and leaned precariously inward, at intervals, all but obscuring daylight. In an unforgettable scene, a tall, bearded man left a tavern and tottered drunkenly towards him.

      “Where have you been?” Father asked as he came in.

      “Walking and thinking of Mother. Anyway, this afternoon I must bait a line ready for high tide.”

      “Aye, we can use the money and no mistake. On the subject of my dear wife, we have to visit Rennes.”

      “Rennes?”

      “Yes, it’s my duty to look up her brother to inform him of our loss which is his too. Otherwise, he will not be aware of her passing.”

      “I didn’t know I have an uncle.”

      “He’s a bad ‘un, and that’s why we don’t talk about him. We will set off tomorrow and, although we can’t afford it, it has to be done.”

      Felis slept badly that night: so much to dwell on. It only seemed like a few hours when,

      “Felis! Breakfast! We have a busy day ahead. I’ll meet you at the stables in an hour.”

      “That’s fine by me, Father.”

      The old man grabbed his crutch and limped through the front door curtain.

      The boy splashed water from a bowl onto his face and sat at the table, drinking a beaker of milk and breaking chunks of rather stale bread off a large loaf. It was not advisable to relate yesterday’s events to anybody. More to the point, it was a private affair. He mused that he wouldn’t be believed. He somehow knew that the good folk of Audierne were unsophisticated and modest, so what credence would be paid to a young man meeting a beautiful siren-like girl next to a vibrating menhir? It was true that they trusted stories from their mythological history, but that outlandish tale? He would be expelled from the village as a wild sorcerer!

      Outside the stables, the boy held two horses by their reins, one of which tossed its head back, letting out an impatient whinny. Guibaud finished tying two bags to the saddle of the calmer of the pair.

      “There’s food in the one and blankets in the other,” he announced. “The sacks on the other beast are full of hay to keep them happy. So, are you ready, son?”

      “I am, for sure. Let’s be off,” he answered in a pleasant tone.

      They mounted the horses, Guibaud needing a leg-up, and took the reins from the boy.

      “We will be back in about a week.”

      “As you say, ‘sieur. Bon voyage.”

      Father clicked his tongue, shook the reins, and slowly walked on, down the well-used track, heading for Rennes.

      For the first few miles they recognised and waved to travellers, but they were soon far away from Audierne and alone, with only each other’s company. They moved along at a steady trot, and Felis was experiencing the spiritual freedom afforded by man and horse navigating the open countryside in idyllic summer weather. Earth tumuli, megaliths, and stone circles caught his uneducated gaze, but he made no comment: neither man spoke for some time until he broke the silence.

      “How long will it take to reach Rennes, Father?”

      The old man had been dwelling on his late wife and was quite relieved to snap out of his grief.

      “I have it properly planned. We will ride for about two days, all being well. I enquired of the stabler, who is much travelled, and he suggested a halt later today at Paimpont. It’s only a hamlet but he swears a river runs through the place and our horses will be in dire need of rest, hay, and water. You and I will sleep under the stars. Do you approve?”

      Felis didn’t answer, his stare fixed ahead and lost, for the moment, in his contemplations. Without warning, a vision of the beautiful woman hovered level with his horse, but it did not draw close. Her tempting mouth pouted, and her lips pronounced ‘David’. Then, she vanished.

      “Hey! I asked you if you approve?” He spoke louder to attract his son.

      “S-sorry, Father, yes, it’s a good plan.”

      “If we press on,” he resumed, “we should make Paimpont by nightfall, leaving us the final ride into Rennes itself the next day.”

      Although the manifestation had disappeared, it occurred to Felis that Father might have seen it, but, given there was no reaction, he reassured himself he had not. Just as well, Felis swallowed; how would I go about explaining that to him!

      Their journey through the rolling green terrain of the Cornouaille region – invaded by the Vikings and, later, evangelised by the Britons from across the water – was spent by father and son chatting away happily. It was, probably, more than they had ever done previously. They shared memories of mother, talked about folk in Audierne, the fishing trade and, inevitably, the estranged uncle they would soon meet.

      By early evening, the sight of houses ahead meant Paimpont and a well-deserved rest. The stabler was correct. A narrow river flowed alongside the track.

      “Whoa!” Father called, pulling on the reins to bring them to a stop. “Here we are, Felis. Tether the beasts to that bush where they can reach into the river to drink. I’ll spread some hay down for their supper, they deserve it.”

      Felis did as he was told then cupped his hands to quaff the cool clean water. Bread and cheese were consumed with gusto then, with dusk falling, the travellers wrapped themselves in their blankets and slipped into a deep slumber.

      Woken by the tuneful warbling of birds in the trees, they stirred, and after washing in the river, they ate breakfast, loaded the horses, and set off on the final leg of their journey. All went well and, towards the end of the second day, the track widened, heralding their destination. Cottages lined their route, and soon two-story houses appeared, some bearing signs such as ‘Boucher’, ‘Pain’ and ‘Fruits’ swinging in the breeze. One track diverged into two that then ran into the various quarters of the town. They dismounted, Guibaud with difficulty despite his son’s assistance, and led their mounts by the rein.

      “First thing, we need stables,” Father spoke - cheerily, and they were in luck: a wooden building with four doors having upper and lower leaves and neighing and snorting from within. He pushed open one and entered, returning a few minutes later.

      “I’ve agreed on a price with the ostler, and he says he’ll keep them until we depart. He charges by the day, so that’s fine.”

      A boy emerged and took away the horses, letting father and son explore Rennes.

      “Do you know the address for my uncle?”

      “Unfortunately, I do not. I never visited him here, and your mother wouldn’t talk about him. I only know his name is Annet Leblanc. We can only ask around, but it will be like looking for a needle in a haystack. And we will need a room for the night, maybe two, until we find him.”

      Obtaining accommodation was easy. Discovering Annet less so. They asked in taverns and shops and of endless passers-by, but nobody knew him.

      The second day dawned with a light summer rain that served to freshen the place and drive off the unpleasant aromas of the bustling populace. They ate a hearty breakfast of cotriade – a fish stew simmering in a cauldron over the landlord’s fire, one that would ‘see them right to start their day’ – and with gusto, even if their table was adjacent to the hearth and its glowing fire not altogether welcome that summer’s morning. In an optimistic mood, they set off on their arduous task.

      “Excuse me, monsieur, do you know Annet Leblanc?”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Where does Annet Leblanc reside?”

      “No idea, ‘sieur.”

      “Have you come across one Annet Leblanc?”

      “Certainly not! Move out of my way - I’m a busy man.”

      And so, it went on.

      “It’s impossible, Father,” Felis hissed with exasperation.

      “We have come this far, Son. We can’t stop now. But let’s rest a while.” He pointed to a bench that happened to be opposite a shop displaying baskets of apples and stone demijohns in the window.

      “I won’t be a moment.” He rose and went in to reappear with a jug shortly.

      “Try this. The man says it’s the best cider of the season.”

      Felis swallowed a draught, smacked his lips, and drank some more until Father took the jug back.

      “My turn - before it’s all gone!”

      The fine cider was a much-appreciated fillip, and the jug was soon drained and returned to the shop.

      “Let’s renew our efforts, young man.”

      However, after a few hours without success, they were on the point of giving up when Felis gripped his father’s arm.

      “Ahead, the second on the left. That’s the one! He lives there.”

      “What did you say? Don’t be ridiculous, we’ve not been here. We’ve never been to Rennes.”

      “I’m certain, Father. One of those houses belongs to Annet.”

      “Have it your own way then. We’ll soon see, won’t we?”

      They moved on to where Felis said they should turn, and he had to place a hand on his forehead to ease a sharp pain.

      “What is it? Are you unwell?”

      “It’s nothing. I woke with a headache and that strong cider has made it worse.” It had not, but what else could he say?

      They paused at the head of the narrow street, with Felis seeing just what he had expected: largely two-storey buildings; half-timbered residences on either side; gables leaning inward and almost blocking out daylight. He was sure of what they would find.

      “What now?” Father asked in an impatient tone.

      “We have to knock on every door, and we will find him.” But barely had they started, when Felis froze, his jaw dropped, eyes wide open to see a figure ahead. Now I know I’m right, he told himself.

      A tall, bearded man left a tavern ahead, tottering, weaving from side to side, muttering drunken words as he came ever nearer to them. Felis moved Father out of the drunkard’s path.

      “He’s worse for wear. No need to worry, if he threw a punch he’d likely fall flat on his face!”

      “Yes, but let him pass and don’t speak to him.” This man somehow seems familiar, but I can’t have met him, can I? Tall…bearded…drunk…no, it’s not possible.

      The inebriate lurched in their direction and stopped dead when he reached Felis, giving him a manic smile through broken yellow teeth, then moving on. Inexplicably, Felis’s headache was no more.

      The first houses proved fruitless, but when they arrived halfway down the street, Guibaud knocked and exclaimed instinctively,

      “Annet! Good morning to you!”

      “G-Guibaud? Upon my life! What brings you here? It’s been so long?”

      “It has, indeed, but I come with sad news – forgive me, this is my son, Felis.”

      “Welcome, David.”

      “It’s not David, it’s Felis,” the boy snapped, his sense of anger and fear rising, He called me David! How events out of my control blight my life!

      “Excuse me, Felis. Do come in, please.”

      Seated at the table, Annet filled beakers with ale from a barrel in the corner.

      “Pray, what news do you have for me?”

      Guibaud eyed his brother-in-law suspiciously, although he mellowed after a gulp of ale.

      “You’re not as objectionable as I remember, but to business. It is my duty to tell you that your sister, Madame Allard, my dear wife, and mother to my son, passed away from a malady. She endured her final days with fortitude, supported by visits from our priest.”

      Annet gulped down more ale but showed no emotion. Why should he? He had not seen her for twenty years.

      “You will understand that it was not possible to inform you of her passing or the burial.” He felt relieved that he had carried out the necessary formalities.

      “Of course.” The disaffected uncle turned to his nephew.

      “Da-Felis, you have grown into a fine young man, that much I recognise. You were only a babe when I last set eyes on you.”

      Felis lowered his gaze, uncomfortable with this condescending address, and Guibaud emptied his beaker, standing up and gesturing for his son to do the same.

      “That is all we have to say, Annet, so we will bid you farewell.”

      Father and son recovered their horses from the stable and set off for home that they reached two days later, without incident. During the journey, they chattered again, but Felis’s mind was elsewhere. So much to consider! David, the mirage, the same drunken man in a street that I somehow knew. So very much, and what does it all mean?
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