
Martha Say*  Jane Lingard 

 

I’ve had to stop telling people about Martha. Or if I do forget and refer to her, I’ve learned to cover my 

tracks, to flag her presence in my life as that of a friend. Someone who knows me and, mostly, likes me. 

It’s as close to the truth as I dare to go.  

 It would be hard to say exactly when I became aware of her. It wasn’t a sudden appearance, more 

like a soft whispering in my ears that initially terrified me. I thought I was going mad. Too much time living 

on my own in a rambling old house - it felt like I was living in a cliche of my own creation. But I knew it 

wasn’t just the endless self chatter that I was hearing. It was a new voice, a voice wise yet warm, funny and 

frank.  

 ‘Do you think that chair really suits that corner?’  

 I’d swung about, startled. There was no-one there.   

 ‘How about you move it closer to the window, so you can sit and watch the clouds move past? 

You’ll find it calming, pet. I do.'  

 It was a hushed whisper with a conversational tone. I didn’t obey immediately, although I’m usually 

quite suggestible. I fell into the chair and stared wildly around the room. It was in a state of disarray, boxes 

and furniture jumbled together. And paintings were stacked against the far wall. The house was empty 

when I bought it, and I’d had painters in so I could start with a blank canvas to create my home. But now 

there was a painting on the wall near the door. A still life, beautiful in its simplicity, a bowl of bilberries 

glowing softly in a spectrum of light.  

 ‘I thought you’d like it. It’s my favourite.'  

 I felt a tremor trickle through my body from my scalp right down to my toes.  

 ‘I’m Martha, pet.'  

 I looked frantically. There was no-one there.   

 ‘You won’t see me, love. But I’ve been here for years, ever since the farm was first set up. I was glad 

when you bought the old house. A woman’s touch is just what this place needs. And you’ll have it as neat 

as a pin in no time.'  

 It might sound strange, but this calmed me right down. I felt a kind of comfort in knowing that 

Martha was there, even if I couldn’t see her. She has things to do, although she doesn’t tell me what they 

are. She doesn’t get in the way or anything, but she always seems to be there when I need to talk with her. 

 My favourite times are in the long winter nights when I’m in the old study with the fire roaring. The 

three bronze ducks arranged in flight above the mantlepiece take on a certain hue and I know then that 

Martha is sitting in a chair across from me, mending or sewing on a button by the firelight as she tells me 

of the life she lived here. When Martha is around, I no longer feel alone.  

 

*With a nod to the song ‘Martha Say’ by John Mellencamp 


