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“The choice of these times are quite odd but the two periods are so diverse and the jump so sudden, and unexpected that you can't help but warm to the book. We start in the English countryside towards the end of World War II, with a carpenter and his niece living somewhat tragedy-struck lives with tantalising traces of the unexplained and strange. And there's the looming presence of Venice, in the shadowy past and in their hopes for the future.

After all sorts of romantic improvements and tragic worsenings to their lives, events shift to Venice, in the late 18th century. The Venice atmosphere is thick and authentic, and the detail copious.

The supernatural element is central, but it's more reminiscent of M.R. James than it is in thrall to the current fad for reluctant werewolves and romantic vampires. A gently compelling and spooky read and an enjoyable, and colourful one.”

Jeff Cotton, Author Of Imagining Venice - A Fictional Cities Guide 

fictionalcities.com



ABOUT THE AUTHOR and AUTHOR’S NOTES

Christopher Jones (Jonesey) is a retired artist, illustrator, cartoonist and “graphic designer working from home”. He is also an ex - teacher, driving instructor and butler. When not “colouring in”, he spent many hours sitting in a booth (The Office) at his local pub, scribbling his ideas on a notepad. The result, after many months of antisocial behaviour (the words of his friends and his wife) was “The Breath of the Zephyr”. It is the first in a trilogy of historical murder mysteries with elements of the paranormal.

He now lives in a village near Larnaca, Cyprus where he continues to write (in his new office, the village taverna) and learn Greek. He has just completed the second book, “White Phantom City”. It concludes with the final story entitled “Sorrow for the Lost.”

Capriccio

In painting, a capriccio is an architectural fantasy. It can also be used to describe a piece of music or, as in this case, a novel and therefore I have used a little artistic licence. The English setting is mainly fictitious, although anyone who knows the flat countryside of East Anglia will recognise elements in the central market City and its surrounding villages.

I have tried to be as true as possible to the chronology of actual events and the topography of real places, using Lodovico Ughi’s 1729 map of Venice as a reference for part two. Although I do not mention all of the minor thoroughfares, squares and rivulets by name, follow in the footsteps of the characters and you will find the scenes of the action, be they real or imagined. I do apologise now, however, for adding a street here, moving a building there and for mixing real people, and places with those of my imagination.

The reader of Italian will find that some words appear to be spelt incorrectly. (Siór, as opposed to Signór, for example) I can assure you that this is not the case as I have, where appropriate, used the words of central Venet: the tongue of the Serenissima. Explanations of which, can be found in the Glossary at the end of the book.

As you read these stories, you might like to study the Venetian scenes painted by Canaletto*, Guardi, Longhi, Bellotto and their contemporaries. The National Gallery’s website is an excellent resource. Zoom in on an image and  marvel at the detail.

* Campo S. Vidal and Santa Maria della Carità (“The Stonemason’s Yard”) about 1725

https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/canaletto-the-stonemason-s-yard

* The-Basin Of San Marco on Ascension Day

https://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/paintings/canaletto-venice-the-basin-of-san-marco-on-ascension-day
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TO MARIA

WITHOUT WHOSE PATIENCE AND TOLERANCE,

THIS STORY WOULD NEVER HAVE SEEN THE LIGHT OF DAY.

And in memory of

WILLIAM HAROLD COLTMAN, VC, DCM & BAR, MM & BAR

(17 November 1891 – 29 June 1974)

Inspiration For “The White Soldier”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS and REFERENCES

[image: ]




PROFESSOR LODOVICO PIZZATI: Venetian-English. English Venetian. When in Venice do as the Venetians (Author House 2007) An invaluable guide to the language of the Serenissima without which, I would have been lost.

MAURICE ANDRIEUX (translated by Mary Fitton): Daily Life in Venice in the Time of Casanova (George Allen and Unwin Ltd 1972) gives a wonderful insight into the lives of the eighteenth century venetians and their daily routines, be they patrician or commoner.

FRANCESCO DA MOSTO. Francesco's Venice (B.B.C. Books 2007) This book and the accompanying television series rekindled my interest in the city I first visited in 1975 and set me on the writing path.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


ZEPHYR:
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A soft breeze

from the Greek “Ζέφυρος” (Zéphyros) – the God of the West Wind

†
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“Whan Zephirus eek with his sweete breeth

Inspired hath in every holt and heeth

The tendre croppes...”

Geoffrey Chaucer

c. 1343 to 25 October 1400
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​PROLOGUE: “The Green Lady”
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Nineteen Thirty-Six

Little Italy, London
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‘Santa Maria, Mare dé Dio! What have you done!’ screamed the woman as her husband slumped to the floor of his workshop, eyes bulging in silent outrage. ‘Christo Santo! Esumarìa! What have you done!’

Indifferent to her hysterical lamentations, the boy delivered one final blow of the claw hammer before letting it fall. Regarding the matted mess that was once the head of his stepfather, the sixteen-year-old smiled as a grotesque crimson bloom expanded across the concrete, soaking into sawdust and discarded rags.

‘I’ve killed him, Mother,’ he replied without emotion. ‘I said I’d do it one day, didn’t I? I said I’d do it – and I have!’

†
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EXCERPT FROM THE TIMES:

Friday, March 6th Nineteen Thirty-Six.

WOMAN HANDS HERSELF IN TO POLICE AFTER KILLING HUSBAND

...having admitted to beating her husband Gaspare to death in a frenzied attack yesterday, Sophia Lazzaro appeared briefly at the Highbury Corner Magistrate’s Court where she was remanded in custody to appear at...

†
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EXCERPT FROM THE TIMES:

Monday, March 9th Nineteen Thirty-Six

WOMAN CHARGED WITH MURDERING HUSBAND IN LONDON

...Mrs. Lazzaro had handed herself in at the local police station but gave no motive for the killing. Her trial has been set for three weeks’ time at the Old Bailey.

†
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EXCERPT FROM THE TIMES:

Monday, March 30th Nineteen Thirty-Six.

“GREEN LADY” SENTENCED

...having been found guilty of beating her husband Gaspare to death in a frenzied attack, Sophia Lazzaro was sentenced today at the Old Bailey.

Mrs. Lazzaro, 34, who was born Sophia Eleanora Bianchi in Venice, Italy, possesses a strange, wicked beauty and cut an impressive figure as she stood in the Dock. At over six feet tall with dark, penetrating eyes and jet-black hair, she was dressed in a suit of Veronese green, with matching shoes and plumed, Florentine hat. For this reason, the newspapers have dubbed her “The Green Lady”...

... having admitted to the crime on her arrest, she had given no motive. After only fifteen minutes, she stood impassively as the jury brought in a unanimous verdict. When asked if she had anything to say before the sentence was read out, she simply replied: “No. It is too late. He never came to save me...”

The judge, The Honourable Mr. Justice Fulbourne was quoted as saying: “You have shown no remorse. Therefore, I have no alternative other than to pass the maximum sentence in this case and so...”

†
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Tuesday, April 21st Nineteen Thirty-Six

H.M. Prison Holloway, London Borough of Islington

Sophia Eleanora Lazzaro, née Bianchi, stood half doped and shaking with terror as she felt the rope tighten around her neck, the white head-cover dilating and constricting as her frantic gasps became faster and more laboured.

Five people had entered the execution chamber with her but just before the hood had been slipped over her head, for a split second through her blurred, drug induced vision, she sensed a sixth figure. A tall, vague shadow appeared to be standing at the back of the chamber but faded away as the cotton covering came down like a veil. All she could hear now was the blood surging in her brain and her own heavy breathing, cutting off any ambient sound from the bare-walled room beyond.

Standing by were the leading executioner of the day, Thomas Pierrepoint and his assistant Albert, his nephew. They had arrived the day before the execution, where they were told the height and weight of the prisoner. Surprised at Sophia’s stature upon viewing her through the “Judas hole” in the door of the condemned cell, Pierrepoint had to adjust his calculations accordingly. He then went to the execution room where he tested his equipment using a sack that weighed about the same as the prisoner, leaving it hanging there to ensure the rope was stretched for the following day.

On this, the morning of the execution, Pierrepoint, his assistant and two women prison officers had entered the condemned cell at eight fifty-five am. The Bishop had taken Sophia’s confession, whereupon the assistant secured her arms behind her back with a leather strap. The six of them then walked through a second door, which led to the execution chamber. It was noted that the Bishop was in a state of great distress and a chair had to be brought for fear he may pass out.

Sophia was then walked to a marked spot on the trapdoor whereupon Pierrepoint placed the hood over her head and the noose around her neck. The metal eye through which the rope was looped was placed under her left jawbone which, when she dropped, would force her head back and break her spine. From entering the condemned cell to opening the trapdoor would take Pierrepoint a maximum of twelve seconds.

Her last thought was of her son who had disappeared shortly after she had confessed to killing her husband. That and the faceless man whom she was certain would rescue her – but never did. He was only a dream.

Il Soldàdo Biànco... He never came to save me...

Her final sensation was the clunk of the release lever and a loud snap after the floor beneath her gave way.

And then – after the dark nothingness, she was reborn.

†
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Inglesford Village, East Anglia

Arthur White, master-carpenter and sometime antiques dealer, sat at the large oak table in the kitchen of Wisteria Cottage. Now forty years old, with blue eyes, firm jaw and close-cut stubble, his tousled hair had turned prematurely grey in the trenches of Flanders, when he was just twenty-one.

Facing the village green on the corner of Hollow Tree Lane, the cottage had low-beamed ceilings and inglenook fireplaces, and was, in fact two houses with connecting doors. Arthur lived in one and used the other for storage, while a small barn at the back served as his workshop. Its half-timbered front was draped with flowering vines, which on a moonlit night when they were in full bloom, gave out an eerie, ectoplasmic glow.

Like all old houses, it had its share of stories and of course, according to the villagers, it was haunted. Local legend had it that there was something worth a fortune hidden in the house, which the carpenter dismissed as fantasy. Nevertheless, he perpetuated the ghost stories himself, in order to discourage would-be treasure hunters.

Holding a long match to his pipe, Arthur watched its flame rise and fall to the drawing of his breath as a wedge of sunlight expanded across the stone floor, illuminating particles of dust and spiraling smoke.

A trill of birdsong accompanied the creaking door as Silas Flitch lumbered into the room, ragged and baggy faced. Dressed in an ancient tweed suit and old brown brogues, his unruly hair and thick side whiskers framed what Arthur called “a face like a smacked arse!”

‘Morning, Arthur,’ croaked Silas. At that moment, a large blue-grey form shot past him. ‘Whoa y’little bugger!’ he exclaimed, dropping his newspaper.

“Mister Glimpse”, as the cat was called, slunk beneath his master’s chair, flicked his white-tipped tail and gave a broad, triumphant grin.

‘Morning, Silas.’ Arthur replied, looking down at the animal and rubbing its head. ‘And where’ve you been for the last three days, Mister G?’

‘That bloody cat!’ exclaimed the carpenter’s assistant, retrieving his paper. ‘He’ll be the death of me, he will! Look – he’s disappeared again! Bloody supernatural I call it!’

‘Nah – he’s real enough. The only spirits in this house are the ones that come in a bottle. “The world is big enough for us. No ghosts need apply”.’

‘Anyway, have a look at this,’ Silas grunted, dropping the local newspaper on the table in front of his companion.

Noting his friend’s serious tone, Arthur took the journal and regarded its front page.

EASTERN DAILY PRESS:

Wednesday, April 22nd Nineteen Thirty-Six.

GERMAN ARMY HOLDS LARGEST MANOEUVRES SINCE 1914

“There’s an East Wind coming, Watson” – and no mistake.’ he observed, paraphrasing Conan Doyle’s fictional detective once more.

‘No, not that. There – at the bottom of the page.’

Arthur scanned downwards to the foot of the sheet.

“GREEN LADY” EXECUTED AT HOLLOWAY. SON REPORTED MISSING

...the woman, whom the press has been calling “The Green Lady”, was hanged at nine a.m. yesterday morning at Holloway Prison. A practicing Roman Catholic, Sophia Lazzaro gave her final confession to the Bishop of...

...when leaving the prison, The Bishop was said to be in a state of great distress and would make no public statement.

...her son from a previous marriage was reported missing shortly after visiting his mother in the cells. The sixteen-year-old was last seen by neighbours in the area around Saffron Hill known as “Little Italy”. A youth answering his description was later spotted at Liverpool Street Station boarding a train bound for Cambridge. He may be using his mother’s maiden name or...

...The Cambridge and East Anglia authorities have been alerted, and...

‘I wonder whatever happened to the boy.’ Arthur muttered. ‘Hmmm... Full story and picture on page two...’

Turning to the next page, a look of shock crossed his face. The woman in the photograph stared back at him with her familiar, piercing, shot-black eyes. This, and the article’s final paragraph, turned his heart to water.

‘It could be – couldn’t it?’ observed Silas. Arthur simply nodded in reply.

‘My God. All these years...’

‘Will you show it to Ellie?’

Arthur shook his head ‘No – she’s too young. It’ll give her nightmares.’

‘It does look like Her though, Arthur – doesn’t it?’

‘Well, it can’t be, Silas – can it. I mean – She’s nearly two hundred years old.’

†
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Eleanor White had been afraid of Her, since her first visit to her uncle Arthur’s cottage when she was five years old. A translucent Italian sculpture in alabaster, it was the head and shoulders of a young woman that her uncle had named “Lenore” and had hung for many years in the shadows at the top of the stairs.

Of Venetian origin, the face was very striking, with tumbling tresses, high cheekbones and long, Greek nose. The arching eyebrows and piercing pupils of its almond eyes had made Ellie shiver every time its sinister, marble gaze followed her along the dimness of the landing, towards her bedroom – and beyond. Despite being both terrified and yet fascinated by the thing, deep down she felt strangely bound to its haunting, white presence.

Arthur too, had experienced the same irrational fear as a child. At bedtime, he would turn his head and run past his ghostly-faced foe, shutting himself in his room and hiding under the sheets. This strange dread had lasted into his early twenties but after a fateful encounter in Venice, it had faded away. Now that he was entering middle age, She had become just a memory – until now.

‘Be nice to her,’ Arthur had joked to his niece. ‘She’s supposed to have mystical powers. You might be glad of her one day.’
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PART ONE
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1: THE FACE ON THE WALL
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EXCERPT FROM THE EASTERN DAILY PRESS:

Monday, June 26th Nineteen Thirty-Nine.

BODY FOUND IN RIVER. SIMILARITIES TO CAMBRIDGE MURDER IN APRIL

The body of another girl has been found washed up at low tide on the Pulminster riverbank near Abe Sutton’s Antiques Warehouse, known as “The Emporium”. The cause of death has not been established but a witness stated that the victim’s head seemed to have received considerable injury. The police would not comment on the similarity to the murder of Rachel Davies in Cambridge earlier this year, saying only that a post-mortem would be carried out later today.

†
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EXCERPT FROM THE EASTERN DAILY PRESS:

Wednesday, June 28th Nineteen Thirty-Nine.

SECOND VICTIM NAMED

...The dead girl has been named as nineteen-year-old Susan Meredith, who was reported missing after failing to return home after a party on Friday night. Police have confirmed that she had been dead before entering the water, having been bludgeoned to death sometime between nine o’clock and midnight on Friday.

...Miss Meredith was born in the Thorne district of Pulminster and until last year, was living with her parents before winning a University scholarship to Newnham College, Cambridge. Friends stated that she had had an argument with her young man and that shortly afterwards both parties had left the celebrations separately. The man, who has not been named, also lives in the university town and is understood to be from London. Family and friends are said to be...

In charge of the investigation is Detective Chief Inspector Leonard Grainger. He told this reporter that a man is helping police with their enquiries and...

The body was identified yesterday by her father, who was accompanied by his good friend, Arthur White, whom people will remember from the last war as “The White Soldier”...

†
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Wisteria Cottage, June Nineteen Thirty-Nine

‘Was it really bad, Arthur?’ asked Silas, noting the carpenter’s pained expression as he finished comparing the two newspapers’ accounts on the kitchen table before him. Taking a hip-flask from his waistcoat pocket, Silas unscrewed the cap and poured a measure of clear liquid into his friend’s tea. ‘Here – get that down you, boy.’

‘Thanks, Silas – I could do with a livener.’ Arthur replied, picking up his tobacco pouch and filling his pipe. ‘Yes, it was bad. Horrible!’ Pushing the newspapers aside, he added, ‘I mean – no one should have to outlive their child, Silas – should they? I know we saw some terrible things in the trenches but now – this...’

In nineteen-fourteen, Arthur White had declared himself a conscientious objector. Nonetheless, he volunteered to go to the front as an ambulance driver and stretcher-bearer. Joining the Royal Army Medical Corps attached to the Norfolk Regiment, he was eventually made a T.G., or “Temporary Gentleman” in recognition of his bravery in the field. This was a colloquial term for the war-duration commission of a person from outside the traditional “officer class”. Arthur had been given the rank of Lieutenant and after several sorties under the wire into no man’s land, he became one of the most highly decorated non-combatants of the Great War.

Known as the “White Soldier”, due to his silver hair, he had dragged many an injured “Tommy” back to safety but was wounded himself at Passchendaele in nineteen-seventeen. After his repatriation, he travelled the world for several years but would never acknowledge his military epithet. Instead, he would carve a small chess-piece knight on each of his works, be they large or small.

Recognised across several counties, he had a stall in the local market town of Pulminster where, on Saturdays, he would sell some of his smaller items, every piece with its own little horse-head emblem. People would pause by Arthur’s “tilt”, as these wooden kiosks were known, to hear his literary quotations where children too, would squeal with petrified delight at his scary ghost stories.

His father had been a master cabinetmaker but was also a successful antiques dealer and collector. His older brother, George and his wife Ruth ran the family business in London and had one daughter – Ellie. After his father’s death, and having kept abreast of developments in Germany, he decided to return to England permanently, in order to run the country part of the business.

Arthur always dressed in a pair of moleskin trousers with a wide buckled belt, heavy market boots, and a buckskin jacket known as the “thousand miler”. His trademarks were a Dunhill “Shell Briar” pipe and a large Bowie-style knife with a nine-inch blade, and a strange translucent handle. He had brought it back from his travels across America and displayed it on the market stall every Saturday. Rumours soon spread that it had been forged from “an object that fell from the sky”.

After his post-war travels, he settled in Venice, where he lived and worked for eighteen months in the early nineteen-twenties. On his return to England, he brought back many artefacts, which had inspired Ellie to assemble her own small collection of books and art prints. On the wall of her bedroom, hung a copy of her favourite painting, the original of which, she had seen often with her parents at The National Gallery in London. The description along its lower border read:

Giovanni Antonio Canal (Canaletto) 1697 – 1768

Venice: Campo S. Vidal and Santa Maria della Carità (‘The Stonemason’s Yard’) about 1725

She knew every feature of this picture by heart and spent hours making up stories about its subjects, longing for the day when she could travel there herself. On the far side of the Canàl, women washed and dried clothes while a priest stood in the doorway of the church. In the foreground, workmen cut stone as a small child peed in surprise at falling over. In the shadows of a darkened window, a lone cockerel crowed. But then, one day she noticed something odd up in the belfry of the church.

‘Well, I’ll be jiggered,’ her uncle had exclaimed on examining the print with a magnifying glass. ‘You’re right. It looks like a white mask looking out of one of the windows.’

‘Or a skull,’ his niece had replied. ‘It gives me a bad feeling – almost as if it’s waiting for me up there in the tower.’

‘Well, whatever it is – it’s got a very long wait. That tower collapsed not long after the painting was done. The Church is an art gallery now but...’ Arthur paused in thought of another painting that he knew well. ‘All these years... I wonder?’

The print, along with a pair of feathered, Columbina masks and Jacopo de Barbari’s intricate bird’s eye view of Venice, filled her imagination with tales of intrigue and romance. So deep was her fascination with the “White Phantom City” of Longfellow’s poem, that even at her young age, it had become something of an obsession. Ellie loved everything about her uncle’s cottage and their Venetian collection.

Everything that is, except the “Face on the Wall”.
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​​2: A BROKEN SEAL...
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Pulminster Market Town, Norfolk: Nineteen Forty-One

Shoppers, stallholders and service personnel looked skywards, and listened to the roar of the twin Rolls Royce Merlin engines as two Mosquito fighter-bombers sped across a bright, contrail-crossed sky. Over the striped, multicoloured market stalls and the new, Town Hall’s clock tower they howled, disappearing beyond the rooftops, before fading to a distant growl on their descent to Swanningfield R.A.F. base. As had been predicted, the East Wind came on the third of September, nineteen thirty-nine, but Saturday was market day and despite several bombing raids, life continued as normal.

‘Incredible,’ mused Arthur, leaning on the counter of his stall after packing up for the day. ‘We won the Battle of Britain – and yet, Adolf still bombed the buggery out of us again last night.’

‘Uncle!’ his niece, Ellie remonstrated, her hazel eyes glowing in the midday sun. ‘Language.’

‘Sorry, girl. Just thinking out loud again.’

Not classically beautiful, Eleanor White nonetheless possessed a natural beauty, which was admired by both men and women alike. A tall, well-built girl of fifteen now with peach-coloured cheeks and a cream complexion, she looked a good five years older. 

She had spent nearly every school holiday at Wisteria cottage since she was five and had now been evacuated there permanently. The local young men would always find excuses to pass by and wave, and some of the less timid boys would brave Arthur’s imposing presence and speak to her. Local women too, would visit the stall to admire her floral dresses and the “Venetian blonde” tresses, which fell over one shoulder. Or they may have just wanted to pass a little time with her grizzled, yet still handsome uncle.

‘Look,’ Ellie continued. ‘It’s a lovely bright day and there are hundreds of people here in the market. And there’s Constable Turner over by the fish stall too, so I’ll be perfectly safe. Anyway, it’s been over a year since Susan was... Sorry, Uncle – you get yourself down to the pub and meet Silas. I’ll lock up the stall and see you down there in half an hour. All right?’

‘All right, girl.’

‘And – Uncle?’

‘Hmm?’

‘You’ve got to stop calling me “girl” all the time. I’m all grown up now, you know.’

Laughing and kissing his niece, Arthur set off towards the river, still haunted by thoughts of his friend’s murdered daughter lying cold and blue on the mortuary slab two years earlier. At the street corner, he stopped outside Harrold’s department store to light his pipe.

‘Wow! She’s a corker!’ exclaimed a dark-haired young man in R.A.F. uniform standing a few yards away. ‘I tell you Joe – I’m going to marry that girl one day!’

‘Not if I ask her first you won’t,’ replied his colleague with a grin as they both watched the young woman wrapping a pair of candlesticks for an elderly lady.

Regarding the handsome officer and his flight sergeant in their blue-grey uniforms, Arthur smiled at their misplaced confidence.

Hah! She’s not a child anymore – that’s for sure.

Waving to her uncle, Ellie noticed her two admirers laughing and felt her face flush with embarrassment. On seeing the large man waving back, Joe and his colleague retreated across the square in silent mortification, their assumption being that he was her father and had obviously overheard them. Arthur shook his head, smiled and blew a ball of smoke up to the sky, pausing again for a few seconds to take one last look at his niece before setting off for his assignation.

†
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Sitting in the warmth of the early evening sun outside the Angler’s Arms, Arthur sipped at his pint and watched the weekend activity on the river. Brightly painted barges, motor launches and rowing boats jostled for position with the swans, and geese upon the sun sparkling water where, beneath the bridge’s wide arch, a thousand silver sprites flashed and danced. Silas eventually appeared and descended the steps onto the broad, paved embankment, which they had christened the Riva del Bira: the “riverside of beer”. 

‘Another pint of Best please, Baggy,’ Arthur called out to the portly, military looking landlord who was wiping down an adjacent table.

‘Right you are,’ replied “Baggy” Sandford, disappearing into the hostelry’s gloom.

‘You’ve been losing on the horses again, haven’t you?’ commented Arthur, noting his companion’s serious expression.

‘Not this time,’ Silas replied, pushing the daily newspaper across the table, upon which Arthur took it and smoothed it flat.

EASTERN DAILY PRESS:

Saturday, May 10th Nineteen Forty-One.

OVER ONE HUNDRED NAZI PLANES BOMB NOTTINGHAM. MANY KILLED.

‘Yes, I heard.’ Arthur exclaimed on seeing the headline. ‘Terrible!’

‘Not that,’ Silas interjected. ‘Go to page four.’

Turning to the relevant page, Arthur drew a sharp breath.

“GREEN LADY” INNOCENT?

... the Bishop died at 6.30am yesterday morning. It was reported that on his deathbed, he was delirious and rambling about a “Green Lady”. Readers will remember the case of Sophia Lazzaro, the Italian woman who was hanged in nineteen thirty-six for the brutal murder of her husband...

...it is not certain whether or not the Bishop, in his delirium has officially broken the Seal of the Confessional but...

...The authorities are still seeking the whereabouts of her son from a previous marriage...

The accompanying photograph was just as it had appeared five years earlier, the woman’s dark eyes reaching out to him from years gone by.

It could be Her – couldn’t it?

But – She’s nearly two hundred years old.

‘Are you going to let Ellie see it?’ asked Silas as a barmaid placed his pint on the table.

‘Well, I suppose...’ Arthur sighed. ‘Maybe it is about time I told her ...’

‘Told me what, Uncle?’

Ellie had appeared, unnoticed at the bottom of the steps of the bridge and wrapped her arms around Arthur’s neck. With a look of resignation, he slid the paper over to his niece who, on sitting next to him, looked to where he pointed. Inhaling sharply, she jumped up, knocking over Silas’s glass.

‘That face!’ she gasped. ‘It’s Her! It’s...’

‘It is like her – but...’ he paused for a moment, gazing sadly at the photo and then continued. ‘I’ll go and get Silas another beer.’

‘Okay, Uncle,’ his niece replied, realizing that something from the past had disturbed him greatly. ‘Sorry.’

Silas took his companion’s departing nod as a cue and beckoned Ellie to sit back down. 

‘Silas! What’s wrong with Uncle Arthur?’ she asked. The handyman gave a weak smile and shrugged. ‘I mean – he never talks about himself, does he? His life before he came back home! He must have loads of fascinating stories, but when I ask him, he just says there’s nothing much to tell and changes the subject! And that thing upstairs in the house – Her! He knows I hate it! Why would he never get rid of it? And now – that woman in the paper...’

Silas leant forward and spoke softly to the accompaniment of lapping water, and surrounding chatter.

‘The woman in the paper...’ he began. ‘Your uncle didn’t say anything at the time because – well, you were only a child then. She was hanged back in thirty-six for killing her husband and it gave him a nasty shock – and now, this news that she might’ve been innocent has shaken him up again.’

‘So – he knew her then...’

‘Not exactly but... Well, I’ll let him tell you when he comes back.’ Ellie nodded as Silas continued with his narrative.

‘Now – that face on the wall that bothers you so much. Well – there’s no mistaking that she’s the spitting image of the “Green Lady” – but like your uncle said, She’s been in the family for nearly two hundred years. Bit of a mystery, really. The story goes that two strange foreign blokes turned up at the house one day in the mid seventeen hundreds, and just handed her over. They told your uncle’s great, great, great, er – great, I think, granddad, to make sure that she stayed in the cottage and that no harm came to her. They said it was very important that she was passed down through the family line and never sold or given away, and that in generations to come she’d make her value known.’

‘Don’t tell me She’s the secret treasure everybody talks about?’

‘Nah, that’s just gossip. She is quite rare, though. I’ve never seen another one quite like her. Anyhow, when your uncle was a boy – this is long before I met him, mind – he was frightened of her too. Then, when he came back from Venice, he’d changed. Something happened over there and – well, now...’

Ellie felt the goose bumps rising on her arms and shuddered.
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3: THE WHITE SOLDIER
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‘It was October, nineteen seventeen when I first clapped eyes on your uncle,’ began the handyman. ‘In the Red Cross Hospital at Le Touquet – the “Duchess of Westminster’s” they called it.’ Lighting his pipe, Silas took several long draws and then, exhaling a quivering ring of smoke, continued. ‘Everybody in the trenches knew about Lieutenant Arthur White of course – how he’d crawl under the wire into no man’s land and drag the injured soldiers back to safety. The ones he couldn’t save – he’d make sure they at least had a kind word and a final cigarette – even if they were the enemy.

‘I’ll never forget it. Passchendaele – the third Battle of Ypres. Chucking it down with rain every day it was – and that mud... Waist deep in some of the trenches it was. Y’know – there were probably as many men and mules drowned in it as were killed by cannon, and gunfire... Hah! Passchendaele! “Passion-Dale”. Sounds like a lovely, leafy glade, doesn’t it – but it wasn’t. If there’s a Hell – that was it!’

Silas paused for a moment’s recollection and then carried on.

‘Anyway – I’d taken a bullet in the ar... Well – I’d been recuperating for a couple of days in the hospital, when they brought your uncle in. Apparently, he’d been missing for two nights and they all thought he was dead. Then, on the third night, a couple of lads saw what they thought was a tall figure standing in the mist, beyond the barbed wire – pointing down to something on the ground. They crawled over to the wire and that’s when they found your uncle – lying, cold and wet in the mud with a shrapnel wound. How he survived all that time, nobody knows.’

‘And – the tall figure?’

‘Oh – it turned out to be the burnt stump of a dead tree, that’s all. But – if it hadn’t been for that tree, they wouldn’t have found him and he’d’ve died of the cold. They told me he used to have dark brown hair – but when the orderlies cleaned him up, they saw that it’d gone completely grey. Anyhow, they put him in the next bed to me – and for two days on the trot, he was delirious. Babbling he was – but not in English, for some reason. When he came round, he couldn’t remember anything about it.

‘Well – we had a smoke and got chatting – and after a while, we discovered that we were both in the same trade. He told me all about himself and said his dad could probably give me work when the war was over. So, we promised to meet up for a pint in Pulminster when we were demobbed.

‘A few days later, though – I woke up and his bed was empty. The doctor said he’d discharged himself – reported back to the front and started doing it all over again. That’s when they started calling him “The White Soldier”, due to his name – and his hair. Saved a lot more lives he did, and all without shooting a single enemy. He still gets the nightmares, though. We both do...’

‘Anyway, when we got back home, we did meet up and we’ve been friends ever since. He was a local hero, of course – made the national newspapers too, he did. Couldn’t go anywhere without being recognised and fussed over, so that’s why he took off that way – round the world. First, he worked his way across America and ended up in Hollywood, building sets and furniture for the films. Met loads of famous people, too – and that’s where he got that big knife of his.’

‘I don’t like that knife,’ Ellie remarked with a shudder. ‘It frightens me. I don’t know why – but it gives me a very bad feeling every time I see it.’

‘Anyhow,’ continued Silas. ‘On to China and Tibet he went, and then around Europe – finally fetched up in Venice and...’ Silas broke off, putting a forefinger to his lips signifying that Arthur had returned. Placing a fresh beer for his friend, and a glass of lemonade for his niece on the table, he sat down next to them.

†
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‘Silas told me all about the war,’ Ellie began. ‘And how you both met.’

‘Yes – it was terrible.’

Silas nodded in agreement and after a pause, Ellie tried to steer the conversation back to Arthur’s remarkable escape. ‘How on Earth did you manage to get out of no man’s land when they found you by the barbed wire?’

‘Haven’t the foggiest. Those three nights are a mystery to me. Just a vague impression of mud, rain, and deafening shellfire – and horrible noises. Suddenly, everything fell silent, and a strange calm washed over me – like a warm, summer breeze. I remember thinking that this must be what it feels like to be dead. Then, there came a strange sensation of someone guiding me across the mud and the bodies – carrying me, almost.’

They all sat in silence for what seemed to Ellie like ages. She was the first to speak in an attempt to change the subject.

‘Silas said that you were afraid of Her too, Uncle – when you were a boy. What happened to change your mind? And what about the “Green Lady”? Did you know her?’

‘I didn’t tell you about her,’ Arthur began, re-lighting his pipe. ‘Because – well, it was a long time ago and you were just a child. But, yes – I did see her once. Very briefly.’

Ellie was all attention as her uncle continued.

‘I’d been in Venice for a few months. Got myself a couple of rooms in Cannaregio and put myself about a bit. Managed to get a job with a firm of master woodcarvers, renovating church sculpture, organ panels and the like.

‘One day I was working in the church of Santi Apostoli on an organ made by a fellow called Pietro Nachini – the leading Venetian organ builder of the eighteenth century. I was the only person in there at the time, when I had the strange feeling of being watched. I turned round but there was no one there, and then I thought I heard somebody breathing. I looked again but I still couldn’t see anybody so, I just continued with what I was doing.

‘Now – in that church, on the left wall there’s an eerie little recess called the “Nun’s Balcony” where nuns could take the sacrament. When I looked up, for a fleeting moment I saw a face, just before it pulled away into the shadows. Next, came the sound of footsteps running down the stairs and I was just in time to see a tall figure in green run to the door, and out into the square.

‘I went after them – but when I got outside, there were hundreds of people milling around and then, I saw her and – well... What a shock I got! (Ellie’s eyes widened in anticipation) Nearly as tall as me she was, like a Greek statue, with almost white skin and long, jet-black hair billowing in the afternoon breeze. Not what you’d call a pretty girl – but beautiful all the same. She was wearing a green, floral-patterned dress and she had that frightening face that I knew so well. That we both know.
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