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THE WELL 

 

 

“Why don’t you complain?” Private Morris asked his companion as they 

hauled the water bucket up out of the Fort’s well. 

“About what?” Private Dickens asked.  The bucket finally reached the top 

of the shaft and they rested the weight of it on the edge while they caught their 

breath.  Morris wiped beads of perspiration from his forehead with the back of 

his hand.  The mouth of the well dropped away into inky depths and despite 

the warmth of the sun on his back Dickens shuddered at the sight.  Collecting 

water for the cookhouse was a chore that the officers based at Coalhouse Fort 

shared, but Paul Dickens seemed to undertake the task more often than not.  

Private Morris stretched a kink out of his back and frowned at his colleague.  

“About always being picked to draw water from the well.  Don’t think I 

haven’t noticed that Jenkins hasn’t done it for weeks – is he bribing you with 

extra tobacco rations or something?” 

Dickens snorted and shook his head.  “’Course not.  I don’t mind doing 

it; it keeps me busy.”   

“Yeah?”  Morris didn’t look convinced.  “Well, I can think of other things 

I’d rather be doing than heaving buckets of water back and forth to the 

cookhouse and laundry.  Although it does give me an excuse to see what the 

ladies are up to.  That Margaret Smith is a right little peach.”  Morris grinned 

lecherously and picked up the heavy bucket with a grunt, slopping most of its 

contents over the side as he lumbered off in the direction of the laundry. 

“Careful mate,” Dickens called after him.  “The idea is to keep the water 

inside the bucket.”  He shook his head and pulled a thin cigarette out of his 

pocket.  He looked at it ruefully wishing he could afford to roll one twice as 

thick but tobacco was a rare commodity at the Fort and rations quickly 

dwindled. 

It was true what Morris said though, he did end up working at the well 

more often than the others but he didn’t mind.  In fact it suited him very well 



P a g e  | 2 

 

©Nicola E. Kirk 2010  

because he was frequently rewarded with the company of a pretty young 

woman.  He didn’t know where she came from and she hardly seemed to 

acknowledge him half the time, but she lit up his day with her presence.   As 

he drew deeply on his cigarette he let his eyes wander out across Coalhouse 

Point and a smile slowly spread across his lips.  Today it would seem his 

patience had paid off because the young woman in question was now heading 

his way.  He hadn’t seen her coming, which was strange, but then he was 

getting quite used to her sudden appearances by now.  Dickens looked around, 

hoping there would be no one nearby to interrupt his time with her and felt his 

heart lift when he realised he was quite alone.  He smoothed his hair with his 

free hand and brushed flecks of stray ash from his uniform. 

“Mornin’ miss,” he said with a polite nod as the young woman 

approached.  She glanced at him with grey eyes that sparkled in the morning 

sun and smiled shyly.  Her light brown hair was tied back in a bun but the 

breeze from the estuary had teased a few strands loose so they drifted around 

her face.  She tucked the wayward wisps of hair behind her ear as she stepped 

up to the well.   

“Uh... beautiful morning, isn’t it?” he said, nodding at the view of the 

river Thames that ran alongside the Fort.  She nodded and slowly turned to 

take in the view, her dark work clothes flapping noiselessly behind her in the 

wind.  She said nothing. 

“You know, um... I see you most mornings,” Dickens pressed, a little 

uncomfortable that she wasn’t offering much in the way of conversation.  

Perhaps she didn’t like him very much.  “But you don’t work at the Fort, do 

you?  I would have seen you if you did.”  Now she turned to him and smiled 

broadly.  The expression lit up her face and made Dickens’ heart beat a little 

faster.  He dropped the cigarette onto the floor, not caring that he hadn’t quite 

finished it.  Some things were more important and he wanted to give her his 

full attention.  He glanced down at the smouldering butt and stubbed it out 

with his toe. 
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“Listen, Miss, I hope you don’t think I’m being too forward...” he began 

but when he looked up she was gone.  He frowned and turned to look around 

him.  There was no one there.  “Well now, isn’t that just the strangest...?” he 

muttered to himself.  After a moment’s hesitation he leaned forward to peer 

into the dark shaft of the well but then drew back shaking his head.  Of course 

she wouldn’t have fallen down there, he would have heard that.  He snorted at 

the ridiculous notion. 

“Hello?” he called but the wind stole the words from his lips and whisked 

them away over the estuary. 

 

* * *  

It was mid October and the Fort had become a damp and unforgiving 

place to be.  Dickens chaffed his hands together and dreamed about sitting in 

front of an open fire with a pint of beer in his hand.  The evening was swiftly 

drawing in and a thick swirling fog was rolling towards the Fort from across the 

estuary.  It was eerie to watch the white blanket engulfing everything in its 

path.  Dickens frowned and began to walk across the Quadrangle roof.  He 

would keep a little warmer if he kept moving.  Suddenly something moving on 

the edges of the fog caught his eye and he stopped.  He squinted into the dusk 

and thought he saw a figure moving swiftly across Coalhouse Point towards the 

well. 

“Hey!” he called.  “Who’s there?”  The figure paid him no heed as it 

continued on its way to the edge of the void.   

“What’s going on?  What’s all the noise for?” a stern voice behind him 

demanded.  Dickens turned to see the officer in charge heading his way.  He 

was a bear of a man with a bristling black moustache and small piggy eyes.  

The officer pulled his greatcoat tighter around him, clearly unhappy about 

being out in the cold.  

“Over there, sir!” Dickens pointed into the fog.  “There’s someone over 

there heading towards the well.  Do you see?”  The officer squinted into the fog 

and then took out a handkerchief and blew his nose loudly. 
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“Ain’t no one out there, Dickens; you need your eyes testing.  It’s just the 

fog playing games with you.  I’ll send Jenkins out to relieve you in half an 

hour.”  The officer turned and disappeared into the shadows of the Fort without 

another word.   But Dickens wasn’t convinced.  As he strained his eyes against 

the gathering gloom, he was sure he could see tendrils of fog crawling along the 

edges of the person’s garments as they walked and it wasn’t long before 

Dickens could make out the distinct shape of the quiet young women he’d often 

met by the well.   

“Hello!  Miss?  Hello there!  Be careful!” he shouted as she strode ever 

closer to the dangerous well shaft.  The young woman seemed unable to hear 

him and a terrible pang of dread began to gnaw at his insides as he realised 

that in the fog she might not see the well until it was too late.  Dickens looked 

around for assistance but, finding himself quite alone, he swore loudly and 

began to run across the Fort in the desperate hope that he would reach her 

before it was too late but his feet felt as though they were caked with tar, 

slowing him down, stopping him from reaching her.  He frantically tried to 

warn her that she was too close to the well but she gave no sign that she heard 

him.   

And then he saw her stumble and his warnings died in his throat. 

He heard her ear piercing shriek as she toppled forward into the gaping 

hole.   

His own scream echoed in his ears as the beautiful young woman 

disappeared from sight and the fog closed in around the well as if shielding its 

terrible deed from the rest of the night.  Private Dickens fell to his knees in 

horror as her shrieks faded and waited for the inevitable sound of her body 

hitting the water far below.  But the sound never came.  The feel of the cold, 

damp stone of the Fort under his hands brought him to his senses enough to 

hear the sound of running footsteps approaching from behind.   

“What’s the matter here!  Dickens, what the devil do you think you’re 

doing?”  Dickens flinched as he felt the officer’s heavy hand fall onto his 

shoulder.  There would be trouble now, he thought, but he didn’t care.  
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Dickens looked up with tear filled eyes and pointed a shaking finger at the well 

but before he could utter a word in his defence, the fog swirled and parted to 

reveal the young woman striding away from the edge of the well, the hem of her 

coat fluttering around her ankles silently in the chill wind. 

“No...” Dickens whispered disbelievingly as he watched her go.  Just as 

the officer in charge began to demand an explanation, Dickens’ body went limp 

and he collapsed to the ground in a dead faint. 

“Someone help me get him inside,” the officer demanded gruffly.  “He’s 

obviously been drinking.  My superiors won’t be pleased when they hear about 

this! No, not at all!”   Two privates scurried forward, scooped Dickens up, and 

manhandled him to the Fort’s infirmary.  The officer watched them go for a 

moment before turning to stare out over the estuary.  But there was nothing to 

be seen but a white wall of fog. 

 

* * *  

 

To this day no one really knows what became of Private Paul Dickens 

although many like to speculate.  Shortly after he collapsed a military 

ambulance came to take him away from the Fort and he never returned.  A few 

years later, the mouth of the old well was sealed because its once pure waters 

had become tainted by the brackish waters of the Thames.   

Perhaps the demise of the old Fort well should have marked the end of 

this strange tale... but some say that when the fog rolls in and the light of day 

begins to fade you may still see the figure of a young woman emerging from the 

mists, striding towards her doom. 

 


