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Wednesday 20th June 1973
Sam Bartlett grabbed his best friend by the collar and hauled him further away from the flooded roadside. “There’s another one coming,” he warned the smaller boy, jerking his thumb back the way they had come. Max Robinson turned his head to look. A grey Morris Minor with its headlamps switched off--difficult to make out in the poor light. It hurtled down Stoneleigh Lane towards the two children, spurting out great jets of mucky water as it approached.
The vehicle swiftly drew level with Sam and Max, who, by then, were over on the far side of the bank and pressed against a high panelled fence--arms outstretched as if in crucifixion--praying that they had somehow got out of range of the dirty water. Twin curving arcs shot across the bank like portents of muddy destruction, to cascade on the turf barely a yard in front of the boys.
It was in that short space of time, after the streams of water had leapt high in the air but before they came crashing back down on the bank, that Sam first glimpsed the ghostly figure. One day, when the coming troubles were long over, the boy would look back with the advantage of hindsight. He would remember it all seemed to begin that day with the half-seen form on the way to choir practice. A strange figure, flitting across the field on the other side of the lane. A pale shape that seemed to glow with inner light as it flickered behind a stand of trees at the roadside. And then it was gone.
A thought half formed in Sam’s mind. Could it be the Gre–?
The crash of water at his feet yanked him back to reality.
The boy’s attention shifted to the car speeding past. He had barely enough time to witness the disappointed frown on the driver’s face (an ageing Teddy Boy), and to register the man’s fist with its upraised middle finger, before the car had rocketed past the two friends. It skidded, and then lurched into the next corner, vanishing from view. Moments later, the road was silent once more. Neither child moved for several seconds. In fact, a passer-by might have been forgiven for believing the friends had been stapled in place on the fence by a band of sadistic muggers.
Max was the first boy to eventually step away from the fence. “That was lucky,” he said, after examining his jeans. He had found them to be soggy from the knees down and considered that a victory of sorts.
“Could be worse,” Sam agreed, inspecting his own trousers. He tiptoed back across the bank, craning his neck to ensure there weren’t any more vehicles coming. “I could almost forget choir practice tonight,” he said, dejectedly kicking a piece of sodden turf. “But we might miss something if we don’t turn up.”
Max was chewing his bottom lip. “Hmmm,” he said, “maybe.”
It had been raining on and off all day. Stoneleigh Lane, notorious for its tendency to flood during inclement weather, was completely underwater in parts. The road, however, had an irresistible attraction to the boys. Meandering through the green belt connecting the urban sprawls of Southampton and Eastleigh, it could almost be slap-bang in the middle of the Hampshire countryside.
The southern end of the lane began less than half a mile from the boys’ homes. Initially bordered by houses on both sides, it narrowed considerably after the first quarter of a mile. The pavement disappeared soon afterwards, forcing pedestrians to mount a low bank and follow a dirt path along the western edge of the lane. From that point onwards, the road was tree-lined and flanked by playing fields all the way to St. Andrew’s church.
If the lane was flooded, the chance of escaping a soaking from a speeding vehicle was mostly impeded by a ditch that ran along the other side of the bank. On a wet day, if someone was to brave the horrors of the swamped ditch by leaping across it, they would then be left facing an impenetrable hedge. Luckily, there were one or two stretches where the hedge thinned or vanished altogether, and, given enough warning, walkers would be able to put some distance between themselves and any passing car.
Sometimes, if the walkers were very lucky, they might even stay reasonably dry.
On that particular evening, the boys had just managed to escape from the Morris Minor to one of those hedgeless sanctuaries. After brushing themselves down as best they could, they jumped back across the ditch to resume their journey to St. Andrew’s.
Sam and Max were best friends. They had lived next door to each other for as long as they could remember and were in the same class at school. The boys were inseparable. They had the same hobbies and interests, hopes and fears--their characters were so alike. And yet the two children were physically very different. Sam was of average height and build for his age, whereas Max was short and skinny. If Max had been a week younger it would have put him in the year below Sam’s at school. Sam was freckle-faced, with hazel eyes and short, light-brown hair, while Max had chocolate brown eyes and spiky black hair. Sam’s skin was pale and Max enjoyed a year-round tan.
Joining the church choir had been Sam’s idea. Max hadn’t really cared for the suggestion at first. Being the amenable sort, however, he had eventually capitulated; he could never maintain a difference of opinion with Sam for long. It was the prospect of being paid for singing at weddings and funerals that had eventually swayed Max’s decision. Seventeen pence for weddings and twenty pence for funerals. Not much, but it helped.
The boys had been choristers at St. Andrew’s, in the parish of North Stoneleigh, since just before the Christmas of 1972 and it was now late June of the following year. During that time, they had sung at several weddings but not at a single funeral; the sombre nature of the ceremony, it seemed, precluded the sweet strains of youth.
Max’s parents had offered to give the boys a regular lift to the church for their Wednesday evening choir practice, but, come rain or shine (away from the deepest winter months, at least), they always preferred to walk; the journey to and from the church was sometimes more of an adventure than the time spent inside it. The lane’s susceptibility to flooding, for example. Is there a child on the planet that doesn’t enjoy splashing around in dirty puddles? Especially very big ones.
Now and then, the boys had even used the flooding to their advantage. On rare occasions, when the prospect of attending the Sunday morning services were just too daunting, they had been known to stand resolutely by the roadside, in a spot next to where the water was deepest, and dare passing motorists to give them a good soaking. Some drivers would slow right down, driving by with a shake of the head and a look of mild disapproval. Whereas others, perhaps a little surprisingly, seemed very happy to give the pair a thorough soaking.
A small number of motorists (and Sam more than suspected it was always the same individuals) even slammed their foot to the floor, cutting in to the very edge of the road, where the water was dirtiest. Once sodden, the boys would return home to show their parents what some ‘madman’ had done to them, again. Not only did it get them out of their Sunday morning choir duties but sometimes there would also be a treat handed out by Max’s sympathetic parents. Sam’s mum didn’t seem to care either way.
With the Teddy Boy’s car gone and the lane clear, the two friends gingerly set off again. After a few hundred yards, the ditch petered out and the bank dropped away, disappearing altogether for a short stretch and forcing the boys to walk in the road. After dodging a pair of reckless motorcyclists, they turned a corner and spied the secluded North Stoneleigh church in the middle distance, the castellated crown of its imposing bell tower peeping over the swaying treetops. A Union Jack was fluttering madly from a flagpole fixed midway along the north battlement. Somehow it seemed to beckon them onwards. St. Andrew’s was a solitary edifice. It stood virtually forgotten for six days of every week, yet the day of rest was guaranteed to see it magically revitalized and teeming with worshippers.
Sam happened to turn his head, then, and glance across the ditch. He spotted a spent condom hanging from a bramble stem like the remains of some peculiar, skinny fruit. The boys regularly found the discarded rubber sheaths along that stretch of the lane. He couldn’t help wondering how they managed to end up on the side of the road like that. Perhaps they were tossed out of passing cars. He and Max knew what they were, now, thanks to an all-too-short sex education film shown at school the previous year. A projector had been hastily set up, in the canteen of all places, and the film (a second rate cartoon, at that) had been followed with a thirty second demonstration by an embarrassed teacher, holding a condom and what looked like a short section of broom handle.
Sam picked up a stick and braced himself across the ditch. After a while, he managed to extricate the contraceptive from the thorny stem. Max, his lips pressed in to a thin smile, had shuffled closer to the edge of the ditch to watch his friend.
“Rubber-johnny,” Sam cried, suddenly flicking the stick to launch the condom at Max.
The skinny boy leapt out of the way. “Yeeuck!”
The contraceptive narrowly missed Max’s head and plopped in to a puddle at the roadside. Max suddenly lost his footing and teetered on the edge of the ditch, his arms windmilling wildly.
Sam flung down the stick and reached out to grab the other boy’s jacket, speedily pulling him back to safety. Max stood there, nonplussed, glaring at his friend.
Sam’s lips cracked in to a smile. “Just look at your face!” he burst out, before collapsing in a fit of giggles. If the bank had been dry, he would have been rolling in the dirt. As it was, he dropped to his knees and guffawed. Before long, he was laughing so hard he was fighting for breath. And then Max had joined him on the ground and they were laughing together.
“You sh-should’ve seen your arms!” Sam managed finally. He got back to his feet and then, still laughing, hauled his friend to his feet.
Arms clamped around each other’s shoulders, the boy’s lurched across the bank, trying to maintain their balance.
Max spotted the condom again and began to prod it with his foot. “It’s like an old snakeskin!” he observed.
“Yeah,” Sam cried, “a trouser snake!”
That sent the boys spinning off in to fresh gales of laughter. The fun was dampened a minute later, however, when the sky darkened and the heavens opened up for another downpour.
“Come on,” Sam said urgently. “Let’s get to choir practice or we’ll get bloody soaked!”
When they turned the last corner before the church, the rain abruptly stopped. Golden sunlight slipped through a gap in the clouds to warm their bodies over the last few hundred yards of the journey.
St. Andrew’s church was a fine example of the Gothic Survival style and dated back to at least the beginning of the 17th century. Nestled in an unchanging landscape it seemed ageless and enduring--sentient almost--as if it were watching its congregations come and go across the aeons. And waiting, perhaps. Waiting for something profound to happen. How many thousands of God-fearing parishioners had knelt for prayer in that structure over the centuries? Sending out their accumulative will. It was a place of great power.
“Did you see that bit about the Grey Lady in yesterday’s paper?” asked Max. He yanked open the church gate and the hinges squealed, praying for a good squirt of oil.
“No, was there something in there again?”
The boys were following the little tarmac path, strolling through the immaculately kept churchyard towards the ancient edifice. Stone-built, with a delightful three-gabled roof, high arched windows and an ostentatious ashlar-faced bell tower, St. Andrew’s lay surrounded by the memorials of its most devout followers--snug in the embrace of the Christian dead. A fair number of the graves were centuries old.
“Yeah, they say a Hants and Dorset bus driver saw her last Friday night. It was the last bus of the day and it was just slowing down for the stop, right there.” Max jerked his thumb in the direction of the bus stop several yards further down the lane. “The Grey Lady appeared in front of them and, although the driver braked hard, he couldn’t stop in time. He reckons the bus went right through the ghost. He said it seemed almost as if she were on there with them and gliding down the aisle, looking for a seat.”
Until recently, Sam hadn’t believed the stories circulating about St. Andrew’s resident ghost. He certainly hadn’t seen anything. Now, however, with the sightings beginning to mount up, the boy found himself wondering if there might be something in it after all. He cast an involuntary glance at the crumbling grave, not far from the path, which was purported to be that of the Grey Lady. By the light of day the memorial seemed as innocuous as the others did.
“There were three passengers on the bus and they all agreed with the driver,” Max concluded.
“Bloody hell! That must be about ten sightings in the last month!”
“Yeah,” Max said. He looked uneasily over his shoulder. “Perhaps we might see her tonight.”
Sam laughed. “Don’t count on it, mate.”
They had paused at the simple stone arch of the Elizabethan-style porch. As his friend stepped inside, Sam peeked up at the tower, as he always did. Rising from each corner of the mock battlements was a thin crocketed pinnacle. A quartet of ornamental stone pillars. To the boy, they resembled eerie figures. Sentinels, standing guard, staring resolutely and all-seeing out in to the four corners of the Earth.
It would have been unthinkable for Sam to enter the building without his customary glance of awe up at those pinnacles. He needed to confirm the heavenly guards were still there, that they hadn’t left their posts, perhaps to swoop down and punish him for some real or imagined sin. Sometimes, when the wind was right, he could hear the Union Jack fluttering high up on the north battlement. It reminded the boy of the impatient flapping of wings.
When Sam looked up, of course, the pinnacles were still there. However, just for a second, he fancied he saw one of them shift position. Ever so slightly. But he often witnessed that effect with the pinnacles, especially when viewing them against a backdrop of scudding clouds.
And then Sam had stepped inside the porch and was standing next to his friend. Max reached forward and turned the old handle, pushing open the heavy oak door. Moments after that, the boys had entered the ancient place of worship, stepping down into the north aisle. The place smelt of must and snuffed candles.
Choir practice always used to take place around an old upright piano at the western end of the north aisle, close to the bell tower entrance. The choir mistress, Miss Appleby, was a portly, grey haired old woman. She would sit patiently at the piano, guiding her boys through the coming Sunday’s hymns and psalms in the vain hope that, on the day, they wouldn’t make a complete pig’s ear of it all.
The choir mistress was at the piano, poring over some sheet music, when Sam and Max entered the church and strolled down the north aisle. As usual, they were the first choristers to arrive.
“Oh, hello boys,” Miss Appleby said. She motioned towards the vestry without looking up. “Off you go and get ready. See you in a minute.” The woman always insisted on full dress rehearsals and that meant cassock, surplice and ruff. As Sam reached to open the vestry door, the choir mistress spoke again. “I hope you’re in fine form, Sam. Later this evening I want to go over your solo piece for the upcoming competition.”
“Okay, Miss Appleby.” Sam rolled his eyes as he shoved open the door. He had been having some difficulty with the tortuous piece, of late.
Max chuckled. “On the way here,” he whispered, “you said if we didn’t turn up tonight we might miss something. I bet you’re glad you came, now, aren’t you?”
Sam smiled, opening the door wider to allow his friend to enter the room. However, he still gave Max’s backside a deft kick as the skinny boy stepped through the doorway.
* * * * *
Choir practice had gone reasonably well. Sam loved singing for the pure pleasure of it. He was a model choirboy, able to sing from memory--word and pitch perfect--virtually any hymn the choir mistress could throw at him. Miss Appleby knew, in those days of poor attendance and dwindling membership (at a time when the choir leadership was openly discussing the possibility of admitting girls), that Sam need only break in to song to restore her faith in the beauty of the prepubescent male voice. Like all things of great beauty, however, it was also fleeting.
Most of the other choristers had left half an hour earlier but Sam had stayed on so he and Miss Appleby could work through the competition piece. Max had stayed behind too, quietly putting away the folding chairs used by the choir.
As Sam stood by the piano and sang, he noticed Max talking with Jamie Henning, a little blond haired child. Henning had left soon after that. Sam didn’t know the boy particularly well as he considered him a little too young for his friendship.
Later, when the choir mistress was satisfied with Sam’s progress, the two boys had gone back to the vestry to remove their choir vestments. Miss Appleby, who lived reasonably close to the boys, had agreed to give them a lift home when they were ready.
Sam came out of the vestry first. His friend was always painfully slow getting changed. When he spotted the choir mistress still sat on the piano stool, collating papers, he decided to wait for them both outside. Wary of the resounding bang it might produce, he carefully closed the church door, before strolling through the porch and out in to the twilit churchyard.
For some children, it might have been intimidating out there among the graves in the gathering darkness, but for Sam it seemed as familiar as the freckles on his face. That night, the path was awash, with moonlight already reflecting in countless puddles all the way to the front gate. Rain slickened memorials--from simple stone tablets to rampant ascending angels--gleamed in the twilight. The fading light, however, had drawn most of the colour out of the churchyard. With nothing better to do, Sam set off down the little path, pacing slowly towards the gate.
Thank goodness Tyrrell didn’t turn up tonight, he thought.
Connor Tyrrell was the scourge of the North Stoneleigh church choir. They say there is one in every crowd and St. Andrew’s was no exception. The bully had made life hell for most of the choristers but he seemed to have a particular passion for tormenting Sam and Max.
Going over some tricky note progressions in his mind, Sam reached the gate and turned to head back in the direction of the church. The moon seemed exceptionally bright now; shadows cast from swaying branches played across the churchyard, giving the appearance of frenetic movement amongst the gravestones.
He had taken no more than three steps, and was passing between a Celtic cross on one side of the narrow path and an angel with outstretched arms on the other, when he thought he spied a dark shape pressed against one of the yews on the eastern side of the churchyard. The figure seemed to be watching something intently. Sam turned to follow its stare and spotted the Grey Lady’s grave.
Nothing remarkable, usually. Just a simple box-shaped memorial surrounded by a miniature set of railings. The thing Sam found extraordinary that night, however, was that he could see a figure there, too. He froze where he stood. Not with fear, or shock, but with sheer excitement. A woman was sitting on the damp stone grave, staring at the ground, combing her hair as if it were perfectly natural to be doing so in the middle of a churchyard at night.
She was dressed from head to foot in grey, just as the reports said. A grey blouse and a long grey skirt. And it might have been a trick of the light but her whole aspect appeared to be monochrome; glowing like an old back-lit photograph.
Suddenly finding the use of his legs, Sam crept a little closer to the ghostly figure. It was an opportunity the boy simply couldn’t pass up. Nevertheless, he came to a halt five yards from the grave, unsure of whether to carry on. Partly hidden by a tall stone crucifix, he came to the decision that he was safe enough to examine the apparition in more detail. The woman’s eyes were large; the nose was small and pert; the ears, elfin. Her hair was short and businesslike. She appeared quite pretty, in a boyish sort of way.
The Grey Lady suddenly raised her head and seemed to look directly at the motionless boy. And then Sam did become afraid.
As he watched, fascinated, the woman’s face began to distort. Her big eyes opened wider; her nose wrinkled; her lips started to twist. Within moments, the spectral face was contorted with grief. Sam had not seen such a display of anguish in all his life.
The boy’s hands suddenly felt icy cold. His heart began to thump. He was sweating profusely, and his tongue, as dry as a piece of old leather, had stuck fast to the roof of his mouth. He saw that the ghost’s lips were moving, but, over the pounding of blood in his temples, he didn’t have the slightest chance of hearing the words.
The Grey Lady pointed at him and beckoned. Her hand went to her neck. Then, she pointed down at the box-shaped grave, as if it were somehow meant for the boy--as if it were somehow waiting for him.
Sam spun on his heels, tripped over an empty grave vase, stumbled and fell. His chin struck a cube-shaped granite pot on the adjacent grave and a bolt of electricity shot through his lower jaw.
And then he was up and lurching across memorials, desperately making his way towards the path.
As Sam raced for the safety of the church building, never once did he glance over his shoulder to see if the Grey Lady was following; that was something the boy didn’t want to know. Reaching the porch at breakneck speed, he dodged through the arch and collided with his friend, who was just leaving the building to join him.
Max found himself winded and pressed square against the oak door, trying to gauge the terror in the other boy’s eyes. “Wh-What’s the matter with you?” he asked.
“I-I . . .” Sam attempted to speak further but found he couldn’t form the words. His mouth worked away soundlessly, spilling only silence in to the night.
“Your jacket’s dirty,” Max told his friend. And then his voice went suddenly shrill. “What have you done to your chin?”
The bigger boy finally managed to find his voice. “I-I’ve seen her,” he blurted out, “I’ve seen her!”
“Seen who, Sam?” And then realization flooded across his features. “Oh, my God, where?”
Sam could only jerk his thumb back over his shoulder.
Max sprinted out of the porch and stopped to scan the churchyard. He paid particular attention to the site of the Grey Lady’s grave but saw nothing untoward. Not a single thing.
As Sam stepped out behind his friend, he suddenly felt something wet run down his neck and remembered what Max had said moments before. His hand went automatically to his chin and came away sticky with blood. Looking down at his shirt, he discovered it was no longer white.
* * * * *
Sunday 24th June
The choir was going full tilt, boldly leading the St. Andrew’s congregation through the third verse of O God, Our Help in Ages Past, when Sam decided to interrupt his friend.
“Today’s the twenty-fourth!” he yelled, dropping the words of the hymn to shout in to Max’s ear, before seamlessly picking them up again.
Max scanned the nave for signs of having been observed. He needn’t have worried, though. The two friends were standing back in the second row of the choir stalls; the vicar, Mr. Gaye, couldn’t possibly see them from his location in the pulpit on the far side of the chancel. Miss Appleby was sitting at the organ with her back to the choir, as always.
“So what?” Max shouted back in his friend’s ear.
“It’s Midsummer’s Day!”
Max shrugged. “And?”
“The legend, remember?” Sam was pointing surreptitiously towards the middle window of the south aisle. A square-headed window of four lights, each being devoted to one of the gospel writers. Shafts of evening sunlight lanced through the stained glass, tossing splashes of colour across the flagstones. “The window!”
“Ah, got it!” Max lifted his hand from the hymnbook, sticking up his thumb to reinforce the words. At that very moment, Mr. Gaye walked by the choir stalls on his way to the lectern. He paused to look pointedly at the child’s protruding digit, raising his eyebrows.
Max skilfully transposed the ‘thumbs up’ in to the more innocent action of brushing some hair from his forehead. He also flashed the vicar his best smile, just to be sure. Mr. Gaye hesitated for a moment and then smiled back, before continuing on to the lectern. Its tall brass stand was topped by a magnificent eagle, superbly detailed, right down to the look of terrible inevitability in its eyes.
The eagle’s spread wings had been fashioned to hold a simple wooden bookrest. Opening his Bible at a bookmarked page, the vicar placed it before him on the lectern, preparing to read some adroit passage or other once the hymn had finished. When Mr. Gaye stood at the lectern and bashed his Bible, Sam thought the stare in the man’s eyes was uncomfortably close to that of the eagle’s. A predator fixing its prey.
“Okay, then,” Max growled in answer to his friend. “We’ll do it after the service. Now get on and sing!”
Sam was, in fact, in possession of an official ‘sick note.’ After the accident on Wednesday evening, Miss Appleby had driven him straight to the casualty department of Southampton General. As a result, the boy now sported five stitches in his chin.
The stitches weren’t due to be removed until the following Wednesday, at least. However, Max had insisted he be allowed to attend at least one of the intervening Sunday services. The choir mistress had said no, at first. However, she had finally relented under Sam’s constant barrage, on the proviso that he only presented himself at evensong. And even then, he was to quit singing immediately if he felt any pain.
Sam hadn’t said a word to Miss Appleby about his sighting of the Grey Lady. In fact, apart from Max, he hadn’t told another living soul. As far as anyone was concerned, he had foolishly sprinted across the darkening churchyard and stumbled over a grave. And if Sam were to be honest, it wasn’t very far from the truth.
* * * * *
“That’s the one,” Sam said, pointing at the second panel of the middle window. He and Max were behind the church now, threading their way around some of the older, crumbling memorials. Every so often, the taller boy would stop to survey the churchyard; while he didn’t really expect the Grey Lady to appear in broad daylight, if she did choose to do so, he wanted to be the first to know.
“This one, here?” Max asked, pointing also. “With the lion?”
“Yeah.”
Sam had managed to weather the service with the minimum of discomfort. While singing, he simply hadn’t opened his mouth as wide as he usually did. He had also been partly eased through the rigours and trials of evensong by the knowledge that the bully, Connor Tyrrell, hadn’t turned up again. Miss Appleby wasn’t one to tolerate a boy’s inconsistencies for long and Sam was hoping she might soon give Tyrrell his marching orders. After the service, Sam and Max had dawdled in the vestry while everyone else was leaving the church. The vicar finally had to shoo the two boys out of the building so he could lock up.
After carefully stepping over the last grave, the two friends came to a halt before their objective: a magnificent stained glass window. Each of its four panels depicted a saint, both as a holy figure and in symbolic form, together with a number of multicoloured geometric designs. Legend had it that, if you were to peek through the lion of St. Mark, at the stroke of midnight on Midsummer’s Day, you would behold, in ghostly form, all those parishioners who were destined to die over the coming month. They would be seen to enter the church in a kind of sombre procession through its locked door.
Sam had read about it in one of his mother’s local history booklets. Only a month before, the boy would have poured scorn on such an idea. However, in the light of recent events he was ready to believe almost anything. “I’ll go first,” he said, leaning forward to press his face against the cool amber glass. “Just keep a look out for the Grey Lady.” Although it might not have been midnight, it was definitely Midsummer’s day. Sam reasoned it ought to be good enough to see something.
As Max looked on, Sam peered in to the murky depths of the church, past the lectern with its splendid eagle, beyond the pulpit and the intricately carved pews. He went up on his toes, wiggling his face over the glass in an attempt to get a better view. Reflected sunlight played across the boy’s features, giving him a yellowish-brown aura. Then he raised his hands, resting them on the glass to either side of his temples, and grew still. “I can see the door, now,” he informed his friend.
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